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 Women's Cradle Song: A crowd of tiny chicks keep cheeping from back 
of the room of a longhouse, calling for a handful of feed, the broken tips 
of the pounded padi. Why our tears, my friend, coursing wildly down 
our cheeks and again brimming, rolling, dropping? As we closely look 
at each separate strand, following the design of the mat; as we begin 
weaving the form of the balai belantan blanket; as we make ready and 
roll the fibres, so dark red in color, in order to weave from memory the 
ampang sebayan blanket.   (Rubenstein 1985:88) 

 

In this paper I want to conduct an exploration into the meaning, centrality, and anatomy of art-

making in an indigenous tribal culture on the third largest island in the world. Due to the processes 

of colonialism, modernization and urbanization, this traditional culture has now largely 

disappeared; it developed and matured in the shelter of a rainforest world which is near-extinct. 

This is not a strictly historical paper, nor is it an attempt at ethnography: this text exists in a 

tenuous space between ethno-aesthetics and art history. I hope to conjure up a multifaceted picture 
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of Iban women artists and their symbols and weave around the question of how these resonate 

within their natural and social environments.  To counter the Post-Renaissance Western concept of 

the "artist as original genius", living and working apart from his social context, with its limited 

application from the perspectives of chronology, sociology, geography and gender, and to 

demonstrate the validity of other contexts, aesthetic models and patterns of art-making, I will 

continue to refer to the Iban "conceivers-designers-dyers-weavers-ritual mistresses" as 'artists'. 

 I am not one of these women; neither do I have first hand, on-site research experience 

located in a particular span of years. My encounter has been mediated by ikat textiles located 

thousands of miles from their place of origin and facilitated by the mind-travel that library 

research affords. Thus there is a certain quality of timelessness about this essay: like all text-

making, this one is a construction. It is a fiction based on selections from among other people's 

rendered facts -- scholars, colonial officials, missionaries, travelers and poets of Euro-American 

and Borneo backgrounds, who were or are similarly fascinated by the creative solutions and 

interpretative responses to the challenges of existence they encountered along the rivers of that 

enormous island the Europeans called Borneo.  I join the ranks of these outsiders in distance to the 

topic; maybe my perspective differs in its particular synthetic approach and in its rising out of a 

contemporary need to locate alternative and inter-linked models of seeing, thinking, creating, 

governing and living.  To this end, we may seek to elicit past voices and practices, also outside of 

our own immediate cultural sphere, with the aim of listening rather than of giving an authoritative 

analysis or interpretation.       

 

To the extent that interpretations of a foreign society and art form are offered here, these arise out 

of tracing the cross-culturally communicative and emotive powers of the visual or poetic metaphor 

through a partial, imaginative immersion in the world of Iban women, an act rendered all the more 

poignant at this moment in history when the environmental destruction of the rainforest has 

highlighted how, in the production and flow of oxygen, carbondioxyde, and harmful and 

beneficient solar rays, we are all tied to the same experience and the same fate. 

 In this paper I will explore the possibility of looking at the structure and design of textiles 

as a metaphor (consciously or sub-consciously intentional) for Iban society1 -- a metaphor which 

                                                             
1 The materials studied are mostly from Sarawak, Borneo, and include studies both of Land Dayaks and Sea 
Dayaks, though the latter seem to be the most numerous; here collectively called "Iban", as elsewhere in much 
of the literature. This usage seems justifiable in view of the remarkable consistency of detail in the religious 
beliefs of often quite isolated groups.  I am grateful to Professor James Siegel of the Anthropology Department 
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works on the levels of social organization, gender, aesthetics and myth.  First, I will explore 

certain key characteristics of the textiles themselves and the way these resonate with the Iban 

worldview and their natural environment. Secondly, the creation of textiles will be located within 

the network of ceremonies upon which Iban society is structured, where textiles are seen both as a 

compliment and a neccessary ingredient in the rituals surrounding head-hunting, done by the men, 

and the cultivation of padi (rice), done by both men and women.  Finally, I will touch on the role 

and rituals of women in creating textiles and see how women provide forms of protection to the 

community and its individuals by mediating with their textile-designs and actions between the 

forces of the spirit world and the world of human beings.  

 

Meaningful Form in Iban Ikats.2 

 In Southeast Asia, textiles have figured among the most important art forms since 

prehistoric times. From the perspectives of social hierarchies and local systems of aesthetics, all 

important ritual and ceremonial and daily-use objects in Southeast Asia were both functional and 

beautifully wrought and were accorded special status because of the powers they could attract, 

contain and dispense and because of the exchange value they held in important ritual and, later, 

commercial transactions. The study of Indonesian textiles as primary sources on a par with other 

ethnographic and art historical data began to develop as a field in the late 1960s and 1970s (Adams 

1969; Kahlenberg 1977; Fischer 1979) during which time colonial records and ethnographic 

museum collections began to be searched for textile information and rich and varied sources came 

to light. The Textile Museum in Washington D.C. was the first North-American institution to 

sponsor a series of major publications and roundtables, under the expert direction of Mattiebelle 

Gittinger (Gittinger 1979, 1980, 1989) and with this the field began to be regarded, for the first 

time, as a field of serious intellectual inquiry with implications far beyond issues dismissed as 

'women's work' and 'craft'. The development of cross-cultural gender-studies is both indebted to 

ethnographic and textile research in Borneo and has inspired new generations of Borneo scholars 

(Sutlive 1991).  

                                                                                                                                                                                                        
at Cornell University for comments on a graduate paper I wrote on this topic a number of years ago, and I am 
indebted to the University of Victoria for research support in the preparation of this article. 
2 I refer here to warp ikat, the main ikat technique employed by the Iban. Other techniques such as 
supplementary weft, tapestry weave, embroidery, bead work, and painted bark cloth, also done by the Iban and 
related groups, will not be discussed; these seem absent in the literature in ceremonial uses of textiles, which is 
the focus here. Furthermore, it has been observed that the designs for beadwork and bark cloth ornamentations 
were apparantly created by men (Gittinger 1979:222). 
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 Indonesian and Southeast Asian textile studies, as indeed textile studies around the world, 

is year by year increasingly enriched by new, indepth publications that present localized histories 

and analyses of textiles never before documented as well as new perspectives on known genres, 

from a broad range of perspectives which include history, gender, iconography, technology and 

cultural assimilation (such as Weiner and Schneider 1989; Maxwell 1990; Hauser-Schaublin 

1991). In the survey texts, Iban ikats have figured promintly from the very start. Of comparative 

importance to the present discussion are analyses of cosmological symbolism in ritual clothing 

(Feldman 1989; Achjadi 1989) and women's role as transformers of natural materials and the 

metaphoric powers of colour-dyes (Heringa 1989; Hoskins 1989). 

 The three main forms in which Iban ikat weaving is used are: jackets (kelambi) worn by 

both men and women, women's skirts (bidang) and ceremonial hangings (pua kumbu or pua). The 

jackets and skirts are produced as ceremonial clothing, but the large, powerful pua textiles have 

not been used for clothing in historical times (Spertus and Holmgren 1977:41). It is during the 

longhouse ceremonies, both individual and communal, that the finest ikats are worn and the pua 

are used to drape people, living and dead, or to cover the walls, or to create sacred enclosures 

where space was previously undefined.  

 
Decorated textiles appear only on these occasions, and their use has the same ritual and 
symbolic complexity as the ceremonies themselves. These are occasions for great 
merrymaking, when finely dressed young people fraternize and elders flaunt their 
wealth. But the backdrop for these activities is a solemn ritual in which decorative 
textiles are used not for display, but as integral parts of a sacred pattern (Gittinger 1979: 
217). 

 

 The importance to the Iban of ikat textiles is illustrated by the role of ikats in their central 

myths; as in a slightly distorted mirror, these myths reflect the role ikats play in the life of the 

Iban.  It is significant that it is the magical appearance of a woman's skirt (bidang: short, knee-

length tubular ikat) which presages and in effect causes the union between a mortal and the 

daughter of Sengalang Burong, the chief of the omen spirits. It is this union that provides the Iban 

with their ancestral link to divinity: 
 

One day an Iban hunter shot a bird and as he went to retrieve it, it became a woman's 
skirt, the bidang. Concealing the garment in his   arrow case, he hurried home. Soon a 
beautiful girl who was the daughter of the major God, Singalong-Burong, appeared to 
inquire about her skirt. After a time she consented to become the mortal's wife, and later 
bore him a son (Howell 1909: 185-187).   
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 It is a woman who mediates the connection between the gods and the mortals; it is also 

she who gives the humans the means to continuously live in a manner which resembles the lives of 

the gods, thereby maintaining the ties between the two worlds. Among these means of 

communication, the ikats figure prominently and their functions are explicitly described: 
 
Before leaving she wove two coats for her husband and son that were called "jackets of 
the birds" because of their pattern. These were capable of transporting her son and 
husband to heaven should they wish to join her. Eventually, after the mother had 
returned to heaven in the form of a bird, the son donned his jacket and followed her. In 
heaven it was a time of mourning for a deceased warrior, and the son was taught to 
observe the omen birds, to take heads to avenge the dead, how the newly taken head was 
to be received into the great blankets, the pua, and the details of the Festival of the Dead. 
The boy returned to the world and taught these culture traits to all the Iban (Howell 
1909:185-187). 

 

Thus, in this myth, an ikat provides the first and most important link in the chain which eventually 

constitutes Iban civilization. 

 From the perspective of Western scholars, the two main interpretations of the meaning of 

the designs on Iban ikats have been to assign to them either a purely religious and ceremonial 

meaning (Haddon 1936) or to give a secular interpretation (Gill 1968). I feel that to distinguish 

between the religious and the secular, between spirit and matter -- which is part of the framework 

of Western art historical scholarship -- is inadequate in the study of many areas of non-Western art 

(as well as periods of Western art), and I feel that this is especially so in the case of the Iban.   

 One of the most striking things about an Iban ikat is the energy and vitality of the design 

[see reproductions, above]. No hesitation or uncertainty is evident in the marks of the hands that 

tied the warp threads with grass or twine to resist the dye to create the pattern. The many separate 

strands are strung, dyed, re-assembled and woven with confidence. Next, one is struck by a feeling 

of equal emphasis given to all parts of the design, with little sense of hierarchical stratification or 

centralized symmetry. (There may be axial or length-wise symmetry, but top and bottom often 

have different motifs rather than mirror each other; and yet one is not posited as superior or more 

important than the other). One part of the design leads organically into the next and the resulting 

sense of parallel and equal visual emphasis is a formal quality, which characterizes Iban art in 

other media as well. This contrasts with the hierarchical narrowing from a broad, low base towards 

an apex representing the place of centralized spiritual-political power that one often sees in 

classical and courtly Javanese art.   
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 As we continue looking at an Iban ikat, we notice the density of the design, consisting 

formally of an interlocking of lighter with darker forms against a medium dark ground, where the 

spaces surrounding the design at times almost acquire form-life in their own right -- a positive-

equals-negative effect such as one often sees in Japanese woodblock prints. In many cloths, a 

common theme consists of geometric lines enclosing a spiraling, nature-derived exuberance which 

combines into various shapes -- some of which can be read as human figures with their hands 

interlocking.    

 These formal qualities convey an impression of dense, vibrant energy, which may be seen 

as an illustration of and a clue to the way the Iban view the world around them. Thus, in the ikat 

pua, the meaning of forms flows freely back and forth between the same basic elements of design. 

The fluidity and the "principle of repeat" illustrate a basic, egalitarian view of the omnipresence of 

the life-force, in all things.  The multiple "things" in the environment constitute a welter of forms. 

Though these would be divided into "animate" and "inanimate," according to our terminology, to 

the Iban, all forms appear to be filled with different expressions of the same life-force. As Tom 

Harrisson has pointed out, this is not animism in the derogatory sense used by Western 

missionaries, but a sophisticated view of a whole and structured universe (Harrisson 1966: l). 

Harrisson's writings are not without a touch of romance, but it is the romance of one who himself 

has lived a long time in the jungle: 
 
Living always in deep greens and teeming tropical life, the Bornean natives see the 
whole world, both of reality and dream, in terms of twisting, tendrilous, exuberant 
vitality. Creeper and carving, tree stem and tattoo mark, orchid and art forms - these are 
inseparably related in the pattern of jungle life. (Harrisson 1938:151) 

 

 Ikat design motifs are drawn from various realms. In the first comprehensive list of 

motifs collected by Charles Hose, the major source on the subject in the late 19th century, and 

published by Haddon and Start (Hose 1927; Haddon and Start 1936), are included 

anthropomorphs; animals such as deer, tigercats, shrews (both singly and inside ornate rice 

husking-boxes); a large variety of birds (both immobile and in action, some of them distinguished 

according to age), crocodiles, lizards, frogs, spiders, centipedes, leeches and insects. In the world 

of flora are found motifs of mast, bamboo, fruits and ferns; flowers, ginger root, gourd seeds, ratan 

creepers and all varieties of palm and other trees. One author mentions design elements such as 

gourd seeds (igi genok), horse mango (buah bunut), and forked roots (akar bersimpang) (Maxwell 

1990:43).   
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               Leaving the jungle, Haddon documents a large variety of objects in daily use depicted on 

ikats; interestingly, both men's and women's tools, for woodworking and weaving respectively, are 

included.  Other authors describe mythical creatures, such as the sea-tiger (remaung tasik) or the 

water serpents (nabau) (Maxwell 1990:120; 99). Yet other names refer directly to the spirit world: 

generic ancestors or spirits (antu) or specific ones, such as the crocodile spirit (antu baya).  Some 

design names depict more complex processes of movement, showing the interaction between 

human and nature, or cause and effect: "branches with fire-flies"; "crossing back and forth along 

the river"; "bird pushing oar"; "leeches swallowing one another," "sleeping cats", and "the wound 

caused by the sting of the wasp" (Hose quoted in Spertus and Holmgren 1977:42). Here are rich 

mappings of interactions between many kinds of jungle inhabitants. 

 Having introduced the idea of the life force above, I digress to acknowledge the 

importance of rice (padi) and the padi spirit, for rice is both the fundamental agricultural staple of 

the Iban and the practices surrounding it provide an example of how the Iban imagine and 

celebrate one of the many spirits that inhabit their world. Furthermore, the connection between the 

life-force, rice and female imagery has been noted by textile scholars (Gittinger 1979). 

 The Iban relate to the life-force in very personal ways, extending to it the attributes and 

values of Iban life, and including it within their own system of adat. Evidence for this abounds 

everywhere, both in the indigenous myths and poetry as well as in the concrete actions performed 

during the various ceremonies. Perhaps nowhere is this personalizing tendency as strong as in 

relation to the padi-spirits. The very growth of the padi-plant is described in terms of stages in 

human development and it is worth noting that it is mostly female imagery that is used.   

  In the 23-stage list of descriptive terms for the different stages of padi growth (Freeman 

1970:196), human imagery is mixed with non-human imagery: again, the "sameness" or 

relatedness of humans and nature is illustrated. The first appearance of the padi-sprouts are "like 

the hairs of the nose" (stage 1), the next stage the padi is like "needles", later, like "the tail of the 

rice- sparrow" and then it becomes like the "plaything of the winds" (Stages 2-4). Later the padi is 

described as a "girl reached puberty" (7). The first ten stages of padi growth are summed up as 

first, being "pregnant like a man" and later, "pregnant like a woman". Towards the end, the 

imagery becomes more technical or agricultural, using expressions such as "mature fruits", "half-

ripe panicles" and "panicles broken at a nodule and hanging down with ripeness" (stages 11, 18, 

20, 23).       
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 However, this spirit which is alive in all things, this spirit or life-force, is not limited to 

human beings. One of its supra-human attributes is that it can change its shapes, or transmigrate 

between different forms. It is this quality and power which is sought by the heroes of the myths 

and legends, such as is vividly illustrated in the "Story of Kichapi''(Geddes 1957). Here the hero 

changes shape repeatedly (interestingly, both by "real" metamorphoses and by explicitly "dressing 

up" as an ape) and uses other forms of sympathetic magic to beat his enemies--ad nauseum, 

perhaps, to Western literary taste, which might deplore the unbroken repetition of easily-won 

victories--but such a reaction would miss out on the understanding of just how forcefully the need 

for such powers is felt by the Iban in their particular environment. It is this need which leads to the 

strong emphasis on bravery (and bravery in women as well as in men, as illustrated by L.D. 

Patterson in her field notes of a Land Dayak Head Ceremony; see Patterson 1976/79) and the 

collecting of omens and potent charms.  Moreover, due to the ability of the life-force to 

transmigrate between different forms, what appears as a good spirit on one occasion - e.g. a 

barking deer - may appear another time as an incubus who haunts sleeping women with sexual 

dreams.  One important characteristic of the pua cloth is its ability to change into different things  

(Vogelsanger 1980: 120): in other words, highly valued cloth has the same ability to 

metamorphose as everything else in the Iban world believed to partake in a semi-divine or supra-

human character. 

 

From this perspective, it seems an exercise of limited value to try, as an end in itself, to identify 

the specific meanings of the individual patterns and forms on Iban ikats. Stylistically, many of the 

geometric and stylized figures such as key and rhomb hark back to the widespread influence of 

Chinese design elements spreading throughout Southeast Asia by the culture referred to as 

Dongson during the half-millenium before the onset of the Christian era (Spertus and Holmgren 

1977:41,49).  
 

The abstractions are a welter of hooks, scrolls, and diamond patterns. For the Iban these 
too have identities, but it is difficult to know whether so-called lizards, crossed poles, 
heads of birds, and spiders are meant to be specific or metaphorical images, and what 
concepts they illustrate (Gittinger 1979:221). 

 

Although certain motifs in a particular cloth are recognizable to a number of weavers, as part of a 

known repertoire of form, others may be local or individual distortions or inventions, though 
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always formulated according to the general aesthetic, the limitations of the media, and culturally 

proscribed sources of inspiration. 

 From the point of view of interpretation, it seems that the assemblage of patterns could 

rather be seen as a very specific kind of list. As Gittinger observes: 
 
Many of those [scholars] dealing with islands other than Java enumerate the textile types 
and decorative means for the area. These are much more than mere lists. Rather they are 
logical ways to organize an inventory of form and function with interpretations that 
address both the past and the present (Gittinger 1989:7). 

 

Rather than mere "shopping lists", then, the visual enumeration of icon-like forms could be seen as 

a condensed kind of magic incantation, a pre-literate method of systematizing knowledge so as to 

communicate with the infinite and varied forms the life-force manifests itself in -- a life-force, the 

beneficence of which the very existence of the Iban is believed to depend on. Lists of personae of 

the spirit-part-of the-world are, moreover, common in the chants which fill the night-hours of 

many of the ceremonies, chanted by professional male or female cantors. By analogy, the women 

who weave ikats may be seen as professional depictors of incantations in visual form. 

   The lines taken from a pengap-chant, describing the journey of the manang (one kind of 

shaman) to fetch the spirits in whose honor the feast is being held (Jensen 1974:65), illustrates 

how one might find aesthetic parallels between the formal structure of Iban poetry and ikat textile 

patterns: 
 

taing taing isau unding,               (the clink of the knife blade) 
taung taung belumbong nibong,  (the thud of chopping palm) 
trai trai betenchang ratai...                  (the sound of beating dry bamboo...) 

       

 Analyzing the original poem, one could clearly indicate with arrows the complicated 

patterns that result from the ways diphthongs and other rhyming elements herald later rhymes. 

These synthesize the echo of a past rhyme with new phonetic elements, thus weaving a dense, 

asymmetrical interlocking pattern of tonal relationships which resemble the structure of the ikat 

designs. If one adds imagery and subject-matter to the analysis, the aesthetic affinities become 

even more clear.    

 Certainly some of the names of ikat design motifs recorded above and some of the 

interpretations of individual cloths provided in the literature read like poetry.  A pua depicted in a 

black-and-white photograph in Gittinger's Splendid Symbols (1979:215), is described as depicting 
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trees, whose branches form "elongated polygynal spaces which are filled with leaves and pendant 

branches with blossoms". The forms are seen as outlined by a light colour representing the light of 

a swarm of fireflies, which in the tropics may envelop a tree completely, giving the impression that 

it is glowing.  From a purely formalist perspective, this pua is visually exciting with its different 

rhythm-registers. The combination of straight and angular geometric forms with the profusion of 

scrolls and spirals captures in idealized form the skeletal structure of trees covered with leafwork, 

similar to that of human bones, covered with flesh, hair, textiles and ornaments. The geometric 

lines enclosing the spiraling exuberance combine into shapes that from another perspective can be 

read as human figures with their hands interlocking - also a common theme on the Iban ikats. 

Thus, also in this pua the meaning of forms flows freely back and forth between the same basic 

elements of design and the fluidity and repetition illustrates the perception of the omnipresence of 

the life-force. 

 Haddon's emphasis on the religious character of the ikat seems appropriate (he 

beautifully describes the Iban as being "clothed in prayers"), as the circumstances of the making 

and the using of them are ceremonial--but what is depicted on the textiles cannot be said to have 

either religious or secular meaning, as the Iban do not seem to divide their sphere of experience 

according to such a dichotomy. At least in looking from the selective literary porthole that a study 

not based on field work must be, it would seem that the Iban walk and work, eat and sleep, always 

with an awareness of their external and internal surroundings; an awareness which makes them 

whisper excuses to grains of rice when dropped on the floor, rub newly harvested rice on the 

hearthstones so they will not be hungry, and voluntarily impose numerous taboos upon themselves 

before any undertaking the least bit out of the ordinary, for fear of upsetting or insulting the spirits.   

 Gomes (1911) has observed that the Iban language is poor in abstract terminology and 

notions, whereas it abounds in words and synonyms with minute differentiations for daily 

activities. Combining a missionary's and an Englishman's biases, and despite his seventeen years 

of living among them and speaking their language, he may have overlooked the ways in which the 

Iban may express abstract notions through metaphors taken from images of everyday life. The 

practice of not differentiating varying levels of meaning ranging from concrete to abstract 

references with specialized vocabulary (in other words, keeping numerous meanings embedded in 

a single lexical item, such as an everyday, common word),  ensures that individual words retain 

great flexibility and are understood to simultaneously contain the potential for direct, pragmatic 

communication and the transcendant powers of the metaphor. Thus the Euro-American dichotomy 
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posed between "abstract" and "concrete" may be denied, in a similar way that the gap between 

"religious" and "secular" is rendered irrelevant: the same language, visual or oral, serves to unite, 

describe, and communicate between the material and the spiritual worlds. This is illustrated clearly 

in the large body of Iban poetry which on the surface appears to be describing activities of daily 

life but, illustrated by its ritual usage and powers, is clearly "more" than "mere" daily life. If one 

compares this situation with Western intellectual history one might find that it is only in recent 

centuries that poetry has been juxtaposed against and found inferior to empirical, analytical 

discourse. 

 

Iban Textiles and Boundaries. 

     Iban textile design is markedly linear. But what is a line, and what does it mean to draw one?  

You stand before an undifferentiated surface of some kind, you lift your arm and draw a simple 

line. Although your attention was focused on the chalk, charcoal, pen or brush you were holding 

and the mark resulting from your movement, what is really happening is around the line: suddenly 

you have defined space. There is now a set of spatial relations, a dynamic of different fields held in 

a state of tension, where previously there was nothing, It is the search for the definition of the most 

perfect state of tension, that vibrating state of harmony, which for centuries has driven Chinese 

calligraphers (and more recently Western painters) in their search for "the perfect line".   

 The process of making art is a process of definition. A consequent problem of much art is 

over-definition. The challenge is to wrestle some meaningfulness out of the blandness, nothingness 

of the void, and yet retain the open-endedness of statement which is necessary to communicate the 

indefinable. Absolute nothingness, on the one extreme, and "over-kill", on the other, are both 

equally deadening in their impact and lack of communication-- thus the idealistic search for the 

"single line," powerful in its poetic simplicity.  Drawing a line and thereby defining space is in 

effect the same as setting up boundaries. And boundaries, both concrete and abstract, physical and 

metaphysical (to retain the dichotomies inherent in our way of thinking for the sake of 

communication), are important in Iban life.  

 On the level of geographical space, the Iban world is divided according to concentric 

circles spreading out from the individual bilek (apartment of one household), and the human world 

explicitly defined as a horizontal crust dividing the two hemispheres of the upper world and the 

underworld. The boundaries between the lands used by two neighboring longhouses, and between 

the fields operated by individual bilek within one longhouse, are explicitly defined and known to 
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all (though of course, disputes do arise). The concentric circles of Iban kinship fade out from the 

individual at the centre, to the immediate family, to kaban (kindred), to suku (neighboring peoples, 

known but not related) to orang bukai (complete strangers) on the outermost periphery (Freeman 

1970:68).  

 Such boundaries are observable, also to an outsider, but they are not seen as essentially 

more real than the boundary the Iban perceive between the world of the living and of the dead, 

marked by the River Mandai and the pintu tanah - door of the earth. As the world of the living, 

also the after-world, Sebayan, has its own quite explicit geography, with ancestors living lives that 

duplicate their earlier ones in their own longhouses.  The realm of activities is equally defined and 

explicit according to what is adat (customary law, practice) and what is not. All these boundaries 

are, as the lines in the cloth, clearly recognized by the Iban, even when they are invisible to 

stranger: such is the case with the communally perceived "lines" which divide the longhouse's 

continuous, physically unmarked verandah into each family's privately owned part.   

 The structure of the longhouse itself, organized into family bilek, side by side on one 

side, and the open veranda running the length of the longhouse on the other, can be seen as 

analogous to the working of ikat cloth. With minimal hierarchical marking of the chief's bilek, the 

Iban live parallel lives in adjacent spaces, like the parallel warp threads on the back-strap loom, 

and the communal interaction between one bilek and the next is like the weft threads being 

shuttled back and forth. 

 

 Exuberant Irregularity: Cause for Careful Regulation. 

       It is when looking at the environment the Iban inhabit that this need for explicitness 

becomes understandable. The order sought by the erection of a network of boundaries, moral and 

physical, is the very antithesis of the dense, chaotic, fruitful and potentially dangerous 

environment of the jungle.  The following descriptions of the jungle seem useful as background to 

the large number of designs on ikats consisting of motifs from the jungle depicted in more or less, 

and sometimes extremely, stylized ways.    

   P.M. Synge, of the Oxford expedition to Sarawak in 1930s, wrote: "So dominating is the 

forest that it is said to be possible for an orangutan to travel from the South to the North of Borneo 

without descending from the tree-tops"(Synge 1938:155). He goes on to describe the creeping, 

hanging, clustering forms of green that surround one in the forest; greens of so many hues that the 

light itself reflects with an unreal glow. He describes the wealth of ecological strata, down to the 
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hundreds of epiphytic plants which live off a single branch of the old giant trees, with trunk-spans 

of fifteen feet. Here grow humus, mosses and orchids (of which the expedition found 33 new 

species within a few weeks), and insects which in turn feed off these, next to the parasitic flora, 

such as ratan, which slowly strangles large trees to death. There are the nipah palms, with thirty 

foot high fronds springing directly out of the mud along the rivers, and the twenty-foot-high and 

slender trunks of the sago palms. And then, at 3,600 feet, one suddenly finds oneself in a moss-

forest. The light is changed, the colors have darkened, it is no longer hot and all is suffused with 

moisture: everything is covered with squashy sponges of moss, one foot deep, with small gnarled 

trees adding to the fantastic weirdness of the scene. (Here may be found the largest flower in the 

world, the giant parasite named Rafflesia - a dubious honor to Thomas Stamford Raffles, founder 

of Singapore!) 

      Another British scholar, zoologist N.S. Haile, delivers an ode of fondness to the snakes of 

Borneo, among whom, it seems, he spent a good part of his life, as curator of reptiles at the 

Sarawak Museum (Haile 1958:742). Borneo, we are told, has the richest snake-fauna in Southeast 

Asia, with 166 species, fifty-one of which are poisonous. However, these are "mostly harmless". 

Their fangs are either too far back in their mouths to get a good grip on something as large as a 

human, or, on the really dangerous ones such as the cobras, kraits and coral snakes, their fangs are 

too short and need to be worked into the flesh by a chewing motion over several seconds; chances 

are they'll "only get hold of your trousers.--- All in all," ends Haile, "it is an encouraging picture 

for the Borneo traveler, who will run far less risk than ... even in some parts of England, where 

adders abound"( ibid: 749).  To an amateur in dealing with snakes it seems, however, that one 

might not feel quite as safe as Haile if one was dressed in a sarong or loincloth, when encountering 

such a "short-tooth" or, alternately, the non-venomous pythons, who suffocate their victims with 

their up to thirty-foot-long bodies. Even one of the common, harmless but nonetheless nine foot 

long water snakes might create a moment's unpleasantness and flurry among bathing Iban 

children. 

      Much has been written about the birds of Borneo, both from the ornithologist's point of 

view (Smythies 1968) and from the perspective of their important role in Iban mythology and 

augury. The sheer variety of species and their sounds, mostly invisible warblings and calls, and the 

birds' rare appearances - a flash of bright feather in a spot of sunlight and then gone among the 

green shadows and shapes again - coupled with the fact that birds traverse the sky (abode of the 

gods) would make the mythic importance ascribed to them understandable. In Iban myth there is a 
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direct link between themselves and birds, through the marriage and resulting offspring between the 

daughter of Sengalang Burong, the Bird King, and a mortal. In addition to this link, there is an 

interesting myth concerning the origins of augury. Once upon a time, all races had the secret of 

writing. The European, during a flood, put the secret of writing into his hat and thus it was 

perfectly preserved. The Malay tucked it into the collar of his native-style shirt and it only got a 

little damp on one side. The Chinese put the secret of writing into his shirt and while swimming 

through the floodwater it naturally got wet and ran, but the Chinese could still recognize it. The 

Iban, however, was only wearing a loincloth and consequently the writing was completely soaked 

and illegible by the time he reached the other bank. He tried to dry the text in the sun, but the birds 

swooped down from the sky and snatched it away. "This is why the Iban do not know how to write 

and must depend on bird omens" (Jensen: 126). 

 

Nature as text. 

     Thus the signals of nature - and of birds in particular - in a sense take the place of writing for 

the illiterate Iban. The only form of "writing" they have is a series of figures on boards, which are 

used as mnemonic devices by the professional chanters while practicing their chants which at 

times run over several days (Harrisson1966). These figures are more like the earliest forms of 

Chinese characters, as drawings or pictographs of the object in mind. As such these figures might 

have a similarly wide span of levels of meaning as the single word discussed above. It might be 

fruitful at another time to compare these figures to the designs on Iban ikats. 

  The birds (burong) are the basis of the Iban system of augury, the science of determining 

whether omens are good or bad, before important undertakings. In the longhouse, it is the tuai 

burong who is responsible for this activity as concerns the entire community, but most adults know 

something about the reading of omens, whether in the sound and sight of animals or the 

composition and colour of a pig's liver. Animals other than birds are also considered omen-

bearers, and in this capacity they are also called burong.  The omen-birds are mainly the seven 

birds that are said to live with their chief Sengalang Burong in his longhouse, married to his seven 

daughters. In light of their link with the Iban as ancestors (or at least, relatives of ancestors) and at 

the same time their link to divinity, these birds are - like the padi - treated as highly honored kin, 

their characters personified in terms of emotion, speech and actions. 

 Ketupong is the "one-word bird", also thought to be "like a man of a single utterance"; 

Embuas is known as "the pitying bird" or the "kind bird"; Beragai "laughs like one of us (Iban)". 
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Papau is known as the "bird of deceit since it deceives or blinds the enemy or the quarry".... 

Nendak is known as "the cool bird, like someone whose words give comfort and shade" (Freeman 

1970:117-118; For an indepth discussion of how Iban bird-augury works, see Freeman 1960).  

 In addition to these characteristics, each bird has several different moods which are 

signaled by differing calls. Thus, not only must the individual bird be identified upon hearing or 

sighting, its direction taken into account if seen, but also the bird's state of mind at the moment 

observed must be considered as one of the factors which go into the augur's calculation and final 

decision as to what concrete message was intended from the gods.  Besides birds, other animals 

which inhabit the jungle are wild pigs, bears, many varieties of deer, monkeys, various types of 

cats and of course, insects, leeches, crocodiles, snakes and fish. Though many of these may act as 

omen-animals, their roles or personalities are not fixed. As spirits are believed to be able to 

migrate between forms, a crocodile may one day be believed to be an ancestor or a form of the 

river god, and given its powers of protection, a life-size model of it is made in clay and placed in 

the fields to destroy potential rice-pests (Haddon 1936:129), but another time the crocodile will be 

killed and even eaten, if it has caused harm to the community. Furthermore, many of the same 

animals which are believed to be omen-animals (and as such, beneficent, even when the omen is a 

negative one, for the sheer act of warning against impending danger) appear as incubi, shaming 

women helplessly in their dreams and, it is believed, causing babies to die  (Freeman 1967: 318). 

 

The "Line" as a Zone of Danger. 

  Let us return for a moment to the line. Painting and drawing are positive techniques, i.e. 

it is the surface that you work consciously and deliberately that will constitute the main design or 

image and the surroundings are often seen as secondary.  By drawing a line or painting a mark you 

are focusing most directly on that which separates the previously undifferentiated space into new 

subdivisions or areas.  

 Iban women in their textiles, however, work in a negative technique, similar to batik or 

woodblock printing: it is not that which they work, manipulate or change but rather that which 

they leave unworked which is going to constitute the design (thus the term "working in reserve"). 

Iban women make the line by dyeing the space around it - an avoidance of the boundary-line itself. 

I see this as a crucial point, and one that is metaphorically related to the general Iban concern with 

how times of transition are handled. Not only are transitions dangerous times of potential chaos, 

but they are also times when the forces at play may be harnessed and used to strengthen the 
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individual, the family or the community. Thus, in the same way as a line holds separate elements 

in a given balance but in itself constitutes the transitory stage in between those various parts, times 

of transition, leading from one stage to another or combining previously uncombined elements, are 

experienced as dangerous. Participants going through such transitions are in need of extra 

protection.    

 Birth, the first haircutting, marriage, becoming a parent, and death, are all times of 

potential danger, which need to be surrounded with special precautions such as ceremonies or 

taboos. Changes in the life of the entire longhouse are also threatening, such as, when a bilek 

decides to break off on their own or join another longhouse, as the individual bilek have the full 

right to do. Similarly, the production of things which bring together materials which ordinarily are 

separated is hazardous, particularly the dyeing of threads for weaving and the forging of metals. 

The dangers exist even on a linguistic and musical level: in the same way that it is dangerous to 

weave a mistake, it can threaten one's health and shorten one's life if one sings a false note or 

combines the wrong words (Rubenstein 1985:125).   

 This sense of danger in transitions also applies to points in physical space, as for example 

the tangga, the notched stepladder which links the longhouse to the less secure world outside, 

which eventually turns into secondary jungle and finally into virgin jungle, where the spirits dwell. 

Also, waterfalls are perceived as potent places of transition.  Therefore, it is not surprising that 

most if not all Iban ceremonies are concerned with averting the potential danger inherent in times 

or points of change and with turning the energy present to their own advantage.  "Femaleness" 

being an essential part of Iban ceremonial drama, the male tuai burong (one of the several kinds of 

shaman), or whichever male is officiating at a particular ceremony, evokes female imagery by 

exhibiting female behavior or donning women's ikat clothing.3  The use of ikats in these 

ceremonies, then, illustrates how ikat cloths may mediate between dualities (male and female).  

Another duality is evident in the perception of the cloth's ability to both protect and transform 

nature, similar to the dual role of the boundary-line.   

 Cloth and boundaries protect by isolating, demarcating, and shielding. They do not 

represent an impenetrable line of defense, however: as liminal zones, lines and cloth transmit 
                                                             

3 Male cross-dressing or appropriating female symbols to enhance their powers are found in many different 
variations throughout South and Southeast Asia. The reverse--women appropriating male symbols--is rarely 
documented. This may be in part due to researcher bias and the emphasis on men's ritual in the ethnographic 
literature. An interesting exception is found in a photo (Gittinger 1989: Colour plate 1) which shows select 
women from the South-West coast of Yamdena, Tanimbar, dancing with drums, wearing loincloths tied over 
their blouses, surrounded by onlookers from the community. Drums and loincloths are both generally regarded 
as male symbols, though instances of male and female drums have been recorded (Bernet Kempers 1988:70).   
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contact between realms and can mediate transfiguration (for better or for worse) of the human 

actors involved.  The power which is represented by the designs and therefore in a sense 

embedded in them, can ward off evil, while the same power attracts blessings and strength. The 

protective and beneficial powers of ikat is illustrated by the inclusion of a bidang as one of the 

gifts to the female shaman who conducts the soul of the deceased to the afterworld. Unless a 

bidang is given, she will not be able to return safely from the land of the dead (Howell 1911:7). 

And unless the soul of the deceased is accompanied to the land of the dead, it will remain in the 

community, causing havoc if not harm. 

 

The Use of Ikats in Ceremonies. 

     Another variation of the creation myth illustrates the use of the pua as a protective and 

mediating device. This one goes even further back in mythical time than to the era when the 

human (i.e. the Iban) race  was joined to that of the gods.  Like the one told above, also this myth 

illustrates the creative cooperation between man and woman: Raja Entala, the creator, and his wife 

were discussing the fact that nothing other than themselves existed--neither heaven nor earth, nor 

any other living beings. They then set about creating the world, and finally it stood there, with 

plants and animals, but still no human beings. So they cut down a bangkit banana and from the 

stem Raja Entala fashioned the likeness of himself and his wife. His wife then covered the image 

with a pua, and, after Raja Entala had shouted at it three times, it stirred and came to life 

(Vogelsanger 1980:122).   

 The agricultural festivals (gawai) seem to be the only ones which occur regularly every 

year. The major ones are gawai batu - the whetstone festival, before the clearing of the fields; the 

gawai benih, celebrated before the sowing of the fields, and gawai nyimpan padi, the pre-harvest 

festival.  There are also various important festivals which occur less frequently, often with many 

years passing between each one, such as the gawai burong - the headhunting festival, gawai antu - 

the Festival of the Dead, where all the spirits of those dead since the last one (often a matter of 

several decades) are feasted collectively, and the gawai ngar, a festival related to the dyeing of 

yarns and celebrated exclusively by women. 

      In all of these ceremonies, ikats are used in various ways and always for protective and 

transformative purposes. During the gawai batu, the whetstones are draped with pua and given 

offerings; before the sowing of the fields a sacrifice is made to the padi-spirits and the offering 

plate placed on a pua; before the harvest, red-dyed cotton threads are wound in and out between 
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the stalks of the young, not-quite-ripe padi (padi muda) which is selected to be harvested first 

(Freeman 1970: 203). The threads are then encircled by a brass bangle - the combination of two 

materials which immediately brings to mind the traditional women's attire of ikat skirts and row 

upon row of bangles of split bamboo, covered with small brags rings. In this way the padi is 

dressed up as a woman in her ceremonial garb, in accordance with the female imagery used in the 

descriptions of the padi's growth noted earlier.  

 Since both men and women wear brass bracelets, another possible interpretation is that 

the combination of threads and metal here represents a bringing together of female and male 

materials, an act which was exhibited dramatically in the verbal media in the above-quoted image 

of 'male pregnancy'. After the first of the padi pun (the sacred strain of rice planted in the middle 

of the field) is harvested, a pua is laid over the reaping-basket, in the same way a pua is laid over 

the belly of a woman about to give birth. 

  The pua play a vital role in the headhunting-festival. (Today's occasional enacting of 

these ceremonies are performed with old heads, the most recent of which are said to be those of 

Japanese soldiers taken during World War II).  In the past, the men returning from a successful 

raid would fire a shotgun or send a messenger ahead, so the women could prepare to receive them. 

They would put on their ikat skirts and proceed down to the riverbank, where they would receive 

the newly-taken heads in the puas, and then followed the only ceremonial dance performed by the 

women: "women who knew the prayers took the heads, one after another, sat down, rested the 

heads on their knees and prayed to them. The prayers they used were not known to the men" 

(Geddes 1957:128). There are also reports of women dancing in such a way that it seemed they 

were pretending to be nursing the heads in the pua (Vogelsanger 1980: 119).   

 Other examples of community-based uses of pua or other cloth in ceremony are rituals to 

wave away an eclipse or to remove an incest-taboo. In the latter ceremony (which has taken the 

place of laying the offenders alive in a grave and then stabbing them with sharpened bamboo-

poles) a procession of men and women carrying various artifacts proceeds from the longhouse 

down to the river, accompanying the incestuous pair. The imagery employed reveals the belief that 

an individual's breach of taboo may threaten the whole community with natural disasters resulting 

in agricultural sterility. During the ceremony, a pua carried by a male is said to, metaphorically, 

''cover riverbanks and prevent flooding of the river and riverbank erosion". Similarly, a woman's 

skirt carried by a woman prevents heavy rains. Men carry metals to "stabilize the soil" and women 

carry plates and jars to "receive the soil and the dew". An old loincloth functions as a sacred 



 Wright: Iban / Ikat - p. 19 

railing, which the couple, after having been cleansed in the river, holds on to while being escorted 

back to the village. The 'railing' protects them against the demons on the path who might attack 

them in their vulnerable state, and also, it seems,  emphasizes the newly regained unity of the 

community (Rubenstein 1985:56).   

 The ikats also play protective and mediating roles on a number of occasions throughout a 

person's life-cycle. At birth, if it is a difficult one, the manang (one type of shaman) ties a long 

cloth above the womb of the birthing woman and tries to press the baby downwards by tightening 

it gradually. The manang's progress is communicated to another manang outside the bilek, who 

mimics the process with a cloth wrapped a large stone held tight around his or her body. During 

the child's first ritual meeting with its grandmother, it is covered with a pua. If a child is adopted (a 

fairly common event) a ceremony is enacted where the manang cuts off the child's ayu (one of a 

person's two souls), which is likened to a bamboo-shoot growing on a mythical mountain, in a 

cluster with those of the rest of its family. In the case of adoption, the manang cuts it off and 

replants it with the cluster of the child's adoptive family. One of the three gifts the child receives is 

an ikat, which metaphorically provides shade against the heat of the sun over the tender 

transplanted ayu  (Freeman 1970: 21).       

 During sickness or in seeking omens through dream-messages before an important under-

taking, a person will sleep outside in a place where spirits are known to dwell, covered by a pua. In 

cases of exorcism, the family-bilek's walls are covered with pua, to prevent the exorcised demons 

from getting back in (Freeman 1967). Similarly, pua will be hung up to enclose sacred space, such 

as that around a corpse being ritually tended to, or to create a temporary bilek-shrine.  In the ritual 

enactment of the myth of the spirit's voyage to the land of the dead, while the officiating shaman 

wears a bidang, one or several pua cover the newly-dead and form the roof of the boat which 

brings the spirit down to the river.  

 

Women as Transmitters of Ikat. 

A song sung by a girl to her lover, who has used her lack of experience in weaving as an excuse 

for not taking their relationship seriously, illustrates the great feeling of pride and 

material/aesthetic/ritual/spiritual empowerment both felt by women (here, represented by the girl) 

and desired in women by men (here, the insolent lover): 

 
     At the time when the top beams of the house are first seen, while  the cross beams of 
the verandah are still shadowed, I reeled thread into the bamboo tube so fast, its mouth 
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sounded broken. I began measuring the ginger water, dear bachelor liar, in the trough 
made of the medong tree. I dissolved salt in the water, my companion, into the ring of 
water in the big hollow bowl. I measured out the oil, companion who cares for me, oil 
bubbling as it flows out over the face of the bottles. 
 Afterwards I began weaving with the threads made dark. While the dew was still 
heavy, mist cloudily pouring, I began knocking the shuttle of the loom from side to side, 
spinning out the store-bought thread from the hanging bamboos. The speeding sound of 
my knocking was no less than that of the woodpecker knocking at the broken tree trunk. 
I was making, dear companions, the pua mata blanket- - - - - - - The knowledge that I, 
dear companion, truly have inside of me, is truly, dearest beloved, a gift of the spirits. 
Aye-o-o-o-o-o. (Rubenstein 1985:256-257) 

 

 We have seen how "ready-made" ikats were originally given to the Iban by a goddess; 

now we turn to look at how Iban women of later generations have learned to make them. In 

Cornelia Vogelsanger's interviews with older, experienced Iban weavers, the women speak of how 

their ancestors, through dreams, learned to dye and weave from the goddesses Kumang and 

Lulong, both married to the hero Kling, who all live in the heavenly longhouse Panggau Libau. 

The goddesses themselves were sought as wives by demi-gods because of their exceptional skill at 

weaving pua.  The personal stories elicited by Vogelsanger, however, were not unique revelations: 

Kumong and Lulong continue to help individual Iban women, from generation to generation, up to 

the present day, and always through the medium of dreams.  It is not only the general technique of 

weaving which is thus transmitted but at times even the concrete patterns themselves, such as in 

the case of Kerja (Vogelsanger 1980:ll8). Kerja dreamed she saw Kumang traveling upstream with 

her husband Kling. Kumang left a pua with her, saying she would call for it later. Kerja at once set 

to work copying it and worked at great speed, completing a pua by the time the divine couple 

returned and reclaimed it. Kerja said later to Vogelsanger that she, in her dream, could see the 

pattern of Kumang's pua with great clarity and in colour.  

 The weaving had seemed extraordinarily fast and easy in the dream - but when she awoke 

she could remember every little step and later copied it with no problem. There are also interesting 

examples of women overcoming technical problems in weaving, or reluctance to the activity, after 

detailed dreams of encouragement or admonitions from the goddesses.  However, the danger 

involved in weaving designs which are potent are known by all, and a young girl just beginning to 

learn the art, will copy pua of her mother's or grandmother's. The girl will weave the borders and 

simple patterns, the older women weaving the most powerful and potentially dangerous parts of 

the design. Later the young woman graduates to more difficult designs, as she develops the 

necessary mental strength, but only after she has been called to do so in a dream may she create a 
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new pattern of her own. While weaving a new pattern transmitted by the gods through a dream, a 

woman is in a constant state of danger and must take ritual precautions so as not to irritate the 

spirit in the pattern, who otherwise might make her ill and even kill her. One woman told of the 

giant she was weaving, who had bothered her by making frightening noises the entire time she 

wove on that pua (Vogelsanger 1980:118).  

 Therefore women seek to protect themselves with charms such as stones found after 

dream encounters with gods, with medicines, and by developing "a strong heart"--in other words, 

becoming brave. It is because of the dangers involved that the weaving of ikats and especially the 

creation of new designs, can be likened to the men's headhunting activity (nowadays replaced by 

the bejalai - long expeditions away from the longhouse, to the cities and even abroad) and the 

rituals surrounding it. This is born out by the facts that weaving is called the "women's warpath"  

(Gittinger 1979:219), that bravery plays such an important part in it, and that the women who have 

created their own pua may tattoo the end joints of their fingers--a type of tattoo which, among 

men, was reserved for those who had taken heads successfully. It has been noted that, during the 

time of applying the mordant to the threads, the same taboos apply to the longhouse as when a 

woman is giving birth--another sign that the textiles are tied into the same body of fertility-

promoting rites as headhunting and the padi-cult. 

 It might be said, that, as the men go out into the world on expeditions, today to bring 

back heirlooms such as bronze objects and valuable Jars, the women become aquatinted with the 

spirit world, their souls traveling there in their dreams, to bring back the potent forms of spirit-

protection, which becomes the vocabulary of their designs. In this way men and women may be 

seen to be contributing equally essential things, both to the individual bilek and the community.4  

 Thus, in the same way as the headhunting festivals may only be celebrated by warriors 

who have taken a certain number of heads and have excelled in bravery, the gawai ngar may only 

be celebrated by women who have long and successful experience at weaving ikat and have 

proven themselves strong of heart, and who, moreover, have been told to celebrate it in a dream. 

The gawai ngar is the ritual when mordant is applied to the yarns, preparing them so they will be 

able to receive and hold the red colour, made from the root of the kumbu tree, which in myth also 

supplied the red blood for the veins of the human at the time of creation.  For this reason, the 
                                                             

4 This perception of parallel and equally dangerous paths is illustrated in a lively manner by an anecdote related 
to Vogelsanger by Freeman: during the course of a loud quarrel between an Iban husband and wife, which took 
place quite publicly, the woman shouted at the man: "So you say you're a man! Well prove it and go out and get 
a head!" Thereupon the man, flushed from anger and shame, shouted back: "And you go weave a pua!" 
(Vogelsanger 1980:121). 
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colour red is believed to be especially potent. Mastering the red dye was considered so spiritually 

challenging and technically difficult that only a few women in the community were entrusted with 

the task. It has been estimated that only one in fifty women were such experts, but these rare 

women were referred to as "She who knows the secret of measuring out the dyes in order to obtain 

the rich colour" (orang tau nakar tau ngar) and was well paid (Palmieri and Ferentinos 1979:76). 

Before beginning the dye work, offerings would be prepared, the woman would fast and 

strengthen her spirit by biting a piece of iron (Gittinger 1979:214). 

 Everything in the spirit world is believed to be opposite to the world of the living. Thus, 

for instance, broken shards by the grave will ensure perfect pottery for the dead in the spirit- or 

after-world and the severed head of an enemy will ensure strong slaves in the next life (Spertus 

and Holmgren1977:43, note 9). According to the same logic, spirits can only be seen at night, 

when normal people cannot see. Thus it would seem that women are credited with the ability to 

"see" spirits, since women have the power to transfer their forms from their dreams-in-the-dark 

onto the cloth, made in full daylight. The light designs on the dark ground, could thus be seen as 

the forms of spirits the way they are seen in the dark by the women's sharp eyes (as in many parts 

of Asia, seeing equals deeper vision), trained and exercised for the good of the community. 
 
I hope that by now it has become abundantly clear why it is important to the Iban to have powerful 
ikats among their heirlooms, why the talent for weaving them is so highly prized by both men and 
women, and how weaving along with the taking of heads become their respective symbols of 
identity and pride, symbols which are both juxtaposed and shared.  But what motivates the 
goddesses Kumang and Lulong to go to all the trouble of supplying the Iban with these forms and 
devices?  According to Vogelsanger and others, they do this simply because they crave the beauty 
of the ikats for the enormous delight they feel upon seeing them.   
 From the perspective of the Iban, ikat cloths are a matter of physical and spiritual 
survival, a metaphor for the order they cultivate and impose on their jungle environment, and an 
arena where women play out their power and their status in ways complementary to the forms and 
acts available to Iban men.  In this sense, ikat cloth can be understood as one of a select few 
primary art-forms which can function as a metaphor for what it means to be 'Iban'. From the 
perspective of the gods, these cloths are objects which arouse and satisfy aesthetic pleasure and 
sensual desire. Both Iban gods and humans, it appears, include beauty--and the transformative 
powers that arise from creating, maintaining and employing it-- among those basic things deemed 
essential for survival.  And this attitude, which lies at the foundation of the Iban worldview, is one 
that throughout history has only been developed by the most refined civilizations known to us.  
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