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Portion of a blanket (pua), collected in Borneo by W.H.
Furness and H.M. Hiller. The pattern is dominated by a
row of tall human or long lizard figures. (UM no. P603A)

Ritual Use of Textiles

Ibanic cultural logic enchants
the cloth as well as the weaving
process. Thus ikat textiles may
have the ability to attract the bene-
ficence of the gods, or may con-
tain powerful magic that is con-
ferred by spirits that the cloth
encounters. In former times,
blankets were used by warriors
to obtain propitious and bene-
ficial dreams for headhunting
exploits. At present, skirts (bi-
dang; Figs. 8-11), jackets (kelam-
bi; Figs. 4-6), and loincloths
(sirat; Figs. 6, 14) made of woven
cloth are worn for ceremonial
occasions when important rituals
are to be performed and it is
believed that deities will be in
attendance. In their capacity as
container or bearer of super-
natural potency, blankets are
used in rituals to mark off sacred
space and to decorate shrines
and offerings to the gods.
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Portion of a blanket in The University Museum’s
collection (UM no. P304), collected in Borneo by W.H.
Furness and H.M. Hiller in 1897. All the features in the
pattern are typical Ibanic; a limited number of motifs are
continually reorganized in the creation of new patterns.

ikat technique that has been used for
generations.

As is generally true of the textile
traditions of Indonesian societies,
Ibanic weaving has been associated
symbolically with social and
religious practices, the cloth occupy-
ing an important place in social
ceremonies and religious rituals.
This article will be concerned
primarily with the symbolic mean-
ings of Ibanic textiles, and with the
complementarity between, the
female activity of weaving, and the
male activity of taking trophy heads
(Fig. 1).

Ikat Weaving

The ikat technique involves tying
off portions of the warp threads in
such a way that they resist absorb-
ing color when the entire warp is
dyed, thereby producing a two-color
design. When still another color is
desired, the parts of the warp that
were initially dyed can be tied off,
while some undyed portions can be
untied, and the warp dyed a second

time or more. The resulting cloth is
of warp-rep weave in which only the
warp is visible; hence the design is
produced by the differentially dyed
warp threads alone. Supplementary
weft techniques are used on oc-
casion, as is post-loom embroidery.
Weaving is done exclusively by
women, and can absorb a great deal
of their time. A single blanket (pua;
Figs. 2,3), for example, may take two
years to complete. Understandably,
the product is no mere ultilitarian ob-
ject (see box).

Two phases of the textile weaving
process are imbued with mystical
enchantment. The first involves
dyeing the threads. The dyeing
process is conducted by an expert
who can perform the necessary rites
(gawai), including the sacrifice of a
fowl or pig. It is said that perhaps
only onein fifty women can perform
this ritual, and so several women
may participate in the tying-off of
patterns and submerging the
threads in various colors of dyes.
The dyeing process involves expos-
ing the dyed threads to the dew for
up to 15 days and nights. Derek
Freeman, an expert on the Iban, has
characterized the magical rites of
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4
Jacket (kelambi) collected by W.H. Furness in 1897 from
the Iban of Sarawak. The prominent motifs appear to be
representations of humans. Formerly, only the women of
important families among the Iban had the right to include
human motifs in their weaving. Some patterns were
regarded as personal property and the right to use them
could beinherited from mother to daughter. (UM no. P143)

3 (below)

Jacket collected by A.C. Harrison and H.M. Hiller in 1897
from the Kantu' in the Putus Sibau area of Kalimantan
Barat, Indonesia. The design consists of vertical rows of
stylized birds and lizards; the waistband has a common
row-of-diamonds design. (UM no. PI141)

A Mualang man dressed in traditional cap, jacket, and
loincloth drinking tea at a rite celebrating a marriage. The
loincloth consists of a strip of plain cloth approximately
18 feet long to which decorated front and back panels
have been sewn on each end.
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dyeing the thread as the most crucial
stage in the preparation of the cloth
(1957:173). This is a highly
fetishized procedure and has been
called “women’s war” (kayau indu’),
a point that is frequently cited in
support of the parallelism of weaving
and headhunting as explained in
greater detail below.

The second phase of magical sig-
nificance is the weaving of the cloth.
During the weaving the tie-dyed
design emerges, and the weaver is
considered to be in some danger if
the design has potential spiritual
power. Potent patterns originate in
dreams, and dreams are thought to
be communications with the spirit
world. There are risks involved in
encounters with spirits. Conse-
quently, spirit-communicated
designs must be executed precisely
or the spirit may become enraged
and, as one weaving expert
describesit, may “attack the weaver,
make herill, or even kill her” (Vogel-
sanger 1980:118). Many women
possess charms to protect them-
selves during the dangerous period
of weaving. In addition, a pig is
sacrificed to the spirit in order to
secure its cooperation in the en-
deavor.

The weaving of potent patterns is
a source of prestige for Ibanic
women. Students of Ibanic societies
have concluded that the achieve-
ments of women in weaving are the
basis of a prestige system that paral-
lels the male prestige system once
associated with headhunting. This
can beillustrated by describing how
the system worked among the
Mualang, one of several Ibanic
tribes that dwell along the northern
tributaries of the middle Kapuas
River in Kalimantan Barat, In-
donesia (Fig. 7).

The Mualang Model

In former times Mualang women
wove several kinds of cotton cloth
and decorated them by a variety of
methods. Only one kind—the red-
colored, tie-dyed textiles called kain
amat (“real, true cloth”) —is relevant
here. Among these true cloths were
the kain kebang, which were
decorated either with original
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Map showing the Kapuas River drainage where Ibanic peoples live. These
peoples consist of the Iban proper, the Kantu', the Sebuyau, the Seberuang,
and the Mualang of which the author writes.

designs dreamed by the weaver
(Fig. 10), or with rather convention-
alized motifs notinspired by dream-
ing (Fig. 11). The latter, consisting of
highly geometrical designs that
were shared with the Iban, involved
no danger to the weaver. An original,
dream-inspired design, however,
put the weaver at some risk, should
she fail to get it exactly right. These
designs involved “animals”—not
animals of the real world, but dream-
envisioned creatures that were rep-
resentations of the inspiring spirits.
Not only was the form of the creature
discovered in the dream, but also
the food that it required to eat had
to be precisely determined and in-
cluded in the pattern. If unmollified,
such a creature could change into
an evil spirit and injure the weaver
with blindness, madness, illness,
miscarriage, and even death.
Among the most common spirit-
representation motifs used by the
Mualang was the double nabau pat-
tern, a pair of snakes stretched out
head to tail and supplied liberally

with fanciful creatures to eat (Figs.
8,9). This motif was the most
potent and the most dangerous to
attempt. To employ any motif involv-
ing animal figures was so dangerous
that only women beyond the

“spirit-communicated
designs must be
executed precisely or
the spirit may become
enraged”

childbearing years would risk weav-
ing it. A woman must have made
several textiles without animal
designs before attempting one with
animals.

As Mualang women moved
through various stages of life, cer-
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tain customarily specified expecta-
tions were appropriate with respect
to weaving. The potency of woven
designs, levels of skill, and the pres-
tige attained by weavers varied
directly with age. A maiden with an
eye to marriage began to acquire
fundamental skills from an expert by
joining in on the preparatory proces-
ses (Figs. 12, 13). This indicated
that the young woman would be a
worthy wife. The patterns she first
wove were traditional, geometric,
and decorative; hopefully, they are
pleasing to the gods and spirits;
beneficent in their capacity to
charm.

Through married life the products
of a woman'’s loom should become
more sophisticated, as she masters
more creative combinations and
elaborations of traditional motifs.
The power of the weaving to please
the gods is enhanced by greater ar-
tistry, and, correspondingly, the
charm capacity of the fabrics is
strengthened. By the time this stage
of accomplishment is reached, cer-
tain women have begun to distin-
guish themselves by being both ex-
traordinarily adept and more highly
motivated than others, However, be-
cause at this stage of accomplish-
ment a woman is still in her
childbearing years, the risks of
originating new patterns are prohibi-
tive. Robert McKinley, an Iban
scholar, suggests that this avoids
bringing a pregnancy to the attention
of the spirits (pers. com.). The Iban
attribute miscarriages and infant
death to competitive evil spirits fight-
ing over a baby’s soul (Freeman
1967; Sather 1978).

As with the Iban, the Mualang
attach high value to the creation of
an original design, and a weaver’s
prestige depends on her ac-
complishments in this regard. When
a woman who has enjoyed particular
success in weaving is past her
childbearing years she can seek out
guidance from the spirit world,
through dreams, for the creation of
new designs. Thus, it is in the
postmenopausal stage of her life
that a woman achieves prestige for
originating dream-inspired, potent
fabrics that occupy such a
prominent place in many Ibanic
rituals. This highest level of weaving
achievement appears to have some
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Mualang skirt with the double nabau (mythical serpent) motif. The nabau is
the “king of the serpents” and the most dangerous of all motifs to attempt to
weave. Formerly, spirit helpers of famous headhunters often took the form of
nabau.
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A Mualang skirt made of embroidered cloth, kain sulam. While Mualang
women no longer weave, they still enjoy wearing the old-style short tube skirt
made from trade cloth that they embroider with patterns made up of
traditional motifs. Here a contemporary version of the nabau motif is used.




34

Expedition, Vol. 30, No. I

Mualang skirt with a dream-envisioned pattern of creatures inside the basic

lozenge motif. This pattern was obtained in a dream with spirit assistance.
The colored threads of the borders are imported machine-spun thread
obtained through trade.

11
Mualang skirt with a common, but very well executed lozenge design. The
weaving of such a design puts the weaver at no risk of irritating the spirits.

features of another form of spirit en-
counter called nampok, in which a
person seeks supernatural assis-
tance for courage, strength, invin-
cibility, and recovery fromillness.

The Ideology of
Gender Roles

The division of labor among the
Ibanic peoples, whereby men went
on headhunting raids (Fig. 14) while
women stayed home and wove
beautiful tie-dyed textiles, has been
developed into an ideology of
gender role distinction. Both weav-
ing and headhunting appear to be
highly valued activities in which
women and men compete with
members of their own sex for pres-
tige, which is validated by commen-
surate material prosperity.

Headhunting has been charac-
terized by Freeman as a male fer-
tility cult. In this vein, weaving can be
characterized as a female charm
cult. The double meaning of “charm”
is applicable here: a charming textile
skirt worn by an Ibanic maiden atan
important ceremony symbolizes
beauty and prosperity; hopefully, it
will be irresistible to the young man
of her attentions. Similarly, a charm-
ing textile blanket will be irresistible
to the gods who can assist humans
in beneficent and protective ways
(see box, p. 30).

Beauty is a high ideal for Ibanic
women, just as courage in head-
hunting is a male ideal. These two
gender-defining ideals are joined in
the Ibanic understanding of rice
production. Reapingrice (the taking

“Within Ibanic
cosmology, dew is a
substance that forms

an essential link

between rice and
human souls.”
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of the heads of the rice plants) is
symbolically expressed in their cos-
mology as the taking of the heads of
enemy tribesmen. This is what the
cultural heroes taught them to do in
order to maintain the good life. The
head of a slain enemy symbolically
contains the sacred rice seed upon
which the fertility of all Iban depend:
“the trophy head, phallic and
procreative, becomes a veritable
font of fertility” (Freeman 1979:243).
On the other hand, the ideal, beauti-
ful Ibanic female weaves charmed
cloth that protects and renders
prosperity from threadsincorporat-
ing dew, a vital substance that re-
quires further explanation.

Trophy Heads, Cloth,
and the Theory of
Prosperity

Within Ibanic cosmology, dew is a
substance that forms an essential
link between rice and human souls.
After death the souls of people
(semangat) continue a cyclical
course of existence. As described
by Eric Jensen, an expert on Iban
religion, “the semangat remains an
antu spirit in Sebayan (the land of
the dead) for an indefinite period
until eventually dissolving into dew.
The dew is taken up into the ears of
rice which are eaten by living men
who in their turn die” (1974:108).
The invocation recited at a ritual
conducted to promote the ripening
of the rice for an abundant harvest
is as follows: “And may the dew of
those who harvest rice in plenty—
abundant sweet rice; who have
success, fame and wealth—enter
into my rice” (p. 189).

Dew, the germinating rice seed,
and spirits of both the ancestors and
the living constitute phases in a
cycle of regeneration. Men in-
vigorate the cycle by taking the
heads of enemies, and women en-
hance it by weaving charmed tex-
tiles that capture dew—the celestial
essence. No better illustration of the
conjunction of male and female con-
tributions to this cycle of regenera-
tion can be found than in that part of
the ritual in which a newly taken
trophy head was received at a long-
house. Standing at the top of long-
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Woman spinning cotton thread. As missionaries in the area, the Reverend ].

Arthur Mouw and his wife, Edna, encouraged the Mualang to continue weauv-

ing when they perceived itto be on the decline. They attributed this decline to
the increasing availability of inexpensive imported cloth and cotton thread ob-
tained through downriver trade. (Drawing by Renwei Huang)

13

A Mualang woman weaving with a simple backstrap loom, late 1930s. The
warp beam is secured to two saplings; the breast beam is attached to a strap
around the weaver's back. The weaver maintains the proper tension on the
warp by leaning back and forward as needed. (Photo courtesy of Edna Mouw)
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house steps, the woman received
the head from the successful war-
rior, wrapping it in her charm
blanket. By so doing, she symboli-

quality of nurturing, and, by the same
action, welcomed the newly ac-
quired power to promote prosperity
and fertility to the longhouse com-
munity. Thus, the creative and

as represented by weaving, is a
necessary element in a ritual and
ideological system embracing both
life and death in a coherent theory
of regeneration in humans and in na-

ally unified the phallic symbolism
of headhunting with the feminine

14

A Mualang man in full battle dress. He wears a traditional
loincloth and sleeveless war jacket; his war cap and sword
sheath are decorated with tail feathers of the rhinoceros hornbill.
Late 1930s. (Photo courtesy of Edna Mouw)

procreative character of the female, ture. =24
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