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Abstract: Decoration has long suffered from relative neglect in material culture studies, now more 

focused on the social and cognitive processes behind the object. It has been regarded either as devoid 

of meaning, with motif names being simply labels, or as imbued with major socio-cultural and 

religious significance. This chapter, covering the field of basketry in Borneo, examines the underlying, 

potentially complex, relations between a motif or pattern, the way it is named, the meaning of this 

name, and what it denotes, both as an immediate representation and as a vector of metaphorical, 

symbolic, mythological, or religious referents. It stresses the need to view culture at the local level, as 

the current product of a given community’s unique history of internal evolution and external cultural 

and social interaction, with high variability among communities. It concludes that a local catalogue of 

motifs is the result of an ongoing ad hoc collective bricolage, with possibly some kind of hierarchy 

among various classes of motifs, but in which norms, rules, and coherent naming and reference 

systems remain elusive.  

 

Keywords: Borneo, material culture, basketry, decorative motif, naming system, cultural reference, 

variation, variability. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Studies in material culture, and especially technology, underwent a sort of revival in the 

1980s, followed by a shift in focus, based on a view of objects as full-fledged agents with a 

“social life” of their own (see Appadurai 1986, Gell 1998), toward the social and cognitive 

processes behind the object (see, e.g., Sillitoe 1998, Sefa Dei et al. 2000, Ellen & Harris 2000, 

Ingold 2001). In the context of “ethnic”  material productions, however, it appears that 

studies, often remaining at the descriptive stage, have neglected the underlying, potentially 

complex, relations between a motif or pattern, the way it is named, the meaning of this name, 

and what it denotes, both as an immediate representation and as a vector of metaphorical, 

symbolic, mythological, or religious referents. 

 

Regarding Borneo, a lingering – and, conceivably, rather pointless – debate,  centered on the 

textiles of the Iban of Sarawak, eastern Malaysia, has been taking place over the relation 

between decorative patterns, their names, meanings, and cultural or symbolic referents. Some 

authors viewed patterns as meaningless decoration, and their names as a mere aide-mémoire, 

a set of ad hoc terms to remember them by, varying with place and time, while others 



recognized in patterns a system of metaphorical or symbolic references to powerful spiritual 

entities and associated narratives.
i
 

 

The field of Iban textiles is a very narrow one: a single, though numerous, ethnic group – 

despite internal variation – and a single medium, textiles, a flat surface with its specific 

technical constraints. In this chapter, I would like to expand this discussion by moving it to 

the field of basketry. Indeed, the decorated plaitwork of Borneo unlocks a much broader field 

of investigation: firstly, in terms of the wide array of techniques and combinations of 

techniques used, the variety of forms created, in which tri-dimensionality is prominent, and 

the range of functions fulfilled, from the most trivial to the highly religious; and secondly, in 

an island three times the size of the United Kingdom, in terms of the scores of different ethnic 

groups and cultural contexts examined, which allows for fruitful comparative analyses. In 

such a field, studies focused on decoration may further our understanding of the questions of 

names, meanings, and references, as well as of nuance and variability. 

 

BASKETRY IN BORNEO 

 

Basketry, this “humblest of crafts” (Sentance 2001), which “we do not hold in high esteem” 

(Lévi-Strauss 1993), certainly reaches back in the history of mankind over 10,000 years 

(Adovasio 1977), and probably much earlier. In Borneo, it is attested in archaeological layers 

dating back to a few centuries BC (Cameron 2016) – which does not preclude the production 

of some forms of plaitwork by the hunting-gathering peoples who had lived there since at 

least 50,000 BP. 

 

The archaeological literature offers a confusing terminology whereby “basketry” and 

“matting” are commonly viewed as two subclasses of “textiles,” while ethnographic works 

widely diverge in their technical definitions of “basketry” – not to mention a rather 

indiscriminate use of the terms “plaiting” and “weaving.” I adhere here to Adovasio’s 1977 

broad definition of basketry, applied to various kinds of items: “in addition to rigid and semi-

rigid containers, matting, and bags, it embraces forms such as fish traps, hats, and cradles …” 

And I use here “basketry” and “plaitwork” as equivalent, all-encompassing terms to cover 

various techniques, such as plaiting proper, twining, coiling, braiding, and even those using a 

frame – but exclusive of cloth weaving. “Southeast Asia,” Ruth Barnes (1993) wrote,  

 

is one of the [world’s] most prolific areas for the production of basketry. Hardly a 

technique for interlacing fibre in basketry has been invented that is not found in this 

region, and many areas have developed a particular quality and perfection […] Yet 

surprisingly enough, the making of baskets and their function and meaning in 

Southeast Asian communities have not been given much attention in recent studies. 

 

Indeed, few significant works deal with Southeast Asian basketry: Otis Mason’s major work 

(1908) on the Malay peninsula, Loebèr (1902), Jasper and Pirngadie (1912) and, later, Barnes 

(1993) on the Indonesian archipelago, and Lane (1986) and Capistrano-Baker et al. (1998) on 

the Philippines. As for Borneo, which arguably is home to the world’s richest, most diverse, 



sophisticated, and aesthetically appealing plaitwork traditions, the literature only offers brief 

and scattered notes for the period 1850-1920, hardly a dozen short articles in the 1920s and 

1930s, and only two, quite recent, full-size books (Bléhaut 1997, Sellato 2012). 

 

The roots of these traditions and the successive outside influences that shaped them must be 

viewed in the wider insular Southeast Asian context, and beyond (see Sellato 1989, Bléhaut 

1997). Peoples who began settling in Borneo c. 2500 BC (Bellwood 1997) – or much earlier – 

brought with them a so-called “Neolithic Culture,” believed to have emerged around 5000 BC 

in southeastern China (Solheim 2003). Bléhaut stressed analogies between the arts of Borneo 

and those of southern China’s Dian and Zhou cultures, and of Indochina (Cambodia, Dong 

Son culture of northern Vietnam) (Bléhaut 1997; see also McBain 1981). Borneo’s cultures, 

and their various plaitwork traditions, later responded to influences from China, India, and 

Persia and, later still, beginning in the 16
th

 and 17
th

 centuries, from the Islamic and Western 

worlds. 

 

MATERIALS, FUNCTIONS, TECHNIQUES 

 

This section provides a succinct overall summary of our current knowledge of plaitwork in 

Borneo, based on several decades of fieldwork. 

 

Materials 

 

Borneo’s humid tropical environment has one of the world’s highest levels of plant diversity. 

Much of the island is (or was) covered with high-canopied forest, as well as with various 

other ecosystems varying with elevation and soils (see MacKinnon et al. 1996), which offer a 

great deal of useful plant species: timber for house and boat construction, fiber plants for 

plaitwork and cloth weaving, and edible, medicinal, or ritual plants.  

 

Prominent among plant families used in plaitwork are Arecaceae (rattans, fan-palms, sago 

palms), Poaceae/Gramineae (bamboos), Pandanaceae (screw-pines), Cyperaceae (sedges), 

Zingiberaceae (gingers), as well as Hypoxidaceae, Marantaceae, Gleicheniaceae, and 

Moraceae. Certain species, such as the Nypa palm, serve multiple purposes, from construction 

materials (thatch) and plaitwork fibers to the production of sugar and an alcoholic beverage. 

 

The choice of plant species used in crafts rests mostly on practical criteria – their local 

availability, qualities for a given function (durability and resistance to water and pests), ease 

of processing (e.g. pliability) – but may also be informed by specific social and ritual 

requisites or personal tastes. It tends to be enduring, due to in-group transmission of botanical 

knowledge and processing knowhow, but it remains subject to change through cross-cultural 

influences and various dynamic processes (see below). 

 



 
Fig. 1. Inside a Dayak farmhouse; note the broad variety of plaited objects (photo: author). 

 

Functions 

 

While a community’s subsistence needs and the availability of resources are key factors 

governing the functions of plaited crafts, social and ritual functions must also be taken into 

consideration. Plaitwork artifacts are used in farming, hunting, fishing, and in the household 

and kitchen (Fig. 1), and some are multifunctional. A winnowing tray is commonly used to 

dry coffee beans, or a fishing basket may also serve to store pieces of clothing (see, e.g., 

Sellato 2012). Certain types of crafts are produced with various levels of technical 

complexity, either as basic serviceable objects, or in refined, decorated versions for social 

display or ritual use (Fig. 2).  

 



 
Fig. 2. A wide sunhat of pandanus with motifs of dragon-dog heads; Aoheng people (photo: author). 

 

Ordinary objects, however, may also have a specific role in religious practices. Fishing 

utensils, such as a fish trap and fish scoop, can be used in rituals to “catch” invisible symbolic 

riches (Couderc 2012). They may also be diverted from their primary function to become part 

of the ritual kit. For example, the garong baskets of the Iban serve no daily function as 

containers, but, instead, are used only during the Gawai Antu festival to memorialize the 

recent dead (Sandin 1963, Sather 2012, Bléhaut 2012). 

 

Roughly put, form and size are primarily dictated by function. Large flat hats provide better 

protection against the sun than narrow pointed hats; small baskets tied at the waist are 

practical for sowing rice, whereas large burden baskets with sturdy shoulder straps and an 

extra forehead strap are most efficient for carrying the harvested paddy back to the village. 

The natural environment is also critical: different forms and sizes of fish traps are built for 

deep or shallow streams, for still or swift water, for small or big fish.  

 

However, even in similar environmental conditions, forms responding to the same function 

may differ, based on local cultural traditions. Fish scoop baskets, for example, come in 

various shapes, and so do winnowing trays (Sellato 2012). The forms of objects, Ingold 

(2000) convincingly argued, “grow from the mutual involvement of people and materials in 

an environment,” the part played by individuals, along with their social and cultural 

environment, being here decisive (Lemonnier 1993, Sellato 2015).  



 

History, thus, is a critical factor, as it accounts for the evolution of forms through various 

processes – diffusion, borrowing, adaptation or reinterpretation of borrowed forms, retention 

or abandonment of old forms, and innovation – all of which are subject to explicit or tacit, 

collective or individual choices. The assemblage of forms that we now find in any given 

human community is the result of the combined effects of these processes over long periods 

of time, and it should be examined at this local level (see Davy Ball 2009). 

 

Techniques 

 

Barnes’s (1993) remark about Southeast Asia (above) largely applies to Borneo, resulting in 

much variety in the detail of techniques (see Dunsmore 2012). Different techniques, 

throughout the island, are used to produce similar types of crafts, while the same technique 

may be applied to a variety of crafts of differing functions, forms, and sizes.  

 

A salient contrast between orthogonal and diagonal (or straight and oblique) plaitwork may 

point to separate plaiting traditions, as these techniques are found applied either to distinct 

types of crafts by the same ethno-cultural group or to the same type of craft by different 

ethno-cultural groups (see Sellato 2012). 

 

 
Fig. 3. Large burden basket of rattan with shoulder straps (h. 63 cm); Kenyah people (photo: author). 

 



Moreover, a single type of object, such as the large burden basket carried with shoulder straps 

(Fig. 3), may involve an impressive array of widely different techniques. Choices of 

techniques depend not just on the availability of materials and on ethnobotanical knowledge, 

but also on the transmission of technological knowhow, and they tend to endure, albeit with a 

certain degree of inclination toward new alternatives. 

 

Knowledge about basketry encompasses three areas: botanical knowledge of plant resources 

and experience of their uses (see, e.g. Christensen 2012); technical expertise in the processing 

of fiber and dye plants and of plaitwork techniques (see Ellen 2009, Novellino 2009); and the 

command of an inventory of decorative motifs and patterns. Transmission of knowledge is 

clearly achieved through word and gesture (see Leroi-Gourhan 1964); but, more often than 

not, it is based on tacit (or implicit) knowledge, i.e., observing the working procedures of 

others (see Sigaut 1993, Smith 2003), rather than on explicit knowledge, as an integral part of 

the learning process.  

 

Transmission of basketry knowledge is both vertical, from parents to children within the 

household and, more generally, from one generation to the next within the community, and 

lateral, through diffusion by contact between communities (see Puri 2013). In the former case, 

it tends to promote conservative practices, whereas in the latter it inspires change. A new type 

of craft may be adopted without alteration in technique or form and be used for the same 

function, or be adapted to different conditions of use, or else undergo changes in function and, 

eventually, be physically modified, “reinterpreted,” to fit such new function (see Sellato 

2015). Changes may also result from divergent local practices and aesthetic tastes. 

 

As technical knowledge for the production of a given craft within a community is often 

resident in the artisans’ minds, each having his or her own specific criteria, in-group 

transmission of this knowledge may be achieved without a sample of that craft. In lateral 

transmission, except in the case of intergroup marriages, for the efficient diffusion of a new 

type of craft, a material sample or prototype is necessary. Regarding motifs, some groups 

resort to “samplers,” for example, a plaited mat carrying a “catalogue” of motifs, local and 

imported (see Klokke 2012), serving as learning devices, without which certain motifs may 

simply cease to exist. 

 

Basketry and Society 

 

Basketry is “containing life,” in the words of F.H. Capistrano-Baker (1998), and this holds 

true of non-container articles, such as hats or mats. In traditional contexts, plaited articles 

were mostly meant for local needs – daily use, prestige, or ritual purposes – but some were 

also bartered away. Expert artisans in the Borneo interior usually were ordinary farmers, 

although in urban settings they had a more professional standing. Status was gained through 

expertise, and the best artisans achieved regional fame. Recent years have witnessed the 

emergence of semi-professional artisans among hinterland people settled in an urban 

environment, who supply souvenir shops. 

 



Forms of division of labor pertain to plaitwork, focusing primarily on techniques: objects or 

parts of objects made by orthogonal and hexagonal plaiting are often produced by men, while 

fine decorated diagonal plaiting is mostly made by women. But criteria of function (and 

physical strength) also are relevant: fish traps, heavy-duty baskets, and coarse drying mats are 

made (and used or carried) by men, and kitchen implements by women. These practices, 

however, vary widely with ethno-cultural groups, or even within a group. Moreover, not 

anyone may manufacture any kind of plaited work, and craft making may locally be governed 

by a set of obligations or taboos. Taboos focusing on age and gender often apply to decorated 

crafts, since certain powerful patterns entailing heavy spiritual risk can only be created by 

experienced and/or senior persons. 

 

Local taxonomies of basketry, often related to the division of labor, are based on a 

combination of criteria of form, function, material, and technique. For example, from a 

standard “design-type” (see, e.g., Niessen 2009), the large sunhat (cahung), the Aoheng 

provide a finer designation by a second-order term identifying the material (cahung da'a, 

“sunhat of pandanus”), the presence of decoration (cahung karung, “sunhat with pattern”; see 

Fig. 2), the wearer’s gender (cahung laki, “sunhat for men”), or specific function (cahung 

adet, “sunhat for rituals”; Sellato 2012; see also Maiullari 2011).  

 

 
Fig. 4. Long sitting mat showing separate panels with various  

geometric patterns; Tingalan (aka Agabag) people (photo: author). 

 



MOTIF, NAME, MEANING 

 

A vast variety of plaitwork motifs and patterns is found in Borneo, as shown by inventories 

gathered by researchers (see, e.g., Woolley 1929, 1932, Tillema 1930, Klausen 1957, 

Maiullari 2011, Klokke 2012; see also Van der Hoop 1949).  Reflecting a contrast noted in 

certain vernacular categories (e.g., Bléhaut 2012), I here call “motif” a minimal or simple 

decorative unit, and “pattern” a larger-sized, intricate motif or an amplification by repetition 

or combination of one or more motifs, in a linear or bi-dimensional way (Fig. 4). Complex 

patterns, as bi-dimensional compositions of one or more simpler patterns, may be very 

elaborate (Fig. 5). 

 

The most basic, usually geometric, motifs, made of only a few fiber strands (“dove’s eye,” 

“hook,” “triangle”), occur everywhere in Borneo, as elsewhere in the world. More intricate 

motifs, as well as patterns, often occur in diverse forms, varying with ethno-cultural groups 

and their respective specific styles, through simplification, expansion, stylization or 

reinterpretation (Sellato 1989, Bléhaut 1997). Beyond basic motifs, decoration is the product 

of a group’s singular history, allowing for the development of distinctive regional or “ethnic” 

styles, which actually may be even more distinctive in other media less constrained by 

technique, such as sculpture or mural painting. 

 

 
Fig. 5. An elaborate sleeping mat of rattan combining octagonal and star patterns (l. 195 cm); Punan 

Lisum people (photo: G. Perret, by permission). This particular Punan group, the Lisum, plait mats 

starting from a corner, with all black or all white rattan strands (instead of alternating white and black 

strands); so, they end up with all-black and all-white corners. 



 

Researchers have found that the names of basketry motifs and patterns vary widely with 

groups and even within the same group. Names are usually taken from the surrounding nature, 

manufactured articles, or the names of persons or ethnic groups believed to have created or 

introduced a motif. While the names for some basic motifs (“dove’s eye” or “hook”) are the 

same throughout Borneo, for others, just as basic, they differ. The triangle motif is variously 

called “bamboo shoot,” “areca palm bud,” “blade point,” “thorn of the durian fruit,” or “bat’s 

elbow.” Among apparently figurative motifs, close variants of the motif commonly called 

“person” may be found under the names “bat,” “falcon.” and “blades.” 

 

Does the name, then, precede the pattern by intent, we may ask (after Bléhaut 1997), or the 

other way around, by coincidence, due to a post facto resemblance with a particular form? 

The answer certainly is not straightforward. Mashman (2012) reports that among the Kelabit 

the motif or pattern “does not represent the object after which it is named,” and that the 

people themselves state that “the motifs have no meaning.” Among Orang Ulu communities, 

“many motifs have lost their names completely” and are now viewed as “nothing more than 

decoration” (Davy Ball 2009).  

 

It would seem, therefore, that in the cases above the relation between a motif and the name (if 

there is any) by which it is called is inconsistent and irrelevant, and that we should view the 

names of basketry motifs and patterns as just a set of “labels” forming a mnemonic device. 

Such mnemonic devices could vary from one ethnic group, or from one village, to the next. A 

“label,” J.-F. Bléhaut remarked (personal communication, 2010), is what would remain after 

everything else about a pattern had been forgotten. 

 

REPRESENTATION AND SYMBOLIC VALUE 

 

Several researchers have stressed both their own perception of the importance of a motif’s 

name for an understanding of its meaning and symbolic weight, and their frustration at being 

unable to interpret motifs through their names: “Enquiries as to the meaning of names […] 

were often fruitless” (Woolley 1929). Sometimes, a motif or pattern is found with a story, 

albeit mundane and possibly post facto, linked to its name: the “mad pattern” of the Murut of 

Sabah is said to represent the track of a woman who wandered in the forest till she lost her 

mind (ibid.). 

 



 
Fig. 6. Ritual rattan mat with the tree of life pattern, referring to the myth of creation of the world (l. 

200 cm); Ngaju people (photo: G. Perret, by permission). 

 

However, a far cry from the mundane, certain plaited artifacts – mats, hats, baskets – carry 

whole pictorial narratives about mythical heroes, spirits, and godly characters, with profound 

social and ritual significance. Such patterns certainly possess marked symbolic value, since 

these artifacts are created for ritual reasons, and are in use or in attendance during religious 

festivals (Fig. 6) (see, e.g., Maiullari 2011 and Klokke 2012 for the Ngaju, Couderc 2012 for 

the Uut Danum (or Ot Danum), Sellato 2012 for the Kenyah and the Aoheng). 

 

Moreover, as mentioned above, creating patterns referring to divinities, spirits, or head 

trophies entails spiritual risk for the maker. Among the Rejang, a plaitress may become blind 

(Swayne 1933); and an Aoheng tattooer demands a ritual payment to fortify his/her soul and 

defuse this risk. Clearly, therefore, some patterns have not only an explicit meaning but also a 

high spiritual potency, if only for the caution exerted in creating them. 

 

Certain trivial artifacts, distinct from spiritually heavily laden artifacts featuring in religious 

festivals, are perplexing. Why do people travelling in the forest bother to carve a tiny stylized 

dragon motif on a coarse bamboo spoon or delousing blade, soon to be discarded after use? 

There is no formal ritual context here, and apparently no taboo involved or spiritual risk 

incurred, but this certainly is more than mere ornament. It is suggested that it amounts to a 

minor ritual act: by carving a dragon motif, a man invokes the dragon goddess, possibly 

creating in the process a dragon spirit, and placing the artifact (and himself? and his action?) 

under the protection of this goddess. 



 

Ritual caution, mandatory in creating a spiritually powerful pattern, is also required with its 

name, hence the use of a milder substitute, such as “dog” for “dragon,” “lizard” for 

“crocodile” – in exactly the same way that strict Christians avoid uttering the name of God in 

mundane contexts. As informants may be wary of uttering sacred names and revealing to 

outsiders the meanings of patterns, this common use of substitute names and alternative 

explanations certainly accounts in part for the inconsistency and confusion in pattern names 

and meanings noted by foreign authors. 

 

Beyond a pattern’s name, we should therefore look at concealed cultural referents. Among the 

Kayan and related groups, the “dog,” “deer,” and “water buffalo” are avatars and aliases of 

the dragon goddess, and such patterns all refer to the underworld, i.e., to water, land fertility, 

female fecundity, and the community’s overall prosperity (Sellato 1989, 2012). Even simpler 

motifs may obscure spiritual concerns. Among the Iban, various leaf or flower motifs all refer 

to the concept of “fragrance,” associated with headhunting and head trophies, which bring 

about fertility (Bléhaut 1997); and the occurrence of a very basic motif, the “full moon” (a 

simple circle), conceptually associated with a nubile woman, on wedding baskets is unlikely 

to be coincidental (J.-F. Bléhaut, personal communication, 2010). 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Motifs and patterns, then, are of several types, and generalizations about them should be 

carefully avoided. Some are geometric decoration devoid of meaning, or otherwise 

“irrelevant,” featuring on daily-use objects (or as borders or fill-ins on more ritually oriented 

artifacts), and others refer to prominent powerful, even dangerous, symbols, created only on 

critical ritual artifacts. Others still, or maybe the same, are found partaking in casual personal 

ritual performances that, we may surmise, allow people to surround themselves with images 

to protect humans and the human sphere from potentially hostile spiritual entities. It is 

important to take into account a decorated object’s context of production, as well as its 

function. Place and time also are of the essence (see below). 

 

Let us examine the motif-name-meaning-referent chain connection. Some motifs have a name 

while some do not (see above), but having a name does not necessarily imply having a 

cultural referent. For example, although I have never heard that the common “dove’s eye” 

motif has one, the variously named triangle motif sometimes does, referring to fertility. 

Through time and the vicissitudes of its voyage, a motif may have remained associated with 

its name or been renamed. Its name may or may not still carry a meaning and/or symbolic 

value within a community; and these may have remained linked to a given cultural referent or 

been reinterpreted.  

 



 
Fig. 7. An old drawstring basket with rows of dog motifs (h. 35 cm);  

upper Mahakam river area (photo: G. Perret, by permission). 

 

A motif’s cultural referent and symbolic value may vary with ethno-cultural groups and the 

types of artifacts carrying it. The “torso” or “person” motif, which the Aoheng routinely plait 

into drawstring baskets, occurs among the Ngaju on ceremonial hats, under the name of 

“augury bird,” referring to a female celestial omen-bearing spirit. The “dog” motif of the 

same Aoheng baskets (Fig. 7), whether or not it refers there to the underworld dragon 

goddess, occurs on Ngaju ritual hats as the “golden goat,” carried down to this earth by a 

mythological celestial ancestor (Maiullari 2011). Likewise, the motif of the squatting 

anthropomorphic figure with raised arms certainly does not carry the same symbolic value on 

a sleeping mat or ordinary basket as it does on a ritual hat or a baby carrier (Sellato 2012, 

2017a, 2018). 

 

Whatever the ultimate origin of a motif or pattern, and whether it belongs to an ancient 

common pool or was developed in a given community, the chain connection, for each motif, 

has undergone alteration through space and time, in the course of a typically complex cultural 

history. Indeed, linguistic and cultural features, or basketry forms, techniques, and functions 

(see above), may have circulated independently from one another; likewise, motifs, their 

names, and their meaning and cultural referents did not necessarily travel together.  

 

In a given community, a portfolio of decorative motifs, along with their names, meanings, and 

cultural referents, is constantly subjected to dynamic processes of change and, at the same 

time, tends to integrate its constitutive elements into a somewhat coherent whole, a forever 

incipient “system.” In such a catalogue, a few resilient motifs, among which powerful ones 



(gods or named spirits, crocodile, tiger, dragon, hornbill, head trophy), probably tend to 

endure through time along with their names and cultural referents. But scores of other motifs 

are subject to such a broad variation in names that their cultural referents, we assume, might 

not (or no longer) be crucial to the community. Even powerful motifs, however, are subject to 

name transpositions relative to taboos (see above). And an artisan’s idiosyncratic decorative 

innovation may arise associated with a new name, and even a whole new story, e.g., as 

allegedly revealed in dreams. 

 

At any point in time, therefore, like culture as a whole (see, e.g., Boas 1955) or any subfield 

thereof, a local portfolio of motifs is the outcome of an ongoing ad hoc collective bricolage:
ii
 

the current end product of a given community’s unique history of internal development and 

external cultural and social interaction.
iii

 In such a portfolio, a hierarchy of sorts among motifs 

and patterns in terms of their resistance to time, erosion, and influences might be discerned, 

from the critically powerful to the casually relevant to the purely ornamental. In any event, 

while researchers often anticipate coherent systems of naming and reference, as well as rules 

or norms, regarding motifs in plaitwork or other techniques, these remain elusive. 

Impermanence and adjustment are intrinsic features of human societies, so variability is an 

intrinsic feature of cultures – and of resources of motifs and patterns. 

 

* Senior researcher (emeritus), Centre Asie du Sud-Est (Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, École des 

Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales, and Institut National des Langues et Civilisations Orientales), PSL Research 

University, Paris. This is a slightly revised and updated version of an article published in the Borneo Research 

Bulletin (Sellato 2017b). The author gratefully acknowledges permission granted by the editor of the Bulletin, 

and insightful comments by Clifford Sather, Michael Heppell, and anonymous Bulletin reviewers, as well as by 

this volume’s editors and the publishers’ referees. 
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Notes 
 
i
 See Haddon and Start’s seminal 1936 publication (based on Charles Hose’s notes in the 1890s), Derek 

Freeman’s field notes in the late 1940s (Freeman, n.d., cited in Heppell 2005), Gill 1967, Vogelsanger 1980, 

Jabu 1991, Kedit 1994, Sutlive 2001, Heppell 2005), and a flurry of books by the turn of the 21st century and 

later: Gavin 1996, 2003, Linggi 2001, Ong 2002, Heppell et al. 2005, Amman 2013, Heppell 2014. 

 
ii
 Bricolage is used here to refer to processes similar to that of the “savage mind” handling myths (Lévi-Strauss, 

1966; see also later uses by Derrida (1978) about discourse and by Jacob (1986) about biology; and the related 

concept of “kludge,” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kludge; Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. “kludge”, 

http://www.oed.com/). 

 
iii

 As Ingold (2000) wrote, the artisan “weaves the world” in everything s/he does, and by doing so s/he “makes 

culture.” Quite possibly, s/he also contributes to “making human nature” (Heslop 2011). 

http://www.infed.org/biblio/communities%20of_practice.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kludge

