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The spell of songket

Sharifah Al -Attas

Pucuk rebung, teluk berantali

Nama di beri nmenanbah seri;

Kai n songket coraknya per nai

Di reka penenun zaman bahari .

Dari al am |l uas terbentang,

Il ham di peti k sangat cenerl ang;

Bakat penci pta bukan kepal ang,

Seni | ama kekal gemlang.

ZAl NAB wat ched, wi de-eyed, as her grandnother threw the shuttle deftly
bet ween threads of warp. Expert fingers wove and, gradually, the pattern
emerged. At last, the loom was transforned. Rather than being hung with a
bewi | dering array of nassed thread, it sported a discernible Iength of
cloth: the storied songket, beloved of prince and pauper.

As the old woman rose from her |oom and di sappeared on an errand, the
little girl crept up. Ke-TANG ke-TANG ke-TANG Delighting in the noise
of wood striking fabric, Ngah - as Zainab, being second of seven siblings,
was known to fanmily and friends - threw the shuttle and mani pul ated the
loom's conb in imtation of her Tok

Her dexterity, however, left sonmething to be desired

"I played with that conmb until the teeth broke," she recalls with glee
"When Tok returned, she was appalled! “Wo's broken nmy conb?" she denanded
to know. "Haven't a clue,' | replied."

On Friday, 60-year-old Zainab “~Ngah' Mamat was decl ared National Master
Craftsman, receiving a citation and a cheque in the amount of RM30, 000
fromPrime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad. After 47 years weaving
songket, she enploys 300 and makes, she says, approximtely RMV2, 000 a
nont h.

"At 13," she says, "l| began truly trying ny hand at songket. Tok didn't
teach ne then, though; neither did my nother. Like her nother-in-law, she
woul dn't waste energy talking to an ignoranus

"By the time | was 16," she continues, "They began to pay attention
Today, | weave tekat tiga and tekat lima. The former is fine, having three
t hreads above to one below. The latter - five threads above to one bel ow -
is coarser. But it's also cheaper, and nore sellable."

A length of songket can take over three nonths to produce. If the | oom
is already set up, though, the cloth will be ready in two. And, if the

material is songket penuh, a week will suffice.
"Songket thickly woven with gold thread is quickly done," explains
Zainab. "It's the songket bertabur, with just a smattering of gold, that

needs nmore tine and effort. Each bloom is done individually, so there's
nore alternating between gold and silk or cotton threads.”

Zainab's five daughters, too, are songket weavers. One, Normah, has
i nherited her nother's expertise.

"Li ke my grandnother and nother before ne," grins Ngah, "I refused to
hunour them when they were snall. But when they began to show real pronise
- that's when | started to teach.”

Zai nab doesn't sinply reproduce what she has learnt. She creates new
patterns, sonetimes nmarrying them with traditional notifs. From her
grandnot her she learnt the art of weaving the virtually vanished kain
limar (tie-dye). She's also responsible for new techni ques, such as
songket enbroidery in coloured netallic thread, and an underlay of gold



t hread which makes even the unpatterned part of a piece of cloth shimrer
as it catches the light.

"I don't teach this technique to anyone, though,” she dinples. "After
all, kita orang berniaga. It just wouldn't nake good busi ness sense to
gi ve everything away!"

* The witer can be contacted at sharifah@stp.comny
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