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Dear Peter,

A short time ago, 1 dreamt that, while I lay in bed, some
friends came to visit. They were sitting across the room, chat~
ting amiably among themselves. Wwhen, however, 1 attempted to
rise to Jjoin them I found that I could not move, as if a great
vise had clamped me to the mattress. oStruggle was imposzsible
and speech nearly so; I seemed to be without breath. When, finally,
I managed to cry out, my friends .uded from view and the grip
was released.

Later, I described tnis dream to a HMalay acquaintance,

"Oh," he said, "you probably had a hantu sitting on your
chest. ThHey do that sometimes., idischievous creatures, hantus."

Hantus are Halay ghosts, part of a supernatural pantheon
that is very much alive in Peninsular kalaysia* and apparently
elsewhere in Asig as well. Recently, Asiaweek magazine asked me
to do a cover illustration for an article on such Asian super=-
stitions. Aglaweek, as the name sugsests, 1is a regional Bnglish-
language weekly. JFormed about six years ago -y rformer columnists
and sub-editors of the well-established Far Bastern Economic
Review, the magazine is targeted for local Asian audiences, with
a small readership in the West. Both the Review and Asiaweek
are headquartered in Hong Kong.

The article, entitled "Secret Powers,'" was to be a potpourri
of Agisn belief systems, with the emphasis on their role in modern
Asian life, Cover stories sell magazines and this story, with its
potentially wide appeal, was considered by the editors tc be a
particularly saleable item. To be effective, the cover illustration
had to get the superstition message across to as many Asian ethnic
groups and nationalities as possible, distilling a variety of belief

* The Federation of ialaysia consists of Peninsui.r usalaysia
(formerly lalaya), bordering on Thailand and Singapore and
sast walaysia, the states of Sabah and Sarawak on the igland

- of Borneo, bordering on Indonesian Kalimantan.

Bryn Barnard is an Institute Fellow studying visual communication
in Southeast Asia, His current interest is illustration.



systems into a few succinct visual passages. LThe asiasweek art
director wanted something for everyole: "palmistry cnarts,
lottery tickets, charms, amulets." After some consultation
with Henry Steiner, the Asiaweck cowver designer, we finally
decided on a close-up portrait of a man's neck and shoulders,
his open-collared shirt revealing an arrangement of necklaces,
each with the appropriate charm or talisman. I would research
the problem from the Malaysian point of view., Steiner and the
Agiaweek art department would work with whatever sources were
available in Hong Kong.

Malaysia's diverse population provided abundant reference
material, <srevious visits to the Feninsula and subsequent
research had given me some familierity with the local belief
systems, though scant understanding of the wvarious charms,
talismans and other associated paraphernalia., Here was a
chance for further resesrch. . tloreover, this was an opDortunlty
to apply some rather esoteric knowledge to a communlcatlon
problem.

Hantus are not the Penlnsula s only mala ghosts. There
_are others: malaikats (angels), jinng (genies), lansuyars,
penanggalans and pontianaks (assorted vamp1res3 polongs
(famlllar splrltsg and jembalangs (soil gobllnsj In addltlon
there is the belief in gemangat, the cosmic force which ani-
mates all things.

 The Jjinng and hantus are the most widely recognized Malay
spirits. The former are manifestations of Islamic belief, for
almost all Malays are Muslim., The latter, like their lesser-
known compatriots, are remnants of the animistic and Hindu
traditions that preceded the arrival of Islam on the Penninsula.
-How Allah pre51des over this syncretic community.
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riglays, however, now constituate
on.y 5Z20 0of the local populuce.
daougn :.alaysia has been a soverci n
netion since 1957, the rfeninsula was
ruled by the British for almost &
century (trade began even earlier;

a sritlsh trading station was eguu
lished on rinang Igland in 1786).
Golonial policy encouraged the im--
wigration of Chinese workers, tr:cer
and merchants and the forced imvor-
tation of Indian laborers and sma.ier
groups of other races. Today, bizlays
and their ethereal countermris

must now share the renlinsula withn sunc
rather incongruous neizhbc..rs.

Ihe Chinese make up 5bp ol ihe
Yeninsular population. Their tre-
ditional belief system comblnes
elenments of Yaoism, sud.hism and
Confucism and aliows for an iu ence
pantheon of gods. The forces of
%in L aht, warmth, 1Te) cnd yeng

acarkness, cold, dewth) ariimate th
Chinese universe. - icitu 1 manifes—
tations of these com,lesenlury op-—
posites are the sapen (vbenevolent
dieties, angels) and kwei (cemons;.
They accompany men through life aid act upon them as agents of
Hdeaven.

Tisure 2

MO.,’D Of Lae t_L.,.u? nsh lJ ,u'h
ressining 124 are Indians wand

most of these are Hindu. As
such, tuhey believe in sakti,
the universal force, and its
l,ch'oonllie(it manifestations:
siva, Visnu, Brahma and a
host of lesser devas (gcds),
raksasas (ogres), asuras (de-—
ions) and bhutas (guosts). The
cult of Liva is particularly
sopvular in .alaysia.

There are also smaller
aunbers of Uikhs and Jains
{mostly Indian), Buddhists

stly Thai) and Christians
Qwhose sonerants are not tied
Lo any one race).

Uf course, the orcng
;sli verizinal people,l. .
L0origlines ) iaunoied the

1 ure 3%
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reninsula ...., Dbefore the
arrival of tnese cothaer
zroups. ‘lhe orang asgli are

still around, but most have

been ukavle to compete suc-—
cessfully with the latecomers

and have been reduced to small
numbers living in the hills and
jungles. Though material.y im-
poverished, they nave rich
gpiritual traditions. TITwo groups,
the tiah keri and the Jah .at,
have succeeded in marketing their
vraditions in the form of carv-
ings of thelr suirits and ghosts.

belief in the supernatural
continues to survive, nay thrive,
des.ite wvialaysia's position as
second-most—~developed-nation
(singapore is the leader) in South-
east asia. Yhe burgeoning economny,
nigh per capita income and literacy,
rapid urbanizastion, well-developed
comimanications and advanced Western-—
o ) gtyle medical care provide stiff
Lilgure 4 coup:+tition for traditional culture,
iess resilient aspects are hard-
pressed to survive.

viany of my urban dalaysian friends prefer ‘rrow sairts to
batik (wax-resist printed fabric), think The tmoire Strikes Back
is the most and kak Yong ( nnce drama) a bore, praise pyrex and
scorn rattan. Yet t:.ese sanme ilalsysians still invoke the spirits,
propitiating, .~ercing or threatening them, waetuer buying a car,
taking an exanm, seducing a ‘lover or simply curing a headache.
sven iHalaysians that depend primarily on western medecine often
take no chances and employ local cures as well. v.odernity may
have diluted these beliefs somewhat, but it has not obliterated
them; the two systems somehow manage to exist in tandem,

oy first encounter with ialaysian superstition was in 1973,
Unly a few weeks into a yearlong stay with a kelay village family
under the auspices of the AFS exchange program, 1 slipped into
one of the numerous gotholes that line the roadsides near Johor
paru. oSwelling in the leg caused my host motner some concern.
vhe offered to try a home remedy.

"sest not go to the hospital,"” she said. "They'll just put
you in a cast or give you an injection,® I soon learned that these
were real phobias in my host family. Consequently doctors were
only used as a last resort.

~ She squatted on the ground and mixed up a paste of lLasur
(white lime), air limau (lime juice) and air (water; osronounced
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"ayer"). This she apglied
to the afiected limb as a
series of downwgrd yointing
arrows. &ll the while sne
suttered barely audibile
incantations. These, 1
later learned, were woranic
ayat (verses), chugen for
thelr healing powers,

Mystiic Sufi lslamic
beliefg curvent in walaysia
hold that for every word in
the woran, indeed every letter,
there is a common and esoteric
meaning. Initimtes vhoe can
comprehend the latter meaning
learn to repeat certain key
vhrases toet cre believed to
effect cures, wvesken enemies
and insure invulnerability
from attack.

ln a day or so btne sweliing subsided and I was back on my
feet, though whetuer t.:is wans due Tto ¢ivine intercedence I
cannot say. iy host family, aowever, was conviuced that, once

again, koranic power had done the job.

riy host mother was well versed in the Koran, having

taught scripture at the local madrasah (r- ' “ius ochool) for
a uumber of years.
—_, = throughout the

year, villagers
would visit our
aome with small
complaints: an
aching back, a
head cold or a
toothache. Always
there were the in-
cantations and,
sometimes, a pre-

MALAY_coegmomsy. ‘
IMPLEME;

‘TEMPAT BARA '
MALAY /1 €
1S

U IER - - ~ _ i . . -

BuURNING F saﬁgﬂ 2 scription: a wvial of
CKEMENYTAN) O / . 3 G 4

ckEme 91).)!‘1”5 ne“/m.m N TN . 0il, a bottle of
geowzE R cLAY. Also 7 e water or a piece of

kemanyan (benzoin),
activated with the
approriate parases,
e ‘eyment was never
i demgnded.,
figure 6 anded

For more serious
oroblems, villagers
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would visit the local bomoh (shaman). iy hosts, however,
preferred to keep such treatment in the family and often

relyed on Umi, an aunt, also a bomoh, living 200 miles to

the north in the Tederal capital, Kuala Lumpur, Umi, Arabic

for motuer, also has the prestigious title Lhariffah, indicating
her descendance from the rfrophet riohammed. Her methods, typical
of bomohs in general, are exceedingly popular because of the
alleged efficacy of her cures. Among her followers are numer—
ous government officials. Un any given day one can visit

Umni's home and find a chauffeur~driven HMercedes with tinted
windows parked in the drive, ideigrbors strain to ~z%ch a glimpse
of the figures inside; a "big shot" is undergoing treatment.

Umi can, at a moment's notice, fall into a trance of sorts,
her body possessed by ah unidentified spirit. This entity guides
ner ministrations, usually massage with a specially prepared oil
or the leaves of a particular tree or bush. In trance, Umi's
normal medium-rungse veoice olixbs to a high falsetto, like that
of a small child. 'fhe treatuwent over, the spirit leaves her and
she returns to normsl consciousness., Again, payment is not demand-
ed | tar. e are exceptions to the rule, lhany KMalays make tidy
side-~incomes moonlignting as bomohs, though I know of few that
make such work a full-time profescsion).

Uther members of the family have also become involved in
traditional medical practice. Un my most recent visit to my
hogt village T found that iszanar, youngest of the three brothers,
nad becume possessed witih a laying-on-of~hands curative ability.
This he atiributed to nis involvement in a Sufi l:vilnerability
cult: sudi sueci wejati. rembers of the cult believe that a
viuglim, pure of heart, can, with the proper incantations and
hand movements, kpnock s foe to the ground or wurl him into the
air. Uther formulae are believed to stop knife blades and bullets
from penetrating the skin. 4 _ong period of initiation, under
the supervigion of a guru, is reguired to master these gkills,

such invulnerability cults have a long history in the lialay
Archipelago. Hang Tuah, the legendary 16th century talgy warrlor,
used magic incantations to prevent the cannons of invading
Portugese warships from firing on his vessel. IMore modern
warriors , resistance fighters, soldiers and thieves, have re-
lyed on invulnerability charms and amulets to protect them from
enemy bullets. Understandably, such falith wanes a bit when a
believer is shot and killed.

Though heartily condemtzd by orthodox lMuslims as sinful
and contrary to Islem, most of the malays I know still be-
lieve in the efficacy of their incantations and tangkal, the
collective name for charms and amulets. The black cloth neck-
bag plctured on the cover is representative of such tangkal
and for the purposes of the illustration, lalay beliefs in
general. “his particular charm was prepared by a bomoh I recently
visited on Lagnkawi Island. It isg filled with aromatic woods
and is used to protect the wearer, usuelly & child, irom
tapeworms,
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NECKLACE

YELLOW PAPER, THREAD,
NAIL .

cuh\ﬁs‘ ﬂ&éﬁ‘ﬂs_
f Foo'— CANTONES E
‘HU' = HOKKIEN

‘LAM HAPUCHOR" :mg%mms’zs
W TRANCE. SNE «/B/
MCRIIZGA;S‘% EsLON
W, .
INSCRBED PAPER (S
ACTIOATED® &Y. MMESUWN
BECOMES CHARM,

/  INCH

TYigure &

ihe Buddha image is an inv.l-
acrabllity charm popular among Thais.
nalays living near the Thai-lMalay
border frequently amploy suech charms
and 1 have seen Indlang wearing them
as well, Crafted of gold, silver,
copper or clay, the image protectis
the wvearer from zll types of weapons
~reqg.ently, the Buddha is fitted into
a -vlastic case and in this form is
called a "bell Buddha" for the shaking
sound the image makes.

Chinese charms oo ativorent names depending on the dialect.
‘hey are called au  in smokkien and fu in Cantonese. usually a
medium, possessed by a spirit, writes a magic formula in red ink
on a small piece of yellow paper. This is rolled up and inserted
into & cylinder of gold, steel or silver,or sewn iunto a cloth case
similar to the malay tangkal. ‘

YEU-W cLoTH
INNE® TO
Zégbq.ﬂ“wﬁ
cHARmM SE

INSIDE.

une of my friends used a number ol such charms, in various
containers, to ward oif the amorous advances of her employer and
to neutralize any charms he might be using to gain her affections.
ohe obviougly went to the right wedium, for the suitor eventually
turned elsewhere . for romantic stimulation.

Though the episode was long pust, she still carries the
charms in her purse:

"after all," she seid,"i've come to no harm so far. it
certainly can't nurt to carry g little ovira . ction.,

sumerology (tuuched on briefly in S:8-1) is also an impor-
tant aspgect of Cuinese beliefs. In Cantonese, by fur the largest
Lhinese langulage zroup on the Peninsule, certain sombers rhyme
with auspicicus and inauvspiciocus words and ure avoided or chosen
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for this reason: 1lok, six, is close
to the pronounciation oif happiness;
sei, four, is similar to the word
for death.

In the game of pai kau ( 2
cards), popular among thne Ch§nese,
play:rs try to get combinations of
cards equalling 10 or nultiples
thereof (20,3%0), wiich also count
as 10, Combinations adding up to
more or less than the ideal 10

(or 20, or 30) are valued on a

1 to 9 scale: 9, 19 and 29, being
close to 1.0, are auspicious; 1, 11 and 21 are the worst pos-
sible numerical combinations.

The rhyme and pal kau systems have been extended to the
flalayclan vehicle licensing system. Any one li-:ense can have
up to 3 letters and 4 numbers. 4as balaysians are allowed to
bid for upcoming license numbers, plates are often chosen for
their duspicious implications. Particularly lucky combinas” ons,
like BBB 3688 ( 8, bat, rhymes with fat, prosperity. From a
distance the license plate reads ©88 8388 or prosperity times
7) can go for thcusands of ringgit (the ringgit is the ilslaysian
dollar. i#2.2 equals Uuyl). Fortunctely my own ressonably auspi-
cious plate, a4l 95371, cost a were 430, the usual fee.
fiumerology is also applied to the 4-digit lottery, empat
nombor ekor. kumerical combinations are socmatimes chosen for -
thelr similarity to auspicious 1i .ense plates. After a car
accident, passersby copy down the plate numbers of the involved
vehicles and quickly go to the nearest empat nombor ekor shop
to place a bet. 1If tue vehicles were overturned, the numbers
are written in reverse order. 4 facsimile lottery ticket, rep~
resentative of Chinese numerological beliefs, has been included
in the cover illustration, stuck in the shirt pocket.

he shirt itself is a Javanese batik pattern. Batik has
reached a nign level of sophistication on dJava; certain batik
patterns have deep ritual sig- '
nificance, ennancing fertil-
ity or,6 like amulets, protecting
the wearer from evil. The Ja-
vanese shop-wner that sold me
the batik I used as reference
for the illustration insisted
that this was the kusumane-
gara pattern, pz:ticularly
powerful, but she wasn't sure
just how,

The other items pictured .
in the illustration, i.e. the
red-knotted choker, the eye
amulet and the yin-yang talis- +isure 10"
man were inserted for different -




reasons. une of oteiner's friends claimed to
have been ziven the knotlied red neck-thread
by a Wioetan lama., 4As These necklaces szre
supposedly popular in Yibet and wepal, the
inclusion of one in the iliustration might
adG¢ an element relevant to the audience in
that region. The yin-yang is one of the

most recognized Chinese occult symbols in
both the wast and the wWegt. iHeaders missing
the significance of the other symbols might
catch on with this one. The Lye of Horus,

an i, ptian symbol, was inserted specifically

for iestern readers, tne other poagibility figure 11

beipy thne eye-in-pyramid syrbol on the

reverse of tne Uu.l note. sSteiner felt that

#esterners could associate the eye with

cecult nower more easily than with tae kalay tangkal, the stecl tub
or the other amulets. For whatever reason, tne A51aweek art
director also wanted to see some sort of . 11 eye" motif in-
cluced in the illustration.

he finished illustrution, executed on gesso-coated
illustration board in oil, casein and collage, was published
in the February b5, 1982 issue af Agisweek. Did all this intri-
cate Dbalancing of regional and religious systems result in an
emminently saleable cover? is far as laleysia goes, 1'11 never
know. we had not reckoned with the Agiaweek marketing department.

Agiaweek, it turns out, was purcunased a few years ago by
reader's Dizest, a magazine wulch has had zreat success with
stick-on paper covers. 4as tne Uigest cover is normally a table
of contents the additional cover-~leal provides some pictorial
interest and draws potential readers' attention to certain choice
articles inside.

The parent company chose the ".:cret Powers'" issue to in-
troduce these cover leaves, called "tip-ons" here, on & trial
basis in Malaysia and tihe Philiyp.dnes. 'Wip-ons in each country
are designed to drasw the
readers' attention to re-
gionally specific articles.
ihe inaugursal i.alaysian
isgue Ieatured a bot-pink
and red {.p-on Wwita the
bold, white headline,
"secret Powers; OStrange Tales
of the Bomoh." Hubsequent
issues nave featured tip-
ons in bright orange and
red, day-giow yellow and
electric blue, with aliuring
neadlines: "malayula Cracks
vown Un i{ude Photo Hacket";
"5 Cry For Help rrom ualaJ—
sia's reart Fatients."

Apparently, the

February 1982
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intent is not to ediiy, but to entice. Indeed, the brightly
covered mazarines are veritable beacons on the newssgtands,

. sut nave the new covers increased salesy According bto-
nr. samarvtoin, circulstion manszer at C.i. sasaratha naj (5i)
sendirian Berhad, kalaycia's Aslaweex distributorsz, the tip-ons
have been moderately successful. The "secret rowers" issue '
garnered oaly average sales (exact figures were confidential),
but at least twelve issues will be neccded to meke a viable
comperison with unadulterated covers. rialaysia-specific
covers have always sold well in the past, ¢ said. The use of
tip—~ons 1is an at.empt to explovit this reader preference. S
Kamaruthin felt that a substantial increase in sales would be
needed to justify the expense of regional Lip-ons for all of
Asia,

Wouldn't the use of tip « 5 ove Sy oebviste the need forx
cover art? Well yes, but Asiaweek .. a business and nagagines
have to be sold. '

This no-nongense attitude ig prev: lent at the business end
of commercial art. IYor after all. illustr~tion is commercial
art. Despite exhibitions, glosugy catalogs and other fine art
trappings, illustration's main purpose is communication. Good
illustration is often good art, out to survive, illustraotors
have to sell a product, tell a story or co.: unicate an idea
better than the photosraphers.-und designe:s that are the com-
petition.

sither that, or mutter a few incantations. For art's sake,

plincerely,

srynfBarm rd

1 INCH

TALI ( HinOow)
GIVEN 8Y GRooM
> BRIDE oM WED-
OING DAY, SHE
IMUST \WEAR 7 UMTIL
HIS DEATH GOLD



bist of Illustr..tions

1, #ap ol bkast and reninsular iMalaysia. Tourist Developnment
‘orporation of Malaysia brochure. =«

2. di, Chinese character for "auspicious! rrom Hong Kong
and ohanghal Banking Corporation advertisement.

%. tketch; Chinese shrine near Taman Permata housiag area; BEB;
guache on bristol board

4. oketch; Bes renajen sculpture, Ja fut origin; BiB; charcoal
on illustrsatlon board.

5. Al~3aatihah3 Zirst surah (chapter) of the inoran. BuB after
Al'qur'an;Bahagian Ugama Jabatan Perdana iienteri, Kuala
Liapur.

6. sketch; ballpoint and felt-tip pen on bristol board; BLEB

T. Asiaweek magagine cover;ﬁBﬁB; originel in oil, casein and
collage on illustration board.

8. Sketch; Chinese talismans; BiB; ballgoint and felt-tip pens
on bristol board

9. Photograph;shaw, Jilllam; 1S75; aspects of wmalzysian Magic;
Kuala Lumpur; iuzium Negara
Chinese medium with protective gpirit belt.

10.rhotograph; motorcycle licenseplate; BuB
11.08%1 note (detail)

12.keader's Digest magazine cover, with and without tip-on; Febru-
ary, l19cZ.

l3.Asiaweek magazine cover, with tip~on. lebruary 5, 1982,
14.5ketch; ballpoint and felt-tip pen on bristol board; BEB

neferences

Couillard, riarie-aAndree ) ) ' -
1980 Tradition in Tension:Carving in a Jah Hut Lo ulidy
rénang; universitl calns Malaysla

Shaw, william , ' : . y
1975 aspects of ialaysian Magic; suala lLumpur; Huzlum hkegara

sheikh 4dbdullah bin vichd Sasmeih B ‘ ) oy
1980 Tafsir Pimpinan Ar-iahman Kepada rengertian aAl-Qur an
~uala Lumpur; banagian Ugama, oabatan Perdana lenterl
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