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A culture more than the sum of its parts

By Sonia Kolesnikov-Jessop

SINGAPORE
wer the centuries, Chinese
migrants have spread around
the world, often creating en-
claves  within large cibes,

Chinatowns wheére their culture, in- B

cluding religious practices, culimary
skills and artistic tastes, would remain
intact. But in peninsular Malaysia,
Chinese migrants integrated so well
with the locals, a riating certain
eultural traits ang assimilating these
inte their own culture, that they created
& mew culture with its own identity: the
Straits Chinese Peranakan.

Chinese merchants first settled in
Malscca in the 15th century, and by the
19th century they were playing a pivotal
role as intermediaries with the Por-
tuguese, Duteh and then British coloni-
al traders. As the Chinese merchants
started to integrate with the local popu-

lation, they started fusing = their

Chinese heritage with the local Malay
influences, developing a distinctive hy-
brid culture,

“The Peranakans were very open-
minded toward other cultures, and
they took the best from everywhere,”
said Eenson Fwok, director of the
Asian Civilization Museum and the
Peranakan Museum in Singapore.

“They were able to e in a mul-
ticultural world, something we all need
to b able to do today. We all need to
speak different languages and operate
in different cultures, and that's some-
thing the Peranakans were doing back
in the 19th century.”

The small TPerapakan Museum,
which recpens on Saturday after two
years of renovations, explores this
unique culture, presenting artifacts
like porcelain, jewelry and  textiles
from the former British Straits Settle-
ments of Malacea, Pénang and Singa-
pore, as well as displays that detail the
Peranakans’ way of life, including their
elaborate wedding ceremonies, reli-
gious practices and funeral rites, some
of which contimue to this day.

As intermediaries between the Brit-
ish and mainland Chinese traders,
many amassed large fortunes, which
they used to 5 | lavishly on their
homes, commissioning, for exam
colorful  porcelains: from  Shanghai
known as Nonyaware, and elaborate
gold and silver jewelry.

The Peranakan culture was very col-
orful and elaborate, and Monyaware 1sa
great example of that taste, says Randall
Ee, a curator at the Peranakan Museum.

While Chineze utensils tended to be
plainly decorated and painted in pale
washes of enamels, Nomyaware is
characterized by wivid enameled tints
on a brilliant painted background, and
they were decorated primarily with
flowers, pecnies in particular, and

ez, “The Chinese wt;nwd to
appreciate the whiteness on their por-
célains because it tells you of the qual-
ity of the firing, but the Peranakans ap-
preciated the color and the form —not
s much the porcelain — so their por-
celain is completely covered with col-
or,” Ee said.

Pola Antebi, who heads Christie’s
Chinese Ceramics and Works of Art
Department in Hong Kong, notes that
the Peranakan patterns would - have
been considered too busy to be used as
table settings for the mainland Chinese
market. "The table settings incorpor-
ated some Western-shaped vessels as
well, such as cups with bandles, as the
Peranakan adﬂ?tﬁd drinking tea in
English teacups,” she said.

Some of the rare porcelains on dis-
play at the museum include large
Eamcheng jars {covered food contain-
ers) ta:vpped‘awitha finial in the shape of
a gilin {a Chinese mythical 1
and decorated with unusual cafié au lait
or coral red colors,

Anpther distinctive
Peranakan sesthetics can

ression of
e found in

Peranakan Museum
An ancestral altar, The Peranakan fused their Chinese herftage with Malay influences,

their beadwork and embroidery, which
was often produced by the Nooyas (the
Peranakan women). The eligibility of a
young - Nonya in well-to-do families
could hinge on the guality of her nee-
diework, and she had to produce a com-
pléte trousseau, painstakingly using
thousands of tiny beads, often im-
ported from Europe.

make hand-rolled cigarettes), as well as
embroidered kebayas, the traditional
tight-fitting blonses that
first red in the nonyas' wardrobe
in the 19205 and that today remains
wery much in fashion in the region.
“Four galleries are devoted to the sto-
ry of the traditional 12-day Peranakan

wedding where significant ceremonies
Iihetbﬁpchﬂi.(ﬂnbﬂ.ﬂgﬁof ifts}and
chin thau (coming of age, which was

the most im&oﬂan: rite) are presented.

“While the actual wedding took
place on the first day, the ceremonies
stretched over 12 days until the bride

left her parents’ house and moved in
with her in-laws,” Ee said.

The recreated wedding chamber dis-

an omately carved Ranjan Eah-
wain (wedding bed) decorated with
beadwork and embroidery featuring
motifs such-as birds, rats and crabs,
(seen as fertility ;{mbnh. by the
Chinese.) “A young child, preferably a
boy, would roll three times across the
bed three or four days before the wed-
ding,” Ee ined. “The child would
come from a family who has many sons,
to get his male energy.”

Other contextual presentations in-
clude a Peranakan dining room set up
for a grand banquet, a religious altar to
worship ancestors, as well a5 a coffin
decorated with a colorful embroidered
cover. “The coffin is actually not empty,
we've put some wood inside, because
our belief is that a coffin cannot be left
empty or it calls for someone,” said Ee,
who is Peranalan,

While the Peranakans absorbed the
local culture around them from very
early on, they held on to their religi
beliefs from. China stronply and a

" long time, The ACM curtor David Alan

Henkelnu&ithatbyﬂumid-ﬂrhmm-
IV, mese mi coming to
B Sak Sttt wors BTt
find archaic worshiping practices that
were no longer to be in China.

et as they interacted with the British
colonial rulers, the Peranakans became
influenced by Western ideas, and many
converted to Christianity. The museum
displays an example of a Bible written
in Baba-Malay (the Peranakan lan-
guage) as well as a rare Catholic altar
converted from a Chinese piece of fur-
niture that is decorated with Daoist
deities, like the stellar gods of happi-
ness, wealth and longevity, and auspi-
cious crestures juztaposed against a
central Catholic devotional image of
the Holy Family.

Ewolk says the curators have strived
to present the Paranakan culture mot as
a “dusty” one of days gone by. “We dom't
want the musenm to be seen just as a
celebration of the past. It is also a re-
cord of the preseat, and we have tried to
look at the taste of the Peranakan and
re-interpret it in a contemporary way,”
Ewok said, pointing out that the mu-
seum also inchudes a few contemporary
paintings by Peranakan artists.

While the museum exhibit concen-
trates on the former Straits Settlements,
it does include a few exhibits from
Sumatra and Java. “In the future we
hope to widen that brief and look at
other Peranakan-related communities
in southern Thailand and even some in
Myanmaz" Ewok said. "The field is
wide open for research.”
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A slide show from the exhibition,



