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Has the jungle become more beautiful?
The artist Tan Wei Kheng paints portraits of
the unseen heroes of the nomadic Penan tribe
in Sarawak, Malaysia.
He invites us to discover the values and
dreams of the Penans, who continue with
their struggles in order to live close to nature.

Language Of
The Jungle

– 	Ong Jo-Lene
Kuala Lumpur, 2014

Painting the indigenous peoples of Sarawak is but one aspect of the relationship
that self-taught artist, Tan Wei Kheng has forged with the tribal communities. It is a
relationship built on trust and understanding over the years Tan has spent visiting,
documenting, and engaging with the living tribes of the interior jungles. As a young
boy growing up in Marudi, a small town on the Baram River, Tan got to know
members of the Orang Ulu tribes when they would come into the town to shop for
necessities. The term Orang Ulu which translates to “Upriver People” or “Remote
People” is a grouping of some 27 small but diverse indigenous tribes of Sarawak
including the Kenyah, Kayan, Kelabit and Penan. Eventually, Tan’s curiosity led him
to trips into the dense interiors of Borneo that the Orang Ulu call their homeland.
Tan became particularly drawn to the Penans, one of the few truly nomadic
rainforest tribes in the world. Often described as gentle and shy, they are the only
Borneo tribe without a history of headhunting. “Language of the Jungle” focuses
exclusively on the Penans from Ulu Tutoh, Ulu Magoh and Ulu Limbang. The
Penans are a proud tribe for having withstood adapting to the modern way of life
the longest. To this day, a small number of the 10 ,000 - 12,000 Penans still maintain
a largely nomadic way of life. Most have resorted to living in spartan if not squalid
settlements in the interior, but whether settled or nomadic, these hunter-gatherers
depend on the forest for their existence. Food, water, shelter, poisons for hunting,
rattan for weaving, medicines, tools, clothing, and the spirituality of the Penans are
of the rainforest. This reliance is made impossible by the stresses on nature seeping
in from the modern-day practicalities of the outside world. Yet the encroachment
has not extended to them basic amenities.
Being in the presence of the Penan people, Tan is able to catch a glimpse of the
nuances of the penans spirit and how they struggle to continue living in their
homeland. One of the biggest dangers facing the Penans today is polluted water
sources. Sarawak is being logged at twice the sustainable rate and is the tropical
timber producer with the highest rate of deforestation. Wide-scale logging pollutes
the rivers up to the upstream areas of the Penans. Skin diseases and dysentery are
common and there have also been cases of fatal illnesses. Many settlements were
promised access roads to clinics and schools by the logging companies but not all
saw their promises kept. The nearest clinic can be an hour or more away and it is
not unusual to wait for days to hitch a ride. Schools are even farther away. Some face
harassment on their way to school and many get turned away when their parents
cannot afford school fees. In 2011, Tan decided to spread the word. Members of the
Brunei Rotary Club responded and Tan lead them to the Ba’Bare Penan community
located some 7 hours drive from Miri. There, the volunteers scouted the jungle for a
clean water source. They then installed pipes to connect the settlement to headwaters
up in the mountains. The villagers who were involved in the process soon learnt to
connect the pipes to their bathrooms and kitchens. On the heels of this success, the
volunteers brought similar initiatives to Ba’Abang and Ba’Puak settlements.

Tan is also involved in other initiatives and often brings with him rudimentary
supplies for the Penans such as rice, sugar, tee shirts, and toothpaste. As natural
resources are destroyed, they now require supplements from the modern world.
Hunts do not bear bearded wild pigs, barking deers and macaques as often
anymore. Now hunting takes a longer time and yields smaller animals. They fear
that the depletion of the tajem tree from which they derive poison for their darts.
The antidote too is from one specific type of creeper. The particular palm tree that
provides leaves for their roofs can no longer be found. Now they resort to buying
tarpaulin for roofing, which they have to carry with them every time they move
from camp to camp. Wild sago too is getting scarcer. The Penans have to resort to
farming or buying, both of which need money that they do not have. Shiny coins
now find their place amongst the precious beads of their necklaces, like that of
The New Hunter (2014).
From an aerial view, Sarawak may appear 84% green but that area includes
monoculture oil palm crop and exotic timber plantations. Of that percentage, only
65% remains forested and an even smaller percentage are pristine forests that have
never been selectively logged or damaged by the route of logging machineries.
In a Global Witness report in 2012, only a 1/4 of Sarawak’s portion of “Heart Of
Borneo” rainforest is in a pristine state, with another 1/4 licensed for clear-felling.
These highly skilled naturalists and geographers are quickly losing ground.
Compelled to capture their fast disappearing way of life, Tan began photographing
the Penans and the other Orang Ulu tribes some 20 years ago. By 1992, he found
his mode of expression in painting - conveying the circumstances of the tribes and
carrying the concerns he has of their precarious struggles. One such example is Voice
of Hope (2013) now in the collection of Singapore Art Museum after exhibiting at
the Singapore Biennale 2013. The 9-part painting is anchored in the middle by the
portrait of the well-known late Penan leader and activist, Along Sega. On the panels
above and below the portrait, Tan paints the KLCC Twin Towers imagined as
tattoos, rising skyward on the back of a proud tribesman and pointing downwards
on the aging languid feet of a tribeswoman. Painting their reality into realism, he
often composes his paintings as triptychs or mosaics of canvases, constructing a
collage of images of their struggle, values and hopes, overlaid with the projections
of a modern observer. In articulating the Penan’s lived experience, Tan visualises
the language of the Penans.
The term “Orang Ulu” itself manifests the modern day dichotomies we
unquestioningly accept in how we categorise and classify the world around us.
We speak of people living in the interior jungle in dualistic opposition to us, the
people living in the outside world. Embedded within are distinctions of primitive
or civilised, outside or within modernity, empirical or mythical, nature or culture,
and reality or fiction. We are “captivated” by the Penans because we see their
mode of existence as divergent to ours. If we move out of comparing them to us in
dualistic opposition, it can be said that the Penans conceive of the world in ways
imperceptible to us. That the Penans have a different claim to reality, articulated in
a language of their own.
The limits of language are the limits of what we can think about. If language shapes
the way in which we conceptualise the world, then the Penans language holds a
few clues to their worldview. The Penans have forty words for their staple food,
“sago palm” but no words for “goodbye”, “thank you” nor “thief.” The absence of

equivalents for those words is attributed to these key aspects of the Penan society:
non-hierarchical and egalitarian, a sense of stewardship over nature through the
practice of “molong”, and a fluid boundary between self and world.

dichotomies, beyond the limitations of our subject-object problem. Unlike modern
humans who think of progress as conquering nature, the Penans recognise that
humans have agency over nature and nature too has agency over humans.

Listening to a Penan man explains the egalitarian structure and culture of sharing,
“we are not like monkeys (where) the big ones get more than the small ones”, one
can’t help but to see monkey business in our civilised modern world. Members of a
community are linked by an extended network of duties, some may be more talented
than others in certain tasks, but no one is regarded as more deserving than another.
While sharing has its practical reasons for a hunter-gatherer community, it is also an
extension of the Penan’s notion of stewardship, molong. It is the guiding principle
of conservation and consumption ethics based on notions of a shared ownership of
natural resources. To molong a sago palm is to harvest the trunk with care, ensuring
that the tree will sucker up from the roots. Molong means climbing a tree to gather
fruit instead of cutting it down. It means harvesting only the largest fronds of the
rattan, leaving the smaller shoots so that they may reach proper size in another year.
When the Penans need iron wood to make blowpipes, they cut only a portion of
the bark so that the tree is still alive. By the time their blowpipes have wormed out
in about 20 years, the tree would have recovered to provide more woods. Molong
means not taking more than needed. It is an understanding that natural resources
are bequeathed upon us by our ancestors for us to act as custodians for the future
generation. Something that we are only beginning to understand recently from
environmental campaigns.

Whenever we lament that the Penans are “caught in the winds of change”, we have
already imagined their disappearance. Yet humanity now speaks of a world where
Man does not exist for the sake of development but development for the sake of
Man. Before that, society needs to be better. We must realise that for the most of us,
we have not tried to understand the Penans. We define them in terms of relative to
us, holding ourselves as positive and the neutral. It is impossible to ask us to discard
the distinctions we use to make sense of the world but we could begin to question
the assumptions that we are making those distinctions. When we look at images
of the Penans - be it in documentaries or the beautiful paintings here - what do we
see? Can we see beyond the exotic? Do we think of them as still existing to teach
us lessons in sustainability? A nostalgic trip to the days of living close to nature? A
reminder that we have “come so far” from days of “roaming the jungles”? Or can we
begin to catch a glimpse of the nuances of what it means to be Penan? Humanity
needs to recognise the independence and autonomy of these differences we think
of as the “Penan’s way.” That there can be more than one claim to reality.

Communication between groups in the tribe utilise non-verbal communication
of signs and markers. In the triptych Language of Leaves (2014), Tan depicts a sign
fashioned from leaves and roots. The roots form two parallel sticks, one with leaves
indicating that there are two families on the trail hunting for wild boar while the
other unadorned stick is an invitation for others to join the hunt. They also leave
identifying markers on fruit trees in the form of wooden signs or a cut of a machete.
These indicate that the tree is to be preserved for harvesting at a later time and to
announce a familial right to the tree. However, it reads differently from modern
day signs of private property, it serves more as a reminder to others to share this
resource conscientiously rather than “trespassers will be prosecuted.” To them,
stealing is inconceivable for they do not even have a word for “thief” and that it is
illogical that man can stake a claim of private ownership over natural resources.
In Penan society the greatest transgression is the failure to share, which they term
as “see hun”.
This communication is not limited to fellow living humans. A portrait of the late
Along Sega is also in “Language of the Jungle”, set as a diptych with a painting of
an Orol made of a root as a sort of spiritual amulet to protect him during hunting
and his fight to protect his people and their homeland. It is also not unusual to see
Penans speaking to plants before cutting it down, explaining to the plants why they
need its life. Penans also have a complex naming system linking the living to the
dead. A Penan man once explained, “Our body is the forest, the forest is our body.”
Far from just a poetic musing, it indicates the Penans fluid and interconnected
boundary between self and world. It is why the Penans don’t say “thank you.”
They see themselves and every entity of the jungle, animate or inanimate, as
part of an intricate and living network of culturally and economically significant
nodes linking past, present and future generations. This is their conception of the
jungle, their homeland. It would seem that Penans are not limited to modern day

The Penans are well aware of what they are facing but they are a people without the
words to express anger as we know it. At peace with themselves and living peacefully
in the jungle, all they can articulate of the destruction is “that we do not like.” Their
language fails to express the violence of our world.
Experts in our modern world have begun proposing that humanity has entered
a new geological epoch, the Anthropocene - a time when human activities have
significant global impact on the Earth’s ecosystems, if not the most. Perhaps the
time is now to find ways to translate the different languages of all members of
the society - theirs and ours, tradition and modernity, the natural sciences and the
social sciences. Translations that will form parts for us to piece together a broken
vessel. We should be aware of how the gaps yield spaces for newer possibilities
of continuously different understandings. With this shared and continuously
expansive horizon, where even this essay does not have remark on their alterity in
terms of “us” and “them”, we can imagine our communion.

Notes
Accounts of the artists engagement with the Penan community are taken from correspondences with
the artist and reports by The Borneo Post.
Statistics on deforestation in Sarawak are taken from reports published by Global Witness Survival
International, and Malaysian Business.
Several examples of Penan cultural practices particular that of molong are referenced from Penan: Voice
for the Borneo Rainforest, written by Wade Davis and Thom Henley, published by the Western Canada
Wilderness Committee
The insights on translation was borne out of an exchange with Ahmad Fuad Rahmat.
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Kulin uses leaves to invite others to join a
hunt for wild boars. He uses a root to prop
leaves, which is a symbolic language used
by the Penans.

Jamalang Ringgut lost his vision. When
he was young, he was a hunter. Now all
that he has are the jawbones of the wild
boars he killed. He remembers that he could
not see the trees clearly. He does not know
that now the jungle has changed.

Father has gone hunting. Siti is
waiting with her mother. They are
on a wooden platform three feet
from the ground. There is also a used
as roof if it rains. There is sago in a
basket behind her.

Malin is crossing the river to hunt.
Today the jungle is dusty. The river
is no longer clear. He is troubled.
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Lisin knows that he needs money because the
jungle cannot supply what he needs. He used
to collect wild sago, which was his staple food.
Now as he is unable to find wild sago; he needs
money to buy sago. He begins to see that coins
are beautiful. So he makes holes in the coins
and uses a necklace of beads and coins.

Jesua Gasi and his brother live in the jungle.
There are gigantic roots and dry leaves
in his playground. His mother is cooking
nearby. Jesua Gasi is wearing a T-shirt given
by a friend who lives in another type of
jungle. He does not know that he is wearing
a T-shirt from a concrete jungle.

Along Sega is the chief of a nomadic tribe.
He was a courageous leader who led his
tribe to protest against logging. He used
the Orol made of a root to protect him and
his jungle. He believes that the Orol will
bring luck and help him during hunting
and in his struggle to protect the jungle.

Penan families live together in small groups.
They have simple houses and a beautiful
garden. The jungle provides herbs, food and a
playground for the children. There is a carpet
of leaves. When they are hungry they get food
from the jungle, which is like a supermarket.
The wives wait to cook what the men collect.

The painting on the left shows “leaves
and root signs” indicating that there
are two families looking for wild boars.
The single root is a sign to invite others
to join the hunt.
Leaf-root signs were left along a jungle
trail so that others can find them.
The painting on the right shows the jungle
where Kulin lives.
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Sigang lives in a small hut with her
husband. Every day she cooks for him.
She makes nice baskets and bangles.
She cooks rice and vegetables in her
house. Will her children remember her?
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Tan Wei Kheng
Tan Wei Kheng (1970) is a self-taught artist from Marudi, Sarawak, Malaysia. Originally a ceramist for
a commercial outlet producing touristic objects, Wei Kheng became drawn to the stories, symbolism
and traditional knowledge of Sarawak’s interior peoples. Wei Kheng travels regularly into the dense
interior of Sarawak where he spends time with friends from the tribes of the Orang Ulu (People
of the Interior) such as the Kayan, Kenyah, Penan, Kelabit and Iban. His paintings depict them,
their stories and concerns.
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