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The Prince’s School of  Traditional Arts was founded in 2004 by HRH The Prince of  Wales as 
one of  his core charities. It developed from the Visual Islamic and Traditional Arts Programme (VITA) 
that was established at The Royal College of  Art in 1984 by Professor Keith Critchlow who pioneered a 
post-graduate programme based on the practice of, and research into, the traditional arts. The Prince’s 
School of  Traditional Arts welcomes students from around the world who wish to rediscover the 
values of  the traditional arts and who would like to make a practical contribution to their survival. 

The School’s courses combine the teaching of  the practical skills of  the traditional arts and crafts 
with an understanding of  the philosophy inherent within them. It offers students the opportunity to 
undertake research at the highest level, with post-graduate degrees (MA, MPhil, PhD) validated by the 
University of  Wales.

The postgraduate courses lay the foundation of  the School’s Short Course Programme as well 
as its internationally renowned Outreach Programme. These enable people to learn practical skills, 
encourage an appreciation of  the universal values that are essential to the practice and understanding 
of  the traditional arts and crafts, and support the recognition of  the traditional arts as a valid means of  
contemporary expression. 

Through its Outreach Programme, The School demonstrates how timeless values and principles 
are adapted in designs for contemporary products. This is done through workshops in the language 
of  traditional arts with reference to each particular culture. The establishment of  The School’s first 
satellite school in Cairo and a second school in Jamaica are the result of  such a process. The School is 
looking forward to engaging in the same process with its partners in Malaysia to ensure the continuity 
of  their heritage crafts, particularly songket and tekat .

The Royal Weaves project is a unique collaboration between The Prince’s School of  Traditional 
Arts, The British Malaysian Society and the Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia to study and promote the 
special textile traditions and heritage of  the royal courts of  Malaysia. The two-week exhibition hosted 
by The Prince’s School provides a unique insight into the traditional and contemporary use of  the 
textiles and present-day initiatives to promote them. 
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The British Malaysian Society (BMS) emerged as a response of  a group of  senior businessmen in 
Britain and Malaysia to repair the longstanding ties between the two countries following the initiation 
in Malaysia of  the government’s policy of  “Buy British Last” in 1981.  An inaugural lunch took place in 
London in November 1983. Formation of  The Malaysian British Society (MBS) followed in September 
1984 with a dinner in Kuala Lumpur at which Dr. Mahathir was the Guest of  Honour. The first joint 
meeting of  the two societies was held in London in 1985, its importance underlined by a reception 
hosted by Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher at No.10 Downing Street. 

From its inception, the Society’s impact on the bilateral relationship was considerable.  Among 
others, differences between British Airways and Malaysian Airline System were resolved and extra 
money for overseas students was provided, with the BMS’s strong support, by the British Government. 
In 1985, the BMS and MBS were instrumental in sending 42 Malaysian students to select British 
boarding schools for A-Level courses and on to British universities. Several cultural events were held 
under the Society’s aegis.  Joint meetings took place not only in Kuala Lumpur and London, but also in 
Penang, Langkawi and Kuching in Malaysia and at Leeds Castle, Bath and Hampton Court in Britain. 

A new relationship having prospered among old friends, the Malaysians took the view in 1998 
that the MBS could be dissolved.  At the British end it was felt, however, that there was still a need for a 
bilateral society, supporting the work of  the two governments.  Aided by a group of  influential advisers 
in Kuala Lumpur, friends of  Malaysia in Britain decided to carry on as The British Malaysian Society 
and replaced the dissolved MBS with its own Kuala Lumpur Panel. 

The British Malaysian Society and its KL Panel strives at all times to be supportive of  and in 
tune with both the Malaysian High Commission in London and the British High Commission in Kuala 
Lumpur.

In recent years, the Society has concentrated its bilateral relationship endeavours very much on 
educational and cultural activities and in adding value to membership through diverse programmes. 
Recent cultural events have included “The Spirit of  Wood” exhibition at The Brunei Gallery in 2004 
and the “Merdeka Concert” at Cadogan Hall in 2007. On-going Educational projects include the Books 
for Malaysia scheme and BMS Forum on opportunities for UK Schools in Malaysia.
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Heritage Textiles

Malaysian textiles are so meaningful to Malay culture that not only have they inspired poetry 
but they also play an essential role in ceremonial rituals and daily life. Malay textiles have two 
primary roles: first, they are used for clothing and decorative purposes and second, they often 
transcend their utilitarian function to become indicators of cultural identity and prestige. 

Whilst the majority would use affordable and durable fabrics for clothing and everyday objects, 
the elite in Malay society preferred cloths of high quality which would not only set them apart, 
but also demonstrate their status. The long-standing eminence of handmade textiles has ensured 
that great care and skill have always been invested in their manufacture, while considerable 
value is placed on the finest creations. 

Due to their worth, traditional Malay textiles were often kept as family heirlooms. In both the 
palace and village, these textiles helped mark rites of passage from birth to death and were 
handed down through the generations as prized possessions.

As fine textiles were regarded as cornerstones of culture, the Malays traditionally considered 
weaving and embroidery vital skills that also lent themselves to commercial enterprise. All over 
the world, textiles historically have been regarded as a prime commodity as well as a means of 
exchange; this was especially true in the Malay world.

Weavers and embroiderers who were recognised as the most skilled were dependent on the 
patronage of the courts which would, on occasion, employ textiles to establish and reaffirm 
allegiances and loyalties. Historical accounts have noted how dignitaries have been honoured 
with gifts in the form of textiles and clothing, known as persalinan or peralinan, one of the 
highest honours to be bestowed at Malay courts. 
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In Malaysia, there is a wedding tradition called Raja Sehari. 
On the day of their wedding, the bride and the groom are 
considered royal — they are king and queen for the day. 
On this day, the community’s celebrations deliberately echo 
royal occasions marking certain rites of passage, such as the 
sultan’s accession to the throne or a royal wedding. 

In the temporal sense, the groom and the bride are king and 
queen for the single day of their wedding. In the symbolic 
sense, they become king and queen for life. Their union is a 
coming together of the polarities of life  — the masculine and 
the feminine, the active and the receptive — in the creation 
of a new life. They become a reflection of the Creator of 
heaven and earth. Hence, it is fitting that they are clothed 
in gold on their wedding day, that they sit enthroned on a 
pelamin, the raised and decorated dais.

The pelamin is the centrepiece of the whole ceremony, and 
two are required — one in the bride’s house and the other 
in the groom’s. The actual wedding day is the bersanding, 
or “enthronement”. The word literally means the “sitting 
together of the bride and groom on the bridal couch”.  

The main part of the bersanding involves the enthronement 
of the bridal couple on a dais and sprinkling them with yellow 
rice and scented water as a sign of blessing. Each guest will 
receive a bunga telur, a decorated egg with a fabric flower, as 
a sign of fertility.  Various court customs, including musicians 
playing court music, are performed for the couple.

The ceremonial bath known as adat bersiram is a crucial ritual that signifies the purification of the 
body and spirit. As it is performed in public in front of family and friends, the bather has to be fully 
dressed, typically in a simple sarong and tunic. A piece of cloth is usually held over the bather to 
act as a filter, and water that has been blessed with prayers and scented with flowers, screwpine 
and rosewater is then gently poured over the bather. The adat bersiram usually precedes many 
traditional Malay ceremonies, such as circumcision for boys  and ear-piercing for girls. 
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Sarong
Size: 148 x 94cm
Satin with gold leaf  – telepuk. Malay Peninsula, 20th century.
Collection of  Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia
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Pair of  tekat cushion covers
Size: 41 x 41 cm each
Velvet cushion, couch-embroidered with gilt thread. Perak, Malay Peninsula, 20th century.
Collection of  Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia
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Cushion
51 x 24.7 x 17cm
A tekat pillow used to place the kris in the bilik pengantin.  Commissioned for a wedding in 1926.  It was 
used as Reha Quran for Wan Azman’s Majlis Berkhatam Quran in 2001.
Private collection.



13

Tudong nasi adat semangat (ceremonial cover)
92 x 92cm
An 8-fold ceremonial cloth-cover, made from embroidered satin. It is usually placed on top of  the 
tudong saji (a pyramidal conical basket that is used to cover food) during ceremonial occasions.
Collection of  Tengku Ismail bin Tengku Su
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Kain tenun karak bersongket (Sultan Ismail)
100 x 198cm
Tenun cloth with songket motif  of  Sultan Ismail
Collection of  Dato Raja Rezza Shah
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Kain limar hijau
80.5 x 194cm
Collection of  Dato Raja Rezza Shah
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Samping (men’s sarong)
97 x 222cm
This blue songket features motifs such as bunga tampuk kesemak (corolla of  the persimmon) and pucuk 
rebung lawi ayam (cockerel’s tail feather).
Collection of  Tengku Ismail bin Tengku Su
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Kain lepas besar (large ceremonial shoulder or skirt cloth)
250cm
An antique family heirloom, this dark red songket was worn by Tengku Asmak in the 1900s. It was also 
used during the bersiram sampat (bathing ceremony) at the wedding of  Y.M. Tengku Abdul Halim bin 
Tengku Ali and Y.M. Tengku Asmak binti Tengku Su in 1951.
Collection of  Tengku Ismail bin Tengku Su
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Baju (tunic) for both sexes    
146.5 x 65.5cm x 66.5cm
Used in wedding ceremonies and adat semangat bertindik (ear-piercing ceremony). It features the limau 
sekupang (single coin or single flower) motif  in weft ikat, accompanied by songket.
Collection of  Tengku Ismail bin Tengku Su
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Seluar panjang (bridegroom’s trousers)
68.3 x 123cm
Purple bridegroom’s trousers made from satin and embroidered with silk threads.
Collection of  Tengku Ismail bin Tengku Su
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Samping kanak-kanak lelaki (boy’s sarong)
77.7cm x 77.7cm
This bright green samping features the kota raja motif.
Collection of  Tengku Ismail bin Tengku Su 
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Seluar (trousers)
96cm x 100cm
Men’s trousers made of  songket featuring the bunga mahkota motif.
Collection of  Tengku Ismail bin Tengku Su
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Traditional arts are more than just specimens on display in a museum: they are part of a living 
tradition that must be nurtured and continually renewed by every generation so that their purpose 
is recognised in contemporary life. 

Tradition is never outdated: its principles are both timely and timeless. To keep it alive and relevant 
it needs to be constantly refreshed and rejuvenated. Continuity comes about when an artist or 
craftsman harmoniously integrates a contemporary fresh approach with an understanding and 
application of inherited principles. The principles not only transcend fashion and style but are also 
universal and provide a meaningful foundation for the art of today.  

Cultural exchange is vital since it helps one understand how universal principles may be applied on 
a local level. It affirms cultural identity and  uniqueness. At the same time, it enables us to cross 
the boundaries that separate cultures in order to discover the unity and universality of creation.

As part of the Royal Weaves project, a team from The Prince’s School of Traditional Arts visited 
songket weavers and tekat embroiderers to learn more about the textile traditions of Malaysia. 
In exchange, the team led workshops exploring the connections between design and the order 
of nature.

Tradition and Continuity

The eight-pointed star is a well-established motif in the textile arts of the Malay 
world. An eight-pointed star is made from two overlapping squares. When a 
pattern is made by repeating this eight-fold star, a new shape appears between the 
stars. In some parts of the Islamic world, this pattern is called “the Breath of the 
Compassionate” because one shape is contracted and the other is expanded, as with 
inhalation and exhalation. 

Inspiration from Nature
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An octagon is also born from the matrix of the square. When octagons are packed edge to edge, a small square appears between them. This is 
beautifully illustrated in the songket below. 

Raised in the inner court within the palace grounds of Kuala Terengganu, Tengku Ismail bin Tengku Su (the young boy on the left in the photograph 
above) grew up where these crafts were an integral part of daily life. This influenced his love for songket. After seeing that this fine craft was 
threatened by modernisation, Tengku Ismail invited weavers from the villages surrounding his home to work with him on songket designs inspired by 
his family heritage. He began to promote songket, not as a textile to be displayed in a museum, but as a garment to be worn as a hallmark of Malay 
culture and identity. His sensitivity to the subtle refinements of this art has enabled him to make innovations that continue the tradition, as can be 
seen in his design on the right. His example has opened the way for many others to translate a traditional craft for use in a contemporary setting. 

The continuity of the traditional arts depends on the commitment of institutions and individuals who understand their perennial value. The royal 
families in the Malay world have taken on this role, and their continued use and patronage have ensured that the arts of songket and tekat remain 
among the world’s finest handmade crafts. The Yayasan Tuanku Nur Zahirah (The Queen’s Foundation) and Yayasan Sultan Azlan Shah have been 
instrumental in promoting these fine arts. 
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Kuala Terengganu is in the state of Terengganu on the east coast of Malaysia which, together 
with Kelantan, is where the art of songket flourished and continues as a major craft. The 
present Sultan of Terengganu is currently the King of Malaysia. His wife, the Queen, Seri Paduka 
Baginda Raja Permaisuri Agong Tuanku Nur Zahirah, is patron of Yayasan Tuanku Nur Zahirah, 
a foundation that “aims to preserve and enhance Malaysia’s indigenous craft and heritage by 
helping to improve the livelihoods of artisans, weavers and craftsmen”. 

The stylised motifs of songket are traditionally inspired by the natural world. In the cultural 
exchange workshop, the team from The Prince’s School sought to re-engage designers and 
weavers by looking at the natural world to learn about symmetry and order. 

After making careful drawings from nature, workshop participants learned to construct an 
eight-pointed  star — sometimes known as the “Seal of Solomon” — using compasses and 
ruler. The repetition of this eight-pointed star generates the pattern known as “Breath of the 
Compassionate”, a geometric pattern which appears in art and architecture throughout the 
Islamic world. Examples of this pattern appear in songket, demonstrating the relevance of the 
geometry to their weaving practice.

The weavers produce contemporary shawls adapting traditional motifs for the current fashion 
market. These songket pieces are hand-crafted by the weavers of Yayasan Tuanku Nur Zahirah 
for the Royal Terengganu Songket brand. 

Yayasan Tuanku Nur Zahirah
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Kuala Kangsar, the royal town of Perak, is replete with history and tradition. It has many splendid 
examples of traditional Malay architecture including the old palace with walls constructed 
of woven bamboo and painted a rich yellow. Yayasan Sultan Azlan Shah welcomed us to the 
Kraftangan facilities in Perak, where the art of tekat flourishes today.

The embroiderers took the lead in the cultural exchange, demonstrating every step of the 
making of tekat. This presentation not only clarified each stage of the embroidery process, but 
also gave the team from The Prince’s School of Traditional Arts the opportunity to try each of 
the steps for themselves. This hands-on learning gave the team a much better appreciation of 
the skills required to produce the finely crafted designs.

As part of the cultural exchange, the team from The Prince’s School led workshop participants 
through a series of design exercises which explored geometry and symmetry inspired by the 
natural world. 

The workshop concluded with a group conversation in which each participant spoke about their 
designs and discussed with the embroiderers how they could be refined and improved. This 
process was very fruitful as it helped bridge the gap that sometimes exists in the contemporary 
world between a design and its translation into a crafted object.

The quality of the designs produced was exceptional. A composition for a prayer mat, included 
in the Royal Weaves exhibition, was created based on the designs developed by the group. This 
project serves as a fine testimony to the rewarding cultural exchange that took place in Kuala 
Kangsar.

Yayasan Sultan Azlan Shah
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Shawl
211 x 53cm
Baroque-inspired motif
Weaver: Siti Azierah Bt Seman for Royal Terengganu Songket

Samping
272 x 92cm
Teluk berantai and pucuk rebung 
motifs
Weaver: Rozisuriani Abdullah for Royal 
Terengganu Songket
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Shawl
203.5 x 15.6cm
Bunga pecah empat motif, composition developed as part of  the 
cultural exchange workshops November 2010.
Weaver: Hasmah Bt Yamin for Royal Terengganu Songket

Shawl
231 x 50.2cm
Geometric motif
Weaver: Fathiyatul Faizah Mamat for Royal Terengganu Songket
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Fan
34 x 32cm
Traditional bunga kekwa (chrysanthemum) motif

Cushion cover
44.5 x 44cm (with cushion)
Tekat gubah (metallic thread couching)



29

Tepak sirih (betel-nut) box
31 x 20.4 x 16.5cm
Traditional bunga orkid (orchid) motif

Prayer Mat
Includes medallion designs developed 
as part of  the cultural exchange 
workshop in November 2010.
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