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Abstract

This article is entitled the beauty of ancestral culture from the Timorese perspective. The purpose of this article is to describe the
beauty of ancestral culture from the perspective of the Timorese people. For this purpose, this article will present to the reader the
main ideas such as the meaning of beauty, art to be admired and remembered, traditional weaving, musicality and dance in Timor
Leste, the sacred house of Timor. This article uses a deductive writing technique that starts from a general presentation and leads
to a specific presentation of the Timor Leste context.
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INTRODUCTION

What is beauty? Nothing more than what is considered beautiful to In East Timor, this cult of beauty dates back to the ancestry of
the senses and that portrays a whole sense of value for a people. these people and will be perceived through the lens of the arts
Since time immemorial, through art, whether sung, spoken or practiced in that country.

written, culture has been brought about by the beauty of the things
that surround us and that we observe. This is the cult of what
moves Uus.

The Timorese people, despite their diverse colonization, have
deeper roots, transmitted orally in their culture, whether in their
uma lulik (sacred house), fabrics, sculptures, dances, stories and
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ceremonies, the memory of pride in their land translated by culture.
According to Paulino (2013; p. 103) “In societies with oral
tradition — as in the case of Timorese society — words are directly
associated with occurrences, events and happenings.”

East Timor has a history of struggles and guerrilla warfare to
achieve its independence, but ancestral customs are still passed
down and preserved in their essence, in its communities, in every
corner of the country. “The Word bears witness to the memory of
human existence itself; to the ontological power of speech that, by
naming, makes things exist; to the transmission of values and
prohibitions that regulate societies.” (PAULINO; 2013; p. 103)

Several countries, such as Indonesia, China, and India, have
influenced the culture of these people, but ancestral traditions
remain, centered on the Malay, Polynesian, and Melanesian
peoples, from a time long before civilization as we know it, around
7,000 BC.

This country located in southwest Asia, despite being considered
one of the youngest countries in the world, has a very ancient
history, as the karst caves of Lena Hara, lle Kére Kére and
Jerimalai tell us, through petroglyphs that have evidence of
prehistoric colonization..

The shapes carved in stone, hand painted and colored in ochre,
show motifs of human figures, animals and geometric designs that
inspire these smiling people, in their arts in wood, stone, shells,
natural fibers, ceremonies and fabrics until today to preserve the
ethnic origins, which according to Paulino:

a vision of the past, present and future of the world, an
amalgam of traditions and values that gave individuals an
ethnic identity, while simultaneously establishing a
collective identity, in the sense of cultivating communal
characteristics with a view to national identity
(PAULINO. 2017).

This long-standing ancestry is due to the various influences that
have acted and still act on the island of East Timor: Portuguese,
Roman Catholic, Indonesian, Austronesian and Melanesian.
According to Renata Nogueira da Silva, “the past is not valued
hierarchically, but the present. The past is put into perspective and
used to give meaning to the present.” (2017. p. 78)

In East Timor, legends are passed down orally, although some have
already been recorded by missionaries, military personnel, scholars
of the country's culture and traditions, as well as by local scholars
and scholars of other nationalities.

There is a beautiful myth regarding the creation of the country, in
which a crocodile paid a debt to a young man who helped the sick
and aging animal, and in gratitude transformed it into solid ground,
on the island of Timor. Thus, the Timorese believe that the island
is shaped like a crocodile for this reason and that the inhabitants
are, so to speak, direct descendants of this young man, as narrated
by the Timorese Fernando Sylvan (1988), “The Crocodile that
became Timor”. Thus, the crocodile is considered a sacred animal
in East Timor, and its hunting and consumption are prohibited.

The interest in preserving their history, myths and culture is
reflected in their traditions and arts, passed down from generation
to generation, “in Timorese society, oral tradition still has great
weight, in which all spoken words are associated with the world of
ritualization of things” (PAULINO; 2013; 107). An ancient culture
that cannot and should not be lost, but revered and passed on, as

well as catalogued to immortalize the origins of this charismatic
people who are part of our planet.

There are currently many dossiers with interest in the history and
traditions of Timor-Leste, the country being “extraordinarily rich
in oral traditions — legends, myths and folk tales — and this
indicates the awareness of an ancient community” (PAULINO;
2013, p. 108), which classifies it for nominations for UNESCO
programs such as: World Heritage, Intangible Cultural Heritage,
Creative Cities Network, Global Geoparks Network and Biosphere
Reserve Network, so that history and culture are officially
preserved.

ART TO BE ADMIRED AND REMEMBERED

There are many artisanal works developed, ranging from tribal
masks and sculptures to fabrics and cultural ceremonies. All types
of cultural demonstrations of this country reflect the suffering
history of this people and their subsequent colonizations, without
forgetting to emphasize and value their roots.

Timorese sculpture and carvings

Wood carving, whether in teak, red cedar, palm or eucalyptus and
painted with patina, to reinforce the impression of age, is
traditionally a craft done exclusively by men and calls upon the
totemic spirits and deities, prosperity and good vibes for the homes
and people of the island. (Sousa. 2020)

Totems, decorative masks, mandalas, cave paintings with
triangular and spiral representations, geometric elements
traditionally carved into the elaborate pieces and loaded with
beliefs from different periods of its history. Carvings with features
close to the faces of ancestors engraved in stone, integrated with
the ancestry and the rustic style used in the pieces.

Tribal mask with geometric figures carved in wood.

Source: (https://www.artesintonia.com.br)

To highlight and symbolize the rustic aspect, the pieces are
finished with patina or antique paint, creating a rustic effect,
highlighting the carved details in each piece and maintaining the
drama they represent.

As well as the representation in the coastal pieces, boxes made
with local shells, necklaces made of shells and natural fibers from
the region, oars, snails and stylized waves, appear in mandalas and
pots used for decoration and local commerce. (Sousa. 2020)
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Plate and pot with mandala and tribal and wave design.

Source: (https://www.artesintonia.com.br)

The historical and cultural value imbued in East Timorese
handcrafted pieces, through their skills, is permeated by Dutch,
Indonesian and Portuguese colonizations and mercantilist
influences from China and India. They are unique pieces, with
unusual designs and a resplendent beauty.

Traditional weaving

In East Timorese society, weaving is an activity carried out by
families, but developed by women. The Tais, considered a
hallmark of Timor-Leste's clothing identification, is the traditional
fabric used in ritual ceremonies, such as festivals, weddings,
traditional dances, or as a gift at funerals, and according to Seixas
(2008, p.15), "it is the 'skin' of the ancestors that is continuously
woven to cover the living, to link them in alliance, and even to act
on their behalf”.

Francisco Urbano dos Santos, a Timorese specialist in Folk and
Contemporary Dance, will help us understand the minutiae related
to this multicolored fabric, a product of artisanal weaving, "made
by hand," with the representation of complex and decorative
designs of diverse influences, important and essential in the lineage
of the different Timorese groups and clans. They are fabrics to
represent the different phases of a person's life: birth, initiation to
hunting, marriage, etc., or even to commemorate the inauguration
of a new house (Uma Lulik). In these rituals, the family and
ethnicity of each group are connected and represent distinct social
classes within the local social dynamics.

In the spinning and dyeing of the fabric wefts, cotton grown by the
inhabitants themselves is extensively used. Although synthetic
dyes and fibers are already used, natural fibers are more used
throughout the island of Timor and the color red is predominant
(S&o Francisco Portal Website), and for several communities this
color represents life, blood and courage, although not proven, it is
associated with the tone of the bougainvillea that bloom in the dry
season.

Many of the colors used in textile products are produced from
natural dyes found on the island. The color ranging from dark blue
to dark green is extracted from the leaves of a Taun bush, and
when pounded and added water and lime, they produce the darker

tones. The immersion time in this solution determines the lighter or
darker colors, and it is even possible to obtain the color black,
simply by leaving the fibers immersed for about a week.

For yellows up to oranges, Saffron (Kinur) is the plant used in
dyeing. Its stigmas are crushed and reduced to powder and mixed
with water. The amount of water used in the preparation
determines the desired color, also taking into account the
immersion time of the fibers in the solution, in order to obtain
shades from pale yellows to very strong oranges.

The prized red is achieved by crushing the tender leaves of the
Teak tree, where the amount of water used in the mixture
determines the different nuances, from shades of pink to red, with
more or less luminosity.

Although dye recipes are old and some can still be cooked in
earthenware pots to achieve the desired color, the wisdom and
secret of good dyeing for the tones one intends to achieve, for any
color, rests with each dyer, constituting a process that can take
from two days to three months of preparation, and, in some cases,
the fixing of the natural dyeing is the responsibility of a solution of
candlenut oil or tamarind seeds with a soaking time of up to a
week.

Unfortunately, these techniques and secret and original recipes can
still be lost in history, since even today they are passed down from
mother to daughter without any official record, which would be a
disservice to the country's culture.

Musicality and dance in Timor-Leste

Just like all the arts in Timor-Leste, music contains aboriginal
elements and also influences from various musical cultures, such as
traces of Portuguese colonization.

There is an interconnection between their music and dance, both
expressions of their culture, and here we make use of the
experiences recounted by Francisco Urbano dos Santos, which are
also passed down through oral tradition among families, and this
repertoire can be related to four distinct genres: Tebedai, Tebe,
Cansaun, and Dansa.

Tebedai is a common genre throughout Timor, but it has variations
depending on the region in which it is performed. Because it is a
rhythmic genre, commonly composed of two repeated interspersed
motifs, it is also considered a dance, with female elements playing
the babadok (small drum) and the dadir (a type of gong) and which
can also be accompanied with or without body movements.
Sometimes, the female tebedai is performed together with the male
bidu, where one or more men move freely forward, sideways, or
behind the women, raising a sword and uttering warrior cries.

Ritual dance in Timor Leste
Source: (https://citaliarestauro.com/expressoes-manifestacoes-artisticas-
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Tebe, which means to dance in Tetum, an indigenous language of
Timor-Leste, is performed at dusk in every house in the country, at
animist festivals, and during harvest season, as well as at the
opening of a sacred house called Lulik. The Tebe dance is
composed of one or more melodies, without musical instruments,
with diverse variations, performed by both male and female
elements intertwined alternately in a circle or half-moon. This
formation in a circle or half-moon widens or shrinks, while its
dancers, stomping their feet on the ground, jump rhythmically on
certain syllables, with the intention of performing a dialogue
between two interlocutors, creating a musical structure similar to a
question-and-answer.

Cansaun, on the other hand, can be perceived as a composition that
uses musical instruments. They are popular songs with Western
influences, without dance, bringing only traditional songs. Original
melodies composed by Timorese people with lyrics in Tetum or
Portuguese, or even melodies adapted to Tetum, are also
performed.

Finally, the Dansa genre brings choreographed movements,
accompanied by violas with tonal scales, incorporating the Western
musical tradition. Dansa is a more recent musical genre and
adapted to daily activities, in addition to being disseminated
throughout the territory in activities such as shrimp fishing or rice
threshing. One of the most performed forms of Dansa in the past is
the Likurai, which gives congratulations to women, to men
returning from wars, using the babadok, which sometimes
brandished the heads of enemies in procession through the village.
Currently, women use Likurai in courtship.

The musicality in Timor has its own instruments, costumes, and
adorned objects that play an important role in the performance of
songs and dances.

The Babadok is a drum with a relatively small structure, about 15
centimeters in diameter and 30 to 50 centimeters in length, with a
conical body, made of wood, usually played by women with both
hands.

The Dadir, resembling a gong, is a metal circle about 25
centimeters in diameter, with indeterminate height and no tuning,
struck by a wooden drumstick, also played by women.

As musical instruments, there are also guitars and soprano fipple
flutes, introduced by Westerners, but which have been incorporated
into Timorese performances.

To accompany the music played, when dance is present, the
Timorese wear traditional costumes, such as Tais Mane (male) and
Tais Feto (female). Tais, as previously described, are colorful
fabrics made by hand.

Men wrap the Tais Mane around their waist and place a scarf on
their head. On top of this scarf, they place the Kaibauk, a metal
crescent with designs of small ears of corn and tears. The most
ornate Kaibauk belongs to the chief or traditional king of Timor-
Leste, the Liurai. In addition to the clothing, the Surik, a warrior
sword, and the Belak, a metal disc suspended on the chest, are
used, as well as the Lokum or Kelui, a metal bracelet worn on the
arm.

Women wrap the Tais Feto around their bodies, just below the
armpits, like a dress. They also wear the Kaibauk on their heads
and the Ulum Suku to hold their hair, as well as the Sasuit, a wide-
toothed comb. On their chest, they wear a necklace made with

diverse materials, the Mortene, and a metal bracelet on their
forearm, the Lokum or Kelui, like the men. The dancers complete
their attire with a shawl made from the same handcrafted fabric as
the Tais, the Salenda, placed over the shoulders, and their feet are
bare.

This traditional attire accompanies rituals and ceremonial festivals
throughout Timorese territory, preserving the musicality of this
people, highlighting the beauty of the musical and ritualistic
tradition in various celebrations.

Uma Lulik, the sacred house of Timor

There is no way to describe its arts and traditions without entering
the intricate world of the Uma Lulik or traditional sacred house of
Timor-Leste, this being the sacred place for rituals and festivities,
as well as for organization and determinations for family
constitutions.

It is not only the people who circulate and belong to
houses; houses take on the shapes of the lives that pass
through them and the objects that are installed in
them.Architecture, as well as geographic location, and
the rituals related to houses (lineages) can determine
borders, inform practices, guide relationships within
families, stimulate alliances, and guide the distribution of
land, among countless other things (Silva, 2017. p. 16-
17).

Traditional family religion is based on cosmological duality, this
dual cosmology clarifies that everything is done in opposing pairs,
according to Silva apud Waterson (1993-2017), "[...] the meaning
of oppositions such as sacred/profane, male/female, married/single
[...]", so that balance is maintained and for the perpetuation of this
balance rituals are performed, and the existence of three

fundamental entities in cosmology portrays the Supreme God
(Maromak), the spirits of nature and the spirits of ancestors.

In the book Timorese Architecture, the authors Cinatti, Almeida
and Mendes (1987) point out esoteric correlations between religion
and the cosmology of the universe and the residential microcosm.

in the structure of housing, cosmic symbolism is
revealed: the house is the image of the world, its roof is
the Sky, the main pillar or post is assimilated to the “axis
of the world” that sustains the immense celestial roof and
plays an important ritual role: it is at its base that
sacrifices take place in honor of the supreme being,
Maromac [...]. The entire construction and inauguration
of a dwelling are equivalent to a beginning, a new life:
for the work to last and "live" it must be animated, that
is, it must receive both a life and a soul. The transfer of
the soul is only possible through a bloody sacrifice [...].
The entire external world is treated by the Timorese
according to the model learned in relations with society,
transferring to things life, acts and familiar emotions in
the sphere of human relations (Cinatti; Almeida; Mendes.
1987. p. 74).

In the great majority of local communities, the uma lulik
constitutes the 'heart' of the village and of the Timorese rituals
linked to various phases of the inhabitants' lives, such as births,
marriages, agriculture, and death, with the sacred houses being the
center of social representations.

The hierarchies and rituals that take place in uma lulik demand
awareness, ancestral roots, and countless preparations in order to
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develop. The families involved strive to ensure that all practices
related to each ceremony are performed in the way they were
passed down in order to preserve history and appease the ancestors.
During these festivities, relatives are met, who already interact or
sometimes do not, but who consider themselves as such, uncles,
cousins, grandparents, etc., forming a network of people who, in
some cases, reunite at these moments so that the entire venerated
tradition is retransmitted to the younger family members.

To preserve and stimulate the conservation of this cultural heritage,
the East Timorese government has been developing cultural
policies regarding the preservation of existing sacred houses and
the reconstruction of old houses destroyed or abandoned due to the
wars that plagued the country, as well as the perpetuation of
cultural practices related to them.

The Secretary of Culture in 2010, Virgilio Simith, highlighted the
importance of heritage and culture for the development of the
nation and the temporality of sacred houses.:

When we talk about preserving culture, we ourselves
have to feel that we belong to the culture and that the
culture belongs to us. We have to love, appreciate, and
practice it. We cannot lose interest in our culture because
it is our identity, which differentiates us from the
countries around us. We have our own dances, our own
music, our traditional architectural heritage, such as the
Uma Lulik (Sacred Houses) that have a traditional
architecture that symbolizes our identity. [...] the Sacred
Houses are, in themselves, a good example of the
richness and cultural particularity of Timor-Leste.
"Despite there being similarities (which reinforce our
identity), the Uma Lulik are different in each district.
Each one has its own expression.(Republica Democréatica
de Timor-Leste, 2010).

Belonging and the dual boundaries, feminine and masculine (feto
and mane), Timorese and foreigners (malae), public and private,
established by the Sacred Houses, by the Uma Lulik, are a strong
symbol of national identity, where bonds are created with the
community and meaning is given to the particular way of life of
each sacred house.

Far beyond the earthly ritualistic preambles, it must be considered
that the Uma Lulik in all their context, are responsible for resolving
possible conflicts, ritual practices, and for the integration between
the worlds of the living and the dead.

Pena Castro (2010) emphasizes that the analysis of the patrimonial
character of these houses is essential, since they are a living
heritage, a significant and active organization in the communities,
and the double belonging to which they are part, sacred and
earthly, justifies that policies be planned and executed,
remembering who they will benefit, so that they are well received
by the communities and thus the traditions of the Timorese people
are preserved.
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