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ﬁm: http:/laksa-singapore.blogspot.com/2014/12/blog-post.himl

Vs A
Investing in Peranakan Ceramics

Antique Nyonya or Peranakan ceramics are enjoying a revival in Southeast Asia,
particularly Malaysia and Singapore. In recent years, an increase in the value of objects
in this sub-segment of Chinese ceramics has made them much sought-after investments

and collector's items.

Baba Peter Wee, a Singapore-based Peranakan culture expert with over 40 years of
experience and president of The Peranakan Association Singapore, says a new
generation of the Baba-Nyonya in Malaysia and Singapore,having experienced only “a

ghost of its culture”, is seeking to reclaim its identity.

"An awakening of interest in collecting or investing in Peranakan material culture,
especially ceramics,” he says. A fourth-generation Peranakan himself, Wee is also a
former Christie’s auction house appraiser for Straits Settiement ceramics. Currently, he

operates out of Katong Antique House.
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Peranakan Culture in Singapore .

Singaporeans are justifiably proud of their heritage. Upon arrival here, one thing
that quickly stands out is 1he Peranakan culiure. What is this, | wondered, and sel out to
discover. My first slop was the Peranakan Museum which advertised an exhibit of
Sarong Kebaya. Oh happiness..an introduction to this culture through
lashion. Perfecl. However, first | wanted to understand the origin of the Peranakan
people. So, off to the Asian Civilizations Museum.

There | learned that the Peranakans are descendants of an early Chinese
immigrant community that seitled in the Malay archipelago early in the 17th century. The
men migrated from the Hokkien Province in China. As Chinese women by law were nol
allowed to leave thair native country untif the middle of the 19th Century, many of these
early settlers rmarried non-Muslim native women of the Malay archipelago, such as
Bafinese. The oldesi Chinese communities are found in Malacca and are the start of
what is now known as "Peranakan”, the children of intermarriage between Chinese and
Malaysians born in areas bordering the Straits of Malacca, or “Straits-born
Chinese". There are other types of Peranakan also, such as Chilly Peranakan, who
descend from immigranis of india and local Malays. in contemporary times, Peranakan
most often refers to Chinese/Malay marriages. "Baba" refers to a Peranakan male;

"Nyonya" (o a female,

Many of the men in the early community were seafarers who traded between the ports of
southern China and those of Southeast Asia. In the 18th and 19th centuries the Babas
were involved in opium, nuimeg and liquor cargoes, cultivation of pepper and gambier
{an extract of the Uncaria plant native to Indonesia that is used in tanning and dying and
as an anti-inflammatory Chinese medicinal herb), tin mining, commadily trading and
property development. In the early 20th century, many Peranakans invested in rubber
plantations. Many became very wealthy and spared no expense in housing, furnishings,
dress, schooling, ceremonies, recreation and houses of worship (primarily Buddhist).
They also worked as compradores (Chinese middlemen) for big Western

companies, such as the East India Trading Company, and banks. As a Chinese
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community that always considered The Strails home, Peranakans were involved in civic
projects and local government, and numbered among the key players in Malaysia and
Singapore's road to independence. Many Nyonyas led the way in the emancipation of
women.

Older Peranakans have managed o maintain the refined 19th century customs
ang traditions of the Hokkien Chinese. Many of these practices no longer survive in
China or in local Hokkien communities. Today, the cultural elements that remain visible 1o
those who are not part of the culture/community in Singapore are architecture and
food. The elaborate wedding ceremonies to mairy a man and a woman, typically from
within the community, traditional dress, and dialect have losl ground to 21st Century
cusloms and global culture. The first and official language of Singapore is English,
weddings are elaborate Western-style events with freedom of choice in partner, and
current fashion trends are adopted quickly. However the growing membership in
Peranakan organizations and parlicipation in culturat activities indicate a growing
awareness and appreciation of the community's heritage and contribution and
acknowledge the importance of seeing it into the future.

Traditionally, the Nyonyas spent most of their time at home, learning domestic
arts from their elders. The resulls are a delicious and fiery Peranakan cuisine and
traditional costumes that involve hours of sewing, beadwork and embroidery. Let's
address the cuisine first.

Nyonya cuisine is the result of blending Chinese ingredients and wok cooking
techniques with spices used by the Malay/indonesian community. The food is tangy,
aromatic, spicy and herbal. Key ingredients include coconut galangal {a subtle, mustard-
scented rhizome similar to ginger), candlenuts as both a flavoring and thickening agent,
laksa leaf, pandan leaves belachan (shrimp paste), lamarind juice, lemongrass, torch
ginger bud, jicama, fragrant kaffir lime leal, rice or egg noodles and cincaluk {a
powerfully flavored, sour and salty shrimp-based condiment that is typically mixed with
lime juice, chilies and shallots and eaten with rice, fried fish and other side

dishas). Needless to say, this | do not altempt to cook at home. In addition to the time to
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find and blend all these herhs and spices, Peranakan dishes prepared by the experts
are availahle in inexpensive Hawker Food Courts all over the city.

A well known dish is Nyonya Laksa, which is scrumptious noodles and sauce
served wilh strange but yummy vegetables and your choice of shrimp, pork or
chicken. Another of my favorites is Bee Hoon Goreng which is sauteed vermicelli with a
mildly spicy sauce and your choice of vegelables, shrimp, chicken or pork. Many of the
Nyonya dishes tend to be quile spicy, however, the cooks willingly cater to the Western

palate so one can order "not so fiery”

Peranakan architecture is nothing short of charming and 1 am happy that it is
being preserved despite all the building and modernization efforts underway. Mosl were
originally built as shops wilh housing for the merchant and his family in two stories above
ground. Thus, they are known as shop houses. They were strung together in wihat in the
States we would call row houses. There are several unigue features of the archilecture.

Traditional Nyonya fashion is commonly known as Sarong Kebaya. A sarong,
typically tied in the front was worn from the waist to the ankle on the botiom. On the top,
women wore a camisole and the Kebaya: a high-collared, long-sleeved blouse, worn
untucked that ends just below the waist in the back and then lapers into a point below
the hips in the front middle,and held together by a kerosang (3 pins/brooches that are
linked together with chain). This style was worn for all occasions from housework to
special events. Only the quality of the fabric and the ornate decoration on the Kebaya
varied with the occasion and a woman's social standing. A weallthy woman, for example,
might own several Kebayas made of silk with fine Belgian lace trim and hetd closed with
gem-encrusted gold kerosangs. On their feet, women wore open backed, flat, slip-on
shoes, Kasot Manek, made from materials ranging from canvas to silk with fine glass
beading, also depending on the occasion and social status of the wearer. Fancy Kasol
Manek were hand made wilh much skill and patience: tiny, faceted beads from Bohemia
(today's Czech Republic) were strung and sewn onto fabric in intricale European floral
subjects with colors influenced by Peranakan porcelain and batik. In the 1930's modern

shapes became popular and heels were added. Small bags were also worked in
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beading.

Babas wore trousers and the Baju Lokchuan, which is a loose shitt with 3 or more
buttons, worn untucked, that falls untapered lo the hipline and has either a pointed
Western-style collar, a Chinese collar or no collar. It is similar to the Hawanian shirt with
which most of us are familiar. Typically, as with the Nyonya's clothing, they are made of
fabrics ranging from rough cotton to fine batik. While the women have moved away from
wearing the Sarong Kebaya and men wear business suits or slacks and tee shirts, for
smart-casual altire many men continue to wear the Baju Lokchuan. They are ideal in this

climate and look very smart.
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