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Searching the Fuya : TheField Report of Bark
Cloth, Central Sulawesi, Indonesia

Chi-Shan Chang’

“Fuya” means bark cloth in Indonesian. Bark cloth (tapa, barkcloth) is a non-woven
cloth. Its raw materials come from the bark of plants processing technology by tapping into
the fabric. The tapa is one of the characteristics of the Austronesian cultures. This article
presents the field research report of the bark cloth survey in Central Sulawesi, Indonesia
during August to September in 2009. The reason why chosen Central Sulawesi as the field
site is that the site has the finest technology of making bark cloth in South-East Asia area
now, and the Sulawesi Island, it is located on an important biogeography boundary called
Wallace Line. In the biogeographic distribution of the paper mulberry, this area is located
between the native habitat of the plant (Mainland China, Taiwan and Indochinese peninsula)
and the habitat which the plant needed human cultivated (South Pacific, Oceania). The
field research in here will get abundant results and useful information in bark cloth making
technology and the biogeographic research.

This field trip in Central Sulawesi gained data including the current status of local tapa
workshops, the inventory of bark cloth making process, tools and the materials. During the
period, 7 bark cloth workshops were visited. It was discovered that the tapa producers
working in the workshops of the area had the trends of being ageing, the tapa culture had
been in recession status in this area, and the using of bark cloth had been decline as well.
The stone beaters of this area are in special types which deserve a further discussion in
terms of comparative studies with archeology discoveries in other areas such as Taiwan.

Regarding to the botanical discussion of the bark cloth material, how the local people
classify the material are not according to the plant systematics but the color of bark cloth
products. The chocolate bark cloth products are using the plants that belong to the genus
Ficus spp. (Moraceae family), and the white bark cloth products are using the paper
mulberry @Broussonetia papyrifera) or the plant that the locals calealo. The
distribution and ecological observation of the plant materials, the paper mulberry can only
be seen the cultivated plants in the yards close to the tapa workshops. There is no evidence
of self-colonization of this species. We could conjecture that the plant could not be the
native species in this area. It is possible that the plant species was brought here by the
human immigrants on their journeys.

" Research Assistant, Division of Exhibition and Education, National Museum of Prehistory
woods@nmp.gov.tw
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During the field work, all the inventory route, the locations of workshops, plants be
collected and the important landmarks were recorded the GPS coordinates, the information
were shared with the other researchers. The plant specimens collected during this field trip
will make subsequent molecular marks analysis such as chloroplast DNA, mtDNA and
microsatellites PCR analysis, the results of the analysis will provide important reference
information to the phylogeography research of the paper mulberry.

Key Words: tapa, bark cloth, stone beat@toussonetia papyrifera (paper mulberry),
phylogeography
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