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Songket is an integral part of Malaysia’s rich cultural  tapestry, so 
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 H
ow do you resurrect a 
declining industry, make a 
significant contribution to 
the care and preservation 
of the nation’s cultural 

heritage, and secure the futures of over 
sixty women dedicated to their craft? Just 
ask suryani senja alias, chairman of 
Yayasan tuanku Nur Zahirah (YtNZ). 
a non-profit foundation under the royal 
patronage of Her Majesty the Queen 
of Malaysia, seri Paduka baginda raja 
Permaisuri agong tuanku Nur Zahirah, 
it’s been working since 2007 to keep the 
songket-weaving industry alive—a textile 
and art form closely intertwined with 
Malay heritage.

“I grew up with songket material being 
recognised as special: a family heirloom 
and heritage unique to us,” recalls suryani. 
a former lawyer who, until recently, was 
a senior investment professional with 
Khazanah, she was appointed chairman 
of the foundation last year, with the 
consent of the Yang Di Pertuan agong 
and the Permaisuri agong. “one of our 
core aims is to maintain our culture and 
identity through craft and heritage. at the 
end of the day, this is what will differentiate 
Malaysia from other countries when we 
are promoting leisure and tourism, the 
creative industry, and our capacity for 
innovation. It is also healthy because it 
gives a sense of belonging and stability for 

silk,songket 
and soul

society to know our history and where we 
come from.”

songket is a rich, luxurious fabric 
traditionally hand-woven in silk or cotton 
yarns by rural Malay women in Malaysia 
for over two centuries and is currently 
facing a crisis in its industry due to a lack 
of innovation and incentives, increased 
competition from new markets, as 
well as a noticeable decline in songket 
weavers themselves. although songket 
is still produced in certain rural areas 
of Malaysia, such as our east coast and 
sarawak, the songket-weaving industry 
itself has so far been unable to evolve and 
perpetuate itself with ease.

“our priorities are to make YtNZ 
sustainable and to thrive in the long term 
so that we can empower our artisans by 
increasing their incomes or livelihoods,” 
mother-to-be suryani explains. “the 
foundation should achieve the twin 
aims of alleviating the poverty of our 
artisans as well as raising awareness of 
our heritage, which has started with our 
songket project. on a long term basis, 
we would like elevate and position our 
craft globally by transforming the way 
it is produced, designed, packaged and 
marketed through innovation.”

Propelling itself on the concept of 
‘Improving Lives through Heritage’, the 
foundation—which has chosen to operate 
predominantly on the east coast state of 

incorporate songket into unconventional, 
non-traditional designs.

refusing to stop at just the marketing 
and design adaptation of songket, YtNZ 
has also decided to reinvigorate the actual 
production process, where patterns take 
on a more modern accent and songket 
is applied to various contemporary 
fabrics. “We’ve invested in research and 
development to experiment with new 
techniques of dyeing, higher-quality 
yarns, methods of weaving, new colour 
palettes and designs,” suryani tells me. 
she’s particularly proud of their eco-
friendly songket shawls, which are woven 
from naturally dyed materials such as 
silk mohair yarn and linen cotton ‘paper’ 
yarn.

the very heart of the songket industry, 
however, lies in its people – a fact that the 
foundation is well aware of. Its choice to 
focus on ‘trade, not aid’ stems from its 
desire, in its own words, to “place the 
power of opportunity into the hands of 
the weavers, providing not only income 
but the chance to take an active role in the 
shaping of their future by making the leap 
from informal cottage industry trading to 
international commerce.”

While the foundation’s headquarters 
are in Kuala Lumpur, their production 
centres operate in terengganu and 
Kuching, sarawak. Many of the weavers, 
suryani points out, are women who are 

normally limited to selling their songket 
through a middleman, which tends to 
result in their being underpaid for their 
talent and deprived of a regular, fixed 
income. these women are often single 
mothers as well, making their need for 
financial security all the more important.

“We’ve managed to provide over 
sixty weavers with a stable income and 
improve the working environment for 
single mother weavers in villages, with 
a direct impact on their livelihood and 
living standards.  We empower them by 
providing a chance to exercise their skills, 
as well as giving them a sense of belonging 
to an artisans’ community, and promoting 
our culture and heritage,” she says, adding 
that YtNZ has even managed to attract 
young women to work with them – an 
encouraging result that hints at the real 
possibility of passing this priceless craft to 
the next generation.

I ask suryani how the foundation has 
been received, both locally and at an 
international level. “We have received a 
very warm response in Malaysia, judging 

“THe foundaTion sHould acHieve 
THe Twin aims of alleviaTing THe 

poverTy of our arTisans as well as 
raising awareness of our HeriTage”

teXt renyi lim

why is it dying? Marie claire Malaysia examines the work of 

yayasan tuanku nur Zahirah and its chairman in preserving a 

priceless tradition with a very human heart

from our growing clientele and cultural 
institutions like the Islamic arts Museum 
– we just need more funding support from 
institutions. beyond that, international 
fashion houses and textile designers 
have shown interest in our work, which 
we hope will translate into exciting 
collaborations. recently, the Prince’s 
school of traditional arts in London gave 
us the opportunity to participate in their 
‘royal Weaves’ exhibition, which was 
a great boost to us. Following on from 
that, we will push further to promote our 
heritage beyond these borders.”

With Yayasan tuanku Nur Zahirah 
moving firmly towards the goals it set 
out to meet and the determination of its 
formidable chairman, the foundation 
seems capable of securing the futures of 
both songket and the artisans who keep the 
tradition alive. the beauty, as they say, is in  
the weave.

For more information about Yayasan 
tuanku Nur Zahirah, please visit their 
official website, www.yayasantnz.org. 

terengganu—believes in tapping into 
indigenous craft and its rich heritage as a 
platform through which underprivileged 
communities in rural areas can gain a 
reasonable and sustainable income, thereby 
motivating skilled artisans and weavers to 
continue practising their craft.

the biggest question, perhaps, is how 
to modernise an industry so heavily (and 
proudly) steeped in tradition. Is there a 
place for songket in today’s culture—not 
only in Malaysia, but also on a global 
scale? “In order to expand songket’s 
market and ensure its sustainability and 
survival beyond its traditional usage in 
weddings and customary traditions, we 
are trying to widen songket’s application 
beyond that. We want to demonstrate that 
songket can be widely used in consumer 
products, interior decorating and fashion 
accessories,” says suryani.

the foundation’s intention to 
successfully commercialise songket has 
led to the creation of the royal terengganu 
songket brand, which offers innovative 
products ranging from cushions, curtain 
add-ons, wall panels, lampshades and 
ottoman chairs, to premium corporate 
gifts and songket-based iPad covers. on 
a fashion-conscious note, the brand has 
also collaborated with an impressive list 
of Malaysian designers, including Datuk 
radzuan radziwill, Melinda Looi and 
tom abang saufi, to produce pieces that 


