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 In this issue, I will attempt to identify the basic design characteristics and aesthetic 
values that are uniquely North Bornean. It is highly important that we recognise, record 
and preserve these symbols. Modernization is overtaking faster than we can collect and 
understand the meanings that lay behind them. Even I myself am unable to speak my own 
mother tongue fluently. I feel that there is invaluable knowledge hidden within these de-
signs that it would not just be a loss to Borneans but to all of mankind if not done so. They 
may contain secrets to our origin stories - the Nunuk Ragang, or may perhaps show us our 
historical relationships between each other when Borneo was part of a massive landmass 
called Sundaland.
 Our cultural knowledge has mostly been passed down through oral traditions and 
we have never developed a written language. Which makes it harder to preserve if not 
recorded in some way. We have however, cultivated a strong sense of art and design. Some 
of these designs have also been passed down through generations; with every generation 
slightly modifying and adding to that visual heritage. I’d like to take this opportunity to 
propose how we can expand further and contribute to that unique visual vocabulary. I will 
take you through some basic design steps that I have identified so we may all be able to 
read and tell our generations story through indigenous art.
 I’d like to thank everyone for supporting my Tiluwan journals and its recent ap-
plication in tambaga’ jewellery and tattoo art. I hope these prints will serve both as a guide 
and reference to your understanding of the rich visual language that we have inherited, 
and especially, to inspire a new generation of indigenous artisans in pursuing  a cultural 
revival of the North Bornean identity.

Adam Kitingan



1.1. -  Tinugarang/ Binongkok  / Bongkok / Sawong 
Origin : Rungus Beadwork
Description : Venomous animal / Lizard / Frog

Lore : Stories vary but the most common one is about a venomous water creature. 
A bite / sting from this creature would guarantee death to its victim (Komodo ?) . 
So because of this, the Rungus community decided to poison the lake and hunted 
them to extinction.
 Some elders that I’ve talked to describe it as a very large frog, and some, 
a large lizard. The design however suggests that it is a lizard since it has a tail. 
Whatever it was, it left a large enough impact on the community for them to 
adorn themselves with this motif.

1. MOTIF ANALYSIS 

Motifs are visual abstractions of what we experience. They are symbols that allow us to 
communicate quickly and easily. In this chapter I will attempt to breakdown some of my 
findings.



1.2 MOTIF ANALYSIS - Design Breakdown

1.2. a) Body
The main body of this motif is a diamond shape / Apasagi’ Bulawan . Depending 
on the artisan, he/she may decorate this area (c.i).  Perhaps these interior patterns 
symbolise specific species but tht I have yet to confirm. Below are some variations 
that I have found so far.

b) Head 
b.i) Eyes

a) Body
a.i) Pattern

c) Limbs d) Tail

a b

c d

1.2. b) Head
The head is a smaller diamond shape, attached to the top of the body, with two 
lines or dots on either side inside to mark the eyes.

1.2. c)Limbs
 The limbs then extend out from the center of the body as if viewed from the top, 
and end with small triangular shapes to denote the extremities.

1.2. d) Tail
The tail is then drawn out as a line extending out from the bottom of the body 
and marked with a few ‘V’ / Tolu Pasagi’ shapes . It is curious to note tha the 
shape is similiar to an arrow or spear head - perhaps signifying that it is a dan-
gerous or venomous animal with appendages that are able to pierce through skin. 
Some however are designed as straight horizontal lines.

a b

a b



1.3- Design Variations
Here , the artisan has chosen to detail the creature even more by placing the limbs 
at a more realistic position. I am not sure whether this is an earlier design that 
was later modified or the other way around. Either way, the message is clear - It is  
a quadrapedal animal,with a tail, possibly reptilian/amphibian.

2. Basic Design Structures
In my own observations, basic Dusun designs seem to be symmetrically struc-
tured, and is comprised of :

a) Main motif     ->     b)Fillers     ->     c)Breaks     ->     d)Repeat

Regardless of which tribe, the Rungus, Murut, Liwan or Lotud etc, the styles may 
differ but all seem to follow this structure. 

2.a - Main Motifs
The motifs are mainly inspired by nature and daily activities such as farming or 
hunting. Their Religious worldviews also play a part in motif design. These are 
either passed down or found in a dream.

2.b - Fillers
The motifs are then ‘filled in’ along the edges with lines, triangles or dots. They are  
often symmetrical.. Fillers are used for either decorative or story telling purposes. 
The main motifs may sometimes need these fillers to complement their design. 
For example, a zig-zag pattern may not stand for anything until perhaps a star 
motif is placed alongside to give it some context of orientation. 

2.c - Breaks
Designs are then sometimes terminated with ‘breaks’ . These breaks can either be 
ornate lines or x’s or just a simple line.

2.d)Repeat
Almost all the designs seem to be grid-like and repeated. Perhaps this is due to 
the nature of the materials and materials they use

3. Style
North Bornean design is distinctively more geometrical in stylec ompared to 
Sarawakians. Perhaps this is due to the materials and methods used when crafting 
beadworks and weaves etc that eventually became an aesthetic. The Rungus seem 
to prefer highlighting their colourful motifs againts a dark background, while the 
interior highlands Dusuns seem to prefer plain black zig zags againts a lighter 
background. The Muruts, living in the borders of North Borneo, Sarawak and 
Kalimantan however seem to have the best of both worlds in design, having bold 
geometrical designs with curvy tendrils similiar to the Kayans and Kelabits.

a b



Lets turn this creeper plant that I found in Sandakan for example into a motif by 
using these design principles:
 1) Designs must be geometrical
 2) Use the least amount of angles to define a form
 3) Apply the design structure from the previous chapter
 

4.1. First we draw the base:

4.2. Then the tendrils. Remember to keep it simple and minimise the angles it 
takes to represent the tendrils:

4.3. Now that you’ve got the basic motif shape, you may repeat the pattern.

4.4. Add breaks. you may put them at the ends or along side the top and bottom, 
or X breaks:

4. Abstracting from Nature

Nature has the best designs. Take a short hike in the forests, up the misty moun-
tains or along the beach and you’re bound to discover new patterns.

a

b
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4.5 Add fillers. These zig-zagged shapes almost always represent mountains but 
you as its designer may assign your own meaning:

4.6 You can either be done with the design or give it a more Rungus style by giv-
ing it some colour, more Dusun/Kadazan in style by filling it in with bold black 
triangles or give the tendrils Murut accents with organic curves. Or you could 
mix them all up!

4.6 Here are some design variations that I’ve come up with that are inspired by 
that creeper plant:



5. Motif Design

Now that we’ve identified and established some design rules, let’s see what we can 
create. So far, we’ve broken down the design elements of the Tinugarang / Lizard. 
We will use those design cues to create a Rhinoceros Beetle.

Let’s begin with the body:

The Limbs. This creature has an extra pair of legs. Lets put them in the place 
where it represents the creature best:

Now we have the blueprint for a six legged insect.



The Rhinoceros Beetle also has a head and wings tucked under its carapace:

With eyes, feelers, and its signature horns:

Once you’ve applied the rest of the design principles, what you are left with, es-
sentially, is a unique North Bornean design style.


