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Building Houses in Sumba:
A Report on a Project for Developing Cultural

Cooperation between Japan and Indonesia (2).

Makoto KOIKE

The purpose of this paper is to report the activities of the “Rebuilding Ancestral Houses
Project” that we have carried out since 2007 in the ancestral village of Wunga (Parai Wunga) on
the island of Sumba, Indonesia. The project was formed jointly by Momoyama Gakuin University,
the National Museum of Ethnology and Takenaka Carpentry Tools Museum. Subsequent to the
first report depicting mainly the rebuilding of Uma Makatemba (the House of Collection), this re-
port aims to describe the process of rebuilding Uma Bakulu (the Big House) and analyze it from
a socio-economic and ritualistic viewpoint. Uma Bakulu is the one of the twelve uma marapu (an-
cestral houses) in Parai Wunga. Uma marapu means both a physical structure and a social and
ceremonial group which conducts corporately ancestral worship for the marapu (the apical ances-
tor of a patrilineal clan).

The original plan of the project was to help the villagers rebuild Uma Ratu (the Priest’s House)
which is the most sacred and dignified house in Wunga. However, its sacredness and taboos per-
taining to its construction made it difficult to continue the plan we had devised beforehand.
Therefore, instead of Uma Ratu, they rebuilt Uma Bakulu and the four ancestral houses in
October and November, 2008, which our staff filmed to make a number of ethnographic documen-
taries. On 23 October, they took down the Uma Bakulu, which had been damaged, and started to
rebuild it on the next morning. There were no professional carpenters in Wunga. The villagers
worked in a communal way just to obtain food, not wages. It was completed on 6th November
when the sacred ornaments identified with the marapu were brought back to its attic. At every
stage of the construction procedure they conducted a rite to pray to the marapu for safe and suc-
cessful work. We transcribed the words of the prayers and translated them into Japanese. The
ritual texts are very important in order to understand the Sumbanese culture and religion.

On the afternoon of 28th July, 2010, Uma Bakulu, the house the project had helped to rebuild,
burnt down, together with other ancestral houses in Wunga. As they were made of wood and
thatch and close to each other, the fire burnt down the seven houses in a flash. Thereafter, a plan
to rebuild them was discussed, anticipating aid from the local government of East Sumba, but
none has been completed yet.

Although the project produced audio-visual documents and written reports which help Japanese
understand the construction of the vernacular Sumbanese houses and the rites performed
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during the process, we consider reflectively the two negative aspects of our aid. First, we should
have suggested that the Wunga community take some precautions against the highly probable
risk of fire. Second, aid projects often lead the donee side to depend too much on the donor.
Actually, the Wunga people would often wait for funding from Japan without any initiative on their
part. To avoid such a problem, it is important to encourage initiatives from the donee side before
we start an aid project.
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