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Romancing the Malong 
CHRISTINE F. GODINEZ-ORTEGA 

rom cradle to grave, this is how the malong serves the Maranao. 
The malong is a tube-like, unisex garment that symbolizes the 

Maranao's art form and culture. 
Among Mindano's dominant, Islamized tribes, it seems no one can claim 

the most influence on today's fashion or manner of dressing the way the 
Maranos have with their malong. 

Passengers taking the slow boats plying the South will not miss the 
garishly colored malongs on board. For one night at least, the passengers 
become Maranaos as the colorful garment alternately become a blanket, 
bedsheet, baby's hanmmock, lodging dress or "dressing room. 

The scholar Dr. Nagasura T..Madale waxes poetic when he talks about 
the malong. There are three purpose of the malong, Madale says: for daily 
use, as a ceremonial or formal attire and for prayer. 

The Maranao's newborn is wrapped in the best malong. And as he 
grows to adulthood, the malong is his indispensable companion until death 

The malong's other contemporary uses are as an all-purpose bag, um 
brella, raincoat, tent, stretcher, swimsuit, G-string, beach wear, mat, screen, 
Curtain, tablecloth, even boxing gloves. 

Today, most of Mindanao's theater, dance or musical groups are popu 
larizing the use of the malong onstage. As backdrop or prop, it serves as 

SCreen, wall, cave or tunnel, sailboat, wind, lake or river, rope, bird's wings, 

mock-up baby, etc? The possibilities are endless. 
While Madale delights in the use of the malong by the non-Maranao, he 

IS cautious when discussing the changes made of it in fashion shows and 

Deauty contests. As a symbol of a people's culture, changes are acceptable 

provided these do not offend the sensibilities of the people, he emphasizes. 

With the influx ofwestern ideas especially through the electronic media 
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when he is wrapped for the last time in the best malong. 
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aud western cducation, transformation of fhe malong is no longer taken a. 

afliont of the people's culturc. 
Mindanira Saber Macarambon in her papc, "Artcraft and Uses of the 

Malong" said that the malong is not cxclusive to the Maranao since other 
ribal groups such as the Maguindanaos, Tausugs, Samals, Yakan and a group 
in Palawan also wearit. However, these groups call thcir own barrcl-ike 
garment by othcr names. 

Macarambon says that the Maranao-Maguindanao term malong is from 
the same linguistic matrix as the Tausug Samal "Tajong'" and the Luzon 
Visayan, "patajong". She suggests that the malong must be one evidence of 
our aflinity with other Asian countries that make Use of the malong-like gar 

ment such as Indonesia and Malaysia's "sarong", Thailand's "ponong". 
Myanmar's "loungi" or thc Laotian 'sinh" 

Traditionally, the malong is worn by women over a long sleeved silk or 
cotton blouse decorated with gold, or colored, bright butlons, or embroj 
dered with sequins in Okir designs. The.coloríul malong is gathered around 

and above the breast or around the waist. For the men, the malong is wrapped 
around the waist. 

Wearing the malong without a blouSe is considered immodest but the 
practice has been tolerated especially when it is worn by fashion models, or, 
when the malong is transformed as cocktail dress and evening gown by non 
Maranos. In this fashion, the malong is twisted, rolled, pinned with as many 
as 30 or more safety pins for one malong to form an evening gown that will 
show off the curves of the female figure. 

A Maranao woman is the picture of happiness when wearing her new 
blouse and malong She completes the blissful image with a haido (pinalot) 
carefully chosen from a variety of available styles and expert use of powder 
from a concoction of rice and leaves from the dangarimbang plant pounded 
to a fine powder" 

It was the Maranaos of Lanao who developed the malong as an art 
work. Maranaos call their ornamental designs okir, a generic term for the 
SCroll and geometric patterns. Okir a dato is the ornamental design for men 
while the okir a bay is for the 8 

One can see these designs in the handwOven, narrOw and colorful strip. 
lngket with its okir a impangkat or zigzag design. The wider lanket used ad 

accents on the malong are sewn vertically while the narrower strips are done 
horizontally. Some malongs have abstract designs representing plants, ani 
mals or other objects 9 

Usually, the langket contrasts with the rest of the malong. A red bau 
ground with white or multi-colored designs is a typical combination. Amons 
Ihe common langket designs are the mayan sa palw (mountain-like or slope 
Iike arrangements of the design) or the sapak a madanding (branch o 11er 
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o socalled because of the happy effect it has on the wearer or viewer 
A distinction is always made between handwoven malong and factory 

made malongs. The first are usually made of cotton or rarely, of silk. Factory node malongs or Chinese cotton for daily wear are sold from Pl50.00 to 
p00 00 each at local stores. The handwoven malongs command higher prices 
selling from P1,500.00 to Pl0,000.00 apiece. The social and eonomic sta 
tus of the Maranao can be gauged by the number and kinds of malongs she 
OWnS. 

Malongs measure 72 inches wide and 65 inches long. Macarambon 
savs that those woven along the lake area are longer and thicker because of 
the cooler climate. Maranaos give names to the different kinds of malongs 
based on their origin, coBor and design 10 

The most common, known as landap (meaning beautiful to look at), 
are the handwoven malongs decorated with langket. Other styles are the pndi 
(lag or banner), ampik (meaning seductive or attractive) and the bagadat 
(meaning striped). The most prized are the don whose pattern is close to 

the Indonesian ikat, literally meaning "tying, enwrapping" and refers to the 

Years ago, colors for dyeing the malong were taken from local plants 
but with their disappearance from the forest, the weavers are now using com 
mercial dyes sold locally 2 

Mamitua Saber and Dionisio Orellana in the book, Maraao Folk Arts 

said that the Maranao technique of dyeing white thread or with black is called 

kuhalod When the threads are woven on the pegaolen or native back-loom, 

multi-colored designs are produced. Usually, the background colors used for 

the malongs are the colors red, blue and yellow and their designs come in 

other colors such as marOon, orange, fushia, green, or violet 

In the past, use of the yellow malongs called landapa hinaning used to 

be a privilege of the upper classes. Today, malongs with pink or white hori 

ZOntal and vertical bands on a black background or other non-traditional color 

schemes have appeared in the local market, a concession to the dictates of 

buyers 
Highly-prized malongs are kept as heirloom pieces are waxed and 

pertumed to preserve them 
There are two methods l of perfuming the malong. One way is to 

apply a concoction of juices taken from fragrant roots and leaves such as the 

tOMa, salapiin and sabi on the malong and allowing it to dry for several days. 

The other procedure known as barok is to drape a malong over a baloyan 

(b1g basket) and smoked with a mixture of dried salapiin leaves, ashes and 

charcoal 17 

loday, the malong is an acknowledged utilitarian garment and art form. 

atanaos as well as concerned government agencies should continuously 
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encourage and support the ancient art of weaving this garment-cum-artwork While it is true that Maranao women weavers are highly-respected in their community, the ancient preoccupation of al back-loom weaving has a lot 
of competition brought on by today's advances in technology There IS a 
need therefore for the Maranao women weavers to understand that while on 

the one hand, allowances may be made for 'modish des1gns in the malong for reasons of fashion or economics, there iS an urgent need to presene and 

keep the indigenous art form alive so that its symbolism will not be lost 
Therefore, it is imperative that institutional support be provided to al. 

low Maranaos to continue producing hand-woven malongs where the okir 
designs are most "beautiful to look at " 

(Shorter versions of this article appeared in the Sunday lnquirer Alagazine, Novebr 1 
1992. pagcs 21-22 and the Inquirer Mindanao, (August, 1996). pages 2-3 

'Mindamira Saber Macarambon, "Artcraft and Uses of the Malong," 
Mindanao Arts & Culture, number 2 (Marawi City: Mindanao State Unive 
sity Research Cente, 1979), pp. 34-35. 

Macarambon, p. 35. 

Macarambon, p. 31. 

'Macarambon, p. 32. 

Notes 

Interview with Samra Song Alagar, a Laotian married to Dr Orlando 
R. Alagar of lligan City. 

"Hadja Maimona Aida L. Plawan, "Growing Up." Mindmao Art 
(ulture, number 2 (Marawi City: Mindanao State University-Univers1ty Ke search Center), pp. 8-9. 

'Aida L. Plawan, "Beauty Secrets." Mindango Art & Culture, number 
2 (Marawi City: Mindanao State University-University Research 1979), p. 28. 
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sity-University Research Center, 1981), pp. 22-24. 

Saber and Orellana, p. 22, p. 26. 

10Saber and Orellana, p. 26. 

11Saber and Orellana. 

12[nterview with Dr. Nagasura T. Madale. 

1'Saber and Orellana, p. 26. 

1Macarambon, p. 32. 

1SInterview with Enrique Batara. 

1óPlawan, p. 26. 

1Plawan. 
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D. Nagasura T. Madalc, Vice Chancellor for Research & Extension, Mindanao State Univer 

Sily mai campus, Marawi City 

Sara Song Alagar, a Laotian national marricd to an Iliganon, Dr. Orlando R. Alagar. 
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