
CURATING THE SEA
Preserving Pahang Maritime Story

in the making of Pulau Beram Maritime Museum



PULAU BERAM MUSEUM
A Maritime Museum



“Given the maritime community of which any maritime museum is a part, its role is to collect,
preserve, and display objects from the past and present maritime life of its society and of
other societies with which it has maritime ties, or through which the maritime world of its
mother society may be better understood by comparison and contrast, in a way that educates
and informs the visitor.”

Stephen Davies, 2012

WHY MARITIME MUSEUM?



so, and this character is strongly impressed on their language."
John Crawfurd, 1856

 “Most of the inhabitants of the thousands of islands of the Archipelago are eminently
maritime in their habits, a real seafaring people. The Malays are more especially

“Colonialism cause the lost of this ‘interconnectedness’ of
Nusantara (due to trade, material flow) to be forgotten”

Dr Felice Noelle Rodriguez, 2025



museology point of view

regional point of view

cultural point of view

historical point of view

role of a maritime museum

re-highlighting the interconnectedness of Nusantara

seafaring people of the Archipelago

glory of its days: ports, river and sea in history

WHY MARITIME MUSEUM?



WHY PAHANG?

importance of Pahang in rivers and the seas in history
trade, diplomatic relations, marriage, war

local genius/skills sailing upstream and downstream
different types of transport used in trade

medium to carry goods, fulfilling the demand of
the locals and the foreign traders

the openness or characters of rulers/administrators
different goods traded and attracted foreign traders to
Pahang

emas (gold), timah (tin), gaharu (agarwood), kelembak,
gading gajah (ivory), kapur barus (camphor)



“the core of the state is the Pahang River and its tributaries”

WHY PAHANG?

“Pahang was linked up with adjoining states by river-
routes as well as by sea.” (Linehan, 1936)

Kelantan: “The Sungai Tanum, a tributary of Jelai, and the
Sat and Sepia, affluents of the Tembeling, led into Kelantan.”

Terengganu: “The Sepia was also used as a means of
communication with Trengganu.”

Perak: “Perak was connected with Pahang by the difficult
routes which followed the Bertam and the Lipis, tributaries of
Jelai.”

Selangor: “Travellers to Selangor followed the Semantan (a
tributary of the Pahang River) and its feeders.”



PAHANG AND THE SEA
“one of the most important trade-routes”
connecting Pahang with Muar and Melaka

ran from Pahang River into Bera, thence into
its tributary the Serting (Negeri Sembilan),
“from the source of which stream boats and goods
were portaged at Penarekan into a tributary of the
Muar, and thence down to the Muar River.”

“Por Panarican passao de Malaca a Pam em 6 dias
de caminho” (By the Panarican one travels from
Malacca to Pahang in six days' journeying)



A MARITIME MUSEUM

What story do 
we want to tell?

What should it
 consist of?

LOCAL HISTORY: 
The Historical Background 

of Pulau Beram

ARCHAEOLOGY: 
Trade History of Pahang

MARITIME: 
Pekan as a Port City

HISTORIOGRAPHY: 
Pahang Maritime History in

Malay Historiography

SEAMANSHIP: 
Geography and Cartography

SHIPBUILDING TECHNOLOGY: 
Traditional Boats of Pahang

MARITIME: 
Maritime Kingdoms and River
Civilisation of the Malay World

MARITIME: 
Maritime Silk Road / Spice

Route



The affinity for rivers in the Malay World
and world civilisation

PEKAN AS A PORT CITY

administration centres in Malay World history
e.g. Kesultanan Melayu Kedah, Melaka,
Johor,  Perak, Pahang, Terengganu,
Kelantan located on riverbanks

river and the seas in Malay history
rivers: communication route, settlements
islands: ports
“merantau” - ‘geocultural and spiritual’ 



PEKAN AS A PORT CITY

the royal town or seat of rulers
traders who entered the locality
usually would first have to lead
themselves into the presence of the
Sultan or ruler of the locality

“We once set sail and after passing by the island of Tioman and that of Tinggi and other islands, we
arrived at the kingdom of Pahang. One can note that the main city, in which the court is located is also

called Pahang (present-day Pekan), just like the kingdom.”

(The Memoirs and Memorial of Jaques de Coutre, p. 79)



PEKAN IN TRADE NETWORK

Pahang
one of the main port towns on the South
Chine Sea

“Pahang is a small kingdom; it has no more than a
single city, which bears the same name, where the
court is located and where many rich merchants

reside in the vicinity, and some other settlements” 

Malay World / Malay Archipelago
‘an area of land and water where the
winds meet’; ‘tanah air’

Selendang Punca Songket (Muzium Pahang Collection)



THE TANGIBLE
HERITAGE OF
PAHANG
UNRAVELING TRADE HISTORY

Archaeological findings:

Ports
Pekan
Tioman

Shipwrecks
‘Pontian’ boat
‘Royal Nanhai’
‘Penjom’ boat



DONGSON CULTURE

manifestation of belief system, economic activity,
social hierarchy, ritual, among others through motifs
and ornamental patterns on bronze drums made by
society living in Dongson, Vietnam

Dongson Heger Type I drums in P. Malaysia
Klang, Selangor
Tembeling, Pahang
Batu Buruk, Terengganu
Sungai Langat, Selangor

Dongson drum found in Tembeling
Tembeling as the site for the procurement of raw
materials - making of bronze drums, bells, etc.



Fragments of Dongson Artifacts in the Archaeology and Early Civilization of Pahang Gallery at the
Sultan Abu Bakar Museum, Pahang



‘PONTIAN’ SHIPWRECK

Historical background:
found by I.H.N. Evans in 1926 in
Kuala Pontian, Rompin
radiocarbon dating: 

between 260M-430M (1657 +/-60
BP); making it the oldest shipwreck
or vessel found in Southeast Asia

laden with Funan-style pottery,
storage jars with grains of rice

Southeast Asian shipbuilding technology:
made of merawan wood (Hopea sp.),
dowel made of medang, tied using ijok 



Shipwreck fragments from the ‘Pontian’ Boat, displayed in the Archaeology and Early
Civilisation of Pahang Gallery, Sultan Abu Bakar Museum, Pahang



‘ROYAL NANHAI’ SHIPWRECK
Historical background:

found by Sten Sjostrand in 1995, ~40 nautical miles from Kuantan
waters
radiocarbon dating: between 1320M and 1460 M (560 +/-50 BP);
possibly en route from Ayutthaya to Sumatera or Java

Southeast Asian shipbuilding technology: made of merawan wood
(Hopea sp.), with bulkheads, though frame is tied with bolts and nails



‘PENJOM’ SHIPWRECK

Historical background:
found in 2021 in Penjom after
a huge flood in Kuala Lipis
dating of vessel: 

possibly end of 19th
century: based on copper
plate finds with writing
‘VIVIAN & SONS’

European mining companies
operate their own shallow
draught steam launch between
Penjom and Kuala Pahang



PORTS OF PAHANG: PEKAN



TRADE HISTORY IN KUALA PAHANG

Jarlet from Tang Dynasty (618–907)
(diameter: 8.8 cm, height : 18.0 cm)

Muzium Pahang Collection

evidence of trade activities: Chinese ceramics

recorded as one of the bases or 'natural ports' in the
state of Pahang before the existence of piers,
wharves and other port facilities

History of Pahang
arrival of boats and schooners in Kuala Pahang
recorded import and export were allowed only
at Kuala Pahang in the 19th century

a 20th century British record described Kuala
Pahang as an area that does not have a high value as
a port except for steamships that are keeled or
whose bottom is not far below the water level



PORTS OF PAHANG: TIOMAN

collecting centre for a range of local products
Teluk Nipah & Kampung Juara

departure points for products 
redistribution of foreign products
natural resources: freshwater, natural harbours



‘The main indicator of the presence of such ports
of call is the discovery of ceramics. Several sites
on the east coast of Peninsular Malaysia have

produced trade ceramics of Sung and Yuan types.
Among these sites are Kemaman in Terengganu

and the Sungai Mulong areas... then there is
Pulau Tioman.’

Nik Hassan Shuhaimi Nik Abd Rahman. 1991. Port and polity of the
Malay Peninsula and Sumatra (5th – 14th Centuries A.D.) 

TRADE HISTORY IN TIOMAN

“Then the ships go on to a place called Tiyumah
where there is freshwater for anyone wanting it…”

[Akhbar al-Sin wa’l-Hind]





SHIPBUILDING TECHNOLOGY:
TRADITIONAL BOATS

رٍۢ   )١٣( دُسُ حٍۢ وَ  لْوَٰ
أَ لَىٰ ذَاتِ   هُ عَ لْنَـٰ حَمَ وَ

“And We carried him on a [construction
of] planks and nails,” (54:13)

“Dan Kami bawa naik Nabi Nuh (berserta pengikut-
pengikutnya) di atas (bahtera yang dibina) dari keping-

keping papan dan paku (pasak, penguat, tali gentian
atau serat yang diikat pada papan kapal).” (54:13)

Source: Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge



Perahu Laut
Perahu Sungai

Perahu Pantai Timur Perahu Selatan & Pantai Barat

Perahu Payang
Perahu Payang Barat
Perahu Kolek Lincang
Perahu Kolek Kuel
Perahu Kolek Pengail / Pengayer
Perahu Kolek Patani / Buatan Barat
Perahu Sekoci
Perahu Bedar
Perahu Besar Pinis Gobel

Perahu Kolek Sauh
Perahu Kolek Ciau
Perahu Kolek Selat

Perahu Jalur
Perahu Jalural
Perahu Timba
Perahu Haluan Katup
Perahu Kajang / Tembeling
Perahu Kulit

TRADITIONAL SEA-GOING AND RIVER BOATS



BOAT COMPONENTS &
BOAT DECORATIONS



SHIPBUILDING TOOLS
AND PROCESS



TRADITIONAL NAVIGATIONAL TECHNIQUES

Ocean swells and wave patterns
Wave reflected by islands

Wind patterns: 
names of wind, two monsoon types

Landmarks and sea marks
Marker islands (visual checkpoints)
Marker mountains (volcanic peaks)
Sea colour (deep/dark), reef
patterns, currents

In Malay maritime, features of
sea including reef, rocks, wave
patterns play a huge role

Clouds, lightning, thunder
Dolphins, flying fish, seabird’s path



MUZIUM PULAU BERAM
‘Pahang and the Sea’


