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Glosary
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Alun-alun

An open public space traditionally located at the center of a Javanese town, usually associated with the kraton (palace), mosque, and government buildings, and used for ceremonies, social gatherings, and communal activities.

Angkringan

A small, traditional Javanese street food setup, often using a simple cart or stall, serving rice, fried snacks, satay, and hot drinks. A social gathering point in towns and villages.

BAPERKI (Consultative Body for Indonesian Citizenship)

An Indonesian organization founded in 1954 that advocated for the civil and political rights of ethnic Chinese Indonesians, particularly regarding citizenship issues, during the post-independence period.

Batik

A traditional Indonesian textile art made by applying wax and dye to fabric in intricate patterns. In Lasem, batik is known for its bold red color and strong Chinese influences. 

Batik Pesisir

Coastal batik characterized by bright colors and free, organic patterns influenced by maritime trade and multicultural exchange.

Becak

A three-wheeled pedal rickshaw used for short-distance transport in many Indonesian towns.

Bang-biron

A batik color combination of red and blue symbolizing passion and serenity, often associated with Lasem batik motifs.

Cu An Kiong Temple

A historic Chinese temple in Lasem dedicated to Mazu, the sea goddess, reflecting the town’s long maritime and Chinese heritage.

Dawet Siwalan

A traditional drink made from palm fruit, coconut milk, and palm sugar, commonly sold in Central Java.

Dokar

A traditional horse-drawn carriage used for everyday transport in Javanese towns.

Dukun

A traditional healer or spiritual practitioner believed to possess knowledge of medicine, rituals, and the unseen world.

Dukun Bayi

A traditional midwife in Indonesian villages, whose role extends beyond childbirth to include ritual protection, postpartum care, and the transmission of ancestral knowledge.

Galangan Kapal or Galangan

A traditional riverside or coastal yard used for building, repairing, and anchoring wooden boats; in old port towns like Lasem, galangan was not only a shipyard but a social and economic space tied to maritime trade, fishermen, and the daily rhythm of the river.

Getih Pitik 

A deep crimson color typical of Lasem batik, literally meaning “chicken-blood red,” symbolizing life, courage, and endurance.

Gebyok

A carved wooden partition or door commonly found in traditional Javanese houses.

Gang

A narrow residential passage common in Indonesian towns, especially in old neighborhoods. More than an alley, a gang functions as a shared social space, where daily life unfolds, neighbors interact, children play, and memories accumulate.

Isen-isen 

Small decorative filler motifs in batik that add rhythm and depth to the overall pattern.

Jalan

A public street in Indonesian towns. In old cities like Lasem, a jalan is not merely a traffic route but a lived space, lined with houses, shops, temples, and trees, where daily rhythms, processions, commerce, and memory intersect.

Jalan Raya

Main road; major road. A principal road used for public traffic, connecting important areas within a town or between towns.

Jarik

A long piece of cloth worn as a traditional skirt, often made of batik.

Kampung

A neighborhood or village community characterized by close social ties.

Kelenteng

A Chinese temple used for worship, meditation, and community gatherings.

Keroncong

A traditional Indonesian music genre with Portuguese influences, characterized by violin, flute, and ukulele-like instruments.

KITLV

The Royal Netherlands Institute of Southeast Asian and Caribbean Studies, an important archive for historical documents on Indonesia.

Kong Co

A Peranakan / Southern Chinese term referring to a great-great-grandfather or a male ancestor; often used more generally to denote a very old male forebear, living or deceased.

Lasem

A historic coastal town in Central Java, Indonesia, known for its batik, Chinese-Indonesian heritage, and layered history of trade, war, and cultural exchange.

Latohan

A coastal batik motif inspired by lato or latoh (sea grapes), characterized by rounded, branching forms that resemble marine plants; commonly found in North Coast (Pesisir) batik traditions.

Molani

The main batik design outline that forms the structural framework of a pattern.

Neef

Nephew; a term used in Dutch and colonial-era texts to refer to a brother’s or sister’s son.

Ngemplak

A residential area in Lasem, mentioned as part of the town’s lived landscape.

Nglengkreng

A batik-making technique in which the initial outlines of a motif are traced with a canting using thin wax lines, serving as the structural framework before further detailing.

Nogo (Dragon)

A dragon figure in Javanese and Chinese symbolism, representing strength, protection, and spiritual power. The name Nogo is derived from “Liong,” meaning dragon.

Onderdil 

Mechanical spare parts, especially for bicycles or machinery.

Parang (batik motif)
A classical Javanese batik motif consisting of continuous diagonal knife-like or wave-like forms, symbolizing strength, perseverance, and authority; traditionally associated with royal court (keraton) culture.
Puja Bhakti

A Buddhist devotional service involving prayer, chanting, and offerings.

PKI (Indonesian Communist Party)
A political party in Indonesia founded in 1920, based on communist ideology. It was once one of the largest political parties in the country before being banned following the events of 30 September 1965.
Sabda Badra Santi

A sacred Buddhist text revered in Lasem, containing spiritual teachings and poetic verses.

Sekar Jagat 

A batik motif meaning “flowers of the world,” symbolizing diversity, harmony, and interconnectedness.

Si Om

A respectful form of address meaning “uncle,” often used for an older man not related by blood.

Tambak

A fish or shrimp pond, typically located in coastal areas.

Tante

An Indonesian form of address for an older woman, often used for an aunt, a family friend, or a respected woman slightly older than the speaker. The term conveys familiarity and social closeness rather than strict blood relation.

Tenggok

A woven bamboo basket used to carry goods, food, or produce.

Terbelo

Terbelo refers to a traditional Chinese coffin used in Peranakan Chinese communities in Java. The terbelo is typically made of thick, heavy wood, symbolizing respect for the dead, permanence, and ancestral continuity. Because of its weight, burying a terbelo requires great physical effort and collective labor, often involving many people. In cultural belief, the heaviness of the coffin reflects both devotion to the ancestor and the burden of lineage, fate, and memory carried by the living.

Tiga negeri

A classic Indonesian batik style distinguished by the use of three different dyeing traditions, traditionally red from Lasem, blue from Pekalongan, and brown (sogan) from Surakarta or Yogyakarta, often produced through a multi-stage, cross-regional dyeing process.

Vihara

A Buddhist monastery or temple complex.

Walet

A swifts bird whose edible nest is highly valued. Houses built to attract walet are common along the northern coast of Java.

Watu pecah

A traditional batik motif characterized by fractured, irregular stone-like patterns, resembling broken rocks; commonly associated with hardship, endurance, and historical forced labor during the Japanese occupation.

Wingko babat

A traditional sweet snack made from a mixture of glutinous rice flour and a large amount of shredded coconut. Texture: It is chewy, dense, and slightly moist on the inside, with a toasted, golden-brown crust on the outside. Flavor Profile: Primarily sweet and nutty with a rich coconut aroma

Wo Sen

A poetic expression meaning “a city descended from heaven,” used to describe Lasem’s spiritual and artistic essence.
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Cultural note
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This novel is rooted in Lasem, a small coastal town on the north shore of Java, Indonesia. Lasem is not merely a setting; it is a living archive. Centuries of migration, trade, belief, and survival have layered themselves into its streets and houses, its temples and courtyards, its rivers and batik cloth. Chinese merchants, Javanese artisans, Buddhist monks, Muslim traders, and colonial powers all passed through this town, leaving traces that still breathe quietly beneath everyday life.

Lasem is often called the city of batik, known especially for its deep, luminous reds shaped by Chinese symbolism. In this book, batik is not decoration or background. It is a way of thinking, a language of memory. Its patterns, colors, and imperfections mirror the city itself—formed organically, without a single architect, shaped instead by generations of ordinary lives.

Many terms in this book are intentionally left untranslated: batik, becak, angkringan, kelenteng, vihara. These words carry meanings that cannot be fully replaced by English equivalents. A glossary is provided not to domesticate them, but to offer context while allowing their cultural identity to remain intact.

The figure of Mbah Nogo is inspired by lived realities rather than a single historical individual. His life reflects the experiences of many Chinese Indonesians who endured the Japanese occupation, political violence in the mid-twentieth century, and the long silence that followed. References to prisons, exile, and stigma echo a collective trauma that remains, even now, rarely spoken aloud.

The curse that runs through this story should be read as metaphor. In Lasem, as in many traditional societies, misfortune is often explained through myth, ancestral memory, and symbolic language. This novel does not seek to confirm or deny such beliefs. Instead, it explores how people live with them, negotiate with them, and sometimes choose to embrace them as part of who they are.

Music, especially keroncong and the violin, appears as a quiet counterpoint to suffering. Sound becomes memory, just as architecture becomes emotion. Together they form a city that remembers even when people forget.

This book exists at the crossroads of memory and imagination. It began as a personal journey: time spent living in Lasem, observing architecture, listening to stories, and inhabiting the rhythms of a town shaped by centuries of Chinese, Javanese, and maritime encounters. Over time, those experiences transformed into narrative.

Some characters, conversations, and events are drawn from lived experience; others have been altered, condensed, or imagined to serve emotional truth. Names may change, timelines may blur, and memory may bend, not to distort reality, but to reflect how memory itself works.

In Chinese Indonesian culture, history is often carried through oral stories, ancestral names, temples, and places rather than official archives. Lasem, long known as a center of Chinese settlement on Java’s north coast, holds myth and documented history side by side. In this book, both are allowed to coexist.

Rather than offering a definitive historical account, this memoir-fiction seeks to honor atmosphere, silence, and the intimate ways a place enters the self. What matters here is not whether every detail happened exactly as written, but that the feeling of Lasem, the weight of its past and the gentleness of its people, remains true.

This is a book about a town, but also about listening. And about how, sometimes, the act of remembering becomes a form of homecoming.
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Chapter 1: Prelude
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One afternoon at a food court on the third floor of a mall, a man approached me. He was about my age. Like me, his hair had turned white, and wrinkles had begun to claim his face. How are you doing, he asked. I froze for a moment. I didn’t recognize him. You forgot me already? he continued. Leuven, he said with a smile, finally giving his name.

Oh, right, I remember now. It’s been a long time, hasn’t it? How did we end up meeting here? I asked. He burst out laughing, a loud, unrestrained laugh, while I simply smiled.

I remembered our days as students in Leuven, Belgium. If he hadn’t mentioned the city’s name, I would never have recognized him. His face had changed too much. Only his eyes remained sharp, still capable of recognizing me, even though I had changed just as much, wrinkles spreading around my eyes, across my cheeks, carving lines into my forehead, unmistakable signs of age. His face was clean-shaven like mine, without mustache or beard, yet he looked younger than his years. His body was still small, just as it had been back then, and he looked healthy enough, even if he probably didn’t exercise much.

He sat across from me. The food court was still quiet, only a few chairs occupied. Even so, music, human voices, and the mechanical sounds of children’s arcade games blended together, creating the familiar hum of a mall. The colorful signs of food stalls, steak, meatball soup, and everything in between, collided in a chaotic display, forming the restless energy of a shopping center. A food court is the heart of a mall, usually placed on the top floor. It wasn’t dinner time yet, so the atmosphere was relaxed, perfect for talking over coffee.

What are you doing now? Still the same work as before? I asked first, beating him to the same question. Ah... I’m retired now. And you?
Same. I’ve been at home for a year already, I answered, never enthusiastic when people asked about my work. Retirement, not working anymore, felt like an apocalypse to me. No income. I had only ever worked as a consultant, not as an employee or lecturer entitled to a pension.
We talked over coffee about old friends, about professors we still remembered, about a master’s thesis defense that had left a deep impression, about those who had failed that exam, about friends now working in America. After wandering from topic to topic, he began asking about the city I had once written about for my thesis, Lasem. Our conversation about Lasem, a town thick with myth, drifted naturally toward myths that exist in almost every city. Old towns are rich with stories, myths both comforting and terrifying.

Stories, legends, and myths in small towns are usually unknown beyond their borders. Tales about the founding of a town, about the romance between a beautiful princess and a prince, are known only to locals who believe in them deeply. Stories of kings who once ruled, of haunted mountains to the north where a king meditated, of the southern sea where a queen was said to originate, these myths shape daily life. A city’s myths are portraits of the past, from a time when the city’s spirit was still untouched, before modernity arrived to demolish ancient buildings. Every old city has a soul, a mythology that continues to haunt the present, even amid glamour and progress. Especially when those myths involve old cemeteries filled with mysteries that will never be fully revealed.

But myth becomes something else when it turns into a curse, like the curse placed upon the Han clan in Lasem. This myth, rooted in a small town on the north coast of Java, has largely escaped public attention in Indonesia. Yet for people bearing the Han surname who live outside Lasem, the curse carries real weight. For them, Lasem is a haunted town to be avoided, lest the curse fall upon them. A well-known architect with the Han surname once refused a project there for this very reason. Those who do not believe in myths feel no fear at all visiting the town. Yet the myth does not affect only the Han clan; it reaches anyone inclined toward the mystical. At the very least, there is something unsettling that clings to Lasem, like a black cloth draped over an altar table, concealing everything placed upon it.

That is why I have always thought of curses as a kind of theater, its actors invisible, yet profoundly frightening. Like a strong wind blowing at night, when from inside the house, through the ventilation above a closed door, we see shadows of branches swaying back and forth, accompanied by a chilling rustle. A curse is a performance that threatens modern life, even as modernity runs far away from myth. Does such a curse truly exist in a city as old as Lasem? The curse becomes a stage that points its finger at the cursed individual, accusing a strip of pure white burial cloth that does not even know its own sin.

We talked until seven in the evening, by which time the food court had filled with hungry, exhausted people who had spent the day walking and shopping. Like me, he was waiting for his wife, who was shopping. We both disliked following women through stores, watching them choose clothes, bags, and shoes with endless care and no sense of time. To us, it was unbearably boring. When his phone rang, his wife calling, we said goodbye. Not long after, my own wife called, asking me to join her for dinner at a restaurant on the second floor.

That chance encounter stayed with me, stirring a desire to write about something I had never written before, not in my master’s thesis, not in my doctoral dissertation, not even in my articles about Lasem. Meeting an old friend pushed me toward a story I had never told.

I want to tell a story about a life shaped by a curse. A precious story long buried beneath my busyness, the story of the last person I ever met who bore the Han surname, a descendant of Han Wie Sing. According to myth, Han Wie Sing cursed his descendants, forbidding them to live in Lasem. This is a story of an ordinary person, someone struggling through life’s difficulties, and of a town long wrapped in a curse tied to a name, to a lineage, to a self.
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Chapter 2: Layers Upon Layers of Mystery
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Lasem is an old town at the eastern edge of northern Central Java, crossed by the long artery of the Pantura highway. At its heart lies a vast Chinatown, embedded deep within the urban fabric. Lasem once became the subject of my master’s thesis. Because of that, the town is not merely a memory to me, it is a part of my life.

In the past, Lasem was famous as a haven for opium kings and shipyards. Today, it is known mostly for its batik. Through my research there, I came to understand that a city is built from stories of lived lives, stories that take form and settle within layers of artifacts. These layers are not composed solely of joy and celebration; they are also etched deeply with grief and sorrow.

Within those layers lies a startling process of aging, a relationship between space and time woven into the expressions of its buildings. This process is a gathering of layers that tell stories of birth, death, and marriage, carried by the enthusiasm of those who once lived there. These layers are never static; they shift dynamically, shaped by the events that befall them. Trade, war, natural disasters, political upheavals that breed heat, greed, and fear, all accompany the endless cycle of human life.

A city is the harmonization of love and hatred, converging into its face, whether the city is alive or long dead. A city may be a glittering metropolis at night and a tireless worker by day. Or it may be an empty space, abandoned by most of its people, composed of grand houses left hollow, inhabited only by swifts whose chirping fills the morning and the afternoon. For this reason, a city is a dynamic canvas of life, a composition of colors splashed across a surface, sometimes bleak, sometimes radiant.

A city is not built in an instant, but piece by piece: from the oldest layer as the first, to the newest as the last. Like the human body, each layer is connected by roads that serve as its skeleton. As an anatomy, a city can fall ill or die, its blood flow clogged or frozen. Some parts consist solely of abandoned houses, as though their inhabitants were cursed to leave their homes and neighborhoods forever.

These cursed sections form dark and terrifying layers. Their inhabitants struggle to survive, attempting to evade the curse. Yet the curse has already taken hold, believed to be an element of life itself, one that threatens existence. Can humans, as components of the city, escape the curse and awaken from its nightmare? A curse is part of life’s search for balance, like a corpse rising from the grave in pursuit of justice.

Sometimes, within the stacked layers of urban life, many elements are forgotten, never written down. Silent quarters left behind, rows of empty houses that inspire dread, filled with lines of terrifying mystery. The curse upon what was once a vibrant life of feasts and celebration has stripped away those joyful elements. These forgotten fragments must be unraveled again so that the layers can form a complete story of the city. A dead city is like a cursed canvas, scribbled over with grief. Humans struggle against their fate, against a curse that never truly ends.

Between rows of houses sealed behind high walls lies a mute mystery of life, battered by the cruelty of the past. By forgetting its past, the city’s history becomes a mystery in a land whose people never wrote about the textures of its layered life. As if the past itself were a curse to be avoided, something rotten that must be discarded, flattened into the ground so it can no longer be seen.

Layers of cruelty conceal the golden age of a city, like towering walls that block the eye from witnessing the beautiful strata of its stories. Like a grand gate that hides the courtyard behind it, separating it from a dry, desolate alleyway. Mystery, silence, alleys scorched by daylight and swifted by darkness at night, these are layers of the city inhabited by the spirits of former residents. They wander, longing to return to homes that now stand empty, some of them transformed into nests for swifts.

These spirits curse the city’s current inhabitants for forgetting the past, for abandoning houses that were once magnificent. They rage because the homes and urban spaces they once occupied have decayed and been neglected, just like their graves on Mount Bugel, southeast of Lasem, now abandoned, their descendants long unknown. Prosperity in the past has become a curse in the present, the curse of an old city, the curse of an ancient town, deeply terrifying. Could the curse of these past spirits be part of the layered fabric of old Lasem... yes, Lasem?

I had never been to Lasem myself. But listening to a neighbor chatting on the terrace of my relative’s house in the tightly packed kampung of Brondongan, Semarang, my curiosity was stirred. He said the houses in Lasem were ancient and haunted. He often passed through the town on his trading trips. According to him, the houses were large, surrounded by sealed walls, their curved roofs guarding the mysteries of countless local myths. I did not listen carefully at the time, yet his words lingered in my ears.

A week before my departure to Leuven, I visited Lasem and stayed for a full week. Indeed, I felt a sense of mystery among the silent old houses. The ornaments on every roof ridge and gate seemed as though they should speak, for all of them conveyed the same impression, the same unspoken message. I knew I had to return and live in the city longer, after leaving to pursue further studies at the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven in Belgium.

It was as if the layers were clumping together before my eyes. Fear of the past’s curse did creep into me, but staying there, entering the old houses, was the only way to make peace with the curse of the ancient city.

Was it true that the mystery of Lasem was exposed in empty old houses, behind dull high walls lining every narrow, arid alley? Lasem is indeed an old city, as old as Java itself, rising and sinking beneath human greed that has buried all the goodness that once existed. All of this mystery compelled me to resolve, at last, to write my thesis about Lasem.
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Chapter 3: Leuven
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Leuven, late July 1989. It had been a year since I enrolled at the Post Graduate Centre for Human Settlements, PGCHS, at the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven in Belgium, a postgraduate center commonly called PGC, housed under the Department of Architecture within the Faculty of Engineering. Over that year, my way of learning had changed profoundly. Back then, at the Architecture Department of Gadjah Mada University, lectures were delivered in Indonesian; in Leuven, everything unfolded in English. Fortunately, my English was reasonably fluent, the result of two years spent in an intensive English program at IKIP Sanata Dharma. At first, listening to lectures in English felt awkward, especially when assignments had to be written in a language that was not my own, but gradually the strangeness dissolved into habit.

In Indonesia I had traveled everywhere by motorcycle; here I went everywhere by bicycle or on foot. I cycled to campus at Kasteel van Arenberg, several kilometers southwest of the city, or rode my bike to the train station, which lay far from my apartment at Holleberg on Schapenstraat.

The campus was always quiet, almost deserted, because there were so few students. In my class there were only twelve of us, coming from different countries: China, Taiwan, India, Thailand, Suriname, Tanzania, Indonesia, Iran, Mexico, and Yugoslavia. Besides the permanent lecturers, visiting professors often arrived from Europe, America, and other parts of the world. They lectured using slides, rarely writing on the blackboard, which made note-taking difficult. I was astonished by their presentations, which spoke of architecture and cities from parts of the world I had never known. Professional architects also came to present projects that had won international competitions.

Kasteel van Arenberg, as its name suggests, had once been a noble residence. I did not know what it had looked like in its early days, but the building was enormous, with two floors. PGC occupied the rear section: classrooms and administrative offices of the Architecture Department on the ground floor, lecture rooms and drawing studios upstairs. Nearby were the PGC secretariat, faculty offices, and a small PGC library.

Life at the University of Leuven was not so different from life in Indonesia. We students often met in the library. Though it was only the architecture library, its collection was extensive. Because there were so few of us, we naturally gathered there to study and search for books. There was also the university’s main library on Rijshofstraat, housed in an old building, yet always full of students. Despite its age, the interior was bright, resembling a modern library.

Beyond the library, we often ate lunch together at the university cafeteria called Alma. There were several Alma cafeterias across Leuven, but Alma III was the most popular. At lunchtime it was packed, especially with students from outside the city, including those from Kasteel van Arenberg, and the food lines stretched out of the building.

Like Lasem, Leuven was an old city, with buildings dating back to the twelfth century. Yet the city center was
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