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A culture heritage which runs deep in 
Indonesia, the production of batik in Bali is 
relatively new, with Java being the 
traditional powerhouse in the industry 
renowned around the world for it’s tourist 
attracting tariffs.

The output of this factory isn’t for the 
tourists but for the local Balinese people, 
with batik products being made and sold in 
outlets around the island at affordable 
prices.

The factory is run by Asti and her immediate 
and sometimes more disparate family. She 
has seven children and all have a hand in 
running this family business in Gianyar. All 
her children are under thirty and they 
labour long and hard to make this business 
work, the days stretching from 7am-5pm. 
Most of the physical work may be done by 
the children but make no mistake, it is the 
matriarch than rules the roost.

The humour and goodwill are evident as I 
step across the threshold. I am not their 
usual type of visitor, but their misgivings 

about what I 
am here to do 
are short-lived 
and after the 
first cup of 
kopi (Balinese 
of course), I 
am able to 
talk freely 
about what 
they do 
through my 
translator 
Yeni. 

The waxing of the sheets imprints the pattern 
on the fabric which in turn repels the paint. 
This process used to be done by hand, 
someone painting each sheet of fabric with 
the desired pattern. Of course as the business 
grew this became too slow and the lack of 
continuity in design affected demand. Now 
they use a screen to deliver the warm molten 
wax, three sarong’s worth at a time. even so, 
the process is still painstaking. The latest 
order calls for 1000 sarongs to be produced in 
a short space of time. The husband and wife 
team work with casual humour as they 
perform the seemingly never-ending task.

Batik: A family affair
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Chemicals are mixed and painting begins with 
oversized cotton wool buds which hold the 
paint. Most of the painting is straight forward 
enough but sometimes the 'painting master' 
has to step in. He lets them know that they 
are putting too much paint on the leaves 
of the design and steps in to demonstrate 
how it should be done. This was evident in 
all parts of the process. Words of advice, 
gentle cajoling and constant checking of 
the product at every stage in manufacture.

The business has been running successfully 
for decades but latterly, after the Asian 
stock market crash and more recently the 
2008 recession things have become a lot 
tougher. She is just starting to trade with 
some of the larger Balinese outlet stores 
and things are looking up once more.

The styles range from the traditional to 

the down right contemporary and as with any 
business they move with the times. In the late 
nineties it was Mickey Mouse which the 
children craved, now it is Angry Birds.



The intensity of the Balinese heat means that 
the paint drys within minutes and with that 
the next stage of the operation can get under 
way. The wax, protecting the sheets from the 
paint, remains until it is melted away. 

The process isn’t subtle. A vat of boiling 
water bubbles under intense heat from the 
fire below. In the water there is a chemical 
fixer, a substance used to prevent the paint 
fading in the sunlight and being washed out 

with the water. 

The fire is stoked not only with wood 
but, to increase the heat, plastic bags 
are added. The resulting mixture of 
plastic and fixer gives off plumes of 
heady, acrid smoke and the water turns 
a dull green with dye as the sheets are 
dunked in to the cauldron to melt the 
wax.

It is the first time I have seen signs of 
discomfort on the workers faces and it is 
only to be expected as the smell, heat 
and humidity are almost unbearable.
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With the wax boiled from the sheets, 
they are thrown in to a pool of cool 
water. Once there they are trampled to 
within an inch of their lives by the ever 
willing siblings, this expunges the rest 
of the wax which is sluiced away while 

the pool is refilled with fresh water. 
After once more checking for the 
integrity of the product, the sheets are 
led in the baking sun to dry.
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The remorseless heat is such that the heavy, 
sodden sheets are dry within minutes and ready 
to be cut and sewn to the desired shape and 
size. 

Two of the daughters sit at the decrepit looking 
sewing machines and stitch away, putting the 
finishing touches to what ever is being made; 
sarongs, bedsheets, pillow cases, the list goes 
on and on. With deft hands the final product 
takes shape and is packaged by another 
member of the team. 

Finally the stacks of multi-coloured sarongs are 
tagged and bound, ready for market.
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