
Batik is an ancient creative art that uses wax and dye to 
decorate cloth. Although evidence of this art has been 

documented in many parts of the world, probably its ori-
gin is in the Island of Java, Indonesia. The word batik is 
derived from the Indonesian word ambatik, which means 
a cloth with little dots. Batik involves brushing or drawing 
molten wax onto designated areas of a cloth so that those 
areas can then resist coloration. Next, the cloth is dyed and 
the waxed sections retain their original color. After drying 

the cloth, typically by sunlight, the artist repeats this pro-
cess by waxing, dyeing, and drying to create more intricate 
and colorful designs. In the last step, the artist applies the 
final dye and removes the wax, yielding a beautifully deco-
rated cloth (batik) that may be displayed, used, or worn.

Although contemporary batik draws from this tra-
ditional process, it has changed in several ways. Today, 
batik artists use other forms of dyeing, different tools, 
and new recipes for the wax; they also use an expanded 
range of materials, including silk, cotton, wool, leather, 
paper, wood, and ceramics. Moreover, cultural influences 
on batik patterns and motifs are noticeable in many parts 
of world, including communities in Asia and Africa. In 
2009, UNESCO designated handcrafted batik an intangible 
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cultural value passed down for generations. That desig-
nation symbolizes not only our shared creativity but also 
our diversityrepresenting what connects humanity to the 
past, present, and future. The untitled contemporary batik 
displayed on this month’s cover came from a street mar-
ket in Maputo, Mozambique, in April 2012. In Maputo and 
other cities in Africa, including Freetown in Sierra Leone, 
batiks are sold on street corners; often the artist, including 
the creator of this month’s cover, is unknown.

Mozambican batiks frequently express daily scenes 
with striking colors—that in this example draw you to 
elongated figures, dazzling coloration, flattened perspec-
tive, and a celebratory occasion, in time of tranquility. 
Festooned in an array of bright color, the villagers convey-
ing various foods converge toward a pair of figures, one 
hovering over a large blue mortar, the other holding a long 
pole. The shorter figures to the right may be kneeling in 
reverence; the standing figures all appear to be on their tip-
toes—perhaps it has recently rained. There is no infusion of 
allegory, certainly no irony, though there may be intended 
subtleties that convey cultural messages in the choice of 
colors and patterns.

Because of their universal recognition, batiks can rep-
resent commonplace life, culture, and society, yet they also 
highlight the many bright moments that stand out from the 
daily rigors, chores, and routines. These striking clothes lit-
erally embody the fabric of everyday life, which at times 
succumbs to natural and anthropogenic forces. Thus, batiks 
serve as metaphors for what is lost in a population over-
powered by natural or other emerging threats—this un-
doubtedly happened during the Ebola epidemic in West Af-
rica. Joanne Liu, International President of Médecins Sans 
Frontières, stated that when she first arrived in West Africa 
in 2014, Ebola “was destroying families and ripping apart 
the very fabric of society, while national authorities and a 
handful of aid organisations desperately struggled against 
this unrelenting, invisible foe.”

The World Health Organization has documented 
more than 28,000 reported cases and more than 11,000  

reported deaths attributed to Ebola. According to the 
United Nations Development Group, “West Africa as a 
whole may lose an average of at least US$3.6 billion per 
year between 2014 and 2017, due to a decrease in trade, 
closing of borders, flight cancellations and reduced For-
eign Direct Investment and tourism activity, fueled by 
stigma.” The close connection among African nations 
means that the Ebola crisis also affects those countries in 
which disease incidence was low or zero. Countries be-
yond Africa monitored international travelers in addition 
to other measures implemented in response to the Ebola 
epidemic, demonstrating that infectious diseases are not 
contained by borders or geography.

Through a concerted effort, the fabric of society in West 
Africa is in the process of being repaired, bringing back sta-
bility and normalcy. The possibility of a vaccine for Ebola 
tantalizes the world while attention to global health security 
has been reignited. The colorful batik on this month’s cover 
reminds us to keep celebrating the quotidian.
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