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ORIGIN OF THE MALAY KERIS 
By G. C. WOOLLEY. 

Mr. G. C. Griffith Williams' paper on the above subject, in the 
December 1937 number of the M.B.R.A.S. Journal is most 
interesting, but its argument that the Keris developed out of 
the spear appears to me to allow insufficient weight to some con- 
siderations, and does not fit in particularly well with the theory 
put forward to account for the magical or lucky qualities attributed 
to particular weapons - that they began as instruments for a reli- 
gious vengeance and carried the blessings of the old Hindoo 
divinities of the Majapahit Empire who had been outraged by the 
victories of the religion of Islam. 

The surviving specimens of the oldest Majapahit kerises - the 
Keris Pichit and the Keris Majapahit - seem of all the many 
patterns of Keris the most unlikely to have been evolved from spear 
blades and the most likely to have been made as talismans rather 
than for actual use. The ' Pichit ', with a blade alleged to have 
been welded by mere finger pressure, was certainly magical in its 
appeal, and its thin weak blade would never do for a spear point ; 
the Keris Majapahit had a figure hilt of the same piece of metal as 
the blade, so the deity represented was part of the weapon - a good 
argument for the possession of supernatural qualities - but such a 
hilt would not allow its conversion into a spear point unless 
indeed it were to be lashed to a shaft and not inserted into a 
socket. Mr. Williams however may prefer to dismiss these two 
types, classing them merely as further ' monstrosities ' like the ' keris-like sword of Borneo ' - known here as the ' Keris Suluk ' - 
and the Keris panjang. But can such a dismissal be justified ? 
For though Mr. Williams considers (p. 128) that it is impossible to 
say which of all the endless varieties of keris is one of the original 
pattern, yet later (p. 135) he concludes that Java was its original 
home and that it began to come into use there when Majapahit 
was the strongest power in the island. If that is so, the earliest 
Majapahit kerises should show the original type ; but the earliese 
known forms, the Pichit and the Majapahit with hilt and blade 
in one piece are the forms least in accord with the ' convertiblt 
spear-head 

' 
theory put forward by him. 

An Islam reply to the talismanic powers claimed for Javanese 
or Balinese weapons of Hindoo origin may be traced in some of the 
Hikayats, where a prince has a keris forged from the steel of 
Khorasan or from such a source as metal left over from the making 
of a nail for the Kaabah. 

Mr. Williams quotes Crawford's derivation of ' keris ' as 
coming 

" from the Malay word ' karis ' meaning simply a dagger 
" 

to prove that the Keris was not a new or independent invention 
but merely an adapted spear blade. Wilkinson's Dictionary, 
however, (1901 edition) gives no Malay word ' Karis ' or any 
derivation for ' Keris ' which appears as the special name for a 
special weapon. 
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G. С. Woolley. 37 

It may be admitted at once that a good spear blade was an 
article of considerable value in early days, and that the owner of 
one would not like to lose it. But a spear must be attached to 
its shaft as firmly as possible, otherwise it might be knocked out 
in a fight or remain fixed in a wound, or in a shield, leaving the 
owner defenceless as well as minus the valuable part of his weapon. 
A warrior, forced to fly, or finding himself incommoded by his 
spear, might break off the shaft, or chop it off if he had a cutting 
weapon, but would not be able to unfasten the point from the shaft 
without some difficulty or delay. And surely the Keris was not 
intentionally given a loosely fitting hilt in order to make it easily 
re-convertible into a spear ; for use as a spear-head it would be 
essential to have it securely fixed, and this could not be done in 
the heat of an engagement. This drawback to the use of the 
Keris blade as a spear head seems to me much more real than the 
one mentioned by Mr. Williams, namely the risk of having the 
blade snapped off at the base, or shaft-head, because of the 
slenderness and consequent weakness of the ' paksi 

' or tang. 
, An explanation of the easily removable hilt, given to me by a 
Brunei Malay, may be worth recording here : he told me that 
when the owner was at home and his keris was not likely to be 
required ready for immediate use, the hilt would be taken off so 
that the paksi as well as the actual blade could be kept clean and 
free from rust. Then when the keris was required for use the hilt 
would be replaced and fixed with a piece of rag or hair or some sort 
of damar or hard gutta, firmly enough to obviate any risk of its 
coming loose when in action. 

For use as a spear, a weapon is required that will enter easily, 
pierce or even transfix its target, and be retractable , as the user 
depends on it, in war, as a complete weapon for his own defence 
or for further offence : the heavy fighting or thrusting spear has 
to be distinguished clearly from the light throwing darts (which 
would not have specially valuable points) and from such weapons as 
ceremonial State spears, often of the most elaborate and orna- 
mental form, tridents, etc., and again from barbed fishing or 
hunting spears. Such a fighting spear is always more or less ' streamlined ', and anything like a barb, which would make its 
withdrawal and recovery difficult, would be avoided. 

The ' ganja 
' of the Keris is perhaps its most distinctive 

portion, and its existence seems to me to offer one of the greatest 
objections to the ' convertible spear-head 

' 
theory. Spears, as 

such, have or require no ' ganja 
' - it would only stop a deep 

thrust or, if it penetrated, act as a barb and perhaps prevent the 
withdrawal of the weapon. The Ganja is generally a separate 
piece of metal, so in case of a convertible keris the ganja would 
have to be taken off (and it is often fixed tightly) and put away 
safely - where ? if the owner was actually on an expedition - until 
the blade was to be taken off the spear shaft and used again as a 
keris. 
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38 Origin of the Malay Keris. 

Mr. Williams admits that the keris " would not have developed 
out of the more modern pattern of Malay spear and so assumes 
the existence of an earlier archaic spear type with a ' detachable ' 

point which has long vanished and left no trace - evidently an 
exception to the Malay conservatism which he says has kept the 
normal type of keris unaltered in the main since the 14th century. 
He further assumes that a Ganja with ends of equal length, 
ending in a point on each side, was part of this archaic or prehis- 
toric spear head, and that one end of this ganja was cut off or 
hammered down so as to enable the blade when removed from the 
shaft to be worn comfortably 

" with the short side next to the 
body 

" in the folds of the sarong without risk of scratching the 
skin. But surely a spear head so removed would be carried in a 
sheath and not be thrust naked into the sarong or waist belt, and 
moreover the keris was carried with the flat side of the blade, 
not the edge, against the body, and Malay etiquette laid down rules 
regarding the occasions when the keris might be worn with the 
hilt turned towards or away from the body, i.e. when the ' dagu 

' 
or short side of the ganja would have the upper or lower position : 
as a matter of comfort to the wearer there was no difference. 

From the above considerations I conclude that even if the 
keris was evolved from a spear point, the ganja was surely a later 
addition made to meet certain requirements peculiar to the keris. 

Mr. Williams notes that the keris grip is not the same as the 
ordinary dagger grip : I quite agree : for the weapons have quite 
a different purpose. The ordinary dagger is held as for a down- 
ward blow or an upward rip, and often is merely a subsidiary 
weapon to give the coup de grace to a fallen foe : the keris is held 
for a thrust. Let the keris grip therefore be compared to the grip 
of a fencing foil, and it may be noted too that the hilt of the 
common plain Javanese type has much the same amount of bend 
or kink as the hilt of a foil. A foil requires a hand guard, and so 
does a keris, but the large and often saucer-like guard of the long 
foil or rapier would not suit the much shorter keris whose hilt, when 
worn, comes so close to the body, so a flat guard was designed - 
the ganja. Its short end, the ' dagu', is then not the hammered 
down or cut off end of a long and unnecessary projection on a 
spear-head (for the existence of which there is no actual evidence) 
but a special guard made and expressly designed to protect the tip 
of the forefinger as it lies along the thumb in the closed grip, and 
similarly the longer end, the ' aring ', extends far enough on the 
opposite side to protect the knuckles The smooth-edged type 
of ganja would let the opponent's blade slide off harmlessly ; 
the commoner fretted pattern might catch his blade and allow it 
to be broken by a rapid twist or torn from his hand. 

Another question is 
" 

Why a keris at all ? Why not, as in 
other countries, the spear and, for close hand-to-hand work, the 
sword ? ' Can a hint be found in another quotation from Mr. 
Williams' paper ? 

" 
Malays are a riparian people. . . .Water is 
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G. С. Woolley. 39 

the Malay's natural element. " For obvious reasons the Malays 
kept the useful spear, for service ashore or afloat, but on a narrow 
inland track, shut in by jungle and creepers, there might be no 
room to wield a sword : when boarding an enemy's vessel, or 
repelling boarders who could not be kept at spear's length, they 
would be pressed shoulder to shoulder, and .again with no room to 
wield a broadsword ; even a long rapier might be difficult to carry 
and manage in such circumstances, and the short thrusting keris 
would be ideal : on its successful use would depend the final issue 
of a hard-fought fight, and so to it was paid the highest regard ; 
in it was placed the confidence born of previous victories, and 
round it collected all the sanctity that superstition could confer 
and all the mysterious properties with which magic could endow it. 

Finally, it would not be necessary, if any weight is allowed to 
the above suggestion, to dismiss the Keris panjang as a 

' mons- 
trosity ', as Mr. Williams does. There would always be occasions 
such as duels, fighting in open country, or in a regular tournament 
in ring or courtyard, when there would be ample room for a longer 
weapon, and a longer reach would be very desirable, and for such 
occasions, as well as for executions, the Keris panjang was specially 
and quite naturally designed. A warrior like Hang Tuah or the 
other heroes of history or romance often used a long keris, and 
when engaged in single combat, wielding it and a ' pendua 

' keris, 
the fighting technique may have been not unlike that in an 
Elizabethan ' sword and dagger 

' 
fight in which the dagger was 

held and used for thrusting as well as for guarding. 
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