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The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies was established as an
autonomous organization in May 1968. It is a regional research
centre for scholars and other specialists concerned with modern
Southeast Asia, particularly the multi-faceted problems of stability
and security, economic development, and political and social change.

The Institute is governed by a twenty-two-member Board of
Trustees comprising nominees from the Singapore Government, the
National University of Singapore, the various Chambers of Com-
merce and professional and civic organizations. A ten-man Executive
Committee oversees day-to-day operations; it is chaired by the
Director, the Institute’s chief academic and administrative officer.

The Oral History Programme of the Institute commenced in 1972.
Eight years later it was subsumed under the wider rubric of “Local
History and Memoirs”. This has not only allowed for greater scope
and flexibility, but also better reflected the Institute’s real interest in
the area. As in the case of the Oral History Programme, the emphasis
has continued to be on the collection and publication of remini-
scences, recollections, and memoirs of those who have participated
in the history and development of the region generally, or in a
particular event.
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In memoriam

Baba Boon Kim Yew

Buah rambutan buah remunia,
Dikirim sahabat di Pantai Kundur;
Sudah menjadi resam dunia:
Tua gugur mombang gugur.

(Gwee Peng Kwee 1982, 1984)

Rambutan and remunia fruit,

Arc sent by a friend in Pantai Kundur;
So has been the way of the world:
Ripe coconuts and green both fall.
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Baba Gwee Peng Kwee (1982).
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Malim Osman (on the violin) and the Orkes Asli Rama playing at a spirit

shrine.



The late Mr Koh Hoon Teck, a founder member of the
Gunong Sayang Association, and publisher of Dondang
Sayang pantun books.



Baba Boon Kim Yew (1982).



Like Tigers Around a Piece of Meat

Burung cecawi di pohon sena,
Pohonnya besar dahannya jarang;
Biola, penyanyi, gong, rebana,
Barulah jadi si Dondang Sayang.

(William Tan 1982)!

A drongo sits in the senna tree,

The tree is large, its branches scarce;
A violin, singer, gong, and tabor,
Now you have Dondang Sayang.

Shortly before he passed away in 1982, the master singer Boon Kim
Yew recalled the Dondang Sayang of twenty years earlier. He said,
“In those days we used to be like tigers around a piece of meat, but
today I think of quitting. There are no young people coming to
Gunong Sayang to learn how to sing. There is no longer any
challenge. Always the same people come forward.” To what extent
this pessimism is justified is difficult to say, but what is clear is that
for many Malaysians, and increasingly more Singaporeans, the
ability to understand Dondang Sayang has been lost. In this study, I
outline the known history of the form and give an account of the
Baba and, to a lesser extent, Malay aesthetic systems which generate
and interpret this style of sung, poetic debate found in Malacca,
Singapore, Penang, and Kuching.

Because my emphasis here is on the Baba style of Dondang
Sayang, the account of Malay practice is necessarily limited. Malay
aesthetics requires a separate study; yet an understanding of Baba
work is impossible without at least an elementary appreciation of its
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Malay roots. Babas view Malay Dondang Sayang as the model they
aspire to, attributing to it a greater difficulty, a more refined use of
language, different values of poetic creation, and above all, a more
fluent poetic technique. In the following remarks, I have tried to
suggest that Malay aesthetics has quite different values. These will be
set out later in an appropriate work.?





