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The Significance of Natural Phenomenon in the Malay and Chinese
Peranakan Pantun(s) Message Reflectors
Low Kok On Sim Chee Cheang
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Abstract: To some literary scholars, the Malay pantun(s) are probably a perfect mirror of the
Malay world, and a Malay soul. Passed down orally through the generations, the pantun is a
form of oral literature that finds its roots amongst a great many kinds of people. The focus of this
paper is the Malay and Malaysian Chinese Peranakan pantun(s), some of which were collected
directly from informants in Malacca and Singapore. The Malay pantun’s penchant for nature in

the first couplet of a pantun, which is reiterated in the Malaysian Chinese Peranakan pantun, becomes
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the focus of this analysis. Besides, it is the contention of this paper that the reiteration of nature

reflectors is the "mirror effect” of the collision between the Malay and Chinese Peranakan pantun(s). The

natural phenomena presence in both types of pantun (s) emphasizes daily lives which were closely

associated with the natural surroundings of the Malay and Malaysian Chinese in those days and at the

same time formed the uniqueness and the beauty of their pantun(s).

Key words: Malay pantun; Chinese Peranakan pantun; nature imagery; natural phenomenon;

mirror effect
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I . Introduction

Another celebrated oicotype or folk culture of the Malay culture is the pantun which is
another form of oral literature that has been transmitted from one generation to another in the
Malay Archipelago merely via the oral tradition. Literary scholars are also of the view that we are
completely in the dark as to the origins and original meaning of the word " pantun”". Orientalists
like Hans Overbeck (1922)™!, Richard James Wilkinson and Richard Olaf Winstedt(1923)5 had
attempted to link the origins of pantun to the influence of Indian and Chinese traditional poetry
because of the Indian seloka and some verses in the Chinese Shi-Qing (XI-VI B. C.) which has

the same twofold structure in a fourline stanzal"'?

. Below is an example of the Chinese
traditional poetry translated by L. Cranmer Byng in The Book of Odes that has a form similar to

the Malay pantun:

Green is the upper robe,
Green with a yellow lining;
My sorrow none can probe,

Nor can I cease repining. M1

In relation to the above mentioned scholars’ assumptions, Francois—=René Daillie concludes
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that since there is no concrete evidence of the pantun’s creation there is no reason to assume that
there are Indian and Chinese influences in the Malay pantun'’®. Harun Mat Piah"'*?, another
Malay traditional poetry scholar drew a conclusion in his research that the pantun is originally
created by the Malays without any external influence. According to him, the form of the pantun
(quatrain) is not merely similar to the Chinese and Indian traditional poetry but also to the
Japanese doidatsu and the Scandinavian traditional poetry. The similarities do not indicate
influence but a linguistic cultural phenomenon in the world. Below is an example of the Japanese
doidatsu translated into Malay by Harun Mat Piah(1989) which has a form that is similar to the
Malay pantun. The English translation provided on the right column is based on the Malay

translation.

Bunga yang gugur di musim semi , Flowers that fall during the booming season
Di tahun nanti berkembang lagi ; Will be flourished again in next season
Tetapi sayang sengkau dan aku , But alas,you and I

Ledizz Happen to meet only in this season

Bertemu hanya semusim ini.
According to Brandstetter,the word " pantun” is derived from an Indonesian root word "zun”

and can be traced to old Japanese "runtun” which denotes "thread” or "atuntun” which means "in
lines”. The validity of the derivation is also well supported by some findings of research that
compared it with other Indonesian words carrying the root meaning of "row”,”line” or "words

d/'[4]105

. " n - "” . " .
arrange in prose or verse. Pantun' is also known as "short evocative verses that constitutes

a poetic form consisting of two rhyming couplets in which an emotion or mood is implied or

evokedt? 1%

. It has been considered as an authentic representation of Malay mentality that
embodies the Malay emic viewpoint from a cultural perspective.

Malay pantuns in the written form first appeared in Sejarah Melayu (Malay Annals) ,a renowned
Malay classic, whose earliest version was completed in the year 1536°7*, Today , several anthologies are
available in the market comprise; (1) Kurik Kundi Merah Saga ;: Kumpulan Pantun Lisan Melayu ( The
Malay Oral Traditional Pantuns: An Anthology, 2002)' and (2) Kumpulan Pantun Melayu
(Anthology of Malay Pantuns ,1983)"!, The Malay Oral Traditional Pantuns: An Anthology(2002),
in particular,has incorporated a total of 5 653 verses of four-line pantuns.thus providing interesting texts
that may be studied by linguistic researchers and literary scholars.

More importantly, the traditional Malay pantuns have considerable influence over the
emergence of verse among the non-Malay ethnic groups residing in Nusantara,a group generally
referred to as the Chinese Peranakan in Indonesia and Malaysia mainly in the Straits Settlements
comprising of Malacca, Penang, and Singapore. The Chinese Peranakan is also known as Straits
Chinese whom people address as Baba (male) and Nyonya (female). Their culture is a rare and
beautiful blend of the dominant elements in Malaysian and Singaporean cultural traditions such as
the Chinese,Malay and European or,more specifically, the English cultures®. Baba(s) belong to
that category of Chinese in Southeast Asia called Chinese Peranakans. The term peranakan is a
Malay word that means "local-born”. Their culture has incorporated many local Indonesian and

Malay cultural elements. The incorporation of such elements is especially evident in language, food
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habits,dress sense and also,to some extent, the beliefs and customsH®"®

. In this paper, we will

focus only on the pantun(s) composed by Chinese Peranakan in the three states concerned.

Il . The Malay Influence in the Emergence of Chinese Peranakan Pantun(s)

Harun Mat Piah (1989) reports that in the early stages, the Chinese Peranakan used the
pantun(s) as they were initially exposed to pantun(s) before they fell back on their knowledge of
Chinese poems™!’. In view of the close association between the culture and spoken language of the
Chinese Peranakan and those of the Malays, it is understandable that the Chinese Peranakan in
Indonesia and the Straits Settlements were fascinated with pantun(s),which played a prominent
role in the daily lives of the Malays at that time. As such, there is no denying that in the early
stages,the Chinese Peranakan learned the skills of composing pantun (s) from contemporary
Malays. This statement can be supported with reference to early pantun(s) anthologies published
by the Chinese Peranakan,one of which has to do with pantun(s) found in an anthology entitled
Pantun Karang-karangan (Com posing Pantun) published by Mohamad bin Moor Ta Kup as early
as 18890971 ' Some researchers might not agree with the claims of Chinese Peranakan authorship
but the language and poetic style suggest a Chinese Peranakan author rather than a Malay ethnic.
The 397 pantun(s) in the anthology entitled Pantun Karang-karangan also included traditional
Malay pantun(s). Among the pantun(s) is the Pantun 54 which is the most popular and often

quoted pantun to end a speech:

Pisang mas bawa bulayar , Sailing along with mas banana,
Masak sabejik di atas puti; One ripen on top of the container;
Hutang mas bolih di bayar, A debt of gold can always be repaid,

Liodiso A debt of kindness is forever untill death.

Hutang budi mumbawa mati.

The pantun with its "mophorsyntically based Malay”, made obvious by the unconventional
spelling of "bulayar” (belayar) )" sabejik” (sebiji) " puti” (peti) " mumbawa” (membawa) ,"bolih”
(boleh) , which has been highlighted by Ding Choo Ming in his analysis of Chinese Peranakan
language, provides evidence to differentiate pantun (s) by Malays and those by the Chinese

Peranakant'®%

. The differences lie in the manner in which the Malay word is pronounced due to
tongue that was first moulded by their mother tongue, Hokkien. Although the typical pastoral
metaphor of the fisherman or nelayan in the first couplet suggests a traditional Malay
consciousness,the phonological evidence implies otherwise.

Also note that " pisang mas” in the first line of this pantun in Malay is pisang emas—a
variety of banana when ripen is golden in color. In direct translation, the word pisang is banana
and emas is gold. According to Cliff Goddard, this is the most famous pantun which deals with the
obligation to repay what is known as hutang budi "a debt of gratitude/kindness” to someone who
has helped us during a time of need™ ',

Nevertheless, the syntactic evidence immediately situates the pantun(s) in a Malay world.

The traditional Malay pantun(s) entitled Buku Sahyer dan Pantun Melayu (1890) edited by Lim
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Hock Chee, which includes a total of 538 poems comprising Malay pantun(s) and syair(s) reveal
that in the early stages''",Chinese Peranakan(s) made deliberate attempts to acquire the skills of
composing pantun(s) from the Malays. Felix Chia a Chinese Peranakan himself, observed that the
Malacca Babas tended to compose their pantun(s) in the Malay language as they perceived it.
Notwithstanding the acceptable standard of Malay language used by the Chinese Peranakan, the
Babas tended to use certain words and phrases in a manner that they were acquainted withM?%,
This initial imitation of Malay pantun(s) gradually moved towards a more creative realm where
they composed pantun(s) reflecting their own styles. More precisely, some Malay pantun(s),
which were adapted by the Chinese Peranakan, changed in terms of their dynamics to reflect the
creativity, styles, aesthetic values and perspectives of the Chinese Peranakan. These pantun(s)
that evolved are now known as Chinese Peranakan pantun(s).

Based on the influence of the Malay over the emergence of Chinese Peranakan pantun(s).
logically there exist many similarities between the Malay and the Chinese Peranakan pantun(s).
Yet not many in-depth studies have been done on the similarities on the various aspects between
them to date. The Malay pantun’s penchant for nature in the first couplet (pembayang maksud) ,
which is reiterated in the Malaysian Chinese Peranakan pantun,becomes the focus of this paper. It
is the contention of this paper that the reiteration of nature reflectors is the "mirror effect” of the
collision between the Malay and Chinese Peranakan pantun (s). Insight gained from this study
would enhance one’s knowledge on the significance of natural phenomenon in both the traditional
Malay and the Chinese Peranakan pantun(s). Also, the natural phenomenon’s presence in both

types of pantun(s) emphasizes the uniqueness of these traditional poems.

[Il . Message Reflector of Pantun(s)

In a four-line pantun or quatrain, the first couplet is known as a pembayang maksud , which
refers to the "concealed meanings containing metaphoric symbolic statements ensued by the actual

"M13721

message intended by the conveyer . In Malay pragmatics,it has been viewed as an ontological

L1357 Pembayang maksud (hereafter

manifestation of symbolic meaning indicating indirectness
referred to as a message reflector) produces the "mirror effect” of the pantun on the message or
meaning of the second couplet that follows. The use of a message reflector merely illustrates an
attempt made by a poet in making a four-line pantun sound more pleasant through its alliterations
and assonances that involve the vowel sounds of the last syllables of all the four lines, which
collectively form an alternating pattern widely known as "a,b,a,b” meter. The first and third lines
rhyme with each other while the second line rhymes with the fourth. The uniqueness of a pantun lies in
the fact that its first couplet is not semantically related to the second couplet. Composing a beautiful
message reflector in pantuns is vital in that no matter how meaningful the message is, it will lose its
magical beauty without a skillfully worded message reflector. The task of a "message reflector” includes
creating a harmonious rhyme with the message presented in the second couplet. The message reflector
also helps to highlight the message of a pantun. The objects selected to form the message reflector are

usually derived from the Malay world view and their perceptions of beauty.

However, there exist two schools of thoughts among pantun scholars. One school of thought feels
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that there is no connection between the message reflector and the message of a pantun. Abdullah bin

Abdul Kadir Munsyi(1965) ,for instance, believes that the first couplet of a pantun is meaningless and

[7]xiv

merely acts as a "partner’ for the second couplet that follows!™ . The theory is supported by some

[41200 Byt Dailies argues that there is a connection between the first

(1391

Western orientalists like Van Ophuijen

couplet and second couplet of a pantun as exemplified in pantuns 1 and 2 below

Pantun 1
Satu dua tiga empat , One two three four,
Lima enam tujuh lapan ; Five six seven and eight;
Anak ikan sudah lompat , A small fish has just jumped out,
Jatuh balik atas papan. 1'% Back it falls on to the plank.
Pantun 2
Minta daun diberi daun , Ask for a leaf and a leaf is given,
Dalam daun buah bidara ; Wrapped in a leaf is a bidara(Indian jujube fruit)
Minta pantun diberi pantun , Ask for a pantun and a pantun is given,

Lis]iz In a pantun there is some serious discussion.

Dalam pantun ada bicara.
Aside from providing a rhyme to the message couplet in Pantun 1, the first couplet of this
pantun has no bearing on the message couplet. However, in Pantun 2, besides forming a
harmonious final rhyme involving daun and pantun in lines 1 and 3,and bidara and bicara in lines
2 and 4 respectively, the reflector producing the mirror effect of this pantun enhances the meaning
of the subsequent couplet. The leaf used to wrap the bidara fruit denotes that the pantun
resembles a leaf that wraps a fruit like a gift. More precisely,it connotes that a serious discussion
is metaphorically "wrapped” in a pantun.
While criticizing Pijnappel’s theory that there exists a link between the component couplets

of a pantun,Van Ophuijsen asked how his theory would explain a verse like Pantun 37717,

Pantun 3
Satu dua tiga enam , One two three six,
Satu dan enam jadi tujuh ; One plus six makes seven;
Buah delima yang ditanam , Pomegranate has been planted,

(1102 But only a chestnut plant is growing.

Buah berangan hanya tumbuh.
Winstedt went on to explain in Pantun 3 that the message reflector "One two three six,one
plus six makes seven” is enough to convey a message to the Malay mind who is ever mindful of a
tale involving a gardener who, while counting his plants, found to his astonishment a chestnut
growing at a place where he had planted a pomegranate. Winstedt implies that this pantun
appealed to the inconceivable aspect of the opposite in mathematics as a reason for wonderment at
the apparent exception to a law of nature in his nursery bed which agrees with Pijnappel’s

assertion of the interconnectedness between the message reflector and the message in a
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(1102 Nevertheless,in the 5 653 verses of pantuns featured in Kurik Kundi Merah Saga :

pantun
Kumpulan Pantun Lisan Melayu (Anthologies of the Malay Oral Traditional Pantun ,2002)",

both schools of thought are present.

IV. Natural Phenomenon in the Malay Pantun(s)’ Message Reflector

According to Zainal Abidin Borhan who wrote about the pantun and the Malay world view,
nature is an important source of inspiration and creativity to the poet especially in the process of
creating the message reflectors of the pantun (s). He concludes that nature is not only a
lived-in—spacebut a source of creativity that enables the Malay poet to reflect the social philosophy

behind a Malay pantun, the idioms, proverbs and other literary endeavors'®?!

. Directly or
indirectly the whole corpus of Malay pantun(s) and its close ties with nature is a reflection of the
Malay world which is the focus of this paper. This is made obvious in the use of imageries derived
from the flora and fauna or the animals from the tropical forests of Malaysia by both the Malay
and Chinese Peranakan poets that suggest an intuitive use of them based on a close relationship
between the poet and his natural surroundings.

In writing about Malay verse or specifically the pantun,Sim claims that it is Malay’s natural

surroundings that trigger their creativity and provide inspiration to compose pantun(s). It is the

pastoral and picturesque surroundings, which she depicts as:

Across white sands a monkey-jack tree leans its deep shade towards the mild, warm sea.
The beach stretches away in a gentle curve to the rocks of the headland;beyond the rocks are
kampong houses under the palms;behind the village are rice fields,a line of screw-pines for

the basket makers,and farther still,the deep green jungle---" !

that imbue the Malay poet with the creative energy.

The natural surroundings are so significant to the Malay to the extent that even the analogies
created in their pantun (s) are related to their natural living surroundings. Among the most
popular and cliched examples is the analogy of the flower to a female persona and insects such as

beetles and the bees to a male persona. For example:

Belayar masuk Kuala Kedah , Sailing into Kuala Kedah,
Patah tiang timpa kemudi ; The mast broke and fell on the tiller;
Sekuntum bunga terlalu indah . A flower supremely glorious,

L1]84 All the beetles are madly enamoured.

Sekalian kumbang asyik berahi.
The "beetles” mentioned are references to the male species that are naturally attracted to
flowers for their honey providing the sexual innuendos that is part of life reflected in nature. Here

is another pantun with this theme:

Buah berembang masak ranum , The berembang fruit is ripe,

Masak diperam dalam gua Keep till ripe in a cave;
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Kumbang lalu bunga tersenyum , The flower smiles as the bee passes by,
Seekor belalang tumpang ketawa. The grasshopper joins in laughing.

The ripe berembang fruit in the second pantun obviously refers to a female of marriageable
age who is hidden (ina cave) from the male species indicated by the "bees”. The eventuality of the
"bee” discovering the "flower” through the flirtatious "smiles” is viewed with a cheeky acceptance
implied by the grasshoppers’ laughter of nature’s unavoidable ways.

Aside from celebrating the similarities between man’s worlds as reflected in nature Harun
Mat Piah observes that a Malay poet who is also a fisherman will also find his inspiration from his

[161137

knowledge of nature’s unpredictable ways such as the dangers of the sea . For example:

Lancang kuning belayar malam , The yellow sail boat sails at night;
Haluan menuju ke lautan dalam; Sailing toward deep sea;

Jika nakhoda kuranglah faham , If the sailor is inexperienced,
Alamat perahu akan tengelam. His boat will capsize.

The reverence and respect in which the poet uses to refer to the sea and its dangers is an example of
the closeness between the poet and the sea,which he uses to warn others of the dangers that lurk in it.
Zainal Abidin Borhan(2006)"% and Harun Mat Piah(1989)™ feel that it is a testimony to the spiritual
link between nature and the poet that becomes the essence of the Malay world view.

The sea and the often mention fruits, vegetables and domestic animals(as mentioned in examples
below) are also reflections of the economic activities indulged by the Malay poet who is familiar with the
terrain of the sea because of his fishing activities while the nature of the domestic animals and wild
vegetables are staples of his daily forages into the forests around him. The natural environment that
surrounds the Malay poet thus becomes the "Malay world view” that inspires the Malay poet which is in
turn projected through the literary tools of metaphors,imageries and aesthetics of the Malay pantun(s).
These literary tools simultaneously enrich the lives of the readers and become a source of guidance to
many who turn to it for more than its epistemic value.

According to Muhammad Haji Salleh, the separation between the first two lines of the
pantun from the message reflectors is typical of the Malay philosophy of the universe. Beginning
with natural surroundings in the first part followed by suggestions or hints of the human world in
the message reflectors is indicative of how the universe is first perceived from a micro level before

L8117 From this perspective a selection of Malay and Chinese Peranakan

a macro level unfolds
pantun(s) are analyzed comparatively.

It is the contention of this research that the interconnectedness between the first and second
couplet is a boon to the aesthetics of the pantun and the focus should be on the types of message
reflectors rather than its interconnectedness. Generally,in the first couplet of a four-line pantun,a
natural phenomenon,a well-known event or occurrence,or some private experience of village life
is mentioned as an introduction. The message reflector actually serves as a way to prepare a

reflection, sensation and the state of mind for the message or meaning that follows. Out of 5 653

verses of pantuns listed in The Malay Oral Traditional Pantun. An Anthology (2002), about
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80% of the message reflectors are related to natural phenomena. Western orientalists like
Winstedt(1969)%°! and Daillie(1988) , who tended to analyse the pantuns through this "nature”
theme of mirror effects in their writing, went to the extent to say that,in order to understand a
pantun, the Malay language of fruits, flowers, plants and birds had to be mastered. Malay
researchers like Harun Mat Piah also agreed that,in order to understand a pantun,it is important

to understand the use of nature symbols in the Malay context™'" For instance:

Message Reflector 1(MR1)
Apa kena padiku ini,

Sini sanghkut s sana pun goyang "%
Message Reflector 2(MR2)
Terbang merpati beratus—ratus ,
Seekor hinggap tengah halaman ;M
Message Reflector 3(MR3)

Bunga melur kembang sekaki ,

Mari dibungkus dengan kertas ;%

Message Reflector 4(MR4)
Sirih kuning dari Patani ,

L [81114

Pinang muda dari Melaka ;

Message Reflector 5(MR5)
Kupukupu terbang melintang ,
Hinggap menghisap bunga layu ;5%
Message Reflector 6 (MR6)

Tkan duri di atas batu ,

lkan sepat di padang saujana ;"%

Message Reflector 7(MR7)
Permata jatuh di dalam rumput ,
Jatuh di rumput gilang—gemilang ;"7
Message Reflector 8(MR8)

Apa digulai orang di ladang ,

Pucuk kacang bersela—sela ;77

Message Reflector 9(MR9)

Baik-baik belayar malam ,

What has struck this paddy of mine,

Here entwined and there undulating freely

Hundreds of pigeons fly in bands,
One is perched in the middle of the front yard;

A solitary blossoming jasmine flower,

Let’s wrap it up in the paper fast;

A yellow betel-vine from Patani,

A young betel-nut from Malacca;

A butterfly is flying horizontally,

Alights to suck from a wilted flower;

A cat-fish lay upon a rock,
A pempheris fish upon the wide plains;

Gems may fall amid the grass,

When it falls on the grass it glitters;

What does this man cook in the field,

A dish of bean-sprouts that twines;

Be careful when you sail by night,
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Arus deras skarangnya tajam ;"1 Reefs are sharp and currents strong;

Message Reflector 10(MR10)
Jikalau bukan kerana bintang , If it’s not because of the stars above,

(1 Why does the moon rise up so high

Masakan bulan terbit tinggi

The selected message reflectors(MR) 1 to 10 are related to nature especially in the tropical
rain forest of Malaysia and the social economic endeavors of local Malays such as paddy farming
and fishing. Malays in Indonesia and Malaysia to date have been paddy planters living near paddy
fields for centuries. Besides paddy.,a band of flying pigeons,a jasmine flower,a flying moth, yellow
piper leaf and betel-nut are iconic images of Malay economics and culture especially the art of
consuming betel-nut wrapped in piper leaves with chalk. The knowledge of undulating paddy
stalks,the moth on a wilted flower, the pempheris fish in the paddy field or a cat fish on the rocks
are poignant images that testify to the close knowledge of the poets of their natural environment.
The poets were obviously inspired by the beauty of their natural environment when composing
their pantun(s). The verses also imply the oneness the poets felt with their natural environment
when they use these images to communicate their depths of feelings. For instance, the words in
MR1 "paddy of mine” is a reference to a sick soul as paddy has long been regarded as the soul of
farmers and the main source of sustenance for the farmers,not to mention Malaysians in general.

The sea is a familiar Malay poetic landscape where their forefathers have culled a living for
generations but its combination with worldly wisdom such as demonstrated in MR9 has elevated it
to universal appeal. The sea, the stars and the moon were very important elements to the Malay
fisherman who relied on the stars to guide him back home while he was dependent on the sea for
a source of food. Although the Malays were very involved in paddy cultivation, fruits planting, the
sea and the rivers as well as the jungle became the source of income and livelihood which is why
there is a need to know nature intimately as reflected in the nature reflectors.

In MR9,"Be careful when you sail by night,reefs are sharp and the currents are strong” also reflect
on the message in the following lines "If not because of malim(a learned person),many a good ship has
gone wrong'. The message that one needs to rely on a learned person to guide us in life is made more
apparent with the inclusion of the imageries in the message reflector. The fear evoked by the dangers of
sharp reefs and strong currents to Malay readers familiar with the dangers of the sea,conveys a sense of
didacticism imbued in wisdom which makes the pantun more appealing.

Through the combination of the message reflector and the message of the pantun,the analogy
about life and its dangers is successfully implied. Obviously the natural elements in the pantun
also serve as a bridge between an outsider unfamiliar with the Malay world view to comprehend
and appreciate its contribution to the values of the universe. More importantly, such a message
reflector was inspired through the poet’s understanding of the connections between man and the
universe through nature that is often reiterated in the Malay world view.

Likewise,in MR10, the message reflector uses nature as a semantic reflector that is connected
to the message couplet. For example,”If it’s not because of the stars above, why does the moon

rise up so high " is a semantic reflector, rather than merely a rhyming reflector of the message
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(i. e. ,"If it’s not because of you my dear, why should I ever be here tonight ). The pastoral
backdrop enhanced by the natural elements of the moon and stars of this pantun carries a
universal association with romance that is ultimately followed by a declaration of devotion. Both
negative and positive messages are expressed through themes enhanced by nature imageries. The
dangers of the sea and its relation to love(MR9) in the mundane daily activities of life is expressed
through nature. Nature imageries in the message reflectors are thus an important criteria to
identify a Malay pantun.

However,there are also imageries in message reflectors of some pantun(s) that do not refer

to nature but rather the parts of the body or sickness as illustrated below:

Pantun 4
Satu tangan bilangan lima , One hand has five fingers,
Dua tangan bilangan sepuluh ; Both hands have ten;
Saya bertanam biji delima , I planted pomegranate,

[1]103

Apa sebab peria tumbuh Why is the gourd growing instead

Pantun 5
Orang selsema sakit berhinggus , A man with phlegm has a cold,
Lubang hidung rasa terkambus ; His nostrils are filled;
Ibarat seperti telur kemungkus , Like an addled egg he looks.,

fa You find him disgusting and sickening.

Benci nak pandang rasa cemus.

The message reflectors that refer to sickness or an uncomfortable situation such as presented

in pantuns 4 and 5 are also semantic in purpose to emphasize the feelings of disgust and
frustration that is implied through the image of a blocked nose as a result of a cold(Pantun 5) and
that of failed expectations in Pantun 4. It is another indication of the manner,in which negative
feelings are projected in the Malay world, that is often equated to individual suffering (sickness)
and abnormality like through the image of an addled egg. The Malay pantun is also identified with

its penchant for the "journey” metaphor seen in Pantun 6.

Pantun 6
Burung nuri terbang ke Padang , Towards Padang a love-bird flies,
Bulunya jatuh ke Patani; In Patani its feathers fall;
Banyak muda sudah kupandang , I've seen many a youthful lass,

(1166 But none of them are like my lass.

Tiada sama mudaku ini.

The poet in Pantun 6 speaks about a journeying to places in another country such as Padang

in Nusantara and Patani in the north using the image of a bird to emphasize the following message
of a woman’s incomparable beauty. Here we see the allusion to nature in the form of nuri
love-birds in the poet’s effort to express simultaneously his admiration for the woman he admires.

It is the layers of meaning and impression generated from the merging of selective nature
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imageries and the human emotion that make the entire pantun unequivocally Malay. The following

pantun seeks to underline the elements of a Malay identity that is projected through its message

reflectors.
Pantun 7
Cahaya redup menyegar padi, The subdued evening light refreshes the paddy,
Ayam berkokok mengirai tuah ; A crowing cockerel shivers in anticipation of
good fortune;
Jikalau hidup tidak berbudi , If a man’s life is without kindness,
Umpama pokok tidak berbuah.™™ It’s like a tree bearing no fruits at all.

The dusk light which "refreshes the rice” and a cockerel who shivers in anticipation of good
fortune, speaks of the intimate knowledge of domesticity in a rustic atmosphere of a kampung.
The maxim of being kind and the allusion to a barren tree indicates a religious slant that is used to
convey the didactic message of kindness with the threat of the loss of progeny. This is first
established through the metaphor of dusk that has a specific task of refreshing the paddy and the
cockerel’s natural instincts that implies that kindness should be a natural progression like the
light of dusk and instinctual in a person. The sensitivity to the goings-on in the surrounding
environment places the Malay pantun poet in a rustic society. The pantun reveals the beautiful
mirror effect inspired through the poet’s adaptation of his awareness of his natural surroundings
to teach and impart maxims in life that marks it as distinctly Malay.

Conclusively, nature in the Malay pantun(s) is derived from a rustic environment closely
related to Malay traditional economic activities like fishing and paddy planting. It is manifested
through animal, plant imageries and metaphors by the poets to impart emotions such as love, hate,

frustrations and moral values thus revealing in its aesthetic process a Malay world view.

V. Natural Phenomenon in the Chinese Peranakan Pantun(s)’ Message Reflector

Chinese Peranakan pantun(s) published in Malacca, Penang and Singapore from the late 19th
century to early 20th century indicate the Malay influence especially in the dondang sayang beat

of their pantun(s). For instance a pantun by Chia Kim Teck:

Banyak orang di Bukit Cina , Many people in Bukit Cina,
Tengok Encik Ali menebang kayu ; Looking at Ali chopping wood;
Zaman sekarang ringgit berguna , Nowadays money is useful,
Budi yang baik terbuang lalu.™" Good values is marginalized.

The pantun above carries the 8 and 10 beats that follow the syllables of the words used,
making it easier to be sung in a tune that is reminiscent of the classic Malay folk song Rasa
Sayang. Along with the image of Ali the woodcutter reminds us of Malay pantun(s) that gather

inspiration from their daily economic activities in MR1. Although the image of the paddy planter
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(MR1) and the fisherman poet(MR9) is only hinted at through the metaphors used to illustrate
the meaning of the pantun in the reflectors while the woodcutter is a clearly illustrated imagery,
the derivation from mother nature puts the Malay and Chinese Peranakan pantun on the same
creative platform.

The message reflectors of the pantun (s) written by the Chinese Peranakan are also
associated with nature. Examples of these reflectors by the Chinese Peranakan (CPP) from the

Straits Settlements are as follows:

CPP 1
Anak merpati terbang berkepak ,
Brenti mari di tepi hutan ;
Pintu hati tak siapa buka,

Konci ada di tangan tuan. ™"

CPP 2
Jalan jalan tanah tambak ,
Pucuk pakis tuan tanggalkan ;
Berjumpa sudah rambutan yang

masak ,

Rambai yang manis tuan tinggalkan.

CPP 3
Rumput pakis di tengah hutan ,
Bintang Timur tergulong-gulong ;
Mintak jereki sebesar lautan ,

Mintak umor setinggi gunung. 2™

CPP 4
Lemo manis tiga stangkay ,
Jato sa-bijit di Lautan China ;
Mulot manis jangan dipakay ,

Krap krap situ terkena. ™

CPP 5

Wangi sunggu bunga sena ,

Wangi lagi bunga melor ;
Tuan yang pamdai lagi terkena ,

Ini pulak saya yang bodoh. ™"

Little pigeon flying on its wing,
Stop over at the jungle side;
Nobody has yet open the door of my heart,

The key to my door’s heart is in your hand.

Walking along the embankment,
You pluck at the pakis ferns;
Encountered a ripen rambutan
(Nephelium lap paceum) ,

The sweet rambai ( Baccaurea metleyana ) ,

you discard.

Ferns in the middle of the jungle,
The Eastern Star flickering above;
Ask for fortune as big as the ocean,

Ask for longevity as high as the mountain.

Three stems of sweet limes,
One dropped into the China Ocean;
Beware of sweet talk from a stranger,

One often gets cheated.

The wonderful aroma of the angsana
(Pterocarpus indicus) flower,

Better still the aroma of jasmine flowers;
A smart person like you got cheated,

What more a foolish person like me.
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These pantun(s) like their Malay counterpart use animals, flowers and fruits in their message
reflectors that also work in the semantic mode as was apparent in the Malay pantun(s) discussed
above. In the Chinese Peranakan Pantun 1 (CPP1), even prior to expressing her emotions as a
young Chinese Peranakan girl waiting for the right young man to win her heart, the message
reflector uses a pigeon flying over the forest and perching on a branch to symbolize the innocent
young girl. A pigeon being a symbol of purity illustrates the message about innocence while the
comparison between the fragrance of the jasmine and angsana begins another comparison between
a smart and foolish man to underline the disadvantages of foolishness. Similarly in CPP2, the
message reflector employs elements in nature,with particular reference to rambutans and rambai
to project the message of abandoning the old for the new by mankind. Added to this is the special
reference to ferns in the middle of the jungle and an Eastern Star in CPP 3 which reveals
astrological knowledge useful to the Chinese Peranakan who were also sea-faring people. Only the
reference to "China Ocean” and the three stems of sweet limes,a tradition to ward off evil suggests
the Chinese identity of the poet.

Other than the aforementioned phonological differences,the natural imageries and the display
of knowledge about the jungle and rusticity plus the language that is used, place these Chinese
Peranakan pantun (s) in the realm of the Malay world as early as the 19th century. Fifty odd
pantun(s) were recorded from five informants in a field trip to Malacca and Penang in 2007.
Message reflectors in these fifty odd pantun(s) also reiterate those of their ancestors which relate

greatly to nature. Below are five examples:

CPP 6
Pokok kapuk di tepi hutan , A kapuk(Ceiba pentandra) tree beside the jungle,
Patah sedahan dipukul ribut A branch broken struck by lightning;
Barang mabuk jangan makan , Don’t consume alcoholic drinks,
Mana tau membawa maut. P Who knows it may bring death.
CPP 7
Memancing ikan di tepi tasik , Fishing beside a lake,
Tasik namanya Ketang Berdua ; The lake is called Ketang Berdua;
Kiasai pun cantik sinnio pun cantik , The groom is handsome and the bride is also pretty,
Macam pinang dibelah dua.® Like a pinang(Areca catechu) cut into half.
CPP 8
Pergi ke hutan mencari rusa , Going deer hunting to the forest,
Terpijak duri terasa bisa ; Stepped on thorns and felt the pain;

@ Informant: Koh Kim Bok; Age: 65 years old;Race: Chinese Peranakan; Venue: Kampung Bukit Rambia(village) , Malacca;
Interview Date: 15 October 2007.
@ Informant: Nyonya Tan;Age: 58 years old; Race; Chinese Peranakan; Venue: Bachang(town) , Malacca; Interview Date;

17 October 2007.
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Harimau ganas di pekan dan desa , If a fierce tiger is in a town or village,
Siapa tersua menjadi mangsa.® Whoever encounters it will be the victim.

CPP 9
Kalu mo tau chempedak ato nangka , To differentiate a chem pedak

(Artocarpus champeden) from a

nangka(Artocar pus heterophyllus) ,
Bau yang wangilah dia mia tanda ; It is the smell emitted that will tell;
Kalu mo dikenal Baba Nyonya , If you wish to know the Baba Nyonya,
Gunakanlah Baba Nyonya mia bahasa.® Use the language of Baba Nyonya.

CPP 10
Isinya manis buah papaya, The flesh of a papaya is sweet,
Kalau tak masak keras kelat ; If unripe it is hard;
Kompol di sini Baba dan Nyonya , Gather here Baba and Nyonya,
Cerminkan budaya paling kilat.® Portray your very best culture.

In these recent pantun(s) it is apparent that the stylistics of the pantun(s) have not changed
but evolved to include natural phenomenon like a reference to lightning striking at a branch to
evoke the terror of death in CPP 6."Deer hunting” (CPP8) and the gathering of sweet papaya
(CPP10) are reminiscent of the activities in rustic environments of a kampung at the outskirts of
the city in this modern time. The durability of these nature images and metaphors whether to
convey morals, death, danger and a pride in their culture (CPP10) suggests the value placed on
their employment of a language and culture that is a mix of both the Malay and Chinese world
views.

While the tiger is used as a symbol of a ferocity,one that hints of Chinese perception(CPP8),
the jack fruit and chem pedak which are very much featured in both Malay and Chinese Peranakan
food signals the hybridity in the poetic landscape of the Chinese Peranakan pantun (s). The
evolvement of the Chinese Peranakan identity is revealed through the intrinsic implications in the
mixed cultural images of nature and its objects while the message is to highlight the best parts of
the Peranakan culture evidenced in the pride in their hybrid identity that merges in both Chinese
Peranakan and Malay pantun(s). It is the aesthetic value initiated by a mirror effect inspired
through their observation of how nature is important in the Malay pantun(s)’ message reflectors

that has brought out the charm and beauty of their hybrid pantun(s).

@ Informant: Bonny Ang; Age: 60 years old; Race; Chinese Peranakan; Venue: Ujong Pasir (village), Melaka; Interview
Date: 12 October 2007.

@ Informant. Philip Tan Soo Siang; Age: 57 years old; Race: Chinese Peranakan; Venue: Singapore; Interview Date: 01
December 2007.

@ Informant: Chau Eng Thai; Age: 50 years old; Race: Chinese Peranakan; Venue: Singapore;Interview Date: 01 December 2007.
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V. Conclusion

This study has shown that both Malay and Chinese Peranakan pantun(s) contain reflectors
that produce mirror effects associated with their natural environment. Intimate knowledge of
nature is used metaphorically to enhance the meaning of a didactic or visceral message of love or
danger that is conveyed. All message reflectors in the first couplets of both the Malay and the
Chinese Peranakan pantun(s) do rhyme with those in the second couplets,but the mirror effects
produced by the reflectors help to illustrate with greater clarity the message of the pantun. These
semantic connections,contained in the nature images and metaphors reveal a Malay lifestyle that
is fettered to the natural environment that surrounds them. Although a hybrid, the Chinese
Peranakan pantun(s) have obviously adopted the Malay natural environment from their Malay
predecessors in the 19th century onwards evidenced in the message reflectors of their pantun(s).
To be precise, the natural phenomenon’s presence in both types of pantun(s) emphasizes their
daily lives which were closely associated with their natural surroundings in those days and at the

same time formed the uniqueness and the beauty of their pantun(s).
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