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Abstract

The wayang kulit or shadow play is among the Malay traditional theatre heritage of Malaysia, but has
never been part of the Sarawak and Sabah (East Malaysia) performing arts culture. To examine its
acceptance among the younger generation of Sarawak, a ‘playing with shadow’ workshop was conducted
for 43 children, in Kuching on March 2012. Shadow, the basic staging element of the wayang kulit, was
employed as a tool to instigate participant’s interest towards this theatre. An Iban folklore entitled ‘Apai
Saloi Rumah Berirama’ (The Musical House of Apai Saloi) was made the storyline to perform the shadow
play. Workshop participants experienced performing the shadow play by presenting their own preferred
local folklore. A brief lecture -on wayang kulit was delivered before participants responded to a
questionnaire.

In general this paper intends to share the research design, tools, data collection process and findings of a
pilot research entitled ‘Playing with Shadow’ to Sustain the Malay Shadow Play. This paper concludes
that the employment of the selected research deszgn and tools are ejfectn'e to test the suitability of ‘playing

with shadow’ workshop as a mechanism to promote the wayang kulit among school children in Kuching,
Sarawak.
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Introduction

~ Although Sarawak has been part of Malaysia since 16" September 1963", there are certain

cultural aspects in the West Malaysia which remain foreign to the people of Sarawak. Such is
the shadow play, a traditional theatre performance which is also part of the Malaysian
cultural heritage. Most people of Sarawak have not had the opportunity to experience the live
performance of the shadow play, while some have not heard of its name, wavang kulit. On
the other hand, in West Malaysia it is a known fact that wayang kulit is a diminishing
traditional theatre (Siri Nengbuah 2010). The decreasing number of master puppeteers and
religious sanction towards this theatre for the past forty years are among major factors that
contribute towards its downfall in the performing arts scene in Malaysia.

. The drastic declining number of wayang kulit performance and the alienation of the people

of Sarawak towards this theatre inspired a group of researchers at Faculty of Applied and
Creative Arts (FACA), Universiti Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS) to embark into a research
entitled ‘Playing with Shadow’ to Sustain the Malay Shadow Play. The main objective of this
research was to employ the concept of ‘playing with shadow’ in a workshop specially
designed to introduce and nurture interest towards the wayang kulit among the younger
generation in Malaysia. Besides that, the other objective of the research was to measure the:
potential of ‘playing with shadow’ workshop to achieve the main objective of the research.

The ‘Playing with Shadow Workshop” was conducted at the Sarawak Islamic Information
Center (IIC) at Kuching on the 24"‘ of March 2012. This workshop was carried out as a pilot
study to test the research design and its tools on a small sample in Kuching, Sarawak. This
pilot study was carried out among youngsters age ranging from 9-12. The FACA research
team collaborated with the IIC, Sarawak and held this workshop in conjunction with ‘a day
without electricity’ event organized by the later.

Literature Review

Up to date there are many past literatures on- the Malaysian wayang kulit (Amin
Sweeney,1972; Ghulam Sarwar 1992, 1997, 2004; Khairul Aidil Azlin & Hasnizam, 1997;
Mohammed Ghouse, 2009; Jamaluddin Osman, 2002; Boon Jong Fook, 2007; Aki Uehara,
2009; Khor Kheng Khia, 2009; Osnes, B., 2010; Dahlan bin Abdul Ghani, 2011; Nur Afifah
V. Abdullah & Zuraidah Abdul Manaf, 2011; Aminah A.K., Nur Afifah V. Abdullah & Terry
L., 2011; Sugu P.J. Kingham, 2011). These existing literatures on wayang kulit are findings
of research that had been conducted by academia in various fields of study such as theatre,
history, music, fine arts, information system and knowledge management, and animation.
These past literatures can be divided into various themes, namely the history of wayang kulit,
characteristics and aesthethics aspects of the wayang kulit puppets, ritual elements in the
wayang kulit, music of the wayang kulit performance, teaching and learning process in the
making of the master puppeteer, and last but not the least wayang kulit and animation.

Past litereatures on Malaysian wayang kulit are findings mainly from research that are
fundamental in its design, except for those carried out by Khairul Aidil Azlin & Hasnizam
(1997); Khor (2009); Dahlan (2011) and Aminah, Nur Afifah & Terry (2011). The later
mentioned research design fell under the category of experimental research. These
experimental research were conducted during the second half of the 1990s, which was the
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technology era and the blooming period of animation studias in Malaysia. Khairul Aidil Azlin
& Hasnizam (1997) used realtime 2D animated character and MIDI music to interact with
live wayang kulit performance and its traditional music ensemble. This performance was
called the Wayang Virtual. The first word ‘wayang’ is to represent the traditional wayang
kulit, whereas ‘virtual’ was to represent the 2D animated character in the performance,
created by computer software technology. This research found that the realtime 2D animation
and MIDI music can be intergrated with the traditional wayang kulit to popularize this
theatre. The injection of these two technology aspects in the wayang virtual contributed
significant interest amongst its patrons towards its performance. Nevetheless the integration
of digitized character and music on the wayang kulit screen altered the traditional
performance elements of this theatre, among which were the storyline format and the
presence of its stock characters.

The works of Khor (2009) and Aminah, Nur Afifah and Terry (2011) on the other hand
were efforts to animate and capture wayang kulit characters in digital form. Besides
preserving the wayang kulit characters, both research by Khor; and Aminah, Nur Afifah and
Terry were to preserve the visual aspects of the wayang kulit in the form of animation. Both
research intended to capture the visual aspects and movements of the wayang kulit characters.
Khor employed the characters of wayang kulit Kelantan as his subject matter, meanwhile
Aminah used the characters of Aithong and Pak Tam from Wayang Gedek™ in her research.
Both research proved that wayang kulit characters can be duplicated into 2D and 3D animated
characters but its appearance is not hundered percent similar to the original medium. Certain -
aspects such as movement, light and shadow in the live wayang kulit performance could not
be translated in the digital form. This gap is due to the difference in both the mediums,
particularly limitation in the digital equipments and software.

Dahlan (2011) also carried out an experimental research in modelling an animated
character based on traditional wayang kulit character. Dahlan employed the principles of light
and shadow in the Wayang Kulit Kelantan as his subject matter in testing virtual cinematic
lighting and basic modelling techniques to produce a computer animated digital wayang

- puppetry. This research also confirms that the tools applied in creating a computer animated
wayang puppetry have limitations in duplicating the light and shadow that are present in the
traditional wayang kulit performances. Dahlan’s research concludes that the traditional
shadow performances created by a puppeteer seated behind the screen-which he calls the
traditional animation technique- can not be hundered percent duplicated through cinematic
lighting. o

Unlike all the previous research mentioned above, the ‘Playing with Shadow’ to Sustain
the Malay Shadow Play falls under the category of participatory action research. The subject
matter of this research is the concept of shadow playing, while its population is the
youngsters in Malaysia. The research objectives were carried out mainly through a workshop
tailored to suit present younger generation interest and livelihood. The ‘Playing with
Shadow’ to Sustain the Malay Shadow Play is different from all the past literatures on
wayang kulit in Malaysia in terms of its research type, design and method. -
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Methodology v

The ‘Playing with Shadow’ to Sustain the Malay Shadow Play is a participatory action
research type. The research had to be planned and designed to suit the interest and livelihood
of its samples (participants). This research required its researchers to be involved directly
with their participants while conducting this study. A hands on workshop was designed to
introduce basic elements of the shadow play; create and perform a show play based on an-
Iban folklore; and provide a brief lecture on wayang kulit Malaysia, puppet making; music
composing; voicing for and moving the puppets. Throughout the workshop the FACA
~ researchers had to perform many roles among which were information providers to what was
wayang kulit, shadow play performers, workshop facilitators, spectators and performance
coordinators. Throughout this workshop three laptops were used to screen a professional
wayang kulit Kelantan performance. These laptops were placed strategically to take a head
count survey on participants who showed interest towards the professional wayang kulit. At
the end of the workshop participants were required to answer a questionnaire, mainly to
measure the outcome of the ‘playing with shadow’ workshop as a means to introduce and
promote interest towards wayang kulit. The following section will elaborate further on the
‘playing with shadow’ workshop, questionnaire and head count survey as research tools used
to gather data.

The ‘Playing with Shadow’ Workshop

The playing with shadow workshop was held on the 24"™ of March 2012 at IIC from 8
a.m. to 12.30 noon. The workshop was attended by 43 children, within the age limit of nine to
twelve, from six primary schools around Kuching, Sarawak.

The workshop took place in a room of about 40 feet by 20 feet. One third of its space was
used for the shadow play performance while the empty space facing the performance area
was used to house the audience and hold activities towards the shadow play performance by
participants. The performance area was marked by a white screen (10 feet by 8 feet), using a
piece of cotton material stretched onto a square wooden frame. This wooden frame was
covered with cardboards to look neat and presentable from the audiences’ view. The
performance area accommodated three puppeteers™ seated right behind the screen, followed
by the music and vocal ensemble which accompanied the shadow play. Four gasoline lamps
were used as light source to cast shadow from the puppets manipulated by the puppeteers.
These lamps were suspended from the top wooden frame and placed slightly above the head
level of the puppeteers.
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Visual 1: The Performance Area"
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The workshop was carried out in four segments. It started off with a brief mtroduct10n to
‘the workshop by the FACA research team members. This introduction session was comprised
of four brief talks on the concept of ‘playing with shadow’, the Malaysian wayang kulit in
general and the performance elements of Apai Saloi Rumah Berirama. This session was
intended to enable the participants to obtain a theoretical understanding of the shadow play
theatre and its mechanism. The first talk was entitled “The Shadow Play and the Malaysian

- Wayang Kulit” by Nur Afifah V. Abdullah; followed by Iban Folklore”by Noria Tugang;
“Alternative Music”by Thia Sock Siang; and “ Creating Puppet for The Shadow Play”by
Zambhari Abol Hassan. These talks were intended to provide basic information and idea to the
participants on wayang kulit and its performance requirement.

The second segment of the workshop was mainly the shadow play performance entitled
Apai Saloi Rumah Berirama by the FACA members. This show was performed twice. The
first performance took 15 minutes and it was performed for participants seated in front of the
white screen. Meanwhile the second performance was initiated for participants to get a closer
look and experience the engineering of the show. Participants were permitted to stand at the
rear and back of the performance area. This allowance was intended to provide a better
understanding on the mechanics of the performance The participants were able to witness the
role and function of the puppeteers behind the screen, coordination of music and sound to
accompany the performance, and also the manipulation of performance tools such as the
puppets and musical items.
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Visual 2: The Audience View of the Apai Saloi Rumah Berirama Shadow Play

The third segment was a practical session and participants were expected to apply their
theoretical and experiential knowledge on shadow play into practice. The participants from
six schools were mixed and divided into groups of eight. Later, the FACA team assisted each
group to organize a ten minutes shadow play performance of their favorite local folklore.
Every group member was responsible for either creating dialogue for characters, making cut
out puppets, voicing or making music. Each group was also given an allowance of fifteen
minutes to rehearse their performance before having it performed to the audience.

Visual 3: Experiencing Puppet Making
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Visual 4: Experiencing Music Composition and Voice Training

The fourth segment of this workshop was the shadow play performances by the participants.
There were five performances in total and in general all conveyed message on save the
environment. The characters in the shadow play were depicted from the local environment,
and flora and fauna such as mouse deer, crocodile, monkey, orang utan, kenyalang bird,
mountain, river, cloud, sun and rain. Every group managed to give an impressive
performance, considering the fact that they were first time shadow play performers. Colored
papers were used unintentionally to construct the puppets and this choice resulted in colored
shadows casted on the screen. In general most puppets had a comical look to it which=suited
well with the chosen storyline. The puppets were artistically immature as it was designed by
‘free hand drawing’ technique and was constructed by young participants within a limited
given time. In terms of voicing, some puppeteers managed to project more than two different
voices for their characters. These puppeteers used nasal, chest and abdominal voice range to .
project their voice. Most groups also managed to compose and produce suitable music for
their shadow play. Relatively, they produced very good music by using eco-friendly and non-
degradable materials such as tins, plastic container and wrapper zinc sheet, paper, stones,
wood piece, water and human voice.
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Visual 5: Participants Working on Shadow Play
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Questionnaire

A Questionnaire was distributed to the participants towards the end to measure the
outcome of the workshop. This questionnaire had 20 close ended questions in three parts. The
first part had five questions to gather general information on the respondent. Among these
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questions were the age, ethnicity, gender, place of origin (West or East Malaysia) and
exposure to formal music instrument training outside school setting. The Second part was
designed to measure respondénts’ prior knowledge on wayang kulit. The third part consisted
of 13 questions that measured the outcome of the workshop. Six questions were directed to
gather data on the ‘playing with shadow’ element as a tool to introduce and promote interest
towards wayang kulit. Four other questions required response towards the local folklore used

as the storyline, while the remaining questions were formulated to measure musical aspect in
the shadow play by FACA. ’

Head Count Survey

A head count survey was also carried out to measure the outcome of the workshop in
terms of instigation of the interest on wayang kulit among the participants. The mechanism to
gather this data was placement of three laptops at the audience’s area throughout the duration
of the workshop. These laptops continuously screened a wayang kulit performance entitled
Hikayat (Epic of) Beluru Sulung Limau Dara by Nik Mat Suara Mas (Nik Mat of the Golden
Voice), a professional master puppeteer in Malaysia. Each laptop was monitored by a
. research assistant to record the number of participants who either showed interest towards the

wayang kulit screening on the computer, or asked question regarding the visual, or who did
both.

Findings

In general, this pilot study proved that the concept of playing with shadow can be
employed as a tool to introduce and promote wayang kulit among children, especially among
those who had not been exposed to this traditional theatre. This conclusion can be made .
because 100% of the respondents who had never watched a live wayang kulit performance
prior to the workshop, and 90% who had never heard the:word ‘wayang kulit” strongly agreed
that the concept of playing with shadow is interesting, fun to experience and watch. 94.7%
respondents strongly agreed that they were familiar with the Iban folklore employed in the
shadow play, meanwhile 99.4% strongly agreed that they were amused by the form (shadow
play) this folklore was delivered. All respondents strongly agreed that it was fun to visually
see the oral folklore characters come to live on the shadow play screen. Lastly, 76.7%
respondent agreed, while 11.6% strongly agreed that they would seek further information on
wayang kulit after the workshop. This data almost matched the survey carried out to gather
the number of participant that showed interest towards the wayang kulit Kelantan screened on
the computer. The participants were informed of the original wayang kulit screening on
laptops during the introduction segment to shadow play, and in total 37 participants indicated
interest towards the visual on the computer screen. Out of these 37, nine of them posed
questions on wayang kulit to the research assistants, while the rest spent at least 3 minutes to
observe the visual on the screen. Most questions from the participants were on the artistic and

design aspects of the puppets; voicing, music-and language of performance used in the
wayang kulit Kelantan. '

Conclusion

The pilot study on shadow play workshop managed to introduce, promote and create interest
towards wayang kulit among its participants. The concept of ‘playing with shadow” can be
applied as a tool to curb the diminishing interest on shadow play among Malaysian
youngsters. The combination of basic theoretical and empirical knowledge on the shadow
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play shared with participant is among the main contributing factor towards the success of the
workshop, besides providing hands on experience to perform the shadow play themselves.
Famlllanty to the Iban folklore employed to perform the shadow play is also an important
factor in capturing the interest of the participants towards the shadow play performance.
Lastly, this pilot study proofs that the design and content of ‘the playing with shadow’
workshop has potential to be further tested on various age groups and younger generation in
various location in Malaysia. This workshop can be employed as a tool to introduce, promote
and create interest towards ‘wayang kulit’in Malaysia.
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