
KAR UNYA : TH E N GAJ U DAYA K SONGS O F  P RA I SE 
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1 .  I N TRODUCTI ON 

There still exists among the Nga j u  Oayaks , e specially among the traditional 
Kaha r i ngan 1 bel ievers , living along the rivers of Kapuas , Kahayan , Katingan and 
other places in Central Kalimantan , a forum cal led ba l i an ka runya 2 which is , 
re ligiously , a form of l i fe ritual performed as a separate part at the end o f  
life or death rituals . Recently it has also been held independently as a 
cultural or social event , e . g .  to wel come guests . This poetic expression is a 
part of Sangen or Sangyang 3 oral literature . Though it is actually a commentary 
on people ' s  individual lives in this world,  it still more or less has religious 
elements as it is generally presented by the Kaha r i ngan bas i r  or priests . In 
this way it is a means of communicating values socially or religiously derived .  
However ,  ka runya ' s  audience is nowadays mixed : Kaharingans , Christians and 
Moslems . They join in the session and enj oy i t .  This shows that the forum is 
now more o f  a social and cultural event than religious . Generally , the impre ssion 
is that it belongs to the Kaharingans , because they alone cherish the heritage 
and preserve i t .  It is now diminishing in frequency and mastery , though the 
system of communi cation is bui lt-in within the performance . The younger 
generation can no longer enjoy it , s imply because they don ' t  understand the 
language . Here and there we find Ngaju words introduced into i t ,  but this 
penetration is only superficial . 

Culturally , it i s  an ancient work o f  art which has been so patterned in 
thought , form and words , that it could not expose itself to change . Even the 
later form of Nga j u  poems or songs , which are called ka rungu t , did not absorb 
the k a r unya form . Ka rungut  is simi lar to the Malay pan t un . Ka r unya , therefore 
repre sents a distinct mode of looking at the world and the live s  of people . Its 
established form or pattern is no longer relevant to the pre sent . 

2 .  THE KARUNYA 

The ka r unya session pre sents the traditional religious priest , called bas i r  
or panga r unya , who uses his poetical and musi cal ingenuity to publicly reveal 
the personal and social yearnings of persons such as his audience . His poetry 
delivery is simultaneously repeated by four or six persons s i tting either s ide o f  
him. The nearer the repeaters to the panga r unya , the central reciter o r  the upo , 
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the c leverer they are in mastering the art . This is in fact the system of 
communicating the art to the younger generation . The se reciters at the same time 
accompany the per formance with a cylinderlike percussion instrument , about a metre 
long , called katambung , beaten simultaneously to fit the various rhythms . 

The whole sequences of poems - consisting of introductory , content and 
closing poems - may take more than hal f an hour o f  presentation , depending on how 
the bas i r  himself presents i t .  Each verse consists o f  two l ines : the first line 
called the male line or ku tak h a t ue and the second line called the female line or 
k u t ak baw i . Both l ines semantically or symboli cally explain each othe r .  The 
main emphasis is not on the usual rhymes (of sound) at lines ' ends , but on the 
corre spondence of meanings of the respective words between the paired lines . 
This semantic parallelism is actually one of the main characteristics of Sangen 
literature as shown in the example be low : 

I i  i nyaho h a i  mampa ruguh t ungkupah The grand thunder (sound) opens i ts power 
K i l a t  pan j a n g  mampa r i nj e t  ruang The long lightning b lazes through space 

In the above verse we can see clearly the semantic correspondence of grand 
and long , thunder and lightning , opens and b lazes , power and space . ( The 
existing rhymes within a l ine or within a verse are but occasional and accidental 
in nature , e . g .  pan� and r u�. Although they may intensi fy the meanings and 
thus beautify the verse , theirs is not the main emphas is . )  To per form his 
function , the bas i r  must possess some deep knowledge and experience o f  life , 
otherwise his commentaries on people ' s  live s  would not succeed . As a keen 
observer who is also conscious of his knowledge , he seems to have embodied the 
moral values and norms by which he could j udge , and give the sincere praise , 
critici sms , suggestions and advice which everyone appears to yearn for . In this 
way , ka r unya is not only e xposing social status , but also acts as a means of 
control , a learning sess ion on life , a forum to generate norms and values , and 
provides moments of awareness and self-criticism. 

One may also observe that ka r unya has always tried to adj ust it.se l f  to 
deve lopments within society and therefore it gives the impre ss ion of being 
up-to-date . It has derived its diminishing existence and survival from those 
personal (psychological )  and social ( sociologi cal ) needs , and it remains dear to 
the people who can still understand and appreciate it as songs of their own l ive s .  
The following are some examples o f  the poems : 4 
( 1) I i  i . . .  Te sek bewey ka l i n gun  Sambang 

ha r i ak nanj u l u ,  k i l aw r i ak 
ka l awaw kaban t ukan danaw 
Pandang tege ka rendem g a r u  
h a r i ngk i , t i ngkah pah i l au t  
B uk i t  L i t i  

( 2 )  I i i . . .  Nan i ha nga l i mbang b umbung 
da ren p u r un , Samban g ,  sag i l a  
nya l oh r i ak b u l aw t angkanyahan 
Ma ra r ta raj u pand ung hakayaw 
da re , s a rawe ren ta r r i n gk i n  
h a t a l umbang 

My memory 5 begins to ripp le, like the 
ripp les of a fish on a lake 's surface 

My know ledge s tarts to rise, 
resemb ling waves of a river fish off 
Bukit Li ti (vi l lage) 

I try to search for an inspiration on 
the mats ' surface, and seeing the 
ripp les of their designs 
I try to fee l  the mats ' texture, and 
sudden ly finding the waves woven on 
the mats 
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( 3 ) I i  i . . .  Na ray maw i pu run s a l oh ra r i ­
ak da ree , aw i r i ak ruhung 
a re hapungka l h i r i ngah 
Mamb uhen pan d ung  r i n gk i - r i n g­
k i n  tabuh i i ,  aw i r i ngk i n  b u n u  
haban gka l an ranggaa 

(4)  Ii i R i ak r uh ung  a re hapungka l h i ­
r i ngah , t a ran tang  penyang l e­
wu a re habambay 
R i ngk i n  bunu  k u t uh h abangka­
l an ranggaa , sa l u t i h  r undung  
k u t uh b a ra t atay 

(5 )  I i  i . . .  Amp i n  j ad i  ruh ung s arna kama ­
s a n  1 i n gu , k ueh maku h a l  a u t  
l unuk  mamua b u l aw 
T i ngkah pu l ang  pan t i n  j a rah  
ka rendem , i s en nyab i l uy pa­
l empang  baras b u l aw l ampang  

( 6 )  I i  i . . .  K i  l aw betet  Sambang nga l i ng­
kang j a raw , nga l i mbang t i ­
ngang i j e  kadandang 
T i ngkah an  tang  n a ra j u  ranggaw 
tapang ga r u , na raj u bun gay 
d ue kapa t i ng 

( 7 )  I i i Sarna netep  ga r i ng kapun­
dukan ke ton mund uk , ruhun g ,  
amun sarna penyang i tah  h i n ­
j e  s i mpey 
Ra ta  haj i p  s i hung  paj enan 
baj anda , b un u , amun s arna pa­
ngah a t  pa t u rung  h umba tam­
bu rakah 

(8)  I i i . . .  D i a puj i o l oh sa l oh b u l aw 
ta rahan , naha rep rangkang 
Sambang bapa Lamb ung 
Kurang a ton o l oh l en ta r  j a r i  
puya ka l i n t i , nyambau  g a r un 
hengkun mama Sawang  

Why at a l l  the mats weave as if 
waving, oh because the powerfuL 
waves are moving together 
Why at a l l  the floor is waving 
as if ripp ling, oh because the 
youthful ripp les are gathering 

The manly waves are gathering, 
the se lected sons of nearby vi l lages 

The young ripp les are creeping, 
the best s urfs of the close-by 
sett lements 

It seems a l l  of you are ful l  of 
understanding, because you are not 
hindering this feast 
It appears a U  of you are suffi ciently 
tolerant, for you not avoiding this 
party 

Like a parakeet [ is Sambang ] circling 
around to meet a certain hornbi l l  

Resemb ling a hawk flying around, to 
perch on a trunk of two branches 

Let yourse lves tightly sit, 
gent lemen, if all  of us are 
re latives 

Please a l l  of you be attentive ly 
seated, sirs, for that is the 
gesture of our being members of 
a community 

Never a person became a s lave, 
facing this naive o ld man, Sambang, 
Lambung 's father 
Rarely a man became a servant, 
sitting in front of this simple 
aging man, Sawang 's uncle 
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3 .  ANALYS I S  

After analysing a set o f  karanuya verses , the structure and patterns 
discovered are as follows : 

a .  Structure of ka runya poems is shown in Table 1 .  
The person ' s  cycle o f  l i fe , which i s  part o f  his history , i s  clearly 

described in the content part . It is observed that the change of beat generally 
coincides with the change of phase . The relation between number of words and 
sy llab les and beats is shown in Table 2 .  

What we learn from these preliminary data is simply that the beat patterns 
do not s igni ficantly influence the number of words and syllables . The number o f  
words ranges from 9 to 13 i n  a line , and the number of syllables ranges from 2 1  
to 3 4  i n  a l ine . This means that the bas i r  freely composes h i s  verses t o  f i t  
into the beat patterns . It is also implied that the dominant consideration i s  
the semantic meanings of the paired words . 

b .  The paired words between every two lines , as shown in the verse samples , are 
( randomly chosen) : 

( 1 ) 

( 2 )  

( 3 )  

( 4 )  

( 5 )  

( 6 )  

( 7 ) 

( 8 )  

k a  1 i ngun 
karendem 

memory 
knowledge 

h a r i ak ripp le 
ha r i ngk i ripple thinly 

k i  l aw 
t i ngkah 

like 
resemb le 

nan i ha enough sag i l a  
ma ra r sufficient sa rawe 

ins tant ly 
suddenly 

tangkanyahan 
hata l umbang  

matted 
wove 

r i ak ruhung powerful waves 
r i ngk i n  bunu  youthful ripp les 

ha pun gka l 
habangka l an 

move together 
gather 

habambay nearby 
ba ra t a ta y  c lose by 

kueh maku do not want 
i sen shame to 

b e t e t  
an  tang  

parakeet 
hawk 

ta ra n t an g  sprout 
sa l u t i h  shoot 

kamasan l i n gu 
j a rah  ka rendem 

na raj u 
nga l i ngkang  

a re many 
k u t uh considerably 

ful l  of understanding 
SUfficiently to lerant 

fly around 
circle around 

sama same 
rata  evenly 

netep  not moving 
haj i p  s ticking to 

h i nj e  s tay together 
humba go wi th 

na ray what 
mamb uhen why 

ruhung manly 
b un u  young 

d i a  puj i 
k u rang  a ton 

never 
a lmos t none 

s a l oh incarnate 
l enga r transform into 

nyambau  in front of 
naharep  to face 

b u l aw t a rahan s lave 
puya ka l i n t i  servant 

The se s amples show us that many words are synonymous , some others are related 
in such a way that one is a part of the other e . g . memory and know ledge , youthful 
and manly , and some others are related conceptually or causally e . g . unders tanding 
and being to lerant.  

c .  However , i t  i s  felt that a n  appreciation o f  the related meanings of the two 
lines or sentences presents a complete and total impression to the hearer . In 
some cases the first line is general in nature , whi le the second line is 
particular or concrete , or the other way round. 



Opening 
Beats of the 

Sound of 
accompanying 

every 
instruments 

verse 

I i  i . . .  Ka runya 
beat 

Pepe t uan 
beat 
(Biting beat) 

Mu r i  k danum 
badehes beat 
( up-river 
sailing beat) 

Verse 
Lines 

Samples 

1 1st 
2nd 

2 1st 
2nd 

3 1st 
2nd 

4 1st 
2nd 

5 1st 
2nd 
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Tabl e 1 

Word 
characteristics 

Contents Periods 

l .  Tesek bewey . l .  Introduction Here 
-de scribing and 

the s ituation now 
2 .  (Aw i ) a ton . . .  -re ferring to 

a person 

2 .  Contents 
-the person ' s  Past 

family 
background 

3 .  Hemben . . .  -his Present 
achievements 

4 .  D i a  usah  . . .  -praises , Future 
advice s ,  
criticisms , 
comfort 

5 .  Jete rawey . . .  3 .  Clos ing 

Tab l e 2 

Words Syllables Beats 

12 29 
9 2 1  

Ka runya 
1 1  2 4  
1 0  24 

1 1  2 2  
1 3  34 

Pepe t uan 
9 24 

10 24 

1 1  2 7  
10 24 Dan um badehes 
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4 .  CONCLUS I ON 

a. Ka runya is not meant to strongly or sharply criticise someone in public . I t  
tends t o  sublimate things into a more des irable form. I t  is but human , for the 
Dayaks also are people more responsive to praises than to criti cisms . It can 
motivate someone to act , to introspect or to change . A person may be curious to 
know his image not as he sees it , but as others see i t .  Whenever the description 
expre ssed by the ba s i r  fits the reality of the person commented upon , the 
audience cries out spontaneous ly . These moments are not only enjoyed by the 
audience , but also by the bas i r . 

b .  One of the main causes of its gradual diminution is not only the moribundity 
of the language used , but that the frames of thought or experiences are no longer 
relevant to the pre sent . A phrase such as " to pick a flower" for "marriage " may 
be completely intelligible to today ' s people , whereas saying in Sangen " t  i ngang 
mangk ungan l un uk"  (a hornbi l l  perahes on a banyan tree) would not . I t  seems to us, 
the re fore , that Sangen literature is supported by a different body of knowledge . 

c. I t  exposes social status , and makes a person aware of i t .  

d .  Each verse is a complete expression : the two lines explain each othe r ;  the 
second line intensi fies or makes the meaning of the first line clearer . I t  is 
not clear enough or sufficient to speak of a dragon without saying , in 
elaboration , (a member of)  snak e ,  or the other way round . 

e .  To appreciate a poem is to plunge into the poet ' s  world o f  experiences and 
ideas . When we fail to perceive that world which may be di fferent from ours , 
then there is a gap in appreciation . Ka r unya in particular is one such case . 

f .  Perhaps , what survives from ka runya is i ts semantic rhymes , and last but not 
least the ingenuity of the composer-reciter in identifying himsel f wi th the 
people ' s  world of ideas and experiences within his own mode . 

NOTES 

1 .  Kah a r i ngan means by i tse lf or se lf-existenae . I t  i s  now grouped into 
Hindu re ligion and cal led H i ndu Kaha r i ngan but retains i ts own identi ty . 

2 .  Ba l i an  ka runya i s  a life ritual making people re live or be conscious of 
the ir lives ; ba l i an  or wad i an means to return . 

3 .  Sangen o r  Sang i ang  re fers to the language or literature o n  sang i an g  ( gods ) 
o f  the Kaharingan Dayaks . San gen or Sang i ang  is no longer a living 
language and is used as ritual language only . 

4 .  As re cited by Damang Y .  Salilah ( 9 2  years ) . 

5 .  Sambang ' s  memory . 
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