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Eclectism rocks the Rainforest World Music Festival 

By JASON CHEAH 

Bullerengue music came to Sarawak last weekend when 
Petrona Martinez and company celebrated its glory at 
the Rainforest World Music Festival. The Colombian 
outfit were one of 12 international groups from around 
the world at the tuneful event.   

The rainforest and the foot of Mount Santubong near 
Kuching, Sarawak is now entrenched in the minds and 
hearts of regular Rainforest World Music Festival visitors. 
   

In the eight years it has been going on, some 80 acts from 
the four corners of the Earth have come. Add to that the 
numerous Malaysian acts that have graced the stage at this 
festival.    

Some return, most do not. Yet, there is a certain legacy 
that is left behind. There is more to the festival than just a 
gathering of world music.    

Among other things, it has brought in the new and the old, 
the traditional and the fusion. This year’s edition 
showcased contemporary and modern interpretations of 
ancient music as well as music almost as ancient as the 
dawn of civilisation itself.    

One may have questioned the disparate stylings on stage or the lack of star quality in the 
world music scene. Yet at the end of the day, the music on display was still “world” by the 
most global meaning of the word. And that’s a good thing, considering the troubled world we 
now live in.    

News of the London bombings had just filtered through when the festival was just about to 
begin and Sarawak Minister for Urban Development and Tourism Datuk Wong Soon Koh 
brought it up during the evening launch on Thursday (the festival was due to begin the next 
day) – this lent a more poignant touch to the festival.    

 

Artistic director Lassina 
Coulibaly of Cote D’Ivoire 
song, dance and musician 
group Yelemba D’Abidjan on 
the final night of Rainforest 
World Music Festival 2005, in 
Sarawak recently. – Pictures 
by RAPAEE KAWI 
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“Staging a festival that brings together no less than 10 countries together could create 
goodwill through music,” was his clear statement as he officially launched this year’s 
RWMF.    

With the music itself, eclectism was of the highest order.    

Yet, there now seems to be an air of exclusivity over the proceedings, and whether this is a 
good thing is in question.    

With a cap of 8,000 tickets set for each day of the festival, you wonder if this could deprive 
many world music lovers of a chance to attend in years to come.    

For those who were able to make it this year, comparisons with festivals of similar ilk are 
pointless. This one is about the mix – the melting pot of styles and culture is part and parcel 
of the whole experience and a major popularity factor.    

You do not get pockets of world music segregated into various stages and tents, it is an all-
in-one affair, no matter what the genre. Not all would have agreed with all of the offerings 
each night, but what you saw was what you got.    

There were solid headliners each night, for the most part.    

Polish outfit Shannon’s progressive take on Celtic music on Friday night was a concert in its 
own right, with traditional Celtic instruments performed in ways never seen this side of the 
pond.    

Decked in kilts and runic tattoos, Marek Kwadrans bhodran work was a perfect rhythm 
counter to band leader Marcin Ruminski’s whistle, bagpipes and mandolin; with Sebastian 
Bednarczyk on bouzouki peeling out the solo licks and harmonics, while modern elements 
were provided by Maciej Pancier (drums), Pawel Piorkowski (bass) and Bartosz Kondrat 
(guitar).    

There was excellent support earlier in the evening from Iranian-Italian-Slovenian outfit 
Sarawan, playing out subtle rhythms on percussion instruments like the zarb, daf and 
zamburak, singing songs of love and symbolism in music from a time stretching back to Pre-
Islamic Persia and Kurdestan.    

That was a better listen than Belize’s Florencia Mess and his K’ekchi’ Strings troupe, whose 
stylings tended to meander in a monotonous tone throughout, while Sarawak outfit Tuku 

 

Djamel Laroussi (left) and his band from Algeria. 
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Kame, featuring sape specialist Jerry Kamit, provided the Sarawak touch in their own fusion 
manner.   

Djamel Laroussi’s brand of Algerian pop mixed with a little berber, rai and jazzy stuff on 
Saturday night dispelled many a notion that he is specifically a rai artiste.    

But while on an individual basis, his concerts may well have a large following in his 
homeland and Europe, in the context of this festival, it may have been better to have 
Colombia’s Queen of bellerengue Petrona Martinez headlining the night.    

By the time Djamel and his band were finishing, more than half the crowd had already left (it 
was nearly 1.30am by then).    

Martinez, who performed before Djamel, and as befits her status as one of the leading Afro-
American voices of the Caribbean was absolutely in her prime, even at the age of 67, leading 
her clan of musicians in a mass of rhythm and melody.    

Also featured that night, Pakistan’s Faiz Ali Faiz’s qawwali stylings were perhaps in contrast 
to the crowd’s reaction. Intense and solid though he was, one wondered if even half the 
crowd who were cheering him on could actually feel the emotion of the music played to the 
sufi poems of North India and Persian influence.    

Namgar might not have been the most perfect choice for a second act on main stage but the 
vocalist, singing ancient songs about love, longing, and the rhythmic tunes of the horses of 
the Siberian, Buryatian and Mongolian steppes, did impress the audience.    

African energy, infectious and with great clamour, provided a high point to finish the 
individual band proceedings for the final night.   

Cote D’Ivoire song, dance and musician troupe Yelemba D’Abidjan, led by artistic director 
Lassina Coulibaly, made it a fitting end to the festival with a touch of craziness in their 
dancing and rhythms of nature.    

As energetic in its own way was the bluegrass and hillbilly music of United States’ Foghorn 
Stringband. The fiddle playing of Steven Lind, along with banjo and mandolin must have 
struck a chord in many a line-dancing fan present.   

The job of opening the evening’s main stage proceedings was left to the Chulalongkorn 
University Ensemble from Thailand, who drew enough interest from the early crowd.    

 

Sarawan from Persia-Kurdestan-Iran-Italy-Slovenia. 
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The second stage meanwhile, was a quirky feature that has become a favourite festival 
interlude.    

This year’s offerings went up a level with more acts featured.    

Australia’s Old Spice Boys must have reminded many of last year’s Doghouse Skiffle Trio 
from England.   

This year, the trio from Byron Bay humoured the crowd with one of the most outrageous 
cover versions of Prince’s Kiss along with some of their own quirky material.    

The appearance of Italy’s Acquaragia Drom and its gypsy tarantellas and sinti tribe twist on 
Italian music was almost enough to steal the show from the main stage with a cheeky and 
equally humorous set – all that energy coming from violin, Jew’s harp, ciaramella, guitar, 
tambourine, accordion and clarinets.    

On the local side, Baun Lenjau’s five minutes of keringut (nose flute) was perhaps as much 
as anybody could take but think that after her, there is no one else who can play the flute.   

Father and son percussion team Tabuh Pak Ainal were an excellent pairing, and there were 
also Paya Kejan and Wasti Lewang on lotong (zither).   

But for five minutes of glory, Poland’s Marcin Ruminski’s (Shannon) solo bagpipe opening 
the second night on the second stage was a sight to behold.   

The audience was receptive and energetic for the most part to such a wide variety of music in 
one sitting, although we are again left to wonder if some of them really understood this world 
music lark.    

Distractions were few, but one of note was the host for the night, who made it into a shouting 
session by announcing everything in as loud and sharp a voice as she could muster.    

Also, the presence of two stages with acts performing alternately was a good idea.    

But one future possibility – to feature separate tents with simultaneous acts performing – 
should seriously be considered, although this may bring up the question of whether it would 
segregate the music lovers and not promote as much communication or camaraderie.    

Next year’s festival dates have been confirmed as July 7 to 9, 2006. We’ll wait and see what 

 

Father and son team Tabuh Pak Ainal from Sarawak. 
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happens.   

Related story:   

Luring the media to the Rainforest World Music Festival  
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