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I first met Merle properly at Mount Beauty, a small town in the Victorian Alps.
Of course I knew of Professor Ricklefs from his work on Indonesia, and nat-
urally from his History of modern Indonesia, which remains required reading
for any student of that country. I was also well aware of his commanding pres-
ence on the campus of the anu as the director of the then Research School
of Pacific and Asian Studies (1993–1998), which I had skirted as I went from
being an undergraduate in the Faculty of Asian Studies to an employee at the
Menzies Library. And I had also encountered him rather nervously in 1997 at
a dinner at the home of Jan Just Witkam, in Leiden, when the latter produced
some incredibly old red wine to ensure that his eminent guest would not be
afflicted by sulphates. More than this, Professor Ricklefs had been an examiner
for my dissertation, and then themore than generous provider of a job reading
Dutch microfilm for him in Canberra after his move down to the Melbourne
Institute for Asian Languages and Societies. I say more than generous, because
he had insisted both that I would spend half my time doing my own work and
that I should feel free to use anything that might find. I could not have had a
better start.

Truthbe told, though, Iwas still a little terrified of him in 2001.Hewas known
as a hard taskmaster. That initial anxiety only melted in Mount Beauty, when I
gotmy first glimpse of Merle beyond the academy. In preparation for themicro-
film job, he had invited my small family to spend the weekend with him and
his wife Margaret. We were warmly hosted by them both. And while there was
some business to attend to, there was far more time to be spent among the
photos of family and friends. Merle’s eyes lit up when he spoke of their three
children. He also took obvious delight in being up on the mountain, leading us
across clear streams and alpine meadows of moss, telling us about the Bogong
moths that (once) crammed thenearby caves inwinter, before descending each
season down towards the Namadgi Valley and the suburbs of Canberra.
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Merle was nomoth. Nor was he a butterfly. There was always a certain form-
ality about him, which I had attributed to his time in Leiden and Oxford, but
this was only because, growing up in Canberra, I didn’t quite knowwhat aMid-
westerner was. I am now sorry that I never asked him more about Iowa, or
indeedhis time atColoradoCollege, fromwhichhe graduated in 1964.Hedidn’t
appear such a fan of Cornell, where he had studiedwithOliverWolters. History
rather seemed to begin for him in Leiden, where hewas in his element between
reams of manuscripts and traversing cobbled streets.

In the years to come, I went from a hesitant reader of Dutch reports, worried
about the quality of the transcripts I sent him, to an occasional correspond-
ent, if one who still worried about his corrections to what I had written—and
they were always deserving corrections! I suspect that many of us came to
dread the appreciative note followedby the reams of errata, offered in the spirit
that they might be addressed in future editions. Not that many of us have had
work reprinted, re-issued, or revised in theway thatMerle’s was throughout his
astonishingly productive career. A careful reader and exacting writer, he was
always intent on putting in the maximum of information that could be proven
with the strands he had gathered from Javanese, Indonesian, and Dutch writ-
ings.Hehad little time for accounts that didnot adhere as closely to the sources,
and he seemed in some ways to be a polished representative of the best of the
Dutch tradition. No wonder, too, that he became one of a handful of scholars
to have been made an honorary life member of the kitlv.

He also had a humorous side to pair with his precision. A lover of anec-
dotes about colleagues and friends, he once grinned while recounting how,
on informing the late G.W.J. Drewes at Noordhoek that he had lunched with
C.C. Berg, the former had drawn himself up and informed him that he should
be aware that Berg was his ‘enemy’. Yet there was also care and gratitude for
the many scholars who had directed his path, including H.J. De Graaf and
Theodore G.Th. Pigeaud, whose curious text on the Malay annals of Semarang
and Cirebon he edited in 1984 while serving as professor of history at Monash
University.

Merle was certainly curious about China, but, once awakened, his scholarly
passion was ever for the courtly culture of Java, with its deep literary tradition
and, never tobe forgotten, its crucial role in shapingunderstandings of Islamon
the island and across the archipelago.While perhaps best known for his works
on the eighteenth century, including his final, solo-authored book, a fine bio-
graphy of Prince Mangkunagara (1726–1795), Merle once told me that he had
originally decided to go back into the deeper past in order to write an authorit-
ative account of change in the nineteenth century, which he did indeed dowith
his magisterial Mystic synthesis in Java of 2006 and then his Polarising Javanese
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society of 2007. In a sense, too, this quest was animated by a desire to explain
themyth of an eternally divided Java, commonly siloed into Geertz’s notions of
abangan, santri, and priyayi.

Merle valued synthesis over singularity—as long as the components were
of the highest quality. His passions often encompassed realms that I was yet
to appreciate. An avid fan of jazz, and indeed live music, his enthusiasm was
of such a commanding nature that I dared not say that it was not quite for me
whenhe launchedhimself at the cdplayer atMount Beauty, orwhenhehosted
me in Singapore when he was still serving as a professor at the National Uni-
versity of Singapore. Ever neat, too, after an evening of Thai food and (yes) jazz
at Boat Quay, I remember him laying out breakfast with fastidious attention,
before heading out onhis customarywalk. Singapore suitedhim, too, it seemed.

Never one to be beaten back, or down, Merle had a disarming frankness.
But there was also a genuine care for others. He was rightly recognized for
his commitment to educational opportunities for indigenous students in Aus-
tralia, a country he loved despite its maddening political culture. Merle was
also unafraid of speaking out against jingoistic consensus, as when a colleague
in Melbourne called for a decrease in Asian immigration to a nation that had
only recently forsworn its embarrassing past of racial exclusion. Some habits
die hard.

That combination of frankness and care was also shaped by family tragedy
that readily transformed into personal sympathy, and an appreciation for his
ownmortality.Where chronic illnessmight have stopped amore timid scholar,
Merle pushed himself to the limit of what he could and very much wanted to
do. Our last meetings were chance encounters in Canberra, or rather tales of
near-misses in the Asia Bookroom, whose shelves now bear the weight and the
warmth of a scholar who wants his knowledge to be passed on to future gener-
ations. He will be missed just as he will long continue to be read.
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