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FOREWORD

“By the time the younger generation wants to learn about
our traditions, there will be no one left to teach them.”
Albert Opoku, Ashanti Elder
Ghana, West Africa

In 2005, Philip Yampolski, program officer for Art and Culture in the Jakarta office of the Ford
Foundation, invited me to join a team of cultural anthropologists and specialists in Indonesian arts to
discuss potential methods of evaluating grants made to support revitalization of traditional and local
performing arts. I welcomed the invitation as it spoke directly to my own passion for the traditional
arts of Indonesia. Some months later, I received a call form Amna Kusumo, the Executive Director of
the Kelola Foundation,1 asking if I would be interested to working with her to research the impact of
revitalization grants by both Ford and Kelola.
In February 2005, the fascinating journey that led to this report began. It has been a long and complex
project, involving many people.
First and foremost, I must mention the two people who have been with the project from the very
beginning through the very end: zamzam fauzannafi, Project Coordinator, and I Wayan Budiyasa,
Project Administrator. Zamzam is a visual anthropologist with experience in research and fieldwork.
Budi is a business manager who, in addition to being the general point person for everyone and
everything, was responsible for monitoring the finances of the project.
The team of field researchers on whose work most of the report is based included: Rucina Ballinger in
Bali; Mubarika D.F. Nugraheni in Cirebon; Joko Suranto (aka. Joko Gombloh) in Flores; Mohammad
Amin Abdullah, M.Sn, MA in South Sulawesi; and Aton Rustandi Mulyana, in Riau. The local
1

Kelola Foundation is a non-profit organization founded in May 1999. Kelola’s objective is to create as many opportunities
as possible for the Indonesian art community to interact and collaborate both nationally and internationally. To achieve this,
Kelola offers the Indonesian art community opportunities for study, funding, and access to information.
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coordinators played an indispensable role in the project: Wangi Indriya in Cirebon; Daniel David in
Flores; Sudirman in South Sulawesi; and Raja Malik Afrizal and Yamin in Riau. 2
A special thank you to the editors and translators who worked so hard on this report: Nukila Amal,
Diana Darling, Reski Ramli, Joan Suyenaga and Sherry Entus, who deserves special mention for her
invaluable contribution. Sherry translated, edited and provided additional research for three field
reports3, and wrote all the executive summaries.
I also thank the grantees for their cooperation in allowing us to scrutinize their work: the Gambuh
Preservation Project and Sanggar Cudamani in Bali; the Center for Topeng Cirebon Studies of
Bandung and its partners, Sanggar Topeng Sujana Arja, Slangitan and Sanggar Pringgading in
Cirebon; Sanggar Benza and Sanggar Gere Bue in Flores; Asosiasi Tradisi Lisan, Oral Tradition
Association, that supported the Sabda Puri Makyong, Keke-Kijang Makyong, and Mekar Malam
Bangsawan groups in Riau; and the Center for La Galigo Studies in South Sulawesi.
Also, thank you to the groups who served as the control cases: the Tumbak Bayuh troupes, Sekehe
Selonging Banjar Delod Peken, and Sekehe Budi Dharma in Bali; Sanggar Purwa Kencana, Sanggar
Mimi Rasinah, and the Sekar Muda Group in Cirebon; Sanggam Studio and the Sungai Biduk
Bangsawan Group in Riau; and Sanggar Mawarane and Sanggar Bliransina in Flores.
It was a privilege and joy to work with the elders -- living treasures and custodians of their traditions -who are at the heart of revitalization; the young artists and children who joyously drank in the training
offered to them; community members who were often surprised but always thrilled to know that there
was interest in their arts. They welcomed us into their homes, shared the histories and meanings of
their traditions, arranged performances, discussed the current state of their art, and shared their worst
fears and greatest hopes for the future. I feel a great sense of responsibility to them for the trust
invested in this project, my team and me. We have the responsibility to let people know that ‘they are
here’. In many cases, unknown and unseen, these artists are the keepers of traditions great and small
that have shaped the Indonesia of today.

2
3

See Addendum 1 for team C.V.s
Bali, Cirebon and South Sulawesi
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It is the hope of all who participated in this endeavor that more people will realize that they too can
contribute to the revitalization and continuity of Indonesian arts. They must become involved now.
Soon, it may be too late.

Rhoda Grauer, May 2008
New York City / Bakas, Bali
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INTRODUCTION
The world over, traditional and performing arts are receding into the background of contemporary life.
Many forms have disappeared; others, neglected by society at large and often abandoned or disparaged
by the very communities in which they evolved and once thrived, are barely surviving.
Some would say that the demise of these arts is a natural part of cultural evolution and, while one form
disappears, another emerges to take its place. Others believe that our inherited culture is a gift that
should be enjoyed, nurtured and passed on to future generations. Just as environmentalists work to
preserve endangered plant and animal life, those concerned with the preservation of our cultural
heritage are committed to the continuation and revitalization of ‘endangered’ forms and styles of the
traditional and local performing arts. Both groups believe that the diversity of what we have inherited
is important to the quality of our lives and the lives of those who follow us. Both groups know that
once a species or culture is lost, it is lost forever.
Indonesia is one of the most culturally rich nations in the world. The thousands of unique performance
traditions and styles that exist in every city, town and village are an invaluable resource to the country
and the Indonesian people. Yet, the rate at which many -- perhaps the majority -- of these arts are
falling out of practice is alarming. In village after village, we encountered traditions that exist only in
the memories of the oldest members of their communities.
Some segments of Indonesian society feel the continuation of traditional and local arts is not necessary
or, indeed, possible. In many circumstances, music and dance are not considered ‘art’, but rather
functional elements of society that serve specific needs. If their functions are no longer relevant in the
evolving society, then why should they be maintained?
However, there is an increasing recognition of the cultural and social value of traditional and local arts
among all segments of society. There are communities that want their traditional and local arts to
continue and thrive into the 21st century and beyond, but feel powerless to protect their heritage in the
face of the social, economic, and political upheavals that have swept through the country with great
force in the last century. Many have given up, but many have not. They are committed to keeping
their traditions, but have not yet found a way to do it. They lack resources, i.e., skills, knowledge,
networks, systems, and finances, to address the problems posed by a rapidly changing world. The

Page 6 of 569

conditions contributing to this erosion are many and complex. The solutions, to the extent we can say
there are known solutions, are equally complex.
.

THE PROJECT
Over the years the Ford Foundation Jakarta Center has funded a number of revitalization projects
directly and indirectly through sub-grants to the Kelola Foundation.
This project was designed to study the effectiveness of a range of these grants with the hope that some
will become positive models for future efforts.

The Team
A core team of three managed the research:

project director, project coordinator and project

administrator.
The director and coordinator determined the scope of the project, developed the methodology for the
research, selected the subjects of the study, conducted pre-research in each location, interviewed and
selected the field researchers and on-site coordinators, and collaborated with the translators, text and
video editors for the final report.
The field researchers had one month for pre-research, one month for field research and six weeks to
write their reports.
The preparation for field research included a study of existing literature on the performing art tradition
and background on the subject groups; discussions with scholars and laymen who have worked with or
studied the subject forms; viewing of available audio/visual documentation; and, in the case of groups
that have received financial support from the Ford Foundation and Kelola, a review of the applications,
final reports and evaluations of those grants.
The preparation period culminated in a meeting of the project director, coordinator, field researchers
and project advisor Amna Kusumo in which the terms of reference for the study were finalized. 4
Field research included gathering information through formal and informal interviews, participation in
the daily routines of the artists and their community, and viewing as many performances and
rehearsals as possible. Field researchers took photographs and made videotapes of artists,
performances and the local environment.
4

See Addendum A
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Field researchers submitted their reports, which contained an overview the history of each form and
the community in which it evolved, an description of the current condition of the art form, the reasons
for its decline, a profile of the entities conducting the revitalization, an overview of the revitalization
process, a description of the form after the revitalization process was conducted, observations on the
successes or failures of the effort, and an analysis of the lessons learned in the process. Still
photographs and video documentation are a part of the report.

The project director and coordinator reviewed the field reports and modified them to reflect
information and perspectives they had gathered during their on-site visits and additional research
conducted during the editing and translation processes.

Thus, the final report is based on the

testimonies of the field researchers, augmented by research and personal experiences of the project
director and coordinator, and additional information provided by the translators and editors. Ultimate
responsibility for the content of the reports rests with the project director and coordinator.

The Subjects
Research sites were selected based on the following criteria: each had at least two projects supported
by Ford and/or Kelola, and one or more control cases, i.e., independent groups that continued to
perform the traditional art form without Ford/Kelola support, and/or groups that were in decline and
showed no hope for survival.
The following sites were chosen: Bali – grantees: the Gambuh Preservation Project and Sanggar
Cudamani; Cirebon/Indramayu – grantees: the Center for Topeng Cirebon Studies of Bandung and
Sanggar Pringgading; Flores – grantees: Sanggar Benza and Sanggar Gere Bue; Riau – grantee: the
Asosiasi Tradisi Lisan, Oral Tradition Association; and, South Sulawesi – grantee: the Center for La
Galigo Studies, which conducted revitalization activities in Toraja and Wajo.
The combined sites represent diverse regions of the country and offer a range of ethnic groups,
cultural, social, political, and economic conditions, as well as a range of urban and rural performing
arts.
In each location one or more control cases were studied to enable us to compare the condition of
grantees with the condition of other groups who function within a similar social, economic and
political environment.
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The Challenge
What is tradition?
What is revitalization?
It is often assumed that traditional means an unchanged form that has existed over centuries. We
learned, however, that this was not always the case. While some interviewees had documents
chronicling hundreds of years of history and others claimed that their traditions originated in prehistory, many traced the roots of their ‘traditions’ back just one or two generations
All agreed that tradition did not depend on the age of an art form, but rather on the importance the
form has had in its local community over a continuous period of time. In this sense, what is traditional
is contextual within and also contested amongst members of the local community.
Most participants felt that the demise of their arts was directly related to changes in the social, political
and economic condition of its community.
Everyone agreed that the goal of revitalization was to bring a performing art form back into practice in
its own community. However, there was little, if any, agreement on how to do that.
Revitalization of the traditional and local performing arts is a complex subject and there are many
different approaches to it. To understand why a tradition fades and disappears, the research must start
with the form itself, its history and function in the community, and the internal factors and external
factors that impact its existence.

Decline
While each case study is unique, all of the art forms in this study are local and deeply rooted in the
history, culture and ethnic identity of their own communities. In all cases, changes in the social,
political and economic fabric of their communities and the nation have had a profound impact on the
viability of the arts and contributed dramatically to their decline.
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Primary purveyors of change include shifts in religious practices; transition from local to national rule;
changes in crops and farming practices; institutionalisation of formalized education for children; rural
development and transmigration; government policy toward the arts; the spread of pop culture; tourism
and globalisation.

Examples:
When introduced into new communities, both Christianity and Islam rejected traditional forms of
music, dance, and rituals that were associated with the indigenous “pagan” belief systems. These new
religions suppressed the local practices completely, drove them underground, adapted their original
spiritual meanings and absorbed them into the new religion, or transformed them into entertainment
forms.
Some performing art forms were once the entertainment of royalty and involved huge numbers of
dancers, singers, musicians, costumes and props. Spectacular productions flourished under the
patronage of the royal courts until the 19th century, when the decline of the courts led to the decline of
the art forms. With royal patronage and courtly function gone, these forms either died or dwindled to
small relics of their former glory.
There was a time when the majority of people were farmers who spent their evenings in their own
homes and villages, and music, dance, and storytelling were often the core of the evening’s activities.
Today, young people often leave their villages in search of employment opportunities that promise
more economic stability. In the villages, television has replaced communal gatherings as the evening
pastime and, often, except for the live performances required for the most sacred ceremonies,
audiocassette recordings have replaced live music.
Even in cultures where performance remains an essential part of religious worship, cultural and
economic changes have had an impact on the frequency, quality and range of performing arts. Much
has been lost.
Art forms that were originally participatory and non-presentational were often associated with
communal events, such as the agricultural cycle. The traditional village layout that focuses around a
common space was conducive to community rituals. Although intending to improve the lives of
villagers, the development of rural infrastructure, e.g., roads and single-family housing, by the national
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government and the introduction of different crops, disrupted the customs of social gatherings and
communal farming systems, and contributed to the decline of the traditional art forms associated with
them.
Tourism has had both positive and negative impacts on the arts. Some traditions have been kept alive
specifically for the financial benefit of entertaining tourists; however, repertoire is usually limited and
the quality of performances often stale and lack luster. Pieces are simplified and standardized, leaving
the more difficult compositions untouched. At the same time, tourism has created a new, economically
viable context for traditions arts and revived local interest and pride in them.
In the past, children learned their traditions through regular observation of and direct participation in
performances with their families. Performances might go on for days and nights in a row in their own
village or in communities far from home. Today, all children are required to achieve nine years of
elementary and secondary education. School attendance takes children away from family circles
during the day and at night when they must study and rest for school the next day. Compulsory
education has effectively broken the traditional system of passing a tradition from one generation to
the next.
The creation of Indonesian as the national language and the requirement that all children study
Indonesian has, in some instances, distanced young people from the regional languages in which their
arts were developed and performed.
The Indonesian government regards the traditional arts as symbols of local culture and national
identity to be promoted on both the domestic and international stages. Their efforts are focused
basically on tidying up village art, encouraging “professional artists” to adapt the folk arts and
transform them into presentational forms of entertainment.
In this era of modernization and globalization, no one is isolated. Television, movies, pop music, and
the Internet have become a part of everyday life in much of Indonesia. Most young people have more
access to national and global culture than they do to there own traditional and local arts. Today, the
majority of young Indonesians are simply not interested in, or even aware of, their cultural heritage.
They prefer to see themselves as participants in the modern world, not products of a rapidly fading
past.
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REVITALIZATION
When context has so dramatically altered the very fabric of a society that the people no longer need or
want their traditions, how can an art be kept alive? Even when artists themselves are committed to
their traditions, how can they breathe life into movement and music when the spiritual dynamics,
cultural authority or economic benefits of the art have withered away? The mere repetition of dance
steps and musical notes without a sense of meaning and purpose is an empty exercise for both
performers and audience alike. The vessel may survive but the soul, perhaps the most elusive part of
the equation, will be gone.
It is clear that revitalization cannot address an art form alone; it must also consider its meaning, its
purpose, its audience – in other words, its context. With out a good reason to exist, it will not.

Definition
The Ford Foundation’s approach to revitalization takes both form and context into consideration.
•

Performing arts revitalization is an effort to strengthen a form or style of performing art that
was once a vital part of its community and is now on the verge of extinction.

•

For a revitalization project to succeed, there must be at least one senior artist with experience
in and knowledge of the form when it was still thriving, who is willing to teach the art form to
younger members of the community. There must be at least one young person from the
community who is willing to learn and perform the traditional material.

•

Finally, there must be a social and economic environment able to maintain the art as a vital
element within the community.

•

Indicators of success include: members of the community, especially young people, are
learning and performing the art; the community itself welcomes the revitalized art back into
their society having either revived its former context or found another; and, available
information suggests that the revitalized art will continue into the future well after the grant
period is over.
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The Ford Foundation
The Ford Foundation takes the long view and awards multi-year grants as large as $250,000. The
Foundation may seek out individuals and institutions whose work is in line with the Foundation’s
program objectives and develop specific projects with them. The grant application process is lengthy
and rigorous to assure the Foundation that the project is worthy of support and the grantee capable of
executing it. Grants to projects that are successfully achieving their goals may be renewed many times
over a period of years. Program officers are available to monitor the progress of their grantees and
offer technical assistance if needed.
Because Ford does not advertise it’s programs and the qualifications for support are extremely
strenuous, Ford support is not easily accessed at the regional and village levels. Knowledge of the
grants and the expertise to apply for and manage them, for all of the Ford-supported subjects of this
study, resided in the hands of intermediaries, either foreigners or Indonesians from outside the subject
community.

Kelola Foundation
Kelola’s mandate is to make its grants widely known and accessible. While the stated objective of
Kelola’s support of revitalization is the same as that of Ford, the management of the project is
entrusted directly into the hands of local artists and community members. The guidelines and
processes are designed to assist the villagers themselves to apply for the grants and decide for
themselves how to conduct the revitalization.
Because Kelola’s budget is small, most of the money is distributed to grantees and little is spent on
sending advisors into the field to evaluate the quality and viability of each project. Generally, grants
are awarded based on a review panel’s knowledge of the applicant. Though every effort is made to
gather as much information on an applicant as possible through submitted reports and video
documentation, the grant selection process does not include an on-site review. Available travel funds
are used to send Kelola advisors to the field to review the results of the revitalization efforts.
Kelola grants are small, up to a maximum of Rps. 20,000,000, roughly $2,000, and cannot be rewarded
two years in a row. These grants tended to focus on smaller, finite needs of the art groups, such as
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small honorariums for teachers to instruct younger musicians in a particular repertoire, the
refurbishment of costumes and masks, and provision of water and snacks during rehearsals.

Approaches to Revitalization
As our research progressed, it became apparent that even though all of the grantees and control cases
in the study were operating within Ford’s simple framework, they did not share a singular definition of
revitalization, one vision of how it should be conducted, nor consensus on the desired results. Grantees
were influenced by a variety of models that were sometimes in line with and sometimes far from those
envisioned by Ford. Perhaps the extremes of approach are exemplified by those embraced by scholars
and those promoted by the government. The diversity of interpretations has generated lively discussion
over the question of what constitutes revitalization.
Scholars whose work we studied recognized that revitalization required long-term commitments on
their part and on the part of the community. They strove to understand the art form itself, its history
and purpose, how it was transmitted, the context in which it evolved and thrived and what conditions
contributed to its decline. In general they shared the Ford Foundation’s goal of revitalizing an art and
its context. Where the original context could not be brought back, they attempted to find a new
meaningful one.
Scholars encouraged older artists to perform again and teach.

Younger family members were

encouraged to study with their elders in the traditional family setting. New perspectives, new energy
and new ideas in close cooperation with the community in some cases managed to reinvigorate older
contexts while creating newer, more relevant one.

For example, the local communities were

encouraged to commission traditional artists to perform at their ceremonies replacing pop music
groups and electric organ accompaniment, creating new venues for performance with financial
benefits. They encouraged the older and younger artists to open schools to train young members of the
community who had grown up with no interest in or even awareness of the art. They and their families
became new audiences and in turn promoted the art to the larger community.
The work of these scholars included handing on managerial expertise and stimulating a desire not only
with the artists but also within their communities to sustain the revitalization after their work ended.
Scholars have a tendency to consider their work ongoing. Even years after an intensive period of work,
they continue to visit the artists and to contribute ideas and support.
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While scholars tend to see revitalization from the perspective of the art, the artist and the community,
the government’s idea of revitalization is a reflection of its goals for the arts as a part of nation
building and ‘national values’.
Put in very simple terms, the government is generally less concerned with restoring traditional and
local performing arts within their local community than it is with developing them into refined,
theatricalized “folkloric” versions of themselves. Dances are simplified. re-choreographed into neat,
straight lines, enhanced with fancy costumes and makeup. Usually the dances are transferred from the
villagers to companies of professional dancers. The government encourages the creation of performing
arts companies with repertories of folkloric representations of the ethnic dances from their particular
region. If formally sanctioned by the government, these groups can apply for government funds, and,
may be chosen to represent their region and the nation in local, national and international
performances.
Working through local and national ministries of culture and tourism, the government has promoted
the creation of new contexts for the performing arts -- usually theatrical venues designed primarily for
an urban public and tourists.
Though the rewards of obtaining the government’s blessings may be highly desired by traditional
artists, the requirements for becoming an officially sanctioned company can be both inappropriate to
nurturing a traditional art in its original form and context, and unattainable by village artists who often
are unaware of and/or incapable of meeting the proscribed standards.
Some interviewees spoke of government interest in promoting cultural tourism with the promise of
providing funds to revive traditional arts and build small stages in village locations for visiting tourists.
We didn’t encounter any examples.
Realization of the government policies is embedded in the mission of government funded secondary
and college level performing arts academies, national and local ministries of culture and tourism and
government sanctioned professional performing arts companies and promoted nationally.
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OUTCOMES
The projects funded by the Ford Foundation were developed with the Ford criteria in mind, and though
none succeeded on all fronts, all but one met the majority of their goals.
If evaluated strictly on Ford’s terms, only one or two of the Kelola-funded grantees could be said to
have succeeded even in part. However, if measured against their own definitions of revitalization,
usually developed with the government’s approach in mind, or a combination of both, some projects
were successful indeed.
To avoid confusion in the future, Ford should formulate a more explicit definition of revitalization and
its desired outcomes specifying what kinds of projects are and are not eligible for funding. In addition,
as Kelola is a sub-grantor of Ford, Ford should provide Kelola with enough funds to meet with
grantees prior to considering their applications for funding.

Positive
Although the process adopted by each grantee was different, their goals were similar. They all wanted
to revive an art form to its ‘original’ state to the extent that it was possible. None sought to change the
form or transform it into something else. In cases where the original context no longer existed, they
made efforts to encourage the development of new contexts without dramatically altering the nature of
the form itself.
The factors common to successful projects include:
(1) A strong foundation of trust between the individual or group conducting the revitalization and the
group whose work is being revitalized.
(2) A plan for revitalization that is developed between and approved by the members of the
community and the project leader.
(3) A strong project leader with management, planning and financial skills, access to sources of
funding, ability to prepare sound, competitive proposals, and execute them in a timely and financially
responsible manner;
(4) Realistic goals that can be achieved within the specified time frame with the funds available;
(5) A genuine desire and capacity on the part of village elders, students and local residents to commit
to the revitalization process.
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(6) Elements 1 through 5 are essential to the success of a project. However, without the time and
money provided by the Ford Foundation’s policy of awarding large, multi-year grants, and maintaining
regular contact with grantees, revitalization projects of substantial scope and lasting impact could not
have been realized.
Examples:
An excellent example of a successful project involved a multi-year grant to an ambitious project
designed to restore a highly stylized form of court dance. The primary goal of the project was to train
young artists in the complex form, recreate the earliest known version of the costumes and make up,
and create a new context in which performances could be held on a regular basis. Historical research
was conducted; a book published, audio and videotapes were produced and are in distribution. More
than ten years after the grant monies were finished the training and performing continue and the books
and audio/visual materials are still being sold.
On a much smaller scale, a modestly funded project achieved great success. The goal of the project
was to train a small group of young musicians in the repertory of elder musicians who were no longer
able to perform. The project addressed a small but essential need. Years after the grant was awarded,
the repertory continues to be performed.

Unsuccessful or Partially Successful
Characteristics of unsuccessful or partially successful projects included:
(1) A poorly conceived plan and poor project management.
(2) Lack of clarity and/or conflicting goals for revitalization between the project director and ‘owners’
of the tradition in question.
(3) Lack transparency and suspicion among those who received the grant money, and the community
whose art was being revitalized.
(4) Insufficient funds and not enough time to complete the project as designed.
(5) Little or no interest within the subject community to revive their own art form;
(6) Elders entrusted with the project did not have sufficient knowledge of the form.
(7) Lagging interest on the part of younger members of the community to study.
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Examples:
One big, multi-year project was fraught with problems and ultimately failed. Although the project
applicants were familiar with the region and had a long and good history with the local artists, they
lived far from the site and supervised the project from afar visiting the project sites only periodically.
Although sub-grants were made to a local entity to implement the programs, activities did not proceed
smoothly when the project directors were absent. There was antipathy and constant discord amongst
the individuals and groups whose shared knowledge and collaboration were essential to the project.
The art forms themselves were in such a state of decline revival of the original forms was almost
impossible. The original language, a fundamental component of the form, was no longer spoken and
the ability to improvise poetically was lost, as were the knowledge and skill to play important musical
instruments. Though it appears the forms could not be brought back in full, with good collaboration
among elders, young artists and their respective communities, interesting recreations of the traditional
forms might have been possible.
In another instance, the form targeted for revitalization was actually not in need of attention. It was
alive and well in its own village and continued to serve the function it had over generations. The
applicant organization, however, working within the definition of revitalization fostered by the
government, believed it was ‘preserving' the village tradition. The recipients of the grant studied the
original form, borrowed its essence and name, and adapted it for their own repertoire. Not only did the
subject group receive no financial benefit, but also they lost the unique identity of their tradition. The
focus of this project had nothing to do with the continuity of the tradition itself and everything to do
with the creation of a performance piece promoting regional identity.
A third project contained elements of both the scholars’ approach and the government’s approach to
revitalization. A professional dance company received a grant to revitalize a local village art and to
study it as a resource for their own company repertory. They worked with the group in their traditional
village site, paid the villagers, arranged a public performance to present the village group to the local
authorities and performed their own work alongside them. While the villagers were pleased with the
project as far as it went, it was unclear if they could continue to perform without continued subsidy.
This is a particularly interesting case. The form being revitalized was a communal dance originally
performed in a common space in the heart of the traditional village. Over a decade before the
revitalization effort, the government had improved the local infrastructure, raised the old village, and
provided the villagers with single-family houses at substantial distances one from the other along the
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road. With no local telephone services or public transportation, the task of contacting people and
bringing them together was cumbersome and costly.

Control Groups
The criteria for the selection of control cases were simple. The groups were performing the same or
similar art forms as the grantees in their region and they had not received support from Ford or Kelola.
What was not expected was that all but one of the control groups selected had been a part of
revitalization of one kind or another efforts conducted by scholars and/or local people. All these
groups were actively involved in performing and teaching their art forms and while the distant futures
of some were not clear, they were at least aware of the fragile nature of their tradition and were
actively involved in keeping it alive and vital.
The one control group that was clearly on its last legs, had never received any assistance at all,
financial or otherwise. Though the last practicing artist wanted his tradition to live on, he did not have
the means to keep it alive. Younger members of his family had no interest in the form and there were
no incentives to encourage them to learn. Older members of the community were still commissioning
the solo performer but the commissions were few and far between. After some eight generations in the
family, the tradition was destined to die. Though it is impossible to know, one can speculate that given
some outside expertise and incentives, the tradition could have survived.

Impact Beyond Grantee Organizations
Revitalization is in the air.
The Ford Foundation assumed that the beneficiaries of the program would be local artists and arts
organizations and their immediate communities. However, the impact of each revitalization project,
whether supported by Ford or Kelola or carried out independently by scholars, went far beyond.
The news that certain arts organizations had received money to bring back their arts quickly traveled
beyond the local communities. This in itself sparked interest.
Public rehearsals and performances, often a part of the final phase of the projects, offered community
members an opportunity to attend performances of arts they had not seen in years. Many young
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people had never seen the forms at all or even heard of them. Some dismissed them. Others were
intrigued and came to rehearsal after rehearsal. Often local kids joined in the rehearsals soon their
siblings followed and then parents and grandparents came to watch. The circle of influence grew.
The presence of ‘visiting dignitaries’; i.e., government officials; foundation representatives; our
research team; and, in some locations, a film crew, further contributed to the general air of excitement.
The attention increased community pride in their traditions and enhanced their image in the eyes of
many outside the community.
People wanted to know ‘what was so special’ about these arts and why were they receiving money?
While this generated interest and respect for these arts, it sometimes created resentment and jealousy.
However, while some complained of unfair favoritism; others began to ponder the future their own
traditions. One way or another, arts long neglected were now the subject of conversation.
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AUDIO VISUAL DOCUMENTATION
The performing arts are ephemeral. Unlike painting, sculpture, literature and architecture, they leave
nothing behind. The instant in which they are done, they are gone. Words can relay their history,
context and social function. Words can describe a traditional dance, tell us how many performers are
in it and the colors of their costumes -- but words cannot dance. The performing arts are about action,
not description. Experiencing the performing arts in action is essential not only to understanding
them…but to caring about them.

The Report
This report contains a lot of ‘evaluation’ of the traditional and local performing arts and the relative
success or failure their revitalization. Much of the evaluation is objective: Was all the money spent?
Did the performers show up to rehearsals? Did the community welcome the form back? However, the
ultimate evaluation is of the art itself; and here objectivity is replaced by subjectivity and
documentation becomes essential.
Unlike mathematical equations or directions on a compass, there are no universal truths in the
performing arts. There is no one prevailing opinion about how ‘good or bad’; ‘entertaining or boring’;
‘beautiful or ugly’ any single art or performance of that art is… no absolutes. Even among our team
members, there were conflicting opinions. One declared a performance was a sad failure while another
saw great potential. Therefore, not only for the sake of fairness, but also as a simple reflection of
reality, audiovisual documentation is a component of this report.

The Future
Some of the forms and artists in this report have been documented but most have not. The still
photographs and audiovisual recordings made and collected during this research provide an invaluable
historical record. In more than one case, it is sad to say, these materials capture the final performances
of the last living artists of a tradition. In others, they record the first steps of the grandchildren and
great grandchildren of elders who were able to pass on their knowledge because of a revitalization
project.
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All photographs and recordings were taken with the permission of the artists. Not only were our
cameras welcomed, but performing in front of them because a source of great pride and urgency.
Many artists realized that their arts were unknown beyond their area and liked the idea that people in
other parts of the country might see them. Others realized that our images might be the only images of
their arts to survive.
For children and young adults, the presence of a camera triggered great interest, excitement and
respect. Youngsters who had no idea -- or could have cared less -- that their great uncle or next-door
neighbor was a master performer, were now curious. If outsiders were interested in video recording
these people and their dances, there must be a reason. On more than one occasion we were told that
our visit was what kindled the interest of a young person to learn their tradition.

DVD
A DVD, containing 1:00 to 5:00 minute excerpts of approximately 30 separate traditional and local
performances, is a part of this report. The quality of these images vary dramatically from black and
white images taken with a very wobbly, hand held camera to full color images shot by professional
camera people. The project team recorded some of the tapes. Others were provided by the grantees.
In all cases these excerpts are segments of longer works of 20 minutes to more than an hour.
In three cases, videotapes of important work are not included in the DVD. These instances are noted
on the DVD menu, and with permission of the owners, can be made available.

Photographs
Photographs are generously dispersed throughout the report.
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BALI
Executive Summary
In Bali, in the face of accelerated globalization, many young people continue to learn and to perform
traditional music and dance—in the countless religious rituals that define customary community life
and identity, as well as the many shows for tourists that form the backbone of Bali's dominant industry.
Tourism and other modernizing forces, such as TV and national development programs—including
state-sponsored art academies and festivals—have powerfully influenced the continuity of Bali's
traditional arts. This influence has been subject to much debate: while some argue that promotion of
these arts for tourist, academic or mass-media consumption has brought clear socio-economic benefits,
others feel that many traditional arts have been compromised in the process—whereby local styles
may be pulled out of their cultural contexts, adapted, standardized or commercialized to the point that
their special ‘flavors’ are lost.
The Bali report describes and evaluates projects undertaken by two Ford Foundation grantees—The
Gambuh Preservation Project and Sanggar Cudamani (Cudamani music and dance troupe, hereafter
referred to as Cudamani)—to revitalize important genres of Balinese performing arts felt to be at risk
of being lost. While they differed in many respects, both grantees gave serious attention to developing
a high quality of performance in young artists through intensive training with old masters; to faithfully
reproducing the forms handed down; and to attempting to develop new audiences and/or contexts to
enable the genres concerned to keep being performed without being ‘watered down’. Both grantees
also included foreigners with backgrounds, knowledge and contacts that greatly facilitated their ability
to effectively seek and manage outside financial support for their endeavors. In both cases the infusion
of grant money raised a number of issues: a sense of unfair competition among other groups; questions
within grantee groups regarding financial transparency; and questions about the future once the
funding runs out.

The Gambuh Preservation Project
The Gambuh Preservation Project focused on gambuh, the oldest form of Balinese dance-drama,
dating back to the royal courts of the 17th century. Gambuh combines dialogue in Kawi (an old
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Javanese language) with music and dance to tell tales of romance and political intrigue based on the
legends of prince Panji. Originally, gambuh formed part of a culture of competitive kingdoms, in
which lavish productions—consisting of very large casts, playing highly stylized characters with fixed
dance steps, musical scores, texts and costumes—provided audiences with a guide to courtly etiquette
and heroic images to support its patrons' claims to legitimacy as rulers. Although it flourished until the
19th century—when it also began spreading to village venues outside palace walls—gambuh steadily
declined along with the waning power of the royal courts, until its practice dwindled to just a few
villages, most notably the village of Batuan. Generally, in shifting from royal court to village temple,
where it became more of an offering than a formal performance, gambuh lost its strict structure. By the
end of the 20th century, in the places where gambuh traditions persisted, perhaps with the exception of
Batuan, only fragments were performed, often with small casts who no longer understood the text.
The Gambuh Preservation Project was initiated in 1992 by a an Italian dancer, longtime resident of
Bali and student of gambuh in Batuan, together with a small team of artists and scholars, both foreign
and Balinese, who shared her desire to halt the decline of gambuh and to restore, as much as possible,
the classic form of the gambuh once performed for royal patrons. Supported by Ford Foundation
grants (in 1993-94 and 1994-1996), they embarked on a comprehensive program of historical research,
documentation, restoration, training and venue development, in collaboration with still-existing
performers and teachers of gambuh. Among other things, the project brought together members from
the existing gambuh troupes of Batuan to form one new troupe called Desa Gambuh (Village Gambuh)
to carry out project activities. In its second phase, the project briefly extended activities to the gambuh
troupe in Pedungan, Denpasar, although Batuan remained the main focus.
Today, over a decade later, the Desa Gambuh is still robust, with a sizeable corps of highly skilled
performers and students who regularly rehearse and give public/tourist performances twice monthly in
the village, as well as in local and island-wide temple festivals. They have toured abroad and published
a book and CD. Overall, the project is a source of community pride. Yet it is also troubled by some
deep-rooted community conflicts; resentments that it has been largely driven by a foreigner and related
confusions about project ownership and transparency. Although it continues, the project's future is
uncertain. Much of the incentive for the performers to perform the form revitalized by the project is
tied to the money they make through bi-monthly tourist performances and international tours. But the
tours abroad are infrequent and the audiences drawn to the regular local performances are meager. As
villagers lead increasingly busy lives, they have little time to dedicate to an art offering limited
audience appeal or prospects for earning a steady income.
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The control groups for this project were gambuh troupes in two other villages that were not part of the
project and operate mainly in connection with local temple ceremonies. Their performers are relatively
unpolished, with incomplete repertoires and few, if any concerns about aesthetics, the meaning of the
text or how movements were formerly executed. They are confident their children will keep learning
gambuh and do not expect it to bring in money, since they perform it as a matter of spiritual
devotion—for them, the function and feeling count more than the form.
In final analysis, it was found that the Gambuh Preservation Project has enhanced community pride in
gambuh, increased professionalism in its performance and contributed invaluable documentation for
future generations. Yet from another point of view, the project may have weakened community
support of the form by introducing funding and high-art standards into the relationship between the
community and its art. The unwavering commitment of the control-case villagers to preserve the
function of gambuh as an offering to the gods—regardless of form or funding—provides an alternative
interpretation of what it means to keep an art form vital. Discussions of the revitalization of gambuh
with the artists, scholars and community members consulted for this report raise several burning
questions: Is it more important for the original court form or its current function as part of temple
worship to be retained? Who is to decide which aspects of the art should be copied faithfully, which
can be changed? Who has the authority to decide what is “classic” or “traditional” and what is
“modern”? Is the presence of a foreigner with fundraising and management skills not found in the
local community required to raise money and develop viable business strategies to sustain the project's
results? Would these groups have had access to funding without the fundraising and management
skills brought by foreigners? The diversity of responses to these and other questions reported here have
important implications for the larger discourse on the revitalization of traditional arts—both in Bali
and beyond.
Cudamani
Cudamani is a Balinese music and dance group that was founded in 1997 by a Balinese composer and
his wife—an Indonesian/Japanese-American artist and scholar of Balinese gamelan and dance—in
their home village of Pengosekan in Ubud, Bali's cultural tourism center. The artists who formed
Cudamani were motivated by shared concerns about the decreasing quality of performance among
those who perform for tourists. Thus, they have expressly eschewed commercial performance in the
tourism circuits. Instead they are committed to supporting the continuity of the performing arts in
traditional community settings in combination with the creation of new works and stage presentation
of both traditional and contemporary works, both locally and in foreign tours. From Cudamani's
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perspective, “revitalization” takes on a dual function within a larger creative process involving both
the innovation of new works and the preservation of old works. Thus, the scope of the programs they
implemented under Ford Foundation grants (in 2000-01, 2002-2004 and in 2005-2008 although this
was just getting underway when the report research was done) was not limited to the revitalization of
any single traditional genre. Rather it covered a range of creative exploration and organizational
capacity-building activities, as well as funding the purchase of instruments and costumes, along with
initiatives to learn old forms from old masters. These multifaceted grants gave Cudamani the resources
necessary to launch themselves into the world as a resilient arts performance, touring and teaching
organization.
Within this broad framework, Cudamani revitalized Legong Saba and Taruna Gandrung. Legong Saba
is a style of female legong dance from the village of Saba, which was most famous in the 1930s-60s
and is quite soft and elegant compared to the staccato styles of more common forms of legong. Taruna
Gandrung is a dynamic flirtation dance in the flashy kebyar style of North Bali from the 1930s—
usually performed as a duet by young female dancers portraying young men and accompanied by
virtuoso drumming. Although these forms were acclaimed in their time, they were never popularized
through tourism, and were almost never performed (in the case of Taruna Gandrung, almost forgotten)
by the 1990s. While masters of both forms were still alive, they were not actively engaged in teaching
them. Cudamani's primary emphasis in revitalization was to cultivate strong personal relationships
between these old masters and the young artists of the troupe, as a basis for teaching and learning
arrangements that would enable the teachers to fully transfer not only the techniques but also the
“spirit” of their forms. Additionally, Cudamani used a small portion of their grant to support a project
conducted by fellow artists in Batuan and Sukawati to preserve wayang gambuh—a form of shadow
puppetry based on gambuh dance drama—which had enjoyed brief popularity among a few royal
houses around Sukawati in the 17th-18th centuries but had faded away, practiced by only a handful of
shadow puppeteers in the 20th century.
Once the masters deemed the students had mastered the forms sufficiently, Cudamani integrated them
into its permanent repertoire. They performed two Legong Saba dances and Taruna Gandrung at many
local temple festivals and arts festivals as well as in tours abroad—in both cases, introducing
audiences to these forms for the first time—and have continued teaching them to new students in the
classes they offer. In the case of wayang gambuh, the artist who learned this form through the grant
performed it an average of twice a year after the project ended, mainly in family temple ceremonies.
The control cases for this project were two different types of gamelan groups (one a gong kebyar and
the other a gong selonding ensemble). Like Cudamani, they have persisted for a long time without
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relying on the tourism industry. But unlike Cudamani, they play almost entirely for rituals in their own
villages; they are not occupied with creating new works or revitalizing old ones); and they possess
neither the contacts nor the skills necessary to secure outside funding or arrange international tours.
The report finds in Cudamani a new breed of performing arts group in Bali—simultaneously faithful to
tradition and ultra-contemporary. Cudamani's activities are exposing the revitalized forms to an ever
wider local and global audience, maximizing the probability that these forms will remain vital in the
future. Yet the Cudamani project brings up interesting issues regarding access and ownership. Like the
control groups, most Balinese performing groups have little or no access to significant outside
sponsorship or members who know about grants or are skilled enough to write proposals, highlighting
the fact that Cudamani—like the gambuh project—is privileged by having proponents with special
advantages in these areas. This raises the question of how successfully other groups could conduct
complex and costly revitalization projects without such advantages. Further, the forms revitalized were
not from Cudamani's own local community; nor did their efforts bring the revitalized arts back to their
specific communities of origin. This raises the question of whether, in taking and making these forms
their own, they in some way, appropriated something belonging to others. This report explores these
issues at multiple levels and underlines the idea that both adequate sponsorship and cross-pollination
are needed for art traditions not just to survive but to thrive.

Page 27 of 569

BALI
Full Report
It was a bright and cool evening. We parked the car near Pura Manik Segara, a tiny speck of a Hindu
temple in the middle of rice fields in Mas, a village four kilometers south of Ubud, Bali. The teenage
boys’ gamelan (an 'orchestra' of bronze metallophones, drums and gongs) of Cudamani, one of Bali's
most dynamic dance and music troupes, was going to perform as an offering to the gods of this temple.
In Bali, the traditional (gamelan music and dance) and the modern (Balinese pop songs and TV) vie for
young people’s attention. Yet even in the midst of extreme globalization, these young artists continue to
perform in a traditional context. Remembering their roots, they perform for the gods, the ancestral spirits
and for the sheer joy of performing well.
We walked into the courtyard of the temple, where a score of young men in pink jackets sat eating their
dinner of rice and chicken. There were five or six rows of red plastic chairs crammed between the
pavilion where the musicians were eating and the stage space. The floor was covered with a worn red
carpet and the instruments of the gamelan were set up in this space, ready for the musicians. A split cloth
curtain gilded with colored flowers hung on a bamboo pole in the central back area of the stage space.
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Cudamani teenage boys’ group performing at
Pura Manik Segara on 29 June 2006

To the east, just over a low wall, the dancers, aged 8 to 18, sat on a raised platform. The younger girls
were playing patty-cake in their very gilded red and yellow costumes, probably in an attempt to keep their
bare shoulders warm. Their hair was piled on top of their heads, with ponytails hanging way down their
backs and studded with fresh frangipani flowers mingled with fake gold flowers. Their eyes were
outlined in black with the ubiquitous red, blue and yellow eye shadow that is de rigeur these days and
their lips were painted a dazzling hue of red.

Cudamani dancers playing patty-cake backstage at a temple festival
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The funkiness of the temple scene reminded me a bit of Bali in the 70s, when I first came here to study
dance, in the days before electricity and television. Yet now there were fluorescent lights everywhere and
all the costumes were dazzling with gold this and gold that. I recalled the rush I would feel before I
danced, the excitement I would feel from the audience and the strength I could feel from the temple.
I went to hang out with the girls and waited for the music to start. All the chairs were filled with grannies
and grandkids, a row of young teenage girls dressed in their best kebaya lace blouses.
The young gamelan musicians marched in through the curtain and took their places. The lead ugal
(metallaphone) player picked up his hammer with a flourish and hit the first note with everyone in sync
behind him. The first piece they played was a contemporary gamelan piece composed by one of
Cudamani’s senior members. They wowed the audience. This was not an easy piece to play and the boys
did a fine job.
I chatted with the legong and Taruna Gandrung dancers, all girls in their mid-to-late teens. Legong is a
type of female dance that is quintessentially feminine and Taruna Gandrung is a very energetic dance
depicting a young male going through puberty but performed by a young woman, in this case two young
women. We talked about the dances; they adjusted their clothing; they eyed the musicians.
In the meantime, the local villagers were going in and out of the inner temple where images of the deities
are housed. They brought offerings here, prayed and drank holy water dispensed by a temple priest. I
entered the inner courtyard of the temple, where a few people were praying. The night air was filled with
the musky scent of incense. A small group of men were chanting sacred songs through a squeaky
loudspeaker, alternately singing and smoking clove cigarettes. The mood was festive. The temple priests,
dressed in white from top to toe, splashed the supplicants with holy water, which they raised to their lips
to drink and cupped with their palms to wash their faces and hair. They waited until the priests had
blessed their offerings of fruit, rice cakes and flowers, which they would eventually take home to share
with their families. But for now most of them stayed to watch the performance.
Returning to the outer courtyard where the dances were being staged, I took a seat. The young men
banged away brilliantly at their instruments as two of the young women went through the graceful paces
of the Legong Sudarsana—a dance choreographed over 50 years ago in the village of Saba and rarely
seen outside its district, which Cudamani had revitalized. The movements of this legong are like water,
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smooth and elastic, very different from the standard legong with abrupt musical and dance accents. I
heard the audience murmur under their breaths, that this was not a typical legong—what legong is this?”
Swathed and bound in colorful strips of cloth, the girls’ movements were constrained yet full of energy.
The flaps of their long sarongs opened slightly as they skidded across the stage, dancing as one unit. The
fresh flowers in their headdresses quivered every time they flicked their eyes to the side, punctuating the
end of a gong phrase. They twirled their fans from side to side, each hand following the other like two
fish swimming.
Then they transformed into two characters—a king and his wife. One dancer put her arms up higher than
her shoulders with a sharp bend in the elbows, signifying a male. The other dropped her eyes and took on
a more demure 'feminine' manner. At the end of this very long dance (30 minutes), another dancer
emerged from behind the curtains: the wife transformed by anger into Rangda the witch. She battled with
the king and they went offstage.
No applause and none expected, for this was an offering rather than a ‘performance’. As soon as the
dance was over, the audience melted away into the night, riding their motorbikes back into the village or
walking with their families through the rice fields to their homes. I climbed into a van with the dancers,
who didn’t bother changing their clothes, anxious to get back to their warm houses and sleep.

Legong Sudarsana performed by Cudamani at
Pura Manik Segara, Mas on 29 June 2006
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PERSONAL NOTES
Revitalization is something that goes on constantly in Bali. While many of the younger generation are
straining to assert more of their individuality and their alignment with Western or rather, “modern”
culture, many others are delving into the past, looking for patterns of movement and sound that were
familiar to their ancestors and making these patterns more their own.
During this study I heard much about what different people felt was important to retain. The research
raised many questions for me: Who decides what movements or music should be copied faithfully and
which ones can be pruned? Who has the authority to say “this is authentic”, “this is classical” or “this
is our tradition”? Who has access to the granting process and money? Certain authorities, such as the
Tourism Board, the Department of Culture, the Indonesian Institute of the Arts (ISI), religious and
community leaders, are all striving to reinforce Balinese identity, much of which is tied up with the
performing arts and the ritual context in which they are traditionally performed. Numerous dance and
music contests are broadcast throughout the year on Bali TV. Who decides what is good for television
and what is not? Who is allowed to judge? Who defines what is ‘traditional’ and what is ‘modern’? Is
it the lecturers at the art schools, senior artists, cultural anthropologists, programmers at Bali TV or the
judges at the Bali Arts Festival? Why is tradition important and for whom? Is the audience the
Balinese, tourists or the greater public of Indonesia?
My methodology was to see as many rehearsals and performances as possible and talk to the
performers before, during and afterwards. In this way, I could cull reactions to a particular piece or
situation as well as to ask direct questions. I went into many people’s homes, sometimes unannounced,
sometimes making appointments beforehand. I preferred the ‘surprise’ method as it yielded the most
candid responses. I tried to avoid having people in the same troupe all coming together to be
interviewed at once and ‘prompting’ each other with pat answers. I brought my informants coffee, tea
and sweets – the traditional ‘payment’ for the interview. For the most part, everyone was quite open to
speaking with me; only one woman refused to let me record her (out of anxiety that what she said
might be incorrect). The majority of the artists were more than willing to discuss their art and their
opinions of what they deemed classic or true to the form. Opinions differed as to which was the older
form or the better way of doing something but everyone agreed that it was important for revitalization
be conducted.

Page 32 of 569

In the years I’ve studied the performing arts of Bali (1972-2006), I have come in contact with scores of
Balinese artists, all of them dedicated to their art forms. I've certainly witnessed numerous changes
since the mid-1970s – ranging from brilliant adaptations of old genres in new contexts to the watering
down, standardization or commercialization of local genres to the point that they were almost lost.
I have also noticed a constant thread of respect for the traditional and the classical – and why they
should be maintained, both for what they are and for what they can teach us about transforming the
arts into something appropriate for the modern age.
I thoroughly relished doing this project. It brought me back in touch with many of the musicians and
dancers I had performed and practiced with in the 1970s and renewed my ties with them. I also
encountered new voices in the art world and heard over and over again, from so many sources, that
Balinese dance and music are here to stay.
All of the pieces revitalized are art forms I adore, which made it a pleasure for me to do the research
and at the same time, a challenge – to step back and see things for what they are today, apart from the
lens of how they were in the past.

GENERAL OVERVIEW
INTRODUCTION TO THE REGION: BALI
Bali is a small, predominantly Hindu island in the middle of the predominantly Muslim Indonesian
archipelago. It is equally famous for its spectacular natural beauty and its unique culture. The
performing arts in Bali are an integral part of ritual, religion and daily life and were once entertainment
for lavish courts.
Ritual punctuates every aspect of Bali Hindu life, ranging from the placement of daily offerings to
placate the gods and the spirits, to full-fledged cremation ceremonies, which demand the active
participation of all members of a community for many weeks. Every village has at least three major
temples (sometimes more) and usually, many small temples, and celebrates an odalan or anniversary
festival for each temple every 210 days. No odalan is complete without dance, music, wayang
(shadow puppetry) and/or singing; even smaller-scale family life cycle rites often include a
Page 33 of 569

performance of some kind. The arts are conceived as offerings to the gods, ancestors, and spirits and
the frequency of ritual events in every community means there are abundant opportunities for the
artists of the community to contribute. For an artist to ngayah or perform for the ‘other world’ is the
highest honor, an act of devotion that binds them to the sacred function of their art.

Typical temple festival or odalan

Many Balinese village communities have one or more sanggar—groups that train and practice in the
performance art forms traditionally used in their local ceremonies. Across the island, one can wander
past a bale banjar (community hall) almost any day of the week and see a rehearsal in progress late in
the day. The atmosphere is festive and when the rehearsal ends, children take over the instruments,
banging away happily, never chastised by the adults. The arts are open to all, not ‘owned’ by anyone
or hidden away until the time of their public performance.
In the past, Bali was ruled by numerous puri or royal courts, centers of social, economic and political
power that sponsored some of the more lavish forms of the performing and other arts. They even used
their theatrical productions as tools to compete with rival courts for prestige and the allegiance of
subjects. Artists would come to live, teach, rehearse and perform in the royal palaces. They were fed
and cared for the entire time they were needed to complete their work. They returned home laden with
gifts of food and payments, which could include the invaluable right to till land owned by the court.
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When Indonesia became a legal state in 1945, the puri lost much of their political power and land
reform laws significantly reduced their wealth. Although many of the puri still hold social power
today—and a few are still wealthy enough to hold extravagant rituals to reinforce their social status
from time to time—their roles as patrons and arbiters of taste in the arts have significantly diminished.
New sources of influence have taken their place, including tourism, the government and television.
Tourism first came to Bali in the l920s on giant cruise ships and has since grown into a multi-million
dollar industry. Tourism, in fact, has far surpassed the puri as the primary patron of the arts and has
brought considerable wealth to the island. The money a community gains from working in hotels,
restaurants, selling handicrafts to and performing for tourists contributes to both the prosperity of the
island as well as the continuity of local culture.
“Because Bali hasn't any natural resources like the other islands, we revert to culture as our only
resource. And we have to preserve that. If we have the culture, then the tourists will come. We were
already famous for our cultural tourism in 1924.” (I Nyoman Nikanaya, Head of the Department of
Culture in Denpasar, 24 June 2006).
The interplay between tourism and Balinese arts and culture has been the subject of much research and
concern. Some find the relationship economically and culturally beneficial to the arts of Bali. Others
feel that tourism, in the process of ‘adapting' the arts for tourist consumption, has influenced changes
in form and purpose that herald the end of quality and authenticity in the Balinese arts.
For example, the classic court dance-dramas were lengthy affairs, involving large casts of musicians,
dancers, actors and clowns who combined their skills to bring alive epic stories that Balinese
audiences loved and knew well. In the wake of the tourism boom, performances began to be created
especially for foreigners, who knew neither the languages nor the legends of the dance-dramas. Scenes
were excerpted and plots drastically abridged and stripped of their words, along with their social
contexts, to entertain tourists.
This led to the birth of an unprecedented form of virtuoso solo dance, known as tari lepas (dance not
bound to the drama), accompanied by the flashier, more energetic and quick-tempo style of music from
North Bali, known as kebyar, which had taken the island by storm in the second decade of the 20th
century. Kebyar adapted the monotone sound of the slower (lelambatan) style of temple music and
outfitted it with abrupt starts and stops, even to the point of melting down the bronze keys and re-forging
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them to gain a brighter sound. Choreographers and composers clamored to produce new works in a frenzy
of creativity that gradually eclipsed the earlier styles of dance and music that had once been the norm.
Performance genres that developed and proved financially viable in relation to tourism rose in popularity,
even in the temples, while other genres, less amenable to tourist consumption, grew more obscure.
Powerful as it was, tourism was not the only new force to influence the arts. Since the early years of
national independence, the Indonesian government has designed policies and institutions to promote
and safeguard the arts. Some of these, such as the state art schools, are run nationwide and directed
from the national level, while others are conducted in each province, according to its particular needs
and resources.5
In Bali, a conservatory of performing arts opened in Denpasar, Bali's capital city, in 1967. Like
similar schools in other areas of Indonesia, they shared the national goal of ‘preserving’, ‘developing’
and 'improving' the traditional arts.
According to Dr. I Wayan Dibia, a highly esteemed Balinese choreographer, dancer and musician who
taught at and headed the Indonesian Institute of the Arts (then STSI, now ISI) from 1997 to 2001, “In the
old days STSI was intended to preserve the classical art forms threatened with extinction due to the loss
of artists during the bloody coup in 1965.6 Part of the mission of the provincial government was to save
the arts and give them back to the communities. ISI still has this mission.”
To implement its mission, STSI enrolled the finest young artists of the region, reconstructed and taught
them what STSI deemed the 'more refined' versions of the arts and sent these young artists back to the
villages to teach. However, one of the unintended outcomes of this process was standardization. While
some people praise the work of these schools in conserving and developing the arts, others feel they
have homogenized and lost the local flavors of the arts of specific villages.
As described by I Nyoman Nikanaya, current head of the Department of Culture, “The role of ISI is to go
into the villages to study and develop the existing arts there. The students have to conduct fieldwork, in
which they go a village, help revive a form and live as the villagers do. Often what happens is that they
end up teaching their own style to the village and then, the village artists incorporate the ‘ISI-ness’ into
their form, thereby watering down their own style.”
5

See the discussion of Indonesian state policies on the arts in the main introduction to this book.
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Nyoman Nikanaya, head of the Department of Culture, Denpasar, Bali

In 1979, the Bali provincial government initiated the Bali Arts Festival (PKB) as a kebyar festival for
gamelan groups to pit their skills against one another on stage. Now in its 27th year, the festival has
become an annual, month-long showcase for a variety of different Balinese performing arts. While the
spirit of competition attracts many young people who might otherwise have little interest in the arts,
only a few of them 'stay with it' after the festival is over. Thousands of Balinese attend the
performances to 'root for their team', and while the festival is populist in nature, the organizers ensure
that there is programming of performing art forms considered esoteric or out of date.
Last but not least, another major influence on the performing arts is television, especially Bali TV, the
island's first local television station. In Bali, televisions are often left on all day long, whether or not
anyone is watching. In the evenings, children do homework, women make offerings and men smoke
in front of the TV. Many community halls have a television that villagers gather round to watch.
While TV, like tourism, has brought an onslaught of global pop music and commercial media into
Balinese homes, Balinese viewers have always tended to favor programs featuring Balinese content.
Riding on this tendency, Bali TV was launched in 2002, with the mission of broadcasting exclusively
local-content programs, with the exception of national and international news. Bali TV is also a
leading exponent of a new social movement called “Ajeg Bali” or Bali Pride, which has to do with
anything considered to strengthen Balinese identity. In the words of Dewa Ayu Dewi Mardika, 27,
Bali TV's director of programming and news:
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“Our vision is to be a media for the Balinese. To return to our roots. … One of the most popular
programs is Lila Cita, which is on nearly every night. It spotlights different gamelan and dance groups
from all over Bali and gives special coverage of the Bali Arts Festival … People can view things they
would never go to as they're too far from home. It’s a way to promote the arts. Often viewers call us
and tell us what they want to see and we listen to them. Or they call to find out where a particular ritual
or dance is from.”

Dewa Ayu Dewi Mardika, Director of Programming and News at Bali TV

However, in spite of this noble mission, Bali TV brings out another form of ‘selection’ and
‘promotion’ of the arts. While just about any group can pay to have their performance recorded and
played on Bali TV, the ‘curated’ programming tends to lean toward the ‘more popular’ or ‘easily
accessible’. This, as can be seen later in this report, has had a substantial impact on the traditional arts.
All of these phenomena—ritual devotion, tourism, the state conservatories, the Bali Arts Festival and
Bali TV—have had and continue to exert incredible influence on the arts of Bali, both traditional and
contemporary, and on the revitalization and preservation of many forms. It is said that the arts are a
reflection of culture and that the culture reflects its values through the arts; that is one of the main
things we are going to look at here.
BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO THE SUBJECTS OF STUDY
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This research is focused on the revitalization projects conducted by two grantees of the Ford
Foundation in Bali: the Gambuh Preservation Project and Sanggar Cudamani (Cudamani Dance and
Music troupe), which shall be glossed simply as Cudamani for the purposes of this report.
The Gambuh Preservation Project was expressly focused on preserving, documenting and revitalizing
gambuh, which is said to be the oldest form of dance-drama in Bali and the source of all modern
Balinese movement and music.
Originating in the royal courts of 17th century Bali, gambuh combines dialogue, music and dance to
enact romantic tales of courtly life, love and political intrigue based on the adventures of Panji, a
historic Javanese prince. Gambuh requires a large cast of dancer-actors and musicians and is
distinctive and difficult to perform for various reasons, including its Kawi (an ancient form of the
Javanese language) text, which few people understand today, and the unusual meter-long, end-blown
bamboo flutes of its orchestra, which take years to master.
Cudamani's project has involved, among other things, the revitalization of three Balinese performing
art forms that are rarely seen and/or no longer being taught to the next generation: legong Saba, the
Taruna Gandrung dance, and wayang gambuh.
Legong Saba is an old style of female legong dance from the east coast village of Saba, which was
famous from the 1930s to the 1980s. It is extremely soft and elegant compared to the staccato styles of
legong popularized through tourism.
Taruna Gandrung is a dynamic and emotional flirtation dance in the kebyar legong style of North Bali,
usually performed as a duet by young female dancers portraying young men, and accompanied by
virtuoso kebyar drumming. This form has received little exposure, perhaps due to the fact that a related
solo dance, Taruna Jaya, gained more popularity.
Wayang gambuh is a form of shadow puppetry with puppets costumed like gambuh characters. First
performed in the Sukawati sub district of Bali in 1774, it has never enjoyed widespread popularity as a
performing arts form and has very rarely been performed in the past 50 years.
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GAMBUH PRESERVATION PROJECT REPORT
HISTORY AND MEANING OF THE ART FORM BEING REVITALIZED
Gambuh is said to be the oldest form of dance-drama in Bali and the original model for the dance,
music, narrative and characterization styles underlying all modern Balinese performance arts.
Gambuh probably has more allegiance to text than any other Balinese dance-drama, and that text is in
Kawi—which was for centuries the high literary language of the royal courts of Bali but few Balinese
understand today.
Most of the scholarly literature agrees that gambuh is about 400 years old. Several sources refer to the
facts that an earlier form of gambuh or a form similar to gambuh called raket existed as early as the
10th century and was performed in the royal courts of Java from the 14th century on7 in extravagant
spectacles in which the king and the royal family were not only sponsors but often performers as well.8
We do not know how these early performances looked or sounded. But we do know a lot about their
historical context and we have the gambuh stories themselves to explain their social significance.
It is a well-known historical fact that the rulers of Java and Bali had ongoing relations between the 9th
and 16th centuries, during which Bali gradually adapted aspects of Javanese Hinduism into its culture.
There were certain points when these relations were more intense, when Javanese kingdoms
dominated Bali, especially under the Majapahit empire.9 Upon the demise of Majapahit in the early
16th century, a large number of its remaining nobility—along with their retinues of priests, artisans,

7

See Bandem and de Boer 1995, Robson 1971
Susilo (1997), Gambuh: A Dance-Drama of the Balinese Courts: Continuity and Change in the spiritual and
Political Power of Balinese Performing Arts, Explorations in Southeast Asian Studies, A Journal of the
Southeast Asian Studies Student Association Vol. 1, No. 2, Fall 1997.
9
Susilo, ibid. For readers less familiar with the history, Majapahit was an Indianized kingdom founded in 1293.
At its peak of power (1350 to 1389), it dominated kingdoms in Bali as well as in the southern Malay peninsula,
the Philippines, Sumatra and Borneo. Its influence receded in the wake of the rising power of Islamic kingdoms
in the archipelago between 1478 and 1520. The legend of Majapahit remains a strong element of contemporary
Balinese identity and the unified rule of Majapahit over the archipelago served Indonesian nationalists as a
powerful symbol in establishing the Republic of Indonesia under a centralized government in Java in the 20th
century.
8
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musicians and dancers—relocated to Bali and went on to establish Gelgel, the first major Bali-based
Hindu dynasty, in the current district of Klungkung.
Under Gelgel, the courtly arts of Majapahit met with the supernatural power of Balinese forms. This is
when the Balinese courtly arts … began to take neither a purely Hindu-Javanese nor purely Balinese
form. They became much more complex dramatically, more technically demanding, and a new
function was added to the Balinese arts' powerful religious function: to serve a large and powerful
court. Although the ancient ritual performances remained, due to the dramatically changing political
and cultural Balinese context, new forms of art began to emerge to serve the needs of royalty. One of
these newly emerging forms of dance-drama was to become the base of all dance-drama in Bali. Its
name comes from the old Balinese word for "mixture" or "to combine": Gambuh.”10
In 1651 the Gelgel dynasty fell apart and its power was dispersed among numerous smaller,
regionally-based kingdoms, forming a political culture in which the courtly arts gained additional
functions as a form of competitive ceremonial display.
The earliest extant source for the gambuh narratives is Malat, an epic poem written around 1725.
Malat recounts, in Kawi, a Balinese version of a cycle of stories, known as the Panji cycle (different
forms of which are found throughout Southeast Asia). They describe the adventures of the medieval
Javanese Prince Panji Inu Kertapati in search of his bride Candra Kirana. Often, it is the princess who
goes in search for Panji and must disguise herself as a man. In the same vein, Panji sometimes dresses
as a woman to get close to his beloved; sometimes they do not recognize one another. Every story
concludes with a battle over a woman, land or power, which the hero, Panji, inevitably wins.
Gambuh plays are typically structured to juxtapose refined female characters at the beginning of the
performance and violent, warring, strong and refined male characters at the end. This is a reflection of
the Balinese philosophical principle of rua bhinneda or complementary opposites: male/female,
light/dark, life/death.
The classic love story of the Panji cycle, concerning the mystical quest for male and female union, is
also told in other Balinese art forms such as the arja opera. But in gambuh, Candra Kirana rarely

10

Susilo, ibid.
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appears in her warrior guise, and the ideals of the 'feminine' are mainly presented from a male
perspective11—indeed, all female roles in gambuh were traditionally performed by men.
The main emphasis is on the romantic character and political exploits of the prince himself.
Thus, beginning from the time period when Malat was written, gambuh provided perfect metaphors
for the perpetual struggles for power and legitimacy among Bali's many princes, who: “... drove
themselves towards conquest, seducing and slaughtering to live the legendary perfection of the young
prince Panji, the vision of noble masculinity dripping with a sophisticated mastery of courtly beauty
and martial terror. The vehicle of this vision of the ideal prince is known as Malat.”12
In sum, gambuh performances were meaningful for everyone connected with the royal courts for
several reasons: They displayed the splendor of these courts and asserted their continuity with the
great Majapahit empire of the past. They provided their audiences with a guide to courtly etiquette and
knowing one's place in the social order of the court. At the same time, they presented heroic images of
princes who attain kingship by merit as well as by birth, and in so doing, promoted their patrons'
claims to legitimacy as rulers, in an environment where such claims were fragile at best.13
By the 19th century, the multiple kingdoms of Bali consolidated into nine larger, still competitive
kingdoms, roughly corresponding to the eight districts and capital of contemporary Bali. At this point
the colonial presence began to be felt, although it was not until 1908 that the Dutch occupied South
Bali and began eroding the power of the island's richest and most powerful royal houses.
The first European reference to gambuh was made in 1830 by the French agent Dubois, who wrote
about seeing it performed at a king’s cremation. Various Dutch records mention officials gifted with
gambuh performances at palaces of various Balinese kings during visits to Bali through the 1800s.
Gambuh dancers interviewed by Bali historian, Adrian Vickers in the 1980s14 also confirmed that,
based on what they had heard from their own teachers and elders, gambuh was very often performed in
the 19th century for both Balinese and foreign audiences. It was also during this time that gambuh
began to spread to temples and community halls outside palace walls, making it more accessible to
people outside court circles, although it remained predominantly a palace dance.
11

Susilo, ibid.
Vickers, 2005, p. 1-3.
13
Vickers, 1989, p. 54.
14
Vickers, 2006, p. 248-9.
12
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In the 20th century, the quality and popularity of gambuh steadily waned, together with the waning
power of the royal courts in a changing political landscape, along with the explosion of new art forms
in the wake of tourism. Knowledge and practice of gambuh became concentrated in and limited to only
a few villages on the island, such as Pedungan in Denpasar, Nusa Penida in Klungkung, Tumbak
Bayuh in Mengwi and most notably, Batuan in Gianyar regency.
Batuan is an old Buddhist-Brahman village dating back to the 11th century. Its golden age was from
the early 1600s to the early 1700s, when it was the seat of the royal family of Gusti Ngurah
Batulepang, who controlled most of southern Bali at the time. It was later one of the power bases for a
splinter court of the Klungkung royal family established in nearby Sukawati in the early 1800s. By the
turn of the 20th century, most of the people of Batuan15 were vassals of the kingdom of Gianyar.
Although exact documentation is lacking, ethnographic data suggests that gambuh was brought to
Batuan from Gianyar at this time,16 and that Gianyar was the main patron and source of training of the
performers who formed Batuan's first gambuh troupe.17
Under the combined patronage of Batuan's influential Brahman families and Gianyar-associated puri
or royal houses, Batuan became a center of excellence for the performing arts as well as painting and
woodcarving, which attracted many foreign scholars and artists—and hence, new patrons of the arts—
in the decades before and after World War II. It was in this productive climate that gambuh and topeng
(masked dance-dramas) troupes flourished.
By the 1930s there was a well-established gambuh group that performed during sacred rites at the
Pura Desa (village temple) of Batuan. In the late 1950s and the l960s, this group splintered due to the
performers' allegiances to rival political parties18 as well as caste differences, leading to the formal

15

The exception was one of Batuan's hamlets, Den Tiis, which was the site of the short-lived, Klungkungaffiliated kingdom of Negara, which was established by Anak Agung Gede Oka in 1885 and then literally wiped
off the map and near forgotten after its defeat in a bloody battle with Ubud and other principalities in the 1890s.
16
Hildred Geertz, personal communication.
17
The late I Ketut Rinda from Blahbatuh, one of Bali's greatest scholars on the performing arts as well as an
artist, told Vickers that two commoners, Sabha and Goya taught the gambuh performers in the palace of Gianyar
in the 1800s. The geguritan poem Uug Gianyar (the Fall of Gianyar) mentions them as state officials and
“outstanding gambuh dancers” in the 1880s. Their student, I Wayan Batubulan, was Rinda’s own teacher in the
l920s and he thought it likely that many of the Batuan gambuh dancers had studied with them too.
18
The main parties were the Indonesian Nationalist Party (PNI), the Indonesian Socialist Party (PSI) and the
Indonesian Communist Party (PKI). Nationally, the splits culminated in 1965 in an attempted, so-called
communist coup in Jakarta that resulted in a horrible blood bath throughout Indonesia, with nearly 500,000
people murdered. In Bali, the deaths were brutal and numerous.
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establishment of a named troupe, Gambuh Triwangsa (meaning high caste gambuh), as a separate
entity.19 Further splits occurred when two of Batuan's most renowned dancers, Made Jimat—who
founded his gambuh troupe (sanggar), Pusaka Budaya, in 1971—and Nyoman Kakul—who formed a
community-based gambuh group (sekeha), Mayasari, in 1972—brought the number of gambuh groups
to three, all of them from a single banjar or hamlet of Batuan called Pekandelan.
These groups rotated in performing at various 210-day temple anniversaries, both in Batuan as well as
at larger, island-wide temples such as Besakih. From the 1970s on, one could go to any temple festival
in Batuan and be almost sure to see a gambuh performance. Gambuh music would fill the village
before festival times. Rehearsals occurred at the bale banjar (community hall) and individuals came
regularly to the homes of Nyoman Kakul and Made Jimat for personal instruction.
The 1980s was a boom period for modern mass tourism in the area. In response, the Mayasari troupe
began to offer gambuh performances for tourists and Kakul's son created yet a fourth gambuh troupe,
called 'Nyoman Kakul and Sons', mostly consisting of family members, in 1985. They all continued to
perform for temple festivals and occasionally, weddings and other life cycle ceremonies, tourism
venues and art festivals.
Beyond Batuan, a handful of other communities in Bali also continued to maintain active, villagebased gambuh troupes, mainly connected with local temple ceremonies, although their repertoires
were generally less complete than Batuan's. Because of the widely acknowledged importance of
gambuh as the ‘origin of all Balinese dance’, elements of gambuh were also integrated, to a limited
extent, into the curriculum of the state performing arts institute in Denpasar and the programs of the
Bali Arts Festival and later, Bali TV.
However, despite its continued survival, a proliferation of socio-cultural, economic and aesthetic
factors increasingly threatened to marginalize gambuh, limit its audience and diminish the quality of
its performance. (This is discussed in more detail below in “Reasons for the Decline of the Art Form”).
It seemed to some that the hundreds of years of gambuh history might end in the last decade of the 20th
century. It was at this fragile moment in gambuh’s long history that the Gambuh Preservation Project

19

Naming troupes is a modern phenomenon. Formerly, they were called by the particular jero or royal house that
sponsored them. The Triwangsa troupe and its naming, as a way to distinguish it from the existing sacred village
temple gambuh, were outcomes of political events in the 1960s, as described in Hildred Geertz (2004), Chapter
8.
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came into being with the express purpose of revitalizing and documenting still active gambuh groups
and teaching the form to younger generations of Balinese artists.

DESCRIBE THE ART FORM BEING REVITALIZED: WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE TODAY?
Unless otherwise specified, the following descriptions are based on gambuh from Batuan—differences
among the various troupes in Batuan are not significant enough to highlight for the purposes of this
section.
Gambuh is a non-masked form of dance-drama accompanied by a small gamelan group consisting of
about 17 musicians. The dancers can number anywhere from 15 to 25 depending on the lakon (story) and
the availability of performers, whereas formerly, gambuh casts could number 60 to 70 performers and
crew, made up of all strata of society. Performances typically last two to three or more hours; in the past
they could last a few days.
The heart of the dramatic spectacle of a gambuh performance is not so much the plot unfolding as the
continuous presentation of its illustrious dramatis personae, always preceded and accompanied by their
attendants, who translate the ancient Javanese court language, Kawi, into Balinese for the audience.
While the plays vary, the dramatis personae consist of a series of stock characters—both male and female,
strong (keras) and refined (alus), royalty and servants—as well as stock scenes. Given the political and
ceremonial functions of gambuh in upholding courtly ideals, the movement and speech of each character,
even servants, must be dignified. Characterization is all very regimented. The female roles are set, with
very little room for improvisation. Parts of the male roles are set dances; other parts are improvised within
certain parameters. This may be because traditionally, all of the women's roles were choreographed and
performed by men, reflecting ideals of 'femininity' from a male perspective,20 although today, in some
places, there are also women in the cast.21 Perhaps because the women’s roles were done by men, they
had to be more choreographed, whereas the male roles, played by males, could be more improvised.

20

See Ni Made Wiratini, 1991. Condong and its Roles in Balinese Dance-Drama (Thesis, University of
California at Los Angeles), for a detailed discussion of gender and caste distinctions and other aspects of the
Gambuh characters.
21
For example, the students of ISI did an all women's Gambuh in 2005.
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The music is strongly linked to the characters, with a different melody and scale used for each character
type. Similarly, gambuh headdresses (gelungan) are specific for each set of characters, while the
costumes of the male roles and female roles respectively are quite similar to each other.

Headdresses from Gambuh group in Nusa Penida

Gambuh is traditionally performed in a place known as the bale pegambuhan or gambuh pavilion, which
is found in one of two places: the outer courtyard of a large palace (puri) or in the central courtyard of a
large Balinese temple in the midst of ritual, as is most common today.
A Balinese temple is open to the sky and usually consists of three courtyards: the innermost courtyard
where we find the shrines housing the local deities, the middle courtyard where the bale pegambuhan is
and the outer courtyard, usually outside the temple walls, where more secular forms of performance are
done.
The traditional Balinese stage or kalangan is a rectangular area in front of the temple. Sometimes, as in
the village temple of Batuan, it incorporates one of the temple walls—either with or without a split gate in
the middle—as the ‘fourth wall’ of the stage, from which the dancers emerge. It can also be a
freestanding rectangle, with no wall, in the temple courtyard.
Today gambuh is more often than not staged in the wantilan or pavilion outside the temple walls. The
wantilan has a raised stage space at one end with one to three doors for the dancers to come through. Yet
for gambuh, all performing is done in the area usually reserved for the audience—this way there is no
sense of a barrier between performer and audience. The gambuh musicians all sit off to one side of the
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entrance in two rows; the flutists are in the front row. Mats are placed downstage for the actors to sit on
between scenes—they are still visible to the audience but are considered ‘invisible’. The atmosphere
here, as in any performance at a temple festival, is one of conviviality and people sit on the ground
packed together, leaning into one another, smoking cigarettes, chewing on snacks or even dozing off in
the less dynamic sections of the play. Children can often be seen asleep on their parents’ laps and perhaps
being carried off to sleep at home at some point during the show.
Prior to any performance, offerings are made and placed on a table where all the gelungan or headdresses
are put (anything that is placed on the head should never be put on the ground where it could be defiled).
The gelungan are blessed. A small offering is also placed in front of the dancers’ entrance to the stage
space. Gambuh is an integral part of temple ritual and even when performed for tourists, the ritual
processes are still followed.
Costumes haven’t changed much in the past century. Numerous books that have photographs of the
forms, personal accounts by the older dancers and headdresses that are still a part of collections in palaces
and temples bear this out.. The maidservant (Condong), princess (Putri) and ladies in waiting (Kakankakan) all wear long sleeved blouses and long, floor-length, gold leaf silk-screened kamben or pieces of
material covered with another long band of silk-screened material called a setagen prada. The princess
has a long train of material draped between her legs that inhibits movements (making her dance more
slowly and with limitation).
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Gambuh maidservants, Pura Desa Batuan Gambuh

The men all wear thin, loose white pants with a billowing, silk-screened, golf-leafed cape that is wrapped
under the arms and falls to below the knees. This gives them great freedom of movement. All of the male
characters sport a kris or dagger, which is secured in the folds of their costumes between their shoulder
blades. There are no sets and very few props. When angered, a character may tear off some branches of a
nearby bush and use these to whip his or her opponent (and will use the kris in the same manner). Men in
previous centuries always carried their kris on them, therefore this is a reflection of those times.

Pura Desa Gambuh male dancers

Perhaps the greatest change has been in the makeup, where all the dancers now have extreme colors on
their eyelids (ubiquitous blue, gold and red), the men sport huge mustaches and the clowns have several
white dots on their faces and exaggerated eyebrows. This is the influence of the dance academies in
Denpasar that wish to ‘improve’ the arts and make them ‘more modern’. Everybody wants to look as
modern as possible. In the l970s, prior to the installation of electricity in the village, the only lighting
available was kerosene or storm king (hurricane pressure) lanterns, lending an ethereal air to the
atmosphere. Written sources in lontar (old palm leaf manuscripts) tell of gambuh being performed in the
daytime and even today most gambuh is performed during daylight for major temple rituals, such as in
Besakih, Bali’s mother temple, at royal weddings or at post-cremation purification rites. Makeup was
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simple. Today electrical lights are used and the makeup is heavier and brasher to conform to the harsher
lighting.
Gambuh always begins with a musical overture. The gambuh gamelan is recognized as one of the most
complex and difficult genres of Balinese music. It is unique in that there are four (usually) meter-long
end-blown bamboo suling or flutes, which take the breadth of the spread of the thumb, forefinger and
middle fingers of both hands to play. Just to produce a low note out of these suling is extremely difficult,
as one must use circular breathing. Wayan Nata, the musical director of the Gambuh Preservation Project
says “the suling is the most difficult instrument….in order to get to the pur (gong)22 you have to play it
long like this (he sings the notes)”. Nyoman Sudiasa from Pedungan concurs, “In Pedungan, we play a lot
more high notes than in Batuan. It takes more stamina to play. After a two-hour performance I go home
and lie down and just need to rest. My lungs are shot. Also my back aches.”

I Wayan Nata of the Pura Desa Batuan Gambuh group playing the suling

The other two distinctive instruments in gambuh are the two-stringed lute called a rebab and a bell tree
called a gentorag.

22 'Pur’ is the onomatopoeic sound for the gong. What he is describing is the process of playing the melody
through to the end of the gong phrase, which in gambuh is quite lengthy and takes a lot of breath.
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Gambuh Kakul and Sons rebab

I Nyoman Cacrit playing the gentorag

The juru tandak or singer tells the story accompanied by the above instruments along with a series of
gongs, drums and cymbals.
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This series includes some instruments that are also common to most other gamelan ensembles:
Kempul (small gong)
Kajar (inverted kettle gong, the time keeper)
Two double-headed drums
Rebab (two stringed lute)
Additionally, it includes instruments that are unique to gambuh.
4-6 meter-long suling or end-blown bamboo flutes
Kenyir (three bronze keys hit with a three-headed mallet)
Kangsi (pair of small cymbals attached to a small length of bamboo)
Rincik (cymbals)
Three gumanak (small bronze split cylinder played with a metal or wooden mallet)
Gentorag (bell tree) This is sometimes found in the gamelan Semar Pegulingan but is known for being a
part of the gambuh ensemble
The following is a typical sequence of scenes making up a gambuh performance in the villages of
Batuan or Pedungan, whether as an offering for a temple ceremony or as a 'presentational' art
performance. The only difference is in how it feels: when the dancers or musicians are performing for
a deity instead of for money, there is something that the audience (as well as the spirits) can feel. But
the form remains the same.
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Condong from the Pura Desa Batuan Gambuh group

The dancing begins with the entrance of the Condong, the maidservant to the princess. She dances solo,
making her entrance from the temple gates, taking her time to reach the stage space. This helps to set the
mystical quality of gambuh, expressing that it takes time to bring the past into the performing arena. Her
movements are slow yet faltering, as befits a servant. In low Balinese, she calls for the Kakan-kakan or
ladies-in-waiting (usually six) to join her and they dance together. She then calls, in high Balinese, for her
mistress, the princess to enter.
The princess wears a long train between her legs, which prohibits quick movements. Hers is a languid
character and she speaks Kawi in a high sing-song voice. Her movements are elegant and extremely slow,
her bearing regal and restrained. From a Balinese perspective, she is the epitome of what historian Adrian
Vickers is referring to when he states, “Balinese texts describe gambuh as having a heart-rending
elegance.”23
Photo to be located: Princess dancing

Gambuh always begins with the female characters, even if it would be more appropriate to the story to
23

Vickers, 2005, p. 4.
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have them come later. The dialogue held between the maidservant and the princess is almost always the
same: the servant describes the beauty of her mistress and the princess laments her fate, often that she has
been separated from her true love, Panji.
The next scene introduces the hero, Panji. All Balinese drama has the servants or retainers precede the
royal figures, setting the stage. Here, Demang and Tumenggung, with wild hair and elaborate makeup,
dance and laugh manically.

Demang and Tumenggung from the Pura Desa Batuan Gambuh group

When they are done, they sit on mats perpendicular to the musicians but in full sight of the audience. The
arya or soldiers in the ‘good’ army then appear (usually four but more often today only two). Their
movements are strong and characterized by lifting one leg up high at a 90-degree angle and holding it for
quite a long time to show their stability and strength.

Then Rangga, a refined vassal of the court, appears. His costume is almost identical to that of Panji's,
except that Panji’s headdress has a white string tied around it. Panji soon appears and the two dance
together. They take small, mincing steps, speak in falsetto and often take their saput (capes) and hold
them in front of themselves while shifting their heads back and forth very quickly. Panji in particular, is
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the quintessence of refinement.

Gambuh Pedungan Panj and servants

Panji’s servant, Semar soon appears and he wears simple clothing and holds part of his saput with his left
hand while his right hand extends, forward thumb pointing upward—a gesture of submission.
Pegunem, the meeting scene: The arya are called up to meet with Panji and this is where we learn the
plot of the story after lengthy set dialogues that establish the relationship between prince and servants. In
many of the plays, Panji speaks of the need to meet his beloved. He must go to the enemy court in
disguise.
Pangkat, the formal departure: all of the characters line up behind Panji; they circle the stage arena a
few times and then leave the stage space.
In the third scene, the enemy court is introduced, beginning with the Prabangsa or minister. He is large,
coarse and speaks in a low, gruff voice. After a solo dance, he calls his footmen (potet), who are
bumbling soldiers and offer a bit of comic relief. They then sit on the mats and the king, Prabu enters.
His is a haughty air and he is followed by his servant, Togog. Another meeting scene ensues with all of
his followers.
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Pura Desa Gambuh Prabangsa

The last scene (depending on the play) usually consists of a rousing fight between the Prabangsa and
Panji with all of their retainers fighting one another as well, which Panji wins. What they are fighting
about depends on which story is being told. The violence of the fighting at the end is always in strong
contrast to the slow, refined action of the female characters that introduced the performance.

REASONS FOR THE DECLINE OF THE ART FORM BEING REVITALIZED
It is hard to say whether the art of gambuh is in decline or not. The quality and number of presentational
performances—whether in a royal palace or a tourist venue—certainly have declined. It would be safe to
say that the majority of performances being done today are done as a part of temple ceremonies. Gambuh
is still performed in a number of villages but in most, the performances are incomplete. Either some of
the characters are not performed or the stories are fragmented; the dances are shortened and in many
cases, while the language may be ‘recited’ in Old Javanese (or Kawi), the meaning and philosophy behind
the characters' dialogue and gestures are largely lost.
As noted in the brief history above, Batuan has been a main center for gambuh for over 50 years and
there have been several troupes there since the 1970s. They are rival factions but at the same time also
share some of the same performers. Most of them only perform every 210 days for temple festivals, so
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the incentive to rehearse is not great. In the ‘old days' they would rehearse for a month before a
performance, now it is a week if that.
According to Ketut Kantor, son of I Nyoman Kakul's, one of Bali’s finest Gambuh masters, and leader of
the Kakul and Sons troupe, in the old days (read pre-independence), the king had a significant role in the
artistic decision-making of gambuh groups and wanted only full gambuh performances. Now, however,
there is no king and the gambuh audience is composed of Balinese who are accustomed to half-hour
television soap operas and tourists. A full gambuh performance, which was originally at least four to five
hours in duration, or even days long, is extremely rare. Today it is difficult to find even a two-hour
performance.
Clearly the most profound factor contributing to the decline of gambuh was the decline of the
power and wealth of the royal courts as rulers of Bali. After Indonesia gained its independence in
1949 and power shifted to the central government and away from the regions and villages, wealth
too was redistributed and the palaces could no longer afford to support large performing art
troupes. Gambuh not only lost it patrons; it lost its context. Its function as a vehicle to glorify the
monarchy, make visible the proper demeanor for courtiers and offer morality tales of noble
princes and princesses, great and good warriors, was no more. Outside of the court context, the
philosophy behind the stories, language, characters, movement styles, costumes and headdresses
had little relevance. So, although gambuh has remained alive as a temple offering, its meaning as
a performance genre has eroded with the demise of the royal courts.
But even before the demise of the patronage of the courts, gambuh had begun to lose its appeal. As
described in the Introduction to the Region above, with the proliferation of kebyar music and the advent
of tourism in the first few decades of the 20th century, solo virtuoso dances became the rage and older
forms such as gambuh became less popular. Almost every gamelan made today is a gong kebyar and
young people would much rather listen to and watch kreasi baru (new creations that sport flashy
costumes and incorporate new movements and music) than the older dance dramas.
Tourism, such a boon to some Balinese arts and economy, brought relatively little benefit to gambuh and
in fact, did some harm. The length of gambuh performances, their dependence on language, slow pace
and peaceful movement style, languid musical structure and relative lack of comic relief made them
unappealing to tourists, robbing gambuh of the performance opportunities and income enjoyed by other
arts. Even when the length of gambuh was drastically shortened to attract them, tourists simply didn’t
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want to see dance-dramas they couldn’t understand. They preferred the flashy kebyar forms, especially
those spotlighting young women in tight-fitting costumes.
Beyond influencing changes in taste, tourism has had enormous impacts on people's lifestyles. The wealth
it generated catapulted many people who were living a primarily agrarian existence into the modern era.
Many Balinese became consumers of culture where in the past they had been producers of culture.
Radios, tape players and televisions were purchased and placed in the community halls. The men would
gather round the TVs at night while the gamelan instruments sat soundlessly by. Many children now
prefer to watch TV or play computer games than study traditional arts, which many consider oldfashioned (although for others they are a ticket to go abroad and make good money). The demands of
school and after-school activities preclude the daily dance and gamelan lessons given to children of
previous generations.
While new economic opportunities means that gambuh artists can find other sources of financial
support by working in hotels, restaurants and other business which allow them to continue practicing
their art, the rarity of performance opportunities is problematic. This—coupled with the lack of
enthusiasm on the part of foreign as well as local audiences and little promise of financial reward for
the long hours of rehearsal required—has made it less and less appealing for young people to dedicate
the time and effort required to become a proficient gambuh performer.
For young performing artists, the archaic text, dance and music of gambuh are daunting; rigorous
training is required. Kawi is hard to learn and largely not understood by the younger generations.
Musical cues (known as angsel) for the dancers to change to a different movement are not nearly as
distinct in the melodic music of gambuh as they are in kebyar forms, where the stops and starts are
very sharply demarcated by the numerous metallophones along with drums. Additionally, many of the
poses, especially the men's, must be held for a long time, which is quite tiring. The meter-long suling
(flute), the central instrument in the gambuh ensemble, is especially difficult to learn and tiring to play.
“The younger generation can imitate, follow from behind but cannot do it by themselves,” said
Wirtawan, the grandson of Nyoman Kakul. “They perceive gambuh as difficult. Kreasi baru is much
easier to imitate. The music of gambuh is especially hard and rarely do you find someone who wants
to study it.”
For artists already involved in Gambuh troupes, factionalism is a recurring problem. Infighting and
shifting allegiances within groups lead to the breakup of the groups and jealousy and unhealthy
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competition between groups. As the grandson of one of Bali's most renown gambuh dancers, Wirtawan
feels a great obligation to keep the tradition alive. Yet he is no longer a part of the Pura Desa Batuan
Gambuh (the troupe formed to carry out the revitalization project discussed in the next section) due to
political fallout among rival factions of Batuan's gambuh community.
Beyond Batuan and other villages where gambuh is performed mainly for ritual purposes, the Bali Arts
Festival—which has contributed so heavily to generating interest among the Balinese in their own arts—
features a gambuh performance almost every year, usually in a small venue, early in the day. But even if
the venue is full, it means that at most only a few hundred people are in the audience. Young people
seldom attend gambuh and other ‘rarified’ performances. Because the festival focuses largely on kreasi
baru and gong kebyar, young artists and audiences are being drawn ever deeper into these newer forms
and away from the old ones.
Bali TV periodically presents gambuh on Lila Cita, one of its most popular prime-time programs, which
features traditional Balinese performing arts.24 Usually, Lila Cita does a segment of at least 15 minutes on
each form, focusing on one particular sanggar (dance and music troupe) or sekeha (community-based
performance group). When I spoke with Dewa Ayu Dewi Mardika, the director of programming and news
at Bali TV, the day after seeing the Gambuh troupe from Pedungan village perform together with some
dance students from ISI at the Bali Arts Festival in July 2006, she said, “Yes, we shot the gambuh
yesterday but it’s always the same, so we only shot a little bit of it. People want to see new things. ...”
Although ISI includes gambuh—because of its historical importance—as a compulsory part of the
curriculum, it is not a major focus of study. Certain roles, such as the Condong and Arya were taught as
roles for female and male dancers, respectively, from the inception of the school But the teachers were
not well-trained enough to teach the entire repertoire.
In 2003, the conservatory decided to teach the entire repertoire so that students and faculty could perform
it. They also experimented with the form, for example, by combining gambuh with other stories and by
staging an all-women gambuh performance in 2005.25 However, each student still only gets to learn one
part and the time slotted for them to learn that is brief. And while graduates who have learned and
become proficient in one of the parts are occasionally hired to fill in with existing groups, they have not

24 No records are available on the specific number, frequency or audience ratings of the gambuh segments that
Bali TV has broadcast over the last three years.
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formed any new groups dedicated to gambuh.
To enter ISI one must already be a proficient dancer. An ISI dancer can study a particular dance for
only a week or two and be able to perform it, as they are accustomed to having to learn steps and
dramatic dialogue quickly—that is the beauty of the quality of the ISI dancers.
However, they have been faulted for not being able to “capture the soul” of a dance, but only the
movements.
Dance teacher Nyoman Catra commented on teaching gambuh at ISI: “ We can make a gambuh in two
weeks. Even in one week we are ready to perform. It’s creating an audience for gambuh that is difficult.
We can’t do it at the school. We can't teach the feeling either. If we want to sell a product we have to
know who our buyers are.” It isn’t pride talking here. He was lamenting the fact that students can take a
form that takes years of study and put a show together in so short a time.
Other individuals and art institutions have also tried to raise the interest of the younger generation in
gambuh and other traditional forms by giving them a modern 'spin'. For example, Kadek Suardana,
director of the ARTI Foundation, wedded the music and movements of gambuh to the story of
Macbeth. The costumes were more ‘British’ in tone and color; the dancers were all male (as in the
original gambuh) and it was quirky enough that lots of people came to see it. But I felt it failed to
‘revitalize’ gambuh on an important level. Gambuh and Shakespeare are both about text—stories with
morals and meanings. The Gambuh Macbeth is considered a “sexy” rendition and it is often performed
for international conferences and festivals for its uniqueness. Suardana took the story and the
movements and melded them but the meaning got lost to the form.
Ni Made Wiratini, as both a scholar and a teacher of gambuh at ISI as well as one of the Gambuh
Preservation Project coordinators, had this to say: "At ISI, we made a new gambuh … The form was
gambuh but the stories were different. Gambuh uses the Panji stories; that is its special mark. But we put
on a gambuh with the Calonarang story [a tale of black magic from the 11th century]. It was part of our
curriculum that was obligatory. Because we cannot cut ourselves off from the source and we believe
that gambuh is the source of Balinese dance. [But] the school only does gambuh for one semester; this is
not enough. Just to introduce to the students what gambuh looks like. If I ask them, ‘Have you seen
gambuh’?, they say, 'No'. So if you want to see gambuh, go to Batuan.”
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CONDUCTING THE REVITALIZATION PROJECT
The Gambuh Preservation Project grew out of the determination of the project director and a
committee of half a dozen people to do something to halt the decline of gambuh and ensure its
continuity into the future.
The project director is Cristina Formaggia, an Italian dancer who has been in Bali for over 20 years
and intensively studied gambuh and topeng (masked dance) with master dancer I Made Jimat and
others in Batuan village. In 1992, she formed a team consisting of dancers, scholars and researchers,
both Balinese and Western, who shared her concern that if the quality of gambuh continued to decline
at its current rate, its essence could be lost forever.
In her own words, Cristina's motivation for launching the project was that: “I realized it was dying.
Probably in Batuan it was not dying but the performers were dying. It was fragmented due to politics.
To preserve this precious art is very important. It is disappearing. The idea for me was to create a
comparative study in Batuan, Pedungan and Padang Aji, three of the few villages still performing?
Due to funding limitations, we only worked in Batuan and Pedungan.”

Cristina Formaggia performing Panji in gambuh
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As expressed in one of the project proposal documents, the main aim of the project was to prevent
further decay and ensure continuity in the teaching of gambuh in the places where it was still
performed and taught, so that old masters could pass their knowledge down fully, thus creating a new
generation of teachers.26
The project was implemented under the auspices of the Wianta Foundation of Denpasar and received
grants from Ford Foundation for two consecutive periods, 1993-94 and 1994-1996, and has continued
to operate since then without financial support from Ford, though it has received support from other
sources.
The local team members were all part of the Pura Desa (village temple) apparatus of Batuan, a
committee in charge of everything related to the temple: rituals, performances held there, and tourism
as this is a popular temple for tourists to visit. In this way, no one individual or faction could be said to
have control of the project. Also, continuity could be ensured—the members felt obliged to make the
project work because it was under the auspices of the temple, an entity respected by all.
The Project Coordinator was I Made Suamba and the secretary was I Nyoman Kadersana, both of
Banjar Pekandelan, Batuan, and both of whom have continued to serve in those roles until today. The
dance teachers in the beginning of the project were: I Ketut Kantor, I Nyoman Sadeg (dec), I Made
Jimat, I Made Bukel and I Made Ruju (dec). The music teachers were I Wayan Nata, Dewa Kompiang
Pasek, Dewa Wayan Kandel, and I Ketut Karman. The vocal teachers were the late I Nyoman Sadeg
and I Made Ruju, whereas the literature teacher was Wayan Taweng. All were considered to be the
very finest artists and teachers of Gambuh.
In the second period of the project, which extended from Batuan village to include the gambuh
performers and teacher in Pedungan village, the assistant coordinator was Ni Made Wiratini, a
Gambuh scholar and lecturer in dance at ISI in Denpasar. One of the suling players in the Pedungan
Gambuh group, I Nyoman Sudiasa, is also a gamelan teacher who teaches gambuh flute technique to,
as well as performing with, the campus gambuh troupe at ISI. For these reasons he was a major contact
point and player who assumed a leadership role in this part of the project.

26

Proposal for Sustained Gambuh Performances in Batuan, n.d.: 1.
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The project team shared a very broad vision about what it would mean to ‘preserve’ and ‘revitalize’
gambuh and their goals were ambitious in scope. Their goals called for an extensive physical training
program covering dance, music and acting as well as classes in Kawi. They also called for research
into the oldest examples of costumes, makeup, headdresses, jewelry, accessories that could be found.
And it didn’t stop there. They wanted not only to ‘revitalize’ the form in performance, but also to
document it for future study and reference. The documentation would include a two-volume set of
books with photographs, diagrams and explanations of the meanings of the costumes, music, dance
patterns, stories, etc. Further, they planned to create a CD of the music, which had never really been
recorded or made available to the general public, and a DVD of a performance, with extensive liner
notes on the history, stories and performance styles. They not only wanted the dance back, they
wanted it to be known, understood and studied beyond Bali.
Finally, realizing that the form could not survive if there was no one to see it, they set out to develop
an audience for this new incarnation of an ancient dance. While earlier, less complete forms of
gambuh would continue being performed in temples for ceremonial purposes, they wanted this new
gambuh to be made available to the ever-growing population of tourists hungry for a Balinese arts
experience and to the Balinese.

Originally the tourists performances were held at the wantilan

(community hall) in front of the Pura Desa (village temple), but soon after they were moved to in front
of the western temple gate as it frames the performance splendidly. The local Balinese didn’t have to
be encouraged to see the new Gambuh. As with any music or dance, they automatically gather when a
rehearsal is in process.
How many of these goals were reached and to what degree is the focus of this study. And, perhaps
most importantly, how much of what they had achieved by the time the Ford support ended in 1996
continues to exist today.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON THE GROUPS THAT WERE SPECIFIC SUBJECTS
OF THE REVITALIZATION PROJECT
Part of this project involved bringing together members from each of the four existing gambuh troupes
in the village of Batuan and making one new troupe, the Desa Gambuh or village gambuh group, so
called because it rehearsed and performed at the Pura Desa or village temple.
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The reason for choosing the Batuan community as the main project site and forming this revitalization
group there was that, as discussed in “The History and Meaning of the Art Form” above, Batuan has
been the leading center for gambuh at least since the 1950s. The wealth of knowledge on gambuh to
be found in this one community made it highly amenable to the implementation of this project.
In the second phase of the project, training and documentation were extended to include the gambuh
troupe in Pedungan village, Denpasar as well, although the sessions were discontinued after about one
year due to lack of enthusiasm of the group. While this research report focuses primarily on Batuan, I
also observed and held interviews with members of the Pedungan group.
While there are no exact dates as to when gambuh started in Pedungan, many say that the style there is
older than that of Batuan.27 The main reason why Pedungan was chosen as a venue for revitalization was
that at that time, Geruh Gede, an incredibly talented dancer and eminent dance teacher, was still alive and
passing on his knowledge in that village.
The Pedungan Gambuh troupe performs every 210 days for the temple festival at the Pura Dalem (temple
of death) of the village on Tumpek Wayang (a particular day in the Balinese calendar that occurs every
210 days) as well as at the Pura Dalem in Tegallalang in Ubud on the Monday following Tumpek
Wayang. They also perform, only rarely, on occasions such as weddings, and more recently, at the Bali
Arts Festival.
Meanwhile, two other gambuh troupes that were not part of the revitalization project served as control
groups for this project evaluation. These are the gambuh groups in Tumbak Bayuh village in Mengwi
(who only perform in a ritual setting or for the Bali Arts Festival) and on Nusa Penida island in
Klungkung who perform for ritual purposes as well as for tourists.
SPECIFICS OF THE REVITALIZATION PROCESS
The Gambuh Preservation Project focused on three aspects of Gambuh: preservation (to help with the
form’s survival) through performance and teaching; research (to collect data on its choreography, music,
costumes, music and cultural context); and documentation (to produce research papers, books, music
27

They point to the absence of the seledet or side-to-side flicking eye movement that is so common to all
Balinese dance as an indicator of its antiquity. However, no one could explain why that would be a criterion. If
the reason is that the eye movements came from Indian dance, then this theory doesn’t apply as the influence of
classical Indian dance forms pre-dates Gambuh.
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cassettes and video cassettes). Due to the vastness of the subject, they decided to handle it in two phases,
starting with a one-year pilot project in the village of Batuan, to be followed by an extension for an
additional two years.
According to the grant proposal, the first phase (1993-94) of the Gambuh Preservation Project had several
main objectives:
1.

To ascertain what were the “original” movements, ucapan (dialogue), tetandakan (songs) and
music of gambuh in Batuan and Pedungan villages.

2.

To teach the above on a regular basis, from old masters to young students.

3.

To document rehearsals, interviews and performances to generate written materials and audiovisual documentation of gambuh. This documentation covered three areas: performance,
anthropology and literature.

4.

To research the historical, archeological, sociological and linguistic aspects of gambuh (not to
mention musical and choreographic)

5.

To form a group that would regularly practice and perform gambuh in Batuan.

The second phase (1994-1996) of the grant had the following objectives:
1.

To continue regular rehearsals and twice-monthly performances.

2.

To videotape interviews with all the old masters as well as document all the movements, music
and dialogue of each style.

3.

To produce a VCD of one performance to be sold to help subsidize performances.

4.

To extend the research to Pedungan village in Denpasar and continue research in Batuan.

5.

To codify all the movements and music.

For the villagers of Batuan and Pedungan villages, a key focus was the reconstruction of a gambuh that
could be performed in Bali for the Balinese and for tourists and toured internationally. Performing for
tourists would bring in revenue, be an incentive to practice and perform regularly and become a source of
pride.
Batuan
The Gambuh Preservation Project began with full on rehearsals in Batuan in 1992 and the project
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performers began offering regular public performances on the new and full moon or 1st and 15th of every
month, outside the ancient Pura Desa temple in Batuan. In 1993, the project formally established the
Desa Gambuh, which still exists today, although the membership has kept changing over the years as
affinities and loyalties have shifted.
Rehearsals and practices take place twice a week, and increase to three times a week before a major
performance. A system of fines was put in place (Rps. 20,000 if you didn’t show up; Rps. 15,000 for
being 15 minutes late, so everyone comes on time). Suamba, the project coordinator, explained that “only
the Desa Gambuh rehearses twice a week routinely.” This is not a common practice among other gambuh
groups. According to Wirtawan, “If we ngayah [perform for ritual purposes for free] at the Pura Desa, we
rehearse once or twice. We used to rehearse for four to six weeks before a performance in the old days
[prior to the 1980s].” Wayan Jagra, Wirtawan’s uncle and a member of the Kakul and Sons Gambuh
troupe said that, “When we’re going to perform gambuh at an odalan, we rehearse for a week prior. In the
old days, it was a month.”

I Wayan Jagra, dancer with Nyoman Kakul and Sons Gambuh group

A number of teachers and performers were brought on board to teach the younger generation. All of them
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were from Batuan; all were proficient in their respective areas of expertise. In the beginning, everyone
contributed to the pool of knowledge that was being used as the basis for the project.
According to the project proposal, it takes at least eight years to form a gambuh performer, which is
why they wanted to begin training at a young age, so that the students would be well-trained
performers by the time they reached adolescence.
An apprentice system was usually used, consistent with the Balinese tradition of one-on-one training.
A musician would train with one musician as opposed to having group lessons. This was also the case
for the training of the principal characters—something that was felt to be not at all conducive to group
learning because the subtleties of language and breath need to be transferred individually.
The most difficult instrument to teach was the meter-long suling or flute. Wirtawan concurred: “The
suling is akin to a lead instrument and is the most difficult to learn." Ketut Kantor, Wirtawan's father,
commented, “If you don’t rehearse every day, you cannot learn well.” “
Teaching Kawi as well as the feel of gambuh to children also proved to be very difficult. Wirtawan told
me, “teaching the young ones gambuh is not worth it as they cannot memorize the difficult Kawi
language and they can’t get the essence—we have to start in Junior or Senior High School at the earliest.”
In the beginning, there was great enthusiasm for the Gambuh Preservation Project. Part of the reason for
this was Cristina’s unquestioned devotion to the art form. A proficient dancer, she performs one of the
roles in Batuan every two weeks, and without her support, this project would probably not have
happened. Her main concern was about the quality of the gambuh.
How much say the general community had in this project is unclear. Because it was housed under the
auspices of the Pura Desa (village temple) all major leaders of the village had a stake in the project by
default, but essentially, it was the director and her main committee members who made the decisions and
managed all the financial matters related to the project.
The Desa Gambuh performers, project director and teachers would gather together three times a week to
work on a particular lakon or play. Movements would be executed and commented upon; music would
be played over and over again. A consensus had to be reached in order for the movements and music to be
entered into the documentation process.
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For about a year, all the major players attended: I Made Jimat, I Ketut Kantor, I Made Bukel, I Nyoman
Sadeg and I Wayan Nata among others. Disagreements arose over what movements, music or text were
correct. Cristina would sometimes make the final decision: this created extra tension as it was an outsider
designating what was correct. Those who felt compromised left, until eventually, none of the original
teachers were left. First, Kantor backed out, then Bukel, and finally in 1999, over money disputes, Jimat
pulled out, and with him “95% of the members” (I Nyoman Terima, Jimat’s nephew). This left the group
without a strong movement teacher, although the gamelan teacher Nata remained.
Cristina recalled that, “During the initial period, all the old gurus revived what was the old way,
[removing] what was contaminating from other forms [e.g. elements of Topeng mask dance and the
Calonarang dance-drama].” She continued, “We tried to correct the infiltration. Each guru has his own
style. Pak Bukel taught the women’s roles; Kantor the Arya, Jimat the Panji and Kadean. Sadeg [a very
famous dancer known for his knowledge of the texts], Ruju and Karawan (all deceased now) were more
neutral. Kandel taught the music. Bukel and Kantor are more traditional, Jimat more modern. … They
readjusted certain things, lengthened certain dances, connected some of the ucap-ucap (dialogue). They
would argue with each other, that this is the correct way or that is not correct. One guru made a change
where Panji’s entrance was at the beginning, when it should be at the end. Each guru would criticize the
others and then they would come to a consensus. This was a very fertile time but with a lot of bitterness.”
The consensus among everyone I interviewed was that the major players all had their own gambuh troupe
or sanggar and therefore had something else to put their energies into. Nata, the main music teacher, said
he would never abandon the project as it is set in the Pura Desa, the major temple in Batuan, and he felt a
mystical tie to the form and the space.
Pedungan
When the practice and documentation sessions were held during Phase II of the project in Pedungan, the
situation proved to be quite different than in Batuan. Although Geruh Gede, an incredibly talented dancer
and eminent dance teacher was still alive and passing on his knowledge at that time, one master alone
could not revitalization make.
While the dancers in Batuan were famous for being topeng (mask) dancers and therefore had a lot of
technique under their belts, those in Pedungan only danced gambuh on rare occasions and did not practice
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much.
The Pedungan gambuh musicians were quite good. Nyoman Sudiasa (a Pedungan native, Gambuh
musician and lecturer at ISI) claimed that “The musicians in Pedungan only play gambuh,” therefore
the level of their playing is better than if they performed in a variety of gamelans.
However the dancers were not well-trained, even though one of them was Geruh’s grandson. It seems
that they did the dance because they had to for the temple, not out of a desire to master the form or
keep it going.

Gamelan Gambuh Pedungan

When I asked Sudiasa about the process and benefits of the Gambuh Preservation Project in Pedungan, he
said, “There was a lot of enthusiasm to do the gambuh then; the project gave us the incentive to rehearse,”
and

“Normally we’d rehearse two or three times before the odalan on tumpek wayang and that’s it.

[Because of the revitalization project] we researched the stories that had been in our village.” The stories
they worked on resurrecting included:
(1. Puun Alas or the burning of the forest
2.

Ketebek Misi Yanti

3.

Prabu Kabulang – this piece was considered too difficult and the older performers didn’t want to
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risk trying to perform it.
4.

Patih Sudarsana

5.

Ketebek Jaran)

However, it seems they perform only the Patih Sudarsana story at their temple festivals as this story
involves the transformation of one of the characters into the witch Rangda, and the temple where they
traditionally perform gambuh every 210 days houses a sacred Rangda mask that must come down to
dance during the ceremony.
Ni Made Wiratini, who was in charge of the research and training process in Pedungan, was upset that
the performers in Pedungan didn’t take the work seriously. She explained: “They weren’t serious about
studying. Geruh was angry at that time because they just showed up at rehearsal, usually late, and went
home early. There wasn’t much interest in raising their gambuh up a level until the Ford project
started.” But then, during the project, “Cristina had a schedule for rehearsal every night from 7 to 10
p.m. They started late, 7:30 even 8 o’clock. They were relaxed, didn’t have any enthusiasm. And they
finished at 9:50. That’s not fair. That’s why I got a little mad at that time.”
“The quality of the dancing wasn’t that good. The good thing about the Ford money was that we could
document it. Quite frankly, I was really disappointed with the Pedungan group. I was the one who told
Cristina to stop the project there. Why should we expend our energy in working if there was no
response from the people we were there to assist?”
One cannot force performers to do something they are not interested in. It does appear that since the project
ended in Pedungan, there has been little interest in activities to preserve or upgrade the art forms there. Only
Geruh was interested, together with a smattering of students/faculty from then-STSI. When he died in 2003, that
enthusiasm died with him.
Despite the brevity of project activities in Pedungan, they did last one year and resulted in being included in the
set of DVDs that the Gambuh Preservation Project produced. This DVD is invaluable as it features Geruh
performing the different styles.28

28

Unfortunately, the tapes were all in Switzerland being digitized during the research period, so that it was not
possible to view them.
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CONDITION OF THE ART FORMS AND GROUPS AFTER THE REVITALIZATION
PROCESS TOOK PLACE
Batuan
Today, a decade after the Ford funded project ended, the Desa Gambuh still exists; it currently consists of
approximately 30 performers, along with about 20 students. It continues to conduct rehearsals once or
twice a week and to give regular performances in front of the Pura Desa on the 1st and 15th of every
month. The performance is from 7 to 9 p.m. and no compromises are made in the performance; the same
dance is done for tourists as for Balinese.
In addition to the originally planned performance schedule and as a result of Cristina Formaggia’s
connections, the Pura Desa group has toured abroad. They have presented purely traditional gambuh
and have been part of a collaboration in which they performed traditional gambuh style using a
Western play. Even in the latter, the elements of gambuh (music, costumes, movements) are all there
in their complete form so it would be recognized (and advertised) as gambuh. In this way, they are
heightening world awareness of the form. This was another effort of Formaggia’s to keep the group
interested both financially and artistically.
Additionally, the project performers are regularly invited to ngayah at Besakih and other temples.
On 1 July 2006 I went to see the regular performance at the Pura Desa. I wanted to weep as there were
only five of us in the audience: one, a friend of Cristina’s, another a gambuh suling student from
Melbourne, two others and myself. It was a clear night and a gorgeous setting with the kuri agung (great
gate) of the village temple as the backdrop.
The 12 musicians were on stage right. The ‘stage’ was lit by four standing lights and one floor light,
creating an atmosphere that almost made you think you were back in the ancient times watching a
performance lit by kerosene light. Almost, but not quite. There were two small canang offerings at the
front of the stage. Backstage—which was actually in back of the wantilan, community hall a one minute
walk across the street from the temple—the dancers were getting dressed and then blessed with holy
water. The stage itself is far from the road and the only sounds were of chirping crickets and an
occasional barking dog or passing motorbike.
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It was very conducive to setting the scene for this ancient dance-drama.
I had not seen the Pura Desa Gambuh in a couple of years and it seemed to me slower than what I
remembered, especially slower than when I first studied this form 30 years ago. The female performers
were excellent and the Condong (maidservant) an exceptional dancer. The males were good but didn’t
hold me as did the females. This two-hour performance made me want to weep with what it evoked. I
really felt like I was in the palace 400 years ago watching a spectacle. I left wanting to promote this far
and wide.
Every time I have gone to see the Pura Desa Gambuh perform in Batuan for tourists, there have been less
than 15 people watching, even though they promote gambuh in guidebooks, at the Ubud Tourist
Information center and at hotels. They were hoping to be able to self-fund through their performances,
although it has become apparent that a more aggressive marketing campaign is needed. Four or five years
ago, the Agung Rai Museum of Art (ARMA) in Ubud hosted the Desa Gambuh group as a regular tourist
item on its main stage. But still very few people came. There were no Balinese in the audience and that
saddened me—as there are usually lots of Balinese watching tourist performances in Ubud.
Are the people of Batuan simply not interested in this ancient dance-drama that is so identified with their
village? Or does it have to do with the political infighting that goes on here? According to project
coordinator Made Suamba, most Balinese find it boring to watch and would rather watch the more
modern 'new creations'. As for the people of Batuan itself, they see it at every odalan (every 210 days in
at least five temples) as well as having the Desa Gambuh perform twice a month at the Pura Desa.
Wayan Kadersana, the project secretary, agreed: “Even if you bought someone a Balinese person a
coffee to sit and watch Gambuh, they wouldn’t come.” Be this as it may, I wondered how the tourists
know if something is considered boring. Do the Balinese guides tell them this? Does Gambuh need to
become a symbol of ajeg Bali to bring in Balinese audiences?
Still, as suggested by the performance's excellent dancers, training in Batuan has continued steadily
over the last decade, although Nata reported that “There is nobody studying suling at this time.”
Suamba said that now, “There are 20 girls at every rehearsal, two or three times a week, and we even
have l5 boys now.” Cristina told me, “The [former] teachers don’t come now; [they are] interested
only in their own groups.” [their own gambuh groups as well as other more modern dance troupes
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under their direction]. “Now we have junior guru who are more positive. Sudi, the project
coordinator’s wife, has devoted herself from the beginning. She really knows the roles as she learned
from [the great teacher] Kakul. Pak Naka is teaching the gamelan and knows the dance. Karwan,
Jimat’s half brother, can correct. All the sastra (literature) people have died.”
In terms of documentation, the fruits of the revitalization project today include a two-volume book
entitled: GAMBUH: Drama Tari Bali (Gambuh: a Balinese Dance-Drama), which was published in
Indonesian by Lontar Press of Jakarta in 2000. A series of tapes was also produced, containing
interviews with the old masters as well as documentation of the movements, music and dialogue of
each style; currently, however, the village documentation center is empty of tapes, as they are being
digitalized in Switzerland.
Overall, the community of Batuan is proud of the Gambuh Preservation Project and the recognition they
have gained from it. However, there is still conflict surrounding the project in the community. There are
two main camps: the project camp, those who perform with the Desa Gambuh group, and the non-project
camp—everybody else in a gambuh troupe in Batuan. Some of the non-project camp, especially former
members of the project, are quite bitter and critical of the project. None of them made comments on
whether the form was still being retained in the Desa Gambuh or on the skill of its dancers or musicians.
Their main criticisms are that they feel that the project has splintered the gambuh community of Batuan
and that it is not fair or transparent enough.
For example, Nyoman Terima, a nephew of Made Jimat, says that as a member of the Desa Gambuh,
“You have to attend all rehearsals. So if you have another job, like I did when I was going to Paris
with Jimat’s group, I was kicked out of the project for not coming to rehearsals for three months. Is
that fair?” Nyoman Budiartha, Jimat’s son, who has just founded his own foundation for performance
in Batuan, tells me that in his organization one cannot belong to the Gambuh Preservation Project.
“Your loyalties must lie here. Everyone has cut themselves off from that project. Everyone. That was
made very clear last year” he said with acidity. I sat with him watching a rehearsal of a new dance he
had created and was taking to the Bali Arts Festival the following night. Yet I saw one of the dancers
who was performing gambuh within this piece, only an hour later, at the UR Hamlet Gambuh rehearsal
for the co-production between the Desa Gambuh and

Italian director Eugenio Barba.

So the

boundaries between groups are not nearly as impermeable as Budiartha suggests, although the
bitterness between them is thick.
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Other non-project members grumble that whenever a gambuh troupe is needed for ceremonies at Besakih
or other temples, it is the Desa group that goes, as that is the one that is now best known. Others barely
have a chance, they say.
Several of the non-project camp told me they respect what is being done in or by the project but question
the teaching, since there are no major dance teachers in the project anymore; they question whether the
children are really studying or just showing up. Nyoman Terima claimed that the students are “the
nieces/nephews of the members—just there for show.”
Another main criticism was that “We don’t know who owns the troupe and where the money goes.” Some
blamed Cristina and Suamba for not “showing the books,” telling people there is money but not stating
how much and from what sources. Terima, who is clearly extremely bitter about being ousted from the
project, wanted to know where the proceeds from the sale of the CD and VCD and royalties from the
book are. I explained to him that royalties on books are quite minimal in Indonesia and that, frankly, it’s
not a bestseller, that even in English it wouldn’t bring in much money. People forget the amount of time
that Cristina and crew put into writing this book without payment. Cristina is the one who takes the CDs
to shops to sell them but since, according to the non-project camp, there is no transparency, they assume
that Cristina is enjoying the spoils. Suamba concurs: “Jimat has said that there was 80 million rupiah from
Ford when in fact the assistance was in the form of equipment, costumes, pay for teachers, that’s all. We
didn’t get money directly. But the people here thought there was lots of money. If someone wants to
take my place as project coordinator that’s fine. But I don’t accept it when people say I get lots of money.
Cristina carefully keeps track of every rupiah.”
In a similar vein, a few people complained that they didn’t get a book or a tape although Cristina said that
each of the major teachers received these. Others resented that Cristina tries to tell them what to do—
what she deems correct or not movement wise—and they are offended by this. To them it matters not if
the outsider knows a lot or is a brilliant performer; she is still an outsider.
Yet in response to these many refrains, Cristina claims “without me the project would collapse. Can I
keep blowing on the fire? I don't think I have influence. The only things I influence are the costumes and
makeup. Let them decide what they should do. It’s their gambuh, not mine.”
It is clear that Cristina is still the instigator, the organizer and the doer. There are those who take care of
costumes, for example, but Cristina is the one who deals with the public, even going to the bookshops and
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getting the money for VCDs that have been sold, which she would actually prefer not to do. That may be
one of the reasons for the resentment. Yet she has tried to delegate some of the duties and been
disappointed by lack of consistency and commitment.
According to Suamba, there is a consensus—among both camps—that “the major performing artists in
Batuan just can’t come together.” Suamba also coordinates the committee at the Pura Desa, which also
dictates what will happen to the Gambuh Project (which has its own separate committee). When his
tenure is up at the end of 2006, he has no idea what will happen to the project as its coordination will fall
into someone else’s lap. At the time of writing this report in August 2006, Suamba and the troupe are in
Denmark and they are anxious that when they return, the project may not have the continued support of
the temple committee, which will go through changes while they are gone.

Pedungan
During the research period, on 30 June 2006, there was a performance by the Pedungan Village Gambuh
group at the small Wantilan theater at the Bali Arts Festival (PKB). I was eager to see it. To get to the
Wantilan, I had to push my way through crowds thick as molasses—parents with young children and
cotton candy or noisy toys, the satay (skewered meat) sellers next to the latest gadget hawkers next to the
poster boys. More crowded every year, the PKB is turning into more of a carnival than a place for
cultural activities. It has been heavily criticized for being more of a “night market” than a haven for art
performances. Yet it is clearly important for the role it plays, no matter how small that might be, in
showcasing traditional dance and music forms to the general public.
The Wantilan was packed at noon for the performance and the audience stayed until the end. The
musicians were all seated on stage left with four suling players in front. I went backstage to see the
dancers and met Anak Agung Gede Oka, a teacher at ISI. He told me that four of the dancers were from
the ISI, 'helping out'.
Nyoman Nikanaya, the head of the Department of Culture said, “ The Pedungan Gambuh borrowed ISI
dancers so they would look good at the PKB—that’s the good thing about having ISI. This is where the
role of the government comes in.” [since ISI is a state-owned and run school].
Nyoman Sudiasa later explained that “ the dancers in Pedungan are only gambuh dancers, not topeng or
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legong dancers as in Batuan. So that’s all they do and they don’t rehearse much. We had to ask the artschool dancers to perform with us because at the PKB, people make videos and show others so we have
to look good. ”

Female characters Putri Kakan-Kakan and Condong of Pedungan

The first act with the Condong (maidservant) and four kakan-kakan (maids in waiting) was as expected.
One of the girls kept looking at her fellow dancers as she obviously had not memorized the movements.
The maidservant, who traditionally is short and more on the plump side with a deep voice, was tall and
skinny with a weak voice.
The costumes were all nice and brand new and according to Sudiana, recently purchased. Some of the
costumes had some modifications from what one would find in the village. For example, the armbands
looked more like leather wings; the flowers in the headdresses were fake; Temenggung’s bald pate was
painted gold; the clown servants were wearing raccoon hats.
The male dancers from the school fared better and retained the stance that Geruh, the old master from
Pedungan, made famous: Other styles of gambuh have arms bent at ninety degrees and the elbows held up
in back of the shoulders; his style is to straighten the arms out more and keep the elbows flush with the
shoulder, in the same plane as the torso.
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The lakon was called Patih Sudarsana, which tells the story of King Miarsa and his wife, Jambuwati, a
practitioner of black magic. The king marries her sister, Diah Pranacitra and in her jealousy, Jambuwati
makes the king ill via magic. His devoted patih (minister), Sudarsana, takes him away from Jambuwati
and puts him under protection in the Prime Minister's chambers. Jambuwati sends one of her pupils (of
black magic) to the king with poisoned food. Realizing that he is being attacked by his wife, the king
attacks the pupil and exiles Jambuwati. But her magic is so strong that one night she returns to attack the
king in the royal bedroom. The king awakens and stabs at a shadow by the curtains. The blood of
Jambuwati (who is hidden behind the curtains) splatters onto the lower torso of Diah Pranacita. The king
runs to his second wife and tries to clean it up, awakening her. She thinks he was trying to rape her. As he
is so devoted to Diah Pranacita, he cuts off his right hand to prove to her that he was just trying to clean
up the blood, not rape her. With his left hand he attacks Jambuwati. It is at this point in the drama that the
king turns into the witch Rangda in his rage.
In Pedungan, they perform this lakon every Tuesday after their Pura Puseh (one of the three major village
temples) festival on Tumpek Wayang, which always falls on a Saturday, and in Tegallalang village on the
following Monday, and only on these days. The mask of Rangda has been consecrated and stays in the
temple. Whenever Rangda tedun (lit. “comes down” or is taken out of her box to dance), people go into
trance.
When Rangda came out and danced at the end of the story at the PKB performance, nearly a dozen of the
Pedungan troupe and supporters went into a very prolonged trance and all the chidren in the front rows
scattered. A few minutes later, the gambuh priest went into trance followed by a number of young women
from Pedungan village who were in the audience. A bit of pandemonium ensued and all the reporters
were snapping photographs. I hung back and talked with the musicians, who told me this was biasa or
standard whenever Rangda is performed, and that she must be performed as part of this gambuh in
Pedungan. As a sesuwunan, or a mask that is sacred to the temple, the mask must be worshipped by
having a performer put it on and actual dance it. The mask is considered to be a deity; Balinese deities are
fond of dancing, as both observers and ‘participants’. All the people who had fallen into trance were
taken to where the offerings were placed behind the musicians and sprinkled with holy water. Sudiasa
said, “ This is the first time we’ve brought Rangda here. But the offerings we give her here are the same
as in our temple festival.”
The musicians—most of them in their 30s and 40s, which was nice to see—were all from Pedungan and
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extremely adept, and their music was excellent to my ears. But the dancing that was not performed by ISI
graduates was mediocre, reminding me of a comment that Cristina had made about the Pedungan troupe:
“ It is the same offering, same dance, but not the same heart.”
The same was true when I went to see the gambuh in Pedungan two or three years ago. There were a
number of young women dancing, facing the inner temple courtyard. Their dance teacher was facing them
and performing the dance, as none of them had memorized it. I was very disappointed, then as now, as it
used to be a very good performance. In one generation, it has declined drastically.
Made Wetra is the current head of the dancers and dance teacher of the troupe, as well as a pemangku or
temple priest. Regarding the lack of proficient dancers, he said, “I am in charge, but I am not the head. In
the old days, we used to decide who would dance what right before a performance. Now we don’t have
that luxury.” He is referring to the fact that in the ‘old days’ (1970s and earlier), there were many more
well-trained dancers they could choose from.
Cristina's view is that “In Pedungan, the gending (song) is only half. It is already corroded.” The songs
that the actors perform are not complete and in Cristina’s viewpoint, that is already a sign that the form is
no longer viable. “With the death of the guru, Pak Geruh, all is gone. The pemangku there teaches the
women’s roles but according to Made Wiratini, he has changed the movements.”
I hear the different perspectives and wonder: What is the authentic form and who is to say what's
authentic? It seems clear in any case that no one in Pedungan has been concerned enough to preserve the
exact former quality or form of the dance since I Geruh Gede died in 2003. They continue to dance
gambuh at temples as they have always done, but here it is not the form they feel is important to retain but
the continued role of the performance as part of the ceremony.
Meanwhile, Pedungan gambuh musician Nyoman Sudiasa—in his capacity as a teacher of gambuh flute
technique at ISI as well as a performer with the campus gambuh troupe—is actively exploring ways to
'revitalize' gambuh, not in the sense of preserving its exact form, but of finding ways to make it more
appealing to a modern audience.
For example, he said, “Last year I changed the choreography so that we began with Demang and
Tumenggung (Panji’s retainers) instead of the female characters. I put them [the women] in the middle as
it fit better with the story. My friends liked the change.”
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Ibu Arini Alit, a choreographer and respected dance teacher, agreed with this change, since having the
story at the back end of the show makes for a boring performance. “We have to keep the movements that
are characteristic of the role but you can cut out all the repetitions, no problem.”
Additionally, Sudiasa told me, “We also did a gambuh with a gamelan semar pegulingan [a full gamelan
set with seven tones] using the Ketebek Jaran story. We added some humor so that there was something
the audience could look forward to. Ketut Suanda, a famous comedian, was the horse herder … We’ve
received support from the local parliament and the municipality of Denpasar. This year we [the Pedungan
Gambuh group] got funding too.” Some of the Gambuh musicians in the Pedungan troupe have
collaborated on Sudiasa’s more contemporary experiments, which could have an influence on how much
they want to continue gambuh.
So other agencies are now paying attention to gambuh as well. Whether or not the art forms resulting
from these experiments and attention are authentic or qualify as ‘revitalizations’ of gambuh; whether it is
more important for the form or the function of gambuh to be preserved by the communities that perform it
for ceremonial purposes; and whether the latter feel gambuh will survive (with or without revitalization
projects, and if so, in what form), are questions that evoke a range of responses and are subject to
continued debate.
We now turn to look at the control cases for gambuh (gambuh groups in villages where the Gambuh
Preservation Project was not active) for a comparative perspective, before attempting to evaluate the
successes and failures of the Gambuh Preservation Project from the multiple perspectives that exist.
CONTROL CASES
The control cases are gambuh troupes from Tumbak Bayuh, Mengwi and Nusa Penida island, Klungkung.
They were selected because I had seen both of them perform and was touched by the simplicity and
integrity of their performances.
I wanted to see how strong their traditions were—as neither group has access to the tourist market as
Batuan does, nor academic connections with ISI as Pedungan does. Neither group is as polished as the
Desa group in Batuan, because they only rehearse and/or perform for ritual functions that are few and far
between.
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As part of the evaluation process, we commissioned the Nusa Penida group to perform for us. We
asked the Tumbak Bayuh group if they would as well. They said yes, if they could perform in their
ritual context outside of the Pura Dalem Purnama temple, but it turned out that their financial needs
exceeded our commission budget.
Gambuh in Tumbak Bayuh
Tumbak Bayuh is a tiny village in Mengwi district, northwest of Denpasar. The gambuh troupe there only
performs for religious rituals and for the PKB (as they have been given assistance from the government
and feel obliged to return the favor) and most of the performers make their living as farmers.
I met with four of the dancers and musicians outside the Pura Dalem Purnama, where they perform once
every 210 days on Pagerwesi (a particular holy day in the Balinese calendar that occurs every 210 days).
They were all in traditional temple clothes. One man, Nyoman Sudana, who is a dalang or puppeteer (age
40) dominated the conversation and acted as spokesperson for the group, although I directed many of my
questions to the oldest man there, Wayan Candra, who is the head of the dancers (age 66). The others
present were the son of the former late director, Mangku Ketut Suweta (49), who is also the priest for the
troupe and Made Sulana, a dancer (age 46).
“We do three lakon here: Prabangsa, Tebek Jaran and Raden Panji Amad," they told me. "We have
performed at a few other temples; Pura Dalem Kapal, Uluwatu, Abiansemal, Pupuan.
Candra added, “We also perform locally when someone has made a sesanggih or sacred vow, such as if
someone is ill and promises to commission a gambuh if they get well or when a child has his/her otonan
[Balinese birthday]. … Our troupe consists of l00 men, no women.” Traditionally Gambuh was only
performed by males. That began to change in the 1950s in other villages, but has not changed not here.
He continued, “We begin with the pepeson or introductory dance of the females. This is performed by
the younger male students and lasts about 30 minutes. We rehearse for about two to three months before
a performance.”
Like the gamelan gambuh in Batuan, their ensemble consists of:
Suling (four to six)
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Rebab
Kendang (two)
Gentorag (bell tree)
Kajar (timekeeper)
Ceng-ceng (cymbals)
Kempur (small gong)
Kenyor (four keyed bronze instruments)
Additionally, they have some instruments that are different from the ones in Batuan:
Tawa (small cymbals)
Klenang (small gong)
Balanak (convex instrument played with two mallets)
There are no Kangsi (pair of small cymbals attached to a small length of bamboo) as in Batuan.
The characters they have, in order of appearance in performances:
Condong: Maidservant
Kakan-kakan: Bayan, Sangit, Psair and Pengunenang (ladies-in-waiting)
Putri (Princess: but they hardly ever use this role)
Demang (along with Tumenggung servant clowns of the “right” side)
Tumenggung
Patih Manis (Refined Minister)
Arya (two, foot soldiers)
Pangkur: penasar kelihan (clown servant, older brother)
Paak: penasar cenikan (clown servant, younger brother)
Prabu: (king of the antagonist side)
Pangkur/paak: (servant) for Panji
Ogog Batu: (forest sprite)
Potet: (“small people”)
There are 20 roles in all.
“At rehearsals we have about 20 kids, so we have extras," Candra explained. “We give priority to the
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younger ones. It’s a 'spiritual calling'. ”
They then gave examples of the four scales used in the flute (this is on the companion video for this
report): Lebeng (based on ngong note), Sundaren (ngeng), Sasak (ngung) and selisir (nging). They are
all in the pelog scale. “We don't use pemero (trilling) as is done at ISI”. The Balinese scale is based on
five notes, ngong, ngeng, ngung, nging and ngung (corresponding to notes in the five-tone scale). It is
similar to saying “this is in the key of G”.
The performers chimed in, enthusiastically, “We’ve developed the potet (servant) character to be more
humorous. It’s better to change it a bit rather than lose the audience entirely. There has to be innovation
and development.”
Even though they told me they didn’t have any lontar (old palm leaf manuscripts) about gambuh, the
performers knew the history. Sudana told me “Gambuh was probably established here in Tumbak Bayuh
in the 1800s. It was done in the palace.” This is the story: The kings of Tabanan and Kaba Kaba were
brothers. And then one of the descendents came here to Tumbak Bayuh. Putri Tumbak Bayuh [princess
from Tumbah Bayuh] married I Gusti Gede Raka from Buahan, Tabanan. Because Mengwi and Badung
were fighting, were enemies, it was only natural that we were enemies with the Raja of Mengwi.29 And
so we tried to evict the one from Tabanan. I forget the year, but we were attacked and then he ran off to
Pemecutan. He asked for protection from his relatives in Badung. And they were given a place to live in
Glogor, Denpasar. And then eventually they moved to Sesetan [in Denpasar, not that far from Pedungan].
We here have carried out the tradition. Probably those in Denpasar have forgotten this part of their
history.”
While it was hard for me to follow the thread of this story, he was telling me that there was a connection
with a prince of Tabanan, Gusti Gede Raka and that it was he who probably brought gambuh to Tumbak
Bayuh. They were very obviously proud of this heritage.
In this area of Bali, there are 20 kinds of gamelan, including gong kebyar, barong, gambang, gender
wayang, saron, and angklung. Only in the village of Tumbak Bayuh can one find gambuh.
The gambuh in Tumbak Bayuh is not being revitalized; in fact, for the Gambuh Preservation Project it
29

Tumbak Bayuh came under Mengwi’s rule when Mengwi and Badung kingdoms fought in the late 18th
century.
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was only mentioned in passing. Although we were not able to commission a performance from them for
this evaluation, I'd had an opportunity to see them perform once at an important festival at Pura Dalem in
Kapal in the mid-90s, and I remember being astounded by the feeling their performance evoked. The
dancers weren’t that great; the costumes were in tatters; but there was an integrity, a magical quality to it
that touched me.
They refuse to nuris (perform for tourists) but they are not worried that their gambuh tradition will
disintegrate. The dancer Nyoman Sudana told me that “only if we change our religion will we lose
Gambuh,” referring to the fact that in Islam, the predominant religion of Indonesia, for example,
performances of Hindu traditions would not be allowed.
Gambuh in Nusa Penida
The gambuh group in Nusa Penida, which is called Sekeha Gambuh Dwi Pramana, is from Dusun
Karang, a hamlet in the southern part of the island.
I first saw this group perform at a friend’s wedding in Ubud last year and was struck by its simplicity, the
raggedness of the costumes, the pared-down gamelan configuration and the archaic feeling it evoked. Not
to mention the neon colored decorations on the one-meter flutes (which it turns out was the idea of one
Made Paang for a show they did at the Bali Arts Festival in 1991).
I first met the performers at that time and chatted with their leader, Made Ardin (31) and one of the other
dancers, Komang Suadama (24), at a warung (food stall) in Ubud.
I learned that their group knows three lakon: Sang Prabu Hamatut di Gending (one hour in duration),
Balan Tuban (35 minutes) and Baris Meboros (30 minutes). They rehearse every new and full moon at
the Bale Banjar Karang (Karang community hall). The group consists of 30 men, including dancers,
ranging in age from 24 – 60.

The female roles are not performed here.30 “We need to find three more

dancers as we double up on the roles,” Ardin said. The gamelan consists of three suling (flute), two
kendang (drums), one kempul (small gong), five ceng-ceng (cymbals), one gong and four people on
reyong (inverted kettle gongs).

30

Even though most of the gambuh stories involve Panji searching for his beloved, Candra Kirana, she does not
have to appear physically on the stage in gambuh.
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Nusa Penida Gambuh gamelan

“Our gambuh is very sacred. We perform every Galungan at the Pura Desa at 3 p.m.; every Buda
Cemeng Klawu at the Pura Puseh at 7 pm, every Anggar Kasih Kulantir at the Pura Dalem, every Buda
Cemeng at the Pura Mas Kuning at 7 pm and every Buda Paang at the Pura Batu Medauh. We also do
the sacred dance, Tari Pendet, Nusa style with eight men—where four men carry sesajen (offerings) and
four others try and steal them,” Ardin and Suadama told me, laughing so hard as they spoke that they fell
off their chairs.
I asked them if others were interested in learning gambuh and keeping the tradition alive.

They

themselves are the younger generation. “My child will HAVE to do it. It’s the only way,” answered
Ardin. "But what if he doesn’t want to?" I asked. “He has to.” Full stop. “The influence of television in
Nusa isn’t that great," he went on, "Mountain folk are lugu (unsophisticated). Gambuh will continue.”
But in what form will it continue? Cristina told me that this group only does a small fragment of a play.
They say they need more dancers. Other gambuh troupes would probably laugh at the stiffness of their
movements, the neon colors painted on their suling and their “incomplete” gamelan.
But I was intrigued, and when Rhoda Grauer approached me about this project and suggested we look at
the other gambuh groups outside the tourist areas, I thought we should definitely go to see this one, on
this very nearby but still isolated island.
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Getting to the Gambuh in Nusa Penida
I’d never been to Nusa Penida. I always heard it was hot, dry and that there was nothing of interest there
except kain cepuk (a handwoven red cloth said to have magical powers) and the Pura Dalem Ped, an
extremely powerful temple. It is most famous for being the penal colony for the Klungkung kingdom in
years past. Whether or not there were already people living there before the criminals got there is
unknown to me. So it was with great excitement that we (Rhoda, her assistant Budi, a film crew of two
and I set off to see and record the gambuh there.
We began our journey early and had a hard time getting the boat we wanted. Finally we ended up on a
cargo ship (that the locals call a sampan) filled with wood, rice, a few chickens and about 40 passengers.
We decided to sit on top of the boat’s roof, which turned out not to be the best idea for our Caucasian
skin. But it was a clear day, the waves weren’t that rough and we didn’t fall off. However, getting onto
the boat was a scene. The boat couldn’t pull up all the way to shore and everyone (not just us softies) had
to be carried onto the boat. The Indonesians could be carried baby-style in two arms, but Rhoda and I
were carried like Balinese carry newlyweds, on the interlaced arms of two men, holding on to their necks
for dear life every time the waves lapped up at their thighs and threatened to pull us all underwater. So
just getting on the boat was an accomplishment. And getting off again at Nusa due to the tide coming in
was the same thing in reverse. Even a motorcycle was carried by four men (so I didn’t feel too bad) and
that was a feat to be seen!
On the island, a bemo (a small motor vehicle used for public transport) took all of us along the coastal
road through newly planted teak forests and many small lots of drying seaweed (the latest, or probably the
only, industry on the island).
Gede Wirata, a very wealthy Balinese businessman, wanted to put a casino on the island to help the local
economy but many people protested—not from Nusa but from Bali—and it hasn’t been built. It was much
greener than I expected, with towering banana and coconut palms and lots of smaller trees and bushes.
We passed a number of whitewashed Balinese temples with elaborately carved gates, which reminded me
of the temple architecture in North Bali. They told me the stone was white paras or tufta, which I’ve
never seen before. After about 30 minutes, we pulled into an area, passing through two isosceles-triangle
shaped gates made out of many small stones cemented together. This was to be our stage. It was empty of
people and full of rocks.
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We had to wait at least an hour for the performers to be bemo-ed up from the village to this “villa” (rustic
cabin is more like it) of Pak Tony, a Westerner who lives in Bali and has this as his vacation home. Pak
Tony was still in Bali but the Gambuh group coordinator is the house manager, so we were able to use the
space.
We asked them if we could film them in front of one of the village temples where the backdrop would be
more ‘authentic’ but they were quite hesitant. It turned out that it would be quite a hassle to get
permission from the village elders to perform at those venues at such short notice. And besides, they
pointed out, they perform here every time Tony has the house temple odalan every 210 days, so it is as
authentic as any other temple area.

Getting made up in Nusa Penida

The dancers, all male and ranging in age from 24 to 60 something, arrived and started getting made up by
a small bale (open pavilion) on a small hill above where we positioned the musicians.
While waiting, I started asking the musicians and the pengurus (head, secretary and treasurer) questions
about the gambuh and its origins. They gathered around me as if I were a teacher telling a story; getting
them to talk was difficult. Monosyllabic answers to questions, even about names and ages.

And

contradictory answers, within the space of a few minutes. "Gambuh is only done in our banjar in Dusun
Karang," said one musician. Yet when Rhoda asked if gambuh was done anywhere else on Nusa Penida,
the answer was "Yes, in two neighboring banjar." When I questioned them further, they told me they now
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combine forces from the different banjar into one troupe.
They were all crowded together on two mats next to a small bale. They put the headdresses on one of the
mats and put flowers and pandan harum (traditional gambuh decorations) leaves in them.

Gambuh headdresses on mat in Nusa Penida

I was surprised, as on the ‘mainland’ headdresses are never put on the ground. They claimed it was fine as
there was a mat on the ground (meaning they weren’t actually touching the impure earth).
I tried to ascertain what gending or songs they knew on the suling but couldn’t get an answer (quite a
contrast to Tumbak Bayuh, where the performers went through all the different scales on the suling for
me and knew the names as well as the history of where they and the gambuh came from). I mentioned
the names of some of the scales (selisir) but that didn’t register. Then I tried the names of the dances, but
there were too many gending for each character, so that didn’t work. It all came back to “we’re just doing
what our ancestors did.” Their lack of knowledge was profound: no lontar (palm leaf) books, nothing
written down, no collective memory of where the gambuh came from.
“Our dances are more sacred than on Bali.” “We’re more kaku (stiff or clumsy)—ergo more sacred.”
These answers came from a large group of performers so it was hard to tell who said what. Perhaps here
they were saying that because they were not polished, they were more authentic, unlike other performers
who present performances for art or money.
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The musicians gathered on stage left (positioned there by the cameraman as there was less wind there, so
the sound was better). Three suling players, all in their 60s or 70s, four ceng-ceng (horizontal cymbals)
players, one kempur (small gong) suspended on a makeshift bamboo gong frame and two drums
completed the ensemble.
Once the music began, three of the dancers walked around to the other side of the split gate using it as the
demarcation between audience and actor. It seemed as if they were making their entrance from very far
away. Their costumes were tattered and worn but they had shiny newly gilded headdresses. Pak Tony told
me over the telephone that he had asked them specifically to retain their old costumes, but they went
ahead and changed the headdresses. The basket they carried the costumes in was in very bad shape but
when I offered to buy them a new one they said “Oh we can’t do that; this comes from our ancestors.”

Nusa Penida Gambuh: Panji, servant and Patih

The dancing itself was, well, stiff. There was very little movement in the arms and a wonderful rocking
movement in the lower torso and legs that I hadn’t seen before. They spoke in Kawi but appeared to have
no idea what they were saying. There were clowns who spoke in low Balinese and were quite bawdy and
rude—something one wouldn’t see in a gambuh on Bali.
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Pepatih/minister character in the Nusa Penida Gambuh

The lakon they performed was called Pepatih (minister). The synopsis is as follows:
The Patih or minister first appears with his two servants, Demang and Mang Golak. They perform mostly
frontally, speaking some and gesticulating, at times holding their cloaks in front of their chests. Then the
Arya or warrior gentry hold court with the Patih. Two servant clowns called potet enter the stage with the
king or Prabu.
The next scene begins with the entrance of the refined prince Panji with his servant Rangga, who is also a
refined character. Panji has a particular movement where he holds out his arm straight to the side. Two
more of Panji’s servants enter the stage now and begin the story of two brothers, the king and Panji and
how they fight over a horse, which is played by another actor, and his ‘herder’. Panji eventually
surrenders to his brother, who refuses to kill Panji.
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Panji in Nusa Penida Gambuh

There is very little text or spoken word in this version of gambuh and the movement vocabulary is more
like a sentence or short paragraph whereas in Batuan, it is a short book. Yet what is striking about this
form is one, the plain fact that they do it (“turun menurun dari lelehur”—it has been handed down to us
by our ancestors) and two, the feeling it evokes, as it really does feel sacred somehow.
After the trip to Nusa Penida, I wrote to Adrian Vickers, a scholar of gambuh, to ask him if he knew how
gambuh got to Nusa Penida. My theory is that the performers were exiled there from Klungkung and kept
it up and Adrian confirmed that indeed, a number of political prisoners were sent there in the late 1800s
from Gianyar. I Wayan Dibia says that he heard it was artists from Pedungan who were sent there. But
either no one on Nusa Penida wanted to admit this or they truly didn’t know (and either way, didn’t seem
to care).
ANALYTICAL REVIEW OF THE RESULTS OF REVITALIZATION
The Gambuh Preservation Project has not had any formal evaluation review. An internal progress
report was made on the first phase of the project, but nothing by outside evaluators. Although the Ford
Foundation does not prescribe any fixed formats for monitoring revitalization projects, the program
officer at the Foundation did offer a set of three general indicators as guidelines for evaluating the
success of a revitalization project, namely: one, that there are masters willing to teach and young
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people willing to learn and perform the art; two, that the community itself accepts the art that has been
revitalized back into the community; and three, that available information suggests that the art being
revitalized will continue to be learned and performed well after the funding period ends.
The following section will summarize and review the main findings of this report, with special
attention given to integrating issues raised with respect to the success of the project in the sections on
Conditions of the Art Forms and Groups after the Revitalization Process and Review of the Control
Cases and to evaluating the extent to which the project results satisfy the Ford’s informal indicators.
As indicated in Conditions of the Art Forms and Groups after the Revitalization Process, on one level,
the Gambuh Preservation Project achieved all of its key goals, steered by the unwavering dedication of
its director, and the community in general is proud of the project. On another level, the grantees, artists
and community members interviewed had differing views about the extent to which the revitalization
effort has succeeded in meeting their expectations or in dealing with the challenges involved in
sustaining this efforts into the future.
Cristina, the project director, Suamba, the project coordinator, and Kadersana, the project secretary all
felt that the project in Batuan was largely a success because 13 years after the project was initiated and
ten years after the Ford grant ended,

the Desa Gambuh is still active and intact, with regular

performances still ongoing and two tours to Europe under its belt. The form continues to be passed on
to the younger generation and the dancers and musicians have gotten better. The language, dance and
music have been and continue to be studied, and there is concrete, high quality documentation for
future reference. Further, Suamba felt that “If many gambuh groups emerge out of this project that
means the project has succeeded” Alongside the Desa Gambuh, four other troupes in Batuan still
perform regularly. These other troupes had already been in existence before the project. Members of
each of these troupes participated, to a lesser or greater extent, in the revitalization project and took
what they learned back to their respective groups.
In contrast, Cristina and Made Wiratini, the coordinator for the Pedungan part of the project, were
disappointed in the results in Pedungan. They terminated training and rehearsal sessions in that village
after one year. This was due to the apparent lack of enthusiasm of the performers there in perfecting
their form, especially the dance. Nevertheless, the project in Pedungan was a partial success in that
they managed in that time to document the work of the great old master of Pedungan, Geruh Gede.
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Although the project in Batuan has continued well beyond the granting period, it has been fraught with
recurrent problems of personal politicking. While no one in the non-project camp offered critical
comments on whether the form was still being retained in the Desa Gambuh or on the skill of its
dancers or musicians, many of those who were former members of the project were bitter about their
experience with the project and felt that the project had splintered the gambuh community of Batuan
and lacked transparency. These criticisms raise complex issues about the ownership and sustainability
of the project.
Cristina’s aim was to bring all the old teachers together, teach what they remembered, decide on the
music and movements to use, perform and document them. There were disputes, in which Cristina
sometimes had the last word, and one by one, the key teachers dropped out due to personal conflicts
(not necessarily exclusively due to something Cristina said).

Whether this was the fault of the way

Cristina and the committee operated or simply the fault of how the artists communicated among
themselves is unclear. It is certainly understandable how easily cross-cultural misunderstandings could
occur, especially since Cristina is a Westerner and a strong woman, allowing resentments to arise even
more easily than if she were a Balinese man. Some could not take orders from Cristina as a nonBalinese and a woman, while others thought her sacrifice and work towards the project limitless, (and,
as stated above, Cristina herself says that the project would die without her.)
A consensus emerged from the interviews with all parties—project members and non-project members
alike—that this project failed in its effort to unify all the artists in Batuan. But whether or not the rifts that
appeared after the Gambuh Project was initiated are because of the project is hard to say. Batuan,
according to ethnomusicologist Edward Herbst, who lived there both in l971 and 1992, “has always been
rife with rivalry and competition.” The community there is already divided (it seems as if nearly every
single person in Batuan is either a musician, dancer or painter—more so than in other villages) into
different troupes (and all in one banjar no less!) and it seems very difficult to bring them together. Even
within extended families in Batuan there are rifts. So for Cristina to step into this hornet’s nest and want
to make honey seemed an impossible task.
Given the politics involved, the fact that this project was able to codify movements and music in
written and electronic media is a tangible indicator of its success. The simple fact of trying to get
people to agree on names of movements or the correct fingering for a flute melody was daunting. The
resulting documents and videos from both Batuan and Pedungan are invaluable as a teaching tools to
further generations and a significant resource for artists and scholars alike. Currently, all of the tapes
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are in Switzerland being digitalized. They will be brought back to Bali and a set will be kept in Batuan
as well as at a museum in Jakarta.
For the time being, however, issues concerning the community's access to the study and
documentation center envisaged in the original project plan prevent this aspect of the project from
being fully realized. Cristina relates, “In Batuan we had this idealistic idea to try and put the different
teachers, best musicians together and open a space for everyone to study for free. We set up a
documentation center, but because the A/C is broken and nobody wanted to take care of the books and
tapes there, this failed. It is not in their thinking to preserve. There is a special place in Jakarta that also
has the materials. There are three hours of [of video tape] of three episodes [three lakon or complete
plays] and three episodes of the tokoh [key performers] as well as tapes of the [teachers demonstrating
the] movements. ” Sekarini, Jimat's niece, who was one of the original key teachers of the project
asks, “Who has the key to the documentation center? Is anyone ever there?” “I have the key,” says
Kadersana, “and anyone can watch the DVD; we have the machine and the TV. It is open to anyone”.
(But in Bali, if someone is not closely related or a close friend, they would never dream of going to the
center to ask to see the DVD. The malu (embarrassment) factor is quite high.)
This brings up another key question in this research, “Who had access to the granting process?”—which
tells us who had ownership of the process. Cristina was clearly the person with the contacts and access to
Ford grants; she coordinated 31 all aspects of the project, even though she claims that she left the artistic
parts up to the Balinese. She brought others on board, but due to limitations of language as well as
breadth of perspective, it was she who wrote the proposal and was the major stakeholder. This caused
resentment in the village, as the amount of money coming in was unclear. It seems as if the only full
stakeholders in this respect were Cristina and perhaps Suamba, the project coordinator. I have a feeling
that there was definitely something of an “I know best” syndrome involved, to which Westerners often
fall prey. As a Westerner, Cristina knew what the Ford Foundation was interested in , and knew how to
present the project; can she be faulted for that? I don’t know how much she asked people in Batuan about
what they wanted. It might be the “suryak siyu” syndrome (l000 voices shouting because one voice was
loudest and everyone else just goes along with the idea). Given the number of gambuh troupes in Batuan
and their history of factionalism, it is almost inconceivable that any one of them would have come up
with the idea of forming one troupe in Batuan to codify movement and music, document and research the
31

Many believed that Cristina was directly responsible for the grant money and revenues. However, it was Intan Wianta, the
executive director of the Wianta Foundation which served as the administrative branch of the project, who kept close tabs on
the finances. The project treasurer was a member of the Batuan community and Cristina herself was not directly in charge of
finances.
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various aspects of Gambuh. This project needed an outsider with such a a vision to be implemented.
The differences we have seen, between insider and outsider perspectives on what is needed to sustain
gambuh, bring up recurring questions for those involved about what pelestarian (preservation or
revitalization) really means. Is it to reproduce exactly what has gone on before? If it is only the
movements, the melody, the music, does that constitute preservation? What about the emotional impact
of the piece? The historical significance? In revitalizing gambuh, is it better to be able to carry on the
“feeling” or to be able to replicate it without really paying attention to what the heart is saying? Without
the senior teachers or old masters there to guide and correct, what exactly is being taught? Is
revitalization going on if there are bodies present but they are just going through the motions? What
does it take to really be able to play the music or dance the character correctly?
The first Ford indicator of success—that members of the community, especially young people, study
and publicly perform the art, and by implication, that the form is being taught to the younger
generation by senior musicians and dancers—was also an integral goal of the Gambuh Preservation
Project, and this is still being done in both Batuan and Pedungan, although much more seriously
applied in Batuan. However, beyond the undeniable fact that the form is being taught, questions are
constantly raised and debated concerning the extent to which the form is being or should be preserved
or revived, and the quality of what is being learned in the existing training.
Wayan Nata, the musical director of the project, claimed that the performers are playing what was given
to them by the senior teachers but in the next breath stated that the suling was the most difficult
instrument to master, as the breathing technique was extremely taxing, so some of the parts had been cut
out to make it easier. So that little bit will then be lost. Wirtawan began his studies of gambuh dance in
5th grade with the characters Demang and Tumenggung (clown servants). When he was studying there
were three generations present: children, adults and elders. In those days, one studied a particular
character or style a long time in order to really do it well. “Now, at the Pura Desa, they don’t have
enough dancers and they double up their roles.

They are losing the stylistic differences of the

characters.”
I asked Cristina what she felt were the most important aspects to retain and whether this was currently
happening.

“Everything,” she responded. “In Batuan the performers are so experienced, highly

developed artists, also highly influential. [But] the feeling with next generation will be gone. The
feeling cannot be taught. We cannot deny the influence of tourism and TV. In remote villages we can
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still find feeling. If we see the old gurus, they are not so skilled in the agem (basic positions), but they
have a connection with the characters, which is so important. The teachers have panggus, the ability to
enter the character with all the senses. Twenty years ago rasa (feeling) was so integral to the dance.
Today's dancers have lost their innocence There is so much concern for what is on the outside now. If
you look at the old films, the dancers without makeup … you can see the power of the dance that gives
shivers. Now there is the world of false illusions. Costumes are more vulgar, crispy, bulging; they hide
behind costumes and makeup.”
We have seen that similar issues arise with respect to the results of the gambuh training offered at ISI.
While the students may achieve a certain technical competence, some say their performances have no
soul. They only learn one gambuh part for a single semester, not nearly long enough to master the
'feeling' with any depth. In attempts to reinvigorate the 'feeling' of gambuh and render it more accessible
to a modern audience—such as the meldings of gambuh with Calonarang by ISI, as well as the GambuhMacbeth of Arti Foundation—artists have taken the 'traditional' form of the gambuh as a point of
departure, then adapted and extended it for their own creative purposes. This also was done in the Ur
Hamlet collaboration project of the Desa Gambuh itself. Cristina might argue that the gambuh section of
this play was kept intact, although when I saw it, there were definitely elements of blended traditions.
Rather than seeking to codify and resurrect the original form, all of these examples take a more dynamic
approach to the problematic of 'pelestarian' at the risk of losing both the original meaning and the
original form.
For the gambuh troupes of Pedungan and other villages that perform mainly for temple ceremonies, the
fact that there are not enough dancers in a village to fill all the roles or that the dancers are not highly
trained in the form are not deemed critical.
Dibia articulates this perspective: “Revitalization is a task to bring the function of an art form vital to the
community owning the form so that it has a purpose. It is important to bring the function to its original
role. It is not necessary to retain the form but to return to its role … I don’t mind if there are not enough
people to do the form. As long as it’s still running I don’t worry about it. A great concern of mine is if
the activity stops—then the symbol of pride for the local community is gone. It might be substituted by
a form more appealing to the younger generation. To keep the pride and religious function going is the
most important. In Pedungan for example, there are sacred objects in the temple having to do with the
gambuh so the gambuh has to be performed.”
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The question of what is important to preserve and pass down, and the related debate about form verses
function, directly lead us from the first indicator to the interrelated, second and third Ford indicators.
Framed as questions, they ask us to consider, “Does the community itself accept the art that has been
revitalized back into the community?” and “Does available information suggest that the art being
revitalized will continue to be learned and performed after the funding period ends?”
This revitalization project, initiated and largely driven and maintained by a foreigner with a passion
about preserving the form, has beyond doubt enhanced community pride in gambuh (especially in
Batuan, as well as in the larger community of Bali), increased professionalism (of the Desa Gambuh),
and contributed invaluable documentation for future generations. Yet it cannot be said that it has
"returned" gambuh to the community. In fact, from some perspectives, the project may even in some
sense weakened community solidarity or moral support of the form, by bringing money and high art
standards into the relationship (between the community and its art).
“Christina loves gambuh, I understand that,” said Wiratini. “But for me, when I look at gambuh in
Pedungan, what I understand is, if gambuh is important to the community, of course they will keep it. In
giving them a grant, the idea is to make them more serious to keep, maintain, and continue it. I
understand why Cristina does it. But if I look at the purpose, why they keep gambuh, again it is related
with ceremony. In Batuan, for example, Christina was good. She could unite all the Gambuh groups in
Batuan not to fight or compete with each other. In the beginning it was like that. All the dancers and
groups came together and became the best gambuh group. But because there was money they started
competing and are jealous of each other. Somebody thinks that he or she is getting less than others.”
In a similar vein, commenting on the situation of gambuh in Batuan, Dibia stated, “I like that gambuh
has become more professional but the moral support of this project is lacking.” Yet, if we want to say
that without this project, gambuh would be a dying art, I would argue that point. To my question, “Will
gambuh fade away without this project?” the answer was a resounding “No!” In Sekarini's words, "We
perform it for the temples and therefore it will never die.” In Bali today, certain art forms are a necessary
part of ritual, including gambuh. And for this reason alone it is likely to be sustained. How well
'preserved' it will be is another matter.
This last point was strongly reinforced in our survey of the two control groups in Nusa Penida and
Tumbak Bayuh, which also perform regularly for religious rituals and are equally convinced that the
form will continue because of this. The first noticeable difference between the funded cases and the
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control cases is in their “accessories.” The costumes and musical instruments of the control cases could
all use some refurbishing. Yet in Nusa Penida, when I offered to replace the moth-eaten basket that they
carried their headdresses in, we were told in no uncertain terms that that was out of the question: “This
basket is from our ancestors and we cannot throw it away.”
Secondly, from the moment they begin to perform, it is obvious that the standards of the group in Nusa
Penida fall far short of the groups on Bali, but as Tony Van Den Hout, the man whose home was
chartered for the performance there pointed out: "Do we want the gambuh in Nusa Penida to look like
the gambuh on Bali? They should retain their Nusa Penida flavor.”
The Nusa Penida Gambuh had an extremely limited movement vocabulary, their stories were
incomplete and they used no female characters. This might be due to as simple a fact as they had no
dancers on the island who knew those parts. Steps and notes and language have been forgotten and more
can be expected to be lost as time wears on. Arguably, they might benefit from revitalization; this is
where Cristina might insist that the movements and the music must be preserved by resurrecting them
exactly as they were. Yet how does one perfect the form without making it more of an ISI style or a
Batuan style, for that matter? If they had outside teachers coming in as ‘conservators’ it would be very
difficult for them to avoid being influenced by the teachers’ comments, movements and musical styles.
If their purpose is to serve the temple’s needs, then there is no motivation to make the performance
slick. It is the feeling that is more important.
One of the main similarities between both control cases and Pedungan, and the difference between the
latter three and Batuan, was that there is an expectation, or even a sense of obligation, for the younger
generation to dance the gambuh. In Batuan, there is a hope, but not an adamant demand by the older
generation telling the younger ones that this is something they must do.
Based on all of the above, gambuh is highly likely to be sustained as long as the ceremonial context is
sustained, although it is likely to change in form—and from some perspectives, degrade in quality—in
the process of transmission from one generation to the next. But what of the sustainability of gambuh as
a presentational performance form, apart from the ceremonial context? And together with that, the
sustainability of the ethic of professional excellence toward the form as an 'art' that this project strived
so hard to engender?
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From the beginning, those who initiated the project recognized that the sustainability of the form
depended on the development of an audience to enjoy and support it financially and morally.
This remains a challenge, posing some tough issues of sustainability.
Times have changed and people simply don’t have the leisure time they used to. They have to work at
day jobs and don’t have that much extra time to devote to the arts. People need to be paid for their time
and devotion to their art form in some villages, while in others there is little monetary reward and no one
is complaining.
Cristina told me that they never make enough money from performances (five tourists at one show x Rp
50,000 divided by 30 performers does not added up to livelihood wages). They sell the Gambuh CDs
and DVDs to help cover costs, but it isn’t much so Cristina makes up the difference out of her own
pocket.

Every time they rehearse or perform, snacks and drinks are provided.

Costumes and

instruments have to be repaired.
Ah, money is always the issue isn’t it? Some people say it’s better not to have money, that having
money/funding creates problems. Everyone admits that money is needed: for costumes, purchasing
instruments, repairs, makeup and of course, to pay the dancers and for the coffee breaks. And as we
have seen, when financial transactions are not out in the open and accounts not clear, then problems of
trust and confidence in the project arise. Everyone I spoke with talked to this point. The issue here is the
need for transparency, clarification and better communication, as well as some of the cross cultural
differences discussed earlier.

Not to mention the different gambuh troupes all vying for scarce

resources.
To my question of what role money plays in sustaining the arts, Dibia answered: “It’s important but it’s
not a key reason. If you call something a 'project' then everyone expects money. The Gambuh project in
Batuan doesn’t have the moral support it needs. If the project were designed to give each group equal
support it wouldn’t have created such jealousy.” This is interesting, as from Cristina’s viewpoint, she
was trying to be equitable by bringing everyone together and creating a solid foundation representing all
the groups. But it just wasn’t possible to bring all the groups’ together under one umbrella.
In Batuan, there is more enthusiasm for rehearsing when there is a program that will take them abroad
(which is only natural). There is also pride, which cannot be measured in money here, for gambuh is
Batuan's shining star. When anyone wants to know or see gambuh, they come to Batuan first (and not
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because of the project, but because the form is so strong here). Yet the feeling one gets in Batuan is one
of laissez-faire, that because gambuh is all around them the impetus to make it better perhaps isn’t as
strong as it could be. Where is the local genius and pride here? Will groups only rehearse if there is
someone from the outside who will pay them (tourists for example)? Is this why performers rehearse
often for tourist performances but for performances for their gods, it’s “sekedar ada”? (“just so it’s
done/exists”).
Beyond the money they bring, it would appear that just having outsiders (and this can be people from
Jakarta, not necessarily foreigners) take an interest in one’s art form raises its status and gives the
performers a great sense of pride.

I remember Richard Wallis (an ethnomusicologist conducting

research in Bali in the mid-70s) originally proposing a formal study of gambuh to Ford administrators as
early as the mid-l970s, but it took someone living here, with as strong a commitment as Cristina's, to
make its study and preservation as an art form a reality.
At heart, the Gambuh Preservation Project has depended from the start on outstanding commitment from
an outsider and also, outside values about what is worth retaining. So the fact that the aesthetic values
and focus on perfecting the form have not been embraced community-wide, the fact that no one from
inside the community is stepping in to assume the Director's role, are not surprising.
Suamba summarizes: “Cristina wanted to preserve gambuh. There were committees that consisted of
people concerned about the extinction of gambuh, they came to us in l993 to offer a project to develop
and preserve gambuh. At that time because we felt Batuan is the source of gambuh, we welcomed them.
And so was born the Desa Gambuh Batuan. It was someone else’s idea. And since then and until now
Cristina has been involved, even though the Ford Foundation project was only three years and has long
finished. Cristina continues to try and help with funding. So that this project can still go on till now, for
13 years.”
One of the very positive ways in which Cristina has helped the village with funding is by taking the
Desa Gambuh on tours to Europe, as they did 8 July – 14 August this year with Eugenio Barba. Then
they make real money as a result of the hard work they’ve put into the project over many years. These
funds (along with the excitement of traveling abroad) have been a major contributor to the
continuation of gambuh.
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With the increasing urbanization and socioeconomic pressures that Bali is undergoing at the start of the
new millennium, the role of formal extra-community institutions like ISI as keepers, transmitters and
updaters of art forms, support from institutions such as the Ford Foundation and personal passion like
Cristina’s are likely to become increasingly critical as driving forces to preserve Bali's artistic legacy for
its own sake.
On the question of gambuh's future survival, dancer, performer and teacher, I Nyoman Catra says,
“Gambuh is special, it has certain pakem (patterns), costumes, casting, difficult musical structure and
dance, and its function is not as strong as wayang and topeng in religious beliefs. Gambuh is not always
performed at ceremonies, but Wayang and Topeng have to be there. Because they're simple, they only
need one or two people to play. And gambuh is hard to understand. I’m speaking without doing
research or having any reason. There used to be a pocket of gambuh in Buleleng, and in Singaraja and
Batuan has [become] an icon related to gambuh. They need to perform gambuh [for ritual purposes in
the temples], so the community cannot abolish gambuh. They have to perform it because ‘something
from somewhere there (god) asks them to do it. What happened to the gambuh in Pedungan is very sad,
they must perform it but they have no good dancers or instruments. Batuan is better because they have
good dancers and so on. Gambuh in Karangasem we never hear about anymore, they had gambuh in
1980s but now it is gone. As long as there are people who are willing to learn it, gambuh will survive.
Or we can give a new birth to gambuh, and transform it to another form. Gambuh will not die but will
transform to another genre. Gambuh is the source of all dance in Bali. I don’t know how to deal with
gambuh, I don’t have any exact formula to save gambuh. It is not just about money, above all it is about
the society.”
In sum, this project has clearly demonstrated a high level of success as an attempt to revitalize public
interest in and knowledge of a very old art form and produced documentation along the way that will be
an invaluable resource for many years to come. The attempts of the conservatories and others to revive
gambuh by giving it a modern spin offer alternative interpretations of what preservation and
revitalization mean. The commitment of village performers to preserve the function of gambuh as an
offering to the gods, regardless of its form, offers yet another interpretation of what it means to keep an
art form vital. Beyond their differences, all three interpretations clearly indicate and draw upon the
enduring fascination and respect that the Balinese have for the past.
It is common to hear Balinese artists speaking with nostalgia about forms that existed only 50 years ago,
still within human memory. The glorification of the past seems to have less to do with wanting to
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preserve its forms in and of themselves, a lot more to do with priding oneself in being a Balinese (as
distinct from being an Indonesian) in the modern world.
Thus, based on the data collected in the research for this report, it is possible that this tendency could
enhance the quality of performances as well as help develop audiences for faithful renditions of classic
forms such as gambuh in the future. But gambuh's significance may well change, in moving from the
pura into a commercialized stage, just as it did when it shifted from the puri into temple communities.

PERSONAL OBSERVATIONS, OPINIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS
It is hard for an outside funding agency to judge what impact its money will have on the communities
it is assisting.
The questions that keep coming up for me in relation to this project are: Who decides what gets to be
revitalized and in what form? Does it need to be an exact replica of what went on before? Is change
always “bad” in the traditional performing arts world? Should tradition remain static or not? Do we
have the ancient, old, traditional on one hand and the modern, wacky version on the other and
something that takes from both worlds in the middle?

Should traditional music and dance be

'museumized'? What do we do when someone says “This is the old way.” when we know (or think we
know) that it isn’t? And who are we to judge?
I am of the old school in that I feel costumes and instruments should retain their original flavor; that
the gaudiness factor could be toned down quite a bit. But the Balinese love the glamour and the glitter.
I feel strongly that documentation is extremely important. Every time I show Balinese films from the
1930s, they are awed by the performances; they comment on the costumes, the instruments, the beauty
of the movement. Now we have the luxury of filming things in their entirety for posterity and this is
extremely important for future generations.
To Cristina, 13 years of performances show that the project is a success. But at whose expense? Do
the performers have a lack of morale because so few tourists come to see gambuh? Does there need to
be a more innovative approach—such as having someone give late afternoon lectures on the Pura Desa
(an incredible piece of architecture, about which anthropologist Hildred Geertz has written an entire
book, called The Life of a Balinese Temple); or organizing programs for people to watch a dance class
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or have a lesson on the instruments, then have dinner served in the banjar (or in someone’s home close
by) before the performance? Perhaps some tourism management needs to step in to help promote
gambuh.
Similarly, a more innovative approach may be needed to promote use of the documentation center in
Batuan, which is now but a dusty and empty room, which few from outside the project access or feel
they have access. Perhaps what needs to be followed up here is that this center needs to be staffed with
someone trained as a librarian and that copies of all materials need to be deposited here (and the air
conditioner fixed!). This would help to reinstall community trust in the project outcomes.
One point that consistently stood out for me was that—over and above their shifting allegiances to
different groups—the artists never criticized each others’ forms, never said one was better than the other,
only that one was less rehearsed than the other. There is a very strong mutual respect going on here.
The one regret I have is that this project did not document the two control cases. The reason Cristina gave
for not including troupes from Karangasem and Buleleng was that most of the performers now live and
work in Denpasar and that it would be too difficult to organize rehearsals. I accept that. But rehearsals in
Nusa Penida and Tumbak Bayuh would have been easy to facilitate if funding had been available. It could
be that Cristina felt she would have been stretched too thin had more sites been included, and that there
was no one else available with the same degree of commitment as her.
Revitalization, in its broadest definition, means sustaining an art form that a community deems
necessary for its spiritual or artistic sustenance; an art form that becomes identified with said
community and that is being passed on from the older to the younger generation.

Despite its

challenges, this project has accomplished this and more.
I feel that the group of people involved in this project exceeded what they set out to do, that the terms
of their grant were a stepping stone for them to cross the bridge to expand their goals.
I really enjoyed doing this project. It gave me a chance to delve more into gambuh, which was the
subject of the very first research I did here in 1974, and to interact with people I danced with more
than 30 years ago.
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CUDAMANI REPORT
Cudamani, the grantee for the revitalization efforts covered in this report, is one of many sanggar or
music and dance clubs 32 in the village of Pengosekan in the sub district of Ubud—which is a major
center of cultural tourism and one of the areas in Bali where traditional performing arts have been most
actively promoted, supported and preserved.
As this report shows, Cudamani is deeply committed to both the continuity of traditional performing
arts as a vital part of contemporary Balinese community life, as well as the creation and international
performance of new works. It is thus distinguished by a unique perspective on revitalization, which
focuses on the dual nature of revitalization within a larger creative process, involving not only the
preservation of old forms but the innovation of new ones.
Because of this, the Cudamani grants are not so much defined by the particular art forms they aimed to
revitalize as by the approach to revitalization they aimed to explore. In this approach, studies with old
master artists, and the incorporation of forms learned from masters into the sanggar's repertoire, are
integrated with many activities not directly related to revitalization per se. These other activities
concern methods of learning and teaching, community networking, organizational management and
creative collaboration with other artists, both in and beyond Bali, which together enhance the
sustainability and quality of the sanggar as an evolving performing arts organization. As these
activities are beyond the scope of this research, they are only briefly referenced in this report, insofar
as they bear specifically on Cudamani's revitalization efforts.

32

Within local Balinese communities today, both ritual and presentational performance art genres are practiced
and transmitted through organizations called sekeha and sanggar. A sekeha or seka is a village-based
organization that is formed to share like interests. There are sekeha devoted to things as disparate as squirrel
catching and kite-flying but the more common ones are gamelan and dance clubs whose major purpose is to
ngayah or perform without remuneration for religious ceremonies, although some sekeha have become so well
known that they are invited and sometimes paid to perform at a variety of events throughout the island. A
sanggar is a club formed with more commercial aims in mind and may include members from more than one
community. The first sanggar in Bali was formed in Denpasar in l974 by Ni Ketut Arini Alit. There are now
hundreds of sanggar all over Bali – most teach and perform dance or music, but there are painting sanggar as
well. Yearly competitions between sanggar for particular dance forms are held annually by both state and
private institutions to encourage the perpetuation of certain forms. There can be fierce but healthy rivalry
between sanggar.and one of the benefits of this competition is that children in the sanggar are able to take pride
in their traditions.
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All of the art forms revitalized under Cudamani's Ford-supported projects are specific local variations
of Balinese dance and music styles, and in one case, shadow puppetry, which for one reason or another
had become rare—either because new artists had stopped learning them or because they were not as
amenable to tourist consumption or as popular among Balinese audiences as other forms—yet all were
considered worthy of preservation for artistic reasons. These forms include the legong style of Saba
village, the Taruna Gandrung dance from North Bali, and wayang gambuh shadow puppet theater
from Sukawati. Before proceeding to discuss the Cudamani organization and the specific processes
and results of its approach to revitalization, the general origins and particular history and meaning of
each of these art forms, how it looks today, and the reasons for its ‘decline’ are described in turn
below.
LEGONG SABA SUDARSANA
HISTORY AND MEANING OF THE ART BEING REVITALIZED
Legong is a classic Balinese female dance style whose origins date back to the late 18th century
kingdom of Sukawati, from which it quickly spread to courts in other regions of the island, and
available written records indicate it was an established art form throughout Bali by 1811. Legong Saba
is a particular style of legong that was developed in the village of Saba by a member of the royal
family of Saba, the late Anak Agung Gede Raka Saba (1916-2000)—one of the greatest legong
teachers of the 20th century.
The Balinese consider legong important because they regard its movements as among the most
beautiful in the repertoire of female Balinese dance. The name derives from leg, meaning 'elegant
movement' and gong, meaning 'music. Originally performed as a sacred temple dance by prepubescent girls, legong also speaks of innocence and divinity.
Based on the Babad Dalem Sukawati, a genealogical chronicle of the court of Sukawati, legong was
first created as the result of a vision of dancing celestial maidens or sanghyang bidadari that was
revealed to the 18th century King of Sukawati, I Dewa Agung Made Karna (1775-1825). Some people
say that this vision was based on nine mysterious masks of celestial maidens brought from Java by
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King Dalem Ketut centuries earlier.33 The masks were part of the booty from a war waged in Java
(date unknown) and were kept in Ketewel, a village in the kingdom of Sukawati, for quite a long time
before anything was done with them. When King Karna discovered them he was intrigued. Not
knowing what they were for, he meditated for 42 days and nights in the Pura Payogan Agung, a temple
in Ketewel, until he had a vision of celestial maidens performing a dance of exquisite beauty and
refinement. When he woke, he called together the priest of the temple and the village headman and
told them what he had seen, and then taught the villagers the divine music and dance.
Named Legong Ratu Dedari or alternately, Sanghyang Legong or Legong Topeng, this dance is still
performed today during the odalan at Pura Payogan Agung, where the original masks, seven of which
are danced, are still housed. Extremely sacred, the dance is performed in the innermost courtyard of
the temple and cannot be photographed. The two girl dancers must be pre-pubescent and follow
prescribed rules. Each mask has a mouthpiece that the dancer bites down on to keep the mask on her
face. The masks are so holy, they cannot be touched, and so the dancers adjust the masks with a small
piece of cloth held in the right hand.
Some scholars feel that this Legong Topeng was based on movements from the trance form called
sanghyang dedari, which is still performed today in Celuk (one of only a few villages that still does it,
just a few kilometers down the road from Sukawati), to ward off epidemics during the rainy season.
While it is quite possible that the movements of the dance in King Karna's vision may have been based
on sanghyang, the movements in the trance dance we know today are extremely simple, nothing as
elaborate as the 20th century legong. What we do know for certain is that Legong Topeng was first
taught by King Karna and developed from there on by various teachers.
Legong Topeng inspired Nandir, a non-masked form danced by two young boys, whose creation is
attributed to I Gusti Ngurah Jelantik of Blahbatuh, the great-uncle of Anak Agung Raka of Saba.
When the King of Gianyar saw Nandir, he was so impressed that he commissioned two dancers and
dance teachers from Sukawati—Anak Agung Gede Perit and Dewa Ketut Blacing—to choreograph a
similar dance for the young girls of his court in 1809. The dance they then created became the basis for
the legong we know today.34

33

The dates of the different chronicles are inconsistent but the story of the vision is a consistent part of the story.
Nandir no longer exists in Gianyar, although a legong (danced primarily by females) by the name of Nandi
can be found in Western Bali.
34
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In 1812, the court of Ubud conquered Sukawati and the king of Ubud summoned Perit and Blacing to
teach in his palace. Many other villages then sought out the Sukawati teachers as well, and as a result,
legong began to appear in many other parts of Bali. During the rich artistic period of the 19th century,
the main places where legong was being developed were the villages of Saba (then part of the court of
Blahbatuh), Peliatan (a sister court to Ubud) and Sukawati.
At the turn of the 20th century, Ida Bagus Boga from Denpasar went to Sukawati to learn legong and
brought it home to the now capital city of Bali. Most of the photographs and films we have of legong
from the 1930s are of Boga’s legong as performed by dancers in Kelandis hamlet. It was Boga who
created the legong version of the condong or maidservant character who does the introductory dance of
the legong.35
I Gusti Agung Gede Raka of the court of Saba, often called simply Raka Saba (1916-2000), learned
the dance directly from his great-uncle, Anak Agung Gede Jelantik of Blahbatuh, and choreographed a
number of legong pieces himself. He was not a dancer himself, but rather a musician, mask-maker and
dalang (puppeteer). He is reputed to have had an eidetic memory for movement and music and hence
the ability to teach several different legong choreographies at once.
From the mid-l930s through the l960s, the height of the Saba style of legong, each dance lasted for
nearly an hour. The Saba dancers were often commissioned to perform outside of their village.36 They
also performed regularly at temple festivals and occasionally, for the burgeoning tourist market.
During the same period, many new solo dances were created in Bali, all referred to as legong for lack
of specific terminology (and today, one can still see many performances for tourists labeled ‘legong’ in
which the actual legong is not even done. Other dances became known as tari lepas (dances not
attached to drama). The original legong itself was renamed Legong Keraton (meaning palace legong)
in 1962 at the High School of Performing Arts (then called KOKAR and today SMKI) in order to
distinguish it from the others, as the dance that had been taken to the Keraton or palace in Surakarta,
Java in the l930s. A proliferation of tari lepas dances were choreographed from the 1930s onwards,
culminating in the 1960s in the form known as sendratari: a kind of dance-drama in which the dancers

35

Scoren. Leslie, 1981. Legong Kraton of Bali: An Analysis of Style and Structure in Relation to the Social
Environment, MA Thesis, UCLA, p. 21-26.
36
Ibid, p 117-118.
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only mime their parts (the speaking roles are performed by a solo performer in the gamelan called a
tandak).
The royal courts in Bali remained prolific centers of the arts, especially in the era prior to Indonesian
independence in 1949. Dance and music teachers from other villages would come to a palace and live
there for many months while they taught the local pupils. And by the same token, students would
come and live at the palace to learn specific forms as well. The royal court of Saba was no exception.
From the 1950s on, Raka Saba's fame grew and continued to draw many people to Saba to study with
him, including foreign dancers and researchers as well as students from Indonesian dance and music
conservatories to do research and/or learn the Saba style, and foreigners who came to commission
performances. As a result of these connections, the palace-supported sekeha legong of Saba made
several tours over the years—to Jakarta in 1952; Italy in 1980; twice to Germany, in the 1980s and in
1991; and to France in 1987 and 1995.
The special quality of the legong dances Raka Saba created or reconstructed and taught, is that they are
extremely soft and elegant where other legong styles could be quite dynamic and staccato, much
gentler, with smooth, flowing movements—more like a gentle stream than a river running over a rocky
surface, which most other legong styles evoke. The agem or basic position is not as stylized; the body
is more straight up and down as opposed to trying to achieve a triple curve in the alignment of the
head, the torso and the legs; the feet are placed wider apart, as are the arms. “As in the music [that
accompanies it], there is minimal elaborate accentuation of movement. The flow of the movement is
smooth and seldom abrupt. G.A. Raka maintains that there were fewer seledet [eye movements] in
earlier days and tries to maintain this simplicity in the Saba style.” 37
Because Saba is a rather isolated village on Bali’s southeast coast, the influence of more modern
kebyar was not as pronounced as elsewhere in Bali, other than the fact that the gamelan ensemble
available to accompany the legong in Saba was for the most part a gong kebyar. Originally there was a
semar pegulingan gamelan ensemble (a seven-tone gamelan with a sweeter tone than the gong kebyar
that is often used to accompany legong dance) at Puri Gede Saba, but Jelantik melted it down in l935
to make a gong kebyar. Raka Saba moved from Puri Gede to the neighboring palace compound of Puri
Taman in 1955, and in the l960s, a foreigner helped him buy part of a gong kebyar ensemble for Puri
Taman, which he completed by the 1970s. It was not until 2006 that his son acquired a semar
37

Ibid, p. 119.
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pegulingan ensemble for Puri Taman and also, founded a sanggar of Saba musicians attached to the
palace. In Raka Saba's time, many of the musicians who accompanied his dances were not from Saba,
but from Pindha, Blangsinga and other neighboring villages that were already well known for their
sekeha gamelan.
The legong dances choreographed by Raka Saba include Gabor, the first ever secular offering dance,
which he created in 1973; and Legong Sudarsana—which he first created in the 1970s, but without the
pengawak or body of the piece, and then reconstructed in the 1990s (a description of its performance
by Cudamani begins the Introduction to this report). He also reconstructed and taught works that had
been created by his great uncle Anak Agung Gede Jelantik in the 1930s, including: Candra Kanta and
Legod Bawa, as well as Saba-style versions of dances created and prevalent elsewhere, such as
Condong (the dance of the maidservant), Bapang (a strong interlude with more abrupt movements than
the main dances that is performed either by the condong and two legong dancers or by the two legong
dancers alone), Lasem and Semara Dhana (see descriptions of these last two dances in the next
section).
Although Raka Saba continued to teach until shortly before his death in 2000, performances of legong
Saba became less frequent from the mid-1990s on, limited to temple odalan and occasional
commissioned performances at the palace, fewer and farther between than before, along with
participation in the Legong Festival held in Bali in 1995 and occasional appearances at the annual Bali
Arts Festival.
Interest in legong Saba has waned further in the new millennium, and it is a commonly held opinion
among dance scholars in Bali that the power of legong as ‘an icon of Saba’ died together with Raka
Saba.38
Despite this, Raka Saba's son, Gusti Ngurah Serama Semadi (b. 1961; also known as Anak Agung Rai
Saba or simply Semadi for short) has been trying his best to carry on his father's legacy, as
demonstrated in the recent effort to revive interest in legong Saba described below.

DESCRIBE THE ART FORM BEING REVITALIZED: LITERALLY WHAT DOES IT LOOK
LIKE TODAY?

38

Dewa Nyoman Rai, PC, 5 Dec 2006.
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On Sunday, April 9, 2006, I was privy to see a rare and amazing performance of four major legong
dances from the repertoire of Gusti Agung Raka Saba, presented at the palace of Saba for a mainly
Western audience. This was the first time that some of these dances had been publicly performed since
the Walter Spies Foundation Legong Festival in 1995. The performance was spearheaded by Didik
Nini Thowok (a celebrated transgender dancer from Java, aficionado of Balinese dance and former
student of Raka Saba) in conjunction with Gusti Ngurah Serama Semadi, Ace Robin and Nunik
Anurningsih (two dance researchers from Java), supported by Maharani Records as an effort to
regenerate the dances of Saba.
The evening's program began with Condong, followed by Bapang, Lasem Lengkap (full-length
Lasem), Candra Kanta and Semara Dhana. There were 16 dancers, including three dancers native to
Saba itself and 12 students from the dance conservatories (SMKI and ISI) along with Didik Nini
Thowok. The accompanying all-Saba gamelan, playing on a new set of semar pegulingan instruments,
was sweet and superb, and most of the musicians in this palace-based sanggar were younger rather
than older. Both the new instruments and the community-based composition of the gamelan group are
a tribute to Semadi's continuing regeneration efforts.
I hadn’t seen a full Legong Lasem performed in years and this one was sublime. The dance style is so
much more subtle than the legong of Badung or Peliatan, with an ethereal quality that, unless
performed by very good dancers, can linger on boredom for the audience. But the magic of Saba really
came through in this performance—almost all of the dancers had internalized the grace and
emotionality of the dances and were mesmerizing.
In this version of the Lasem story, we are shown how King Lasem of East Java discovers Langkesari, a
princess from a neighboring kingdom, wandering alone in his gardens, apparently lost. Overcome by
lust, he tries to seduce her but she refuses his advances. He locks her up in the palace, for which her
family wages war on him, and a bird of ill omen comes to fight him.
The choreography begins with two dancers performing a long duet of pure dance in perfect unison.
After about ten minutes, the two dancers separate, one going upstage to become the princess character,
and one downstage to become the king. Langkesari is distraught and cries into her golden apron. The
king espies us from afar and then tries to seduce the princess—enacting a scene that is typical of this
dance and is called pengipuk, which means to kiss and has the two dancers facing each other, bending
low in the knees and almost brushing each others’ cheeks as their heads glide from side to side. She
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slaps the king with her fan and he runs her offstage. She then returns, this time as the king’s wife, as
Lasem takes his leave before going to war. This same dancer then becomes the king’s prime minister,
receiving orders to gather the army together (these last two scenes are usually omitted in the more
commonly seen versions of the story).

A third dancer (the one who danced the Condong) comes

onstage wearing gilded leather wings and fights with the king. No one wins and no one dies on stage.
The Saba version now currently runs about 40 minutes (the tourist version is no longer than 20).
The costumes are typical of those used throughout Bali for at least the last generation. The dancers
wear either a green or purple silk-screened, long-sleeved blouse and kain (a long piece of material 2.25
meters long wrapped around the lower body from waist to toes) with a leather waistband, wrist and
armbands, neckpiece and shoulder “wings” A long gilded leather apron covers the front of the body.
The crown of the legong dancer is made out of molded bamboo and gilded leather with the center part
of the headdress covered in white frangipani flowers. Two flower ‘trees’ are stuck in the front left and
right parts of the crown and quiver every time the dancer moves her head. Two sticks of incense
complete the headdress. No footwear is worn. The makeup is typical of the makeup worn by most
dancers today: red, blue and gold eye-shadow complementing black outlined eyes, with three white
dots at the ends of the eyebrows (said to represent the Hindu Trinity of deities: Siwa, Wisnu and
Brahma) and one larger white dot between the eyebrows.

Photo to be located: Dancer in Lasem Lengkap, Saba

The most poignant performance of the evening was the last dance, Semara Dhana, which tells of the
heavenly mischief of Dewa Asmara and Dewi Ratih, the God and Goddess of love, whose attempts to
interrupt Lord Siva's meditation provoke his wrath, which is manifested in the form of Rangda. As
punishment they are banished to earth so that men and women can experience divine romance.
At one point during the performance of this dance, where the dancers were facing each other and doing
a slow, circular walk towards one another, the Ratih dancer began to cry. Two tears started to run
down from the middle of her eyes. At first, I thought it was from the rain whipping through the stage
area (it was lightening and howling with thunder), but no, they were real tears. Their love scene
(performed by two young women) was one of the most exquisite I have ever seen. One could almost
feel the presence of Raka Saba himself. When I asked Semadi later on about the dancer's tears, he told
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me that this often happens. Both dancers and musicians are so moved by the presence of Raka Saba
when they perform that tears come to their eyes.
One issue with this performance was that the tickets, at RP 150,000 a piece, were way beyond the
budget of most dance students and teachers on the island; most of the audience were Westerners. It
was a very appreciative audience, but it would have been splendid if free tickets could have been made
available to the dance schools. Yet the performance was recorded, and Maharani Records has since
produced a DVD of these dances, released in November 2006, to preserve this style and pass it on to
further generations.

DESCRIBE THE REASONS FOR THE DECLINE OF THE ART
Today one can find legong performed at temple festivals, competitions and at tourist venues. It used to
be the first dance girls would learn as its complex movements and the stamina needed to complete the
often one-hour dance provided a solid foundation for any other dance to be learned thereafter. In the
past 20 years, however, much simpler, less demanding dances have been taught to girls. This shows in
the ‘final product’ as the quality of dancing in older girls today is nothing like it was a generation ago.
The Saba style of legong, with its subtle, flowing movement, demands an exceptional teacher who can
help the pupil to internalize the correct flow. Raka Saba was just such a teacher. When he died, the
palace of Saba stopped being the magnetic center for dedicated traditional dance learning it had once
been.
Raka Saba's son Semadi is a competent dancer, who assisted his father in teaching starting from 1982
and works as a dance teacher at SMKI (the high school for performing arts in Batubulan). But he
moved away from Saba when he was a young man, who left only his brothers to carry on the traditions
of the palace when their father died; unfortunately, none of these other sons seem that interested in the
arts, although they do play some gamelan. In order to maintain the vitality of a village tradition, one
has to live there and interact with one's neighbors.
In Wayan Dibia's opinion, the dwindling of interest in legong Saba after Raka Saba died relates
equally to the loss of his outstanding devotion and charisma as a teacher and artist, as well as to his
lack of interest in the politics or business of art promotion. "Gung Kak Raka Saba's life was legong. He
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was totally devoted to legong. He would scour the village looking for potential dancers and then train
them. He was very idealistic and wanted to trust the power of the beauty of his dance. He was not
vying for power nor was he a good bureaucrat. We can say that popularity is equal to power. If one
has power, then a form will be popular. If someone is a good politician, then s/he can promote a form.
Raka Saba was a true artist and loved his legong. [But] he did not try to promote it, although he was
quite proud when it was chosen to be in festivals or go on tour.”
When asked why interest in the beautiful dance style his father created had declined, and if he fears it
may be lost, Semadi offered a number of different, sometimes contradictory responses.
“The children in Saba just aren’t that interested in studying legong any more. … Only my daughter
can dance it the way I like. [But] I’m not afraid it will be lost. God does not want that to happen. A
piece of artwork will turn like the sun: I’m certain it won’t be lost.”
“At SMKI I have taught Bapang Saba [bapang refers to the fast interlude section of any legong]. It is
still strong there although some of the movements are gone. Once, some students from ISI came up to
study but that was only one time. My father taught at ISI in l985. People think they know our style,
that they can learn it in a few lessons. I am still alive. Why don’t they ask me to teach it instead of
someone else?”
Indeed, the Saba style is taught at the state dance conservatories, but usually for one semester or less,
and it is not necessarily taught by a Saba legong dancer, only a legong dancer who has learned the
Saba style at some point. It is not absolutely necessary for a legong dancer to come from Saba in order
to teach the style, but it certainly helps to add depth and lend credence to what is being passed on.
While there are a few very adept teachers at the state conservatories, such as Ni Ketut Arini Alit, who
can mimic a variety of styles in her body to perfection, there are many more teachers who may have
mastered the movements but not the flow of the movement.
Beyond the issue of what it takes to fully transmit the form, there is the perennial issue of finding an
audience to appreciate and support its continued existence. With the exception of a few dedicated
Balinese dancers, dance lovers and researchers, audiences in Bali—whether of tourists or Balinese—
want to see as much pizzazz and flash as possible, which is not at all what the Saba style is about.
Semadi feels that festivals can help, but “the government doesn’t pay attention to legong. There has
never been a [government-sponsored] legong festival … if there were more government support, then
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we could do more. It’s all kreasi baru now.” Still, he is concerned that even festivals are not enough to
keep an art form going. “It’s important to perform a lot; for example, for tourists once a week. A
festival only brings it alive for a moment and then it’s gone.”
Spurred by these challenges, Semadi has initiated a number of efforts in the past year or so, to honor
and carry on his father's legacy. These efforts include the purchase of the semar pegulingan orchestra
and the formation of a permanent all-Saba sanggar at the palace. He is also engaging in actively
promoting or marketing legong Saba in ways that his father was not, such as his recent collaboration
with Maharani records and others to attract an audience and produce a DVD of his father's principle
works. He also continues offering regular classes in legong and other dances, twice a week, to around
30 young people in Saba, and he has trained two new pairs of legong dancers to ngayah at the temples.
Semadi remains optimistic. “I want to make a new generation of legong in Saba,” he explains.
Regarding Semadi's comment about the diminishing interest in legong Saba among young people in
the village itself, Dewa Nyoman Rai of Cudamani thought that another reason for this is that no newer
forms are being taught there to complement and maintain interest among the village children in
learning it. He commented, “One has to value the aspirations and creativity of young people … if
forced to perform only the older, traditional forms, they will rebel and not want to learn them. But if
you give them newer, more exciting forms to learn and perform as well, then the older forms can
continue to flourish.”
TARUNA GANDRUNG, NORTH BALI
HISTORY AND MEANING OF THE ART BEING REVITALIZED
Taruna Gandrung—also known alternatively as Kebyar Legong and/or Taruna Jaya Gandrung—is a
flirtation dance, usually performed by two female dancers playing young men, accompanied by
virtuoso kebyar drumming. It was composed and choreographed during the 1930s at the height of the
kebyar revolution in music that began in the second decade of the 20th century in Buleleng, the
northern district of Bali.
Kebyar (meaning ‘lightning’ or ‘bursting open’) is a fast and exciting form characterized by sharp
contrasts and abrupt transitions in movement and music; it has been the hallmark of 'modernity' in
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Balinese music for the past 80 years, and as such, its birth was apt reflection of its birthplace and the
tremendous changes occurring there at the time.39
North Bali had long been considered more modern, quicker to accept change than other parts of the
island. This was because its capital, Singaraja was Bali's major port, where foreign traders from many
parts of the world had been dropping anchor and bringing new cultural influences for centuries. By the
end of the 18th Century the Dutch had assumed political control over North Bali, establishing
administrative offices, modern schools and enterprises in Singaraja. The independence took root in the
early part of the 20th Century, along with other modernist schools of thought, were gaining momentum
among the literati of North Bali, as in other parts of the archipelago.
The Buleleng ‘art world’ of this time was similarly progressive and innovative, characterized by fierce
rivalry between village-based dance and music groups from villages on either side of the promontory
or 'bump' in the middle of the Buleleng coast that divides East Buleleng (known as dangin enjung or
east of the promontory, including the villages of Jagaraga, Sawan and Menyali), from West Buleleng
(known as dauh enjung or west of the promontory, including Bubunan, Busungbiu and Kedis). Rival
performing groups would vie against each in mebarung or ‘battles of the bands' to create the best
compositions by taking a basic music or dance form and stamping it with their own unique signatures.
It was out of this dynamic social and artistic context that the kebyar legong genre emerged.
Kebyar legong was 'revolutionary' in that it took a mixture of female and male movements from older
dance styles—legong (female dance style), jauk (a strong male masked-dance style) as well as
gandrung or leko (a social dance performed by males where the dancer flirts and dances with the
musicians and with members of the audience)—and overlaid the high energy, quick shifts in tempo
and musical accents of kebyar music on them. In so doing they generated an entirely new form, which
provided them with a medium for exploring a whole new range of emotional expression in dance as
well as in music. Additionally, kebyar legong broke new ground in being the first bebancian (crossdressing) dances in which males performed using a mix of male and female movements and women
danced male roles for the first time.40
39

See the Introduction to the Region for more details about how kebyar affected the popularity of older, slower
performance forms, and fed the demands of tourist audiences in South Bali for upbeat, virtuoso dance and music
spectacles. Here, the discussion is more focused on the origins of kebyar and its regional variations as it spread
and developed through time.
40
The bebancian movement in dance gave both genders the opportunity to express themselves more. In parallel
with the 'taruna' variations, other kebyar pieces were created for male dancers playing highly refined,
"metrosexual" roles, such as the Kebyar Duduk (Sitting Kebyar) performed by the brilliant dancer, Mario in the
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The first kebyar legong composition was created by I Wayan Praupan (more commonly known as Pan
Wandres) of Jagaraga village, East Buleleng around 1915, and first danced by two male dancers, Gede
Manik and Mangku Ongka, also of Jagaraga. Soon after it appeared, women began playing the roles.
In 1925, Manik—who was to achieve wide recognition throughout Bali as a virtuoso drummer—
composed and choreographed an exceptionally dynamic kebyar legong variation for a solo dancer.
This piece was later dubbed Taruna Jaya or ‘victorious youth’ by President Soekarno (whose mother
hailed from North Bali), when he saw Manik's creation at the Bali Hotel in the 1950s.41
Over the next decade, there were many artists from several rival villages who contributed to the
development of kebyar legong in North Bali, although it is the Jagaraja group and the Taruna Jaya
dance that became most renowned outside of North Bali. They created several local variations of the
Taruna Jaya that went by many names. One of these was the Taruna Gandrung that Cudamani later
revitalized.
Although I Wayan Gandera, who later reconstructed and taught Taruna Gandrung to Cudamani in
2001, told them he had learned it while studying with Gede Manik, he never specified who had
originally created it. According to Wayan Dibia, it was most likely created by Ketut Mardana of the
village of Kedis, one of Jagaraga's West Buleleng rivals, in the first half of the 1930s. 42 Other sources
indicate that the Taruna Gandrung or pieces quite similar to it continued to be performed by Kedis
musicians until at least the 1960s.43
The following description of Taruna Jaya by musician and music historian Wayne Vitale applies
equally to the Taruna Gandrung revitalized by Cudamani, along with making some illuminating points
about the regional variations and aesthetic and historical importance of the kebyar legong genre in
general, so is worth quoting here at length:
“… the reinterpretation of legong in kebyar style brought fundamental changes in tone and overall
impression. In place of the refined grace of legong, Teruna Jaya projects impetuousness and frenetic
1930s. This bebancian movement boomed in the 1940s with a number of new dances choregraphed by I Nyoman
Kaler (Margapati, Panji Semirang, Wiranata, etc.).
41
Dewa Putu Beratha, PC 5 Dec 2006, Peliatan, Bali and I Wayan Dibia, Bali Post article ibid.
42
I Wayan Dibia, PC, 19 December 2006.
43
Its provenance in Kedis is supported by the very close similarity between the piece later performed by
Cudamani and a piece performed in Kedis that was recorded by ethnomusicologist Ruby Ornstein during her
research in Bali in the 1960s. Ruby Ornstein, PC 17 December 2006.
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impulse. Instead of the innocence and abstract emotional quality of the prepubescent legong dancers,
the Teruna performer shows all the raw passions of young adulthood, overflowing and colliding.
Indeed, we need look no further than the androgynous nature of the character – a young male
performed by a woman – to find the source of the expressive nuances that a good dancer can render.
Over the eighty years of its history, Teruna Jaya has been modified and embellished in many details of
elaboration and formal design. Today the work is often abbreviated by leaving out one or more
sections, depending on the performance context. ... A full playing of the modern Teruna Java is about
twenty minutes in length. (The original Kebyar Legong, recently revived by I Wayan Berata and taught
to the musicians of STSI, lasts about thirty minutes).
Regional variation has played an important role in its evolution. Anyone familiar with the
choreography can usually identify the region from which the dancer comes, even from the briefest
glance. These differences range from the most obvious (for example, in South Bali it is more often
performed as a solo rather than as a duet of "twin" dancers) to those of minute choreographic detail.
In a general way, the Denpasar version stresses the more refined and fluid aspects of the
choreography, while the dancers of North Bali bring out the exaggerated and sharply contrasted
elements.

The

music

is

distinguished

in

a

similar

manner:

many

artists

associate

refined/complex/lyrical characteristics with the south, while the northern style is described as
raw/emotional/hard-edged.
These tendencies are reflected in many other kinds of music as well, and form a fascinating subtext to
the issue of regional variation. But Teruna Jaya presents a special case. Musicians on both ends of the
island are very much aware of its origins. It was created in the village of Jagaraga, apparently by a
musician known simply as Pan Wandres ("father of Wandres"), and then further developed and
brought to fame by the charismatic drummer I Gede Manik, to whom creation of the piece is usually
credited. Later, I Wayan Berata befriended I Gede Manik after seeing his performance with Gong
Sawan (another well-known North Bali orchestra) at the Bali Hotel in Denpasar in the 1950s. Berata
was captivated by I Gede Manik's virtuosity and gaya (style) as a drummer, especially in playing
Teruna Jaya. The two became fast friends, and the artistic interchange they encouraged between their
respective groups was largely responsible for popularizing Teruna Jaya in South Bali.”

44

Wayne Vitale, October 12, 1996,
http://www.discoverhealingmusic.com/TheGamelanEnsemble/TerunaJaya_GEnsemble.asp
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44

Gede Manik's Taruna Jaya has since been widely adopted into the repertoires of innumerable sanggar,
especially in the tourism centers of South and Central Bali; in the Ubud area, Manik spent time
teaching the piece to gamelan groups associated with the palaces of both Peliatan and Ubud
respectively on two separate occasions.45 In contrast, the Taruna Gandrung variation from Kedis was
close to unknown outside of North Bali until 2001.
Musician and dancer, I Wayan Gandera of Peliatan, Ubud was one of the few non-northern artists who
did come to know it. Born in 1936 to the great, classically-trained musician I Made Lebah, Gandera
became a star drummer at a very early age and was a permanent member and lead drummer of the
famous Peliatan group, Gunung Sari, the first Balinese gamelan group to tour to Europe.46 Gandera
was so besotted with learning as much as he could about gamelan music that he traveled the island
studying with great artists. He had a flair for the flamboyant and was not tied to tradition. He loved
taking an old song and “tweaking” it a bit to make it his own or creating entirely new pieces. In the
1950s he spent time up north learning the kebyar style, including drumming technique with Gede
Manik. It was then that he learned Taruna Gandrung. But nearly half a century was to pass before he
was to reconstruct it from memory and teach it to others as an artist in residence in the Cudamani
revitalization project in 2001.

DESCRIBE THE ART FORM BEING REVITALIZED: LITERALLY WHAT DOES IT LOOK
LIKE TODAY?
Two young women who are depicting young males going through puberty perform Taruna Gandrung.
Their movements and facial expressions show many of the moods of youth: impetuous, flirtatious,
irritated and coy. This is one of the most difficult kebyar dances to master as it takes great energy and
stamina to perform as well as to convey a whole range of different emotions in quick succession,
working in sync with a partner.
The costume of the female dancers consists of a head cloth, a long-sleeved tunic and a kain or long
piece of material, which instead of being tightly wrapped from hips to the toes and restricting
movement, only come to half way between the foot and knee and is pleated on the left side with the

45

Cokorda Raka Swastika, a gamelan musician and member of the Ubud royal family, PC 19 December 2006.
They first performed under the name Sekaha Gong Peliatan at the Paris World Colonial Exposition in Paris in
1931.
46
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end left dangling, to allow for much more freedom of movement, mimicking the male style of wearing
a kamben. The dancer uses the loose end of the cloth along with a fan as props to emphasize musical
points.
A long (nearly one minute long) musical interlude sets the mood of the piece—the musicians are
playing fast, interlocking rhythms and are spurred on by the drummers. The two dancers then emerge
through the split curtains that flank the stage with their legs wide apart, holding folded fans in their
right hands and their eyes wide open. They walk onto the stage space by lifting one foot up to the
opposite knee, flick their eyes to the same side of the body and then suddenly straighten their bodies,
look to one side as if looking for someone and repeat the same movement on the other side. They
always move in perfect unison. Their eyes widen (nelik) when wanting to show anger, surprise and
irritation and softly close again when being coy, sweet or shy.
The drumming is intricate and fluid, filled with stylistic flourishes and animated by extra-musical
gestures by the drummers that blur the distinction between music and dance. At certain points in the
dance—the pengipuk or love scenes—the dancers approach and flirt with the drummers, who respond
in kind, mirroring the dancers by making darting eye movements and facial expressions while they
continue to play, or stopping for an instant and assuming a dance pose with their arms.
While much of the Taruna Gandrung has a masculine, high energy feel to it, it also has sections where
the dancer must suddenly become a demure, sweet personality, shyly peeping out at the audience over
the top of her fan. She then throws the fan onto the floor, eyeing it like a cat would an insect and skids
from side to side deciding whether or not she wants to pounce on it.
Eventually she picks it up in one sweeping motion and then sits on the ground playing with the fan in a
movement called ‘dragonfly bathing’. Here her arms are held out to the sides near shoulder level with
the elbows sharply bent and the palms facing down, mimicking the wings of the dragonfly. Her torso
shimmies from side to side as if shaking off drops of water.
Photo to be located: Taruna Gandrung as performed by Cudamani dancers

DESCRIBE THE REASONS FOR THE DECLINE OF THE ART
We have seen that the solo Taruna Jaya created by Manik, named by Sukarno, and further developed
and promoted by I Wayan Beratha and other musicians in South Bali continues to be the hallmark of
kebyar legong dances and remains extremely popular today, especially in the dance programs
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presented to tourists in South Bali. In North Bali, both Taruna Jaya and Taruna Gandrung were only
two of the various kebyar legong pieces produced by rival performance groups in North Bali between
the 19-teens and the 1950s. The Taruna Gandrung is far softer than Taruna Jaya, and the latter
probably caught on simply because it was so much more brash and to some eyes, far more exciting.
In the past ten years, there have been kebyar legong competitions at the Bali Arts Festival in order to
bring the versatile range of variations in this form back into the performing arena. As a form it is very
demanding, not only physically, but emotionally, which makes it especially hard for two dancers to do
it in unison (unlike legong, which has much softer movements and easier-to-follow music). This is
probably another main reason why the solo Taruna Jaya took hold in the south as it is far easier to do
the solo dance, and in today's competitions, solos are still the preferred form.
Wayan Gandera told Dewa Beratha of Cudamani that he had learned the Taruna Gandrung during the
time he spent learning kebyar drumming technique in North Bali the 1950s. What is astounding is that
he appears never to have shared it with any of the many other people or groups that studied with him
before Cudamani. The highly educated and knowledgeable musicians of Cudamani were amazed when
Gandera first showed it to them, as they had never seen anything quite like it before. Meanwhile,
people who studied with Gandera in the 1980s and 90s were very surprised to see the revitalized piece,
as Gandera had never shared it with them. Nor did he teach it to or perform it with his own group,
Gunung Sari.
As Gandera passed away in 2002, we will never know for sure the reason why he kept it such a secret.
Dewa Beratha's view on the reason for this is that even though Gandera was already the main drummer
for Gunung Sari in the 1950s, he was young and “probably didn’t want to suggest new musical ideas to
the group.”47 In Balinese culture, one does not overstep the traditions of one’s elders, whether at a
community meeting or artistically, and the Gunung Sari elders were of particularly high status,
including Anak Agung Gede Mandera, who was not only the head of a powerful puri but also highly
regarded as the first impresario to bring Balinese dance to the outside world. Gunung Sari has been
performing for tourists and making foreign tours since the 1930s and they often include Taruna Jaya
in their programs, so, in the words of Dewa Beratha, “they have their set repertoire which works for
them—they went abroad with it—why should they want to change that?”48

47
48

Dewa Putu Beratha, PC 5 Dec 06, Peliatan, Bali.
Ibid.
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WAYANG GAMBUH
HISTORY AND MEANING OF THE ART FORM
Wayang kulit or shadow puppetry is performed as an integral part of temple ceremonies and other
rituals, as the shadows of the puppets are seen as the souls of the ancestors. The first mention of
wayang is in a bronze inscription called Bebetin dated 896 CE, therefore we can assume that this form
has been around for over a thousand years in Bali.
The screen and its properties all symbolize life on earth. The dalang or puppeteer is likened to God,
the “Great dalang in the sky”. The kelir (screen), stretched across bamboo poles, symbolizes the
universe. The gedebong (banana tree trunk) at the base of the screen into which the puppets are struck,
is Pertiwi, Mother Earth. The rope used to stretch the screen is symbolic of human muscles and
tendons. The dammar (oil lamp) is the sun, giving life and energy to the world. The lamp is lit with
three skeins of thread representing the Hindu gods Brahma, Wisnu and Siwa.49
In the l7th and l8th centuries, a form of wayang called wayang carita (wayang with Panji stories) was
popular in both Java and Bali. The text was sung in the form of kidung, or metered poetry. In Java
there was also a form called wayang gebeg that some scholars feel is where wayang gambuh
originated, since wayang gebeg also used the Panji stories that form the basic text for the gambuh as a
dance-drama.
There is a story that has been passed down orally that the kingdom of Mengwi had, as part of the spoils
of a war in East Java, taken a set of wayang puppets. These puppets were kept at the coastal temple of
Seseh in West Bali, where one of the followers of the defeated Javanese king was said to have been
interred. The puppets were in turn taken to the palace in Blahbatuh (Blahbatuh is not that far from
Batuan, the future center of gambuh).50
Another version of this story is that in 1634, the King of Mengwi, Bali brought a wayang troupe over
from Java to Bali that used puppets like gambuh characters and told Panji stories. At that time, the
49
50

Dibia, I Wayan and Rucina Ballinger, Balinese Dance, Music and Drama, p 44
Formaggia, Cristina et al. Gambuh: Drama Tari Bali, pp 30-31.

Page 119 of 569

village of Blahbatuh in Gianyar was under the leadership of I Gusti Ngurah Jelantik and still under
Mengwi’s rule. The King of Mengwi brought the dalang Arya Tega and his troupe there and Arya
Tega passed on his art form to Jelantik’s son.
A set of wayang gambuh puppets was made in Sukawati in 1774 for performance in temple and other
rituals, and several copies of these puppets were made and taken to Kaba Kaba, Tabanan and
Pedungan, Denpasar.51 There is no documentation available on what happened to wayang gambuh in
the 19th century.
The late Ketut Rinda of Blahbatuh, a renowned 20th century scholar of Balinese arts, was also a dalang
of wayang gambuh himself, and he taught this art form to I Made Sija of Bona and I Wayan Narta of
Sukawati. Narta was born in Sukawati in 1942 and began performing wayang gambuh in 1973.52
Other known performers in living memory today include Batuan artists Dewa Putu Mandera, who
performed in the 1950s and 1960s,53 and I Wayan Sadeg, a well known topeng mask dancer, who tried
his hand at it on his own without tutelage from a teacher, but didn’t pursue it.
In the 1990s, Wayan Narta, by this time well known as a puppeteer, was commissioned by the
Department of Culture to resurrect wayang gambuh. He went to Batuan for his musicians; they
subsequently performed together at the Bali Arts Festival. In 1995, Narta performed wayang gambuh
for the Walter Spies Wayang Festival. A few years later, his son, Ketut Sudiana, performed it for a
wayang parade in Gianyar city.
Aside from these very sporadic festival appearances, wayang gambuh has remained fairly much a
local form of the Sukawati sub district (where gambuh dance is also popular) and has never really
caught on in other parts of the island. It is still performed today, although extremely rarely, for local
village and household temple ceremonies in the villages around Sukawati.

DESCRIBE THE ART FORM BEING REVITALIZED: LITERALLY WHAT DOES IT LOOK
LIKE TODAY?

51

Formaggia, Ibid
Program notes, Walter Spies Wayang Festival 1995.
53
I Ketut Wirtawan, PC 24 June 06 Batuan.
52
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The main difference between wayang gambuh and other forms of Balinese wayang kulit, are the
iconography of the puppets, the stories and the musical accompaniment, all of which are gambuhbased. The wayang gambuh puppets are the gambuh characters themselves and their iconography is
identical to the dance costumes and headdresses of the gambuh dance drama (see the Gambuh
Preservation Project Report for details). The puppets sport the more elongated noses of the Javanese
wayang but are still closer in shape to the Balinese wayang. The movements of the puppets are
relatively the same in both types of wayang.

Wayang gambuh puppets

In standard wayang kulit Parwa, the stories and characters are based on the Mahabharata, and the
musical accompaniment consists of four gender wayang (metallophones with bronze keys suspended
over bamboo resonators). In wayang gambuh, the stories are based on the Panji cycle stories from the
epic poem, Malat, and the music ensemble is the same as that for a gambuh dance-drama (See the
Gambuh Preservation Project Report for details).
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DESCRIBE THE REASONS FOR THE DECLINE OF THE ART
Wayang gambuh has not enjoyed popularity for at least the last 50 years, if not longer. There are very
few dalang who can perform it today (and this seems to have always been true, even during the times
when it was taken up by individuals in the courts of Mengwi, Blahbatuh and Sukawati in the 17th and
18th centuries). As mentioned above, it is performed only at a small number of temple rituals; this
happens only if someone specially ‘orders’ it, for although wayang is required for many rituals, there
are no traditions calling specifically for wayang gambuh.
The reasons for this seem simple enough to understand. Wayang gambuh, like its dance counterpart, is
just not as exciting for the Balinese as other forms of shadow puppetry. Balinese will tell you that
wayang gambuh is static, contains very little humor and is not contemporary. The other major form of
wayang, Parwa, provides ample opportunities for four clowns to joke and comment. This is what holds
audience attention.
In today’s age, the most popular dalang or puppeteer is “Ceng Blonk”, who puts on a hilariously funny
and entertaining wayang that also is full of scathing commentary on current social issues. People want
to be entertained, and art without humor is not entertaining for them (although it may be entertaining
for their gods).
BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON THE ORGANIZATIONS AND/OR INDIVIDUALS
CONDUCTING THE REVITALIZATION PROJECT
Sanggar Cudamani was born under the direction of Dewa Putu Beratha and his Japanese-AmericanJavanese wife, Emiko Saraswati Susilo in 1997 in Dewa's native village of Pengosekan, just south of
Ubud. It is one of a handful of gamelan in Pengosekan village, which also includes a gong kebyar,
semar Pegulingan, baleganjur, gender wayang and angklung.
The young men who gathered to form the Cudamani gamelan include some of the top musicians in the
area (about 70% are from Pengosekan village; the others from all over South Bali), with a clear
mission to learn and excel. Many of them are graduates of the state conservatory (STSI-ISI) (College
of Indonesian Arts) and veterans of the tourist stages of Ubud, where what I call the “brushing your
teeth” phenomenon has occurred, that is, the musicians and dancers often perform with the same level
of enthusiasm most people have for brushing their teeth: not very interesting for either the doer or the
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watcher! The jiwa or soul of the performance has been replaced by ‘mata duit’ (money eyes). The
Cudamani members wanted something that would feed their souls more; they were dissatisfied with
being members of gamelan groups that performed to the same spiritless standards week after week.
As I Made Eboh, Cudamani treasurer and musician, recalls, “The musicians and dancers alike would
say that ‘the quality doesn’t matter as the tourists don’t know any better’.” But that didn’t sit well with
these musicians. They wanted to do something more innovative, fun and challenging.
They wanted to study with old masters, and at the same time, to document and research the history of
their forms. In this way, the sanggar could honor older artists in Bali as a valuable source of
information and inspiration, which must not be forgotten as the Balinese world modernized at an
accelerating pace. Accordingly, an important part of their purpose was to ngayah (perform without
compensation at religious events) like traditional sekeha, as well as to teach younger generations (both
male and female). But they also wanted to create new works and conceived their sanggar as a forum
for creativity and a place to work with other artists, both Balinese and foreign. Thus, they wanted to
simultaneously retain and honor their roots as well as being thoroughly contemporary. “We need to
respect what the young people want today—their values are also important” says Dewa Nyoman Rai,
one of Cudamani’s top musicians and managers.54
Ford Foundation support since 2001 has helped them to pursue their multiple goals, strengthen their
organizational skills and complete their musical equipment. They made their US debut at the World
Festival of Sacred Music - Los Angeles in 2002 and were featured in a celebration of sacred world
music and dance at the 2003 Cultural Olympiad in Greece, then conducted their first full North
American tour in 2005. Today Cudamani is acknowledged as one of Bali’s most dynamic and
pioneering performance groups: they have raised the bar for gamelan playing and have been
collaborating with other Balinese as well as Western performing artists for nearly a decade now.
The sanggar today consists of 32 permanent musicians and eight permanent dancers. There are also
about 20 ‘guest artists’ who perform with them when needed. They perform on a semara dhana
gamelan, which is able to play both pelog (even pitch) and selendro (uneven pitch) scales. There are
four gangsa and four kantilan (metallophones with bronze keys strung over bamboo resonators and
played with a wooden mallet), two jublag (larger metallophones and played with a rubber mallet), two
jegogan (the largest metallophones and played with a mallet wrapped in string and cloth), three
54
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hanging gongs of various sizes, cymbals, an inverted kettle gong that is the timekeeper (kajar), a
reyong (set of ten inverted kettle gongs played by four people), a trompong (similar to a reyong but
with 15 gongs and played by one person), various suling or end-blown bamboo flutes, two drums and a
rebab (two-stringed lute).
It is a versatile ensemble. As Cudamani often collaborates with other groups, there are a myriad of
other instruments with the group at any given time, including pianos, horns, guitars and other stringed
instruments. Cudamani owns the instruments; they belong to whoever is in the group at the time. They
usually perform on a proscenium arch stage, at a bale banjar (which is a form of proscenium stage
with the audience in front and below the musicians), although at temple festivals, the more traditional
configuration—a V-shape flanking a split curtain from which the dancers emerge—can be found. Even
though the gong kebyar is usually used for the newer forms, the older forms can also be performed on
it.
The dancers are mainly in their teens and are able to perform a number of forms, including Taruna
Gandrung, legong, pendet as well as forms choreographed for them by I Nyoman Cerita, a well-known
artist from Singapadu village.
The sanggar is composed of three distinct groups. The first is the adult performers' group—the
majority musicians, but also including dancers, painters and puppeteers. They are committed to regular
performance at temples (ngayah) as well as being active in non-performance roles such as providing
community and temple service, teaching children, and just as important, as students and preservers of
old and marginalized art forms.
Then there are the teenage boys' and young (pre-teen) girls' groups. Dewa Beratha said, "The teenage
boys group is the hardest to discipline. Four or five years ago they were a mess but now they are
learning difficult pieces. We use a system that if you don’t come to two rehearsals without a really
good excuse, you’re out”55
The adult group members currently offer and organize gamelan and dance training for about 90 active
students ranging in age from six to fourteen years of age.
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Cudamani rehearses in Dewa Putu Beratha’s rumah asli (ancestral home). He built a large pavilion
open on two sides where their gamelan is housed. The dancers usually rehearse just north of the
pavilion on the ground. They come in the late afternoons after school (most are still in secondary
school; some even younger) or in the evenings to rehearse, either with the gamelan or only with their
teachers. Chickens, dogs and loads of children are always running around; Dewa’s mother is
constantly placing offerings here and there to placate the gods and neutralize the ground spirits and
there is always a swarm of adults around, sitting on the other pavilions, eating, talking, smoking or
sleeping. There is a buzz of creativity in the air. One always feels welcome here.
Many sanggar are formed but then quickly fizzle out. The Cudamani membership has remained fairly
steady since its inception. I asked Dewa Beratha what their secret was.
He said that the first aspect was collective management, giving ownership to all the members.
“Ours is not simply symbolic. Emiko does management training, she delegates responsibility to the
younger members so we don’t have to think about the organizing and so others learn … The members
feel they have ownership in Cudamani, that it doesn’t just belong to Emiko and me. They feel like they
are the head instead of just the feet. They completely take care of transportation, consumption and the
like, so I don’t have to worry about it.”
This past year, Beratha and Emiko were in the US. The group stayed in daily e-mail contact with
them, and was able to continue rehearsing and performing with ease. This is a tribute to the kind of
management they have instilled in the group—not Balinese in style by Dewa’s own admission.
The second part of their secret lies in their repertoire. “The pieces we play, I intentionally make
difficult. It is easy to play the ‘standards’ like the kebyar pieces that many sanggar play in the hotels.
In six months you can learn that already. And then you’re bored. But with the pieces we play, you
never master them, there’s always somewhere to go with them—it’s never perfect—and so, we’re
always challenged."
Third, is the way they handle money. “Whenever we have a project, like going abroad, I keep back
part of their salaries (with their agreement of course). That way, there’s money to fix the gamelan,
bring in new teachers, do something new. We are open about money issues here so that there is
TRUST. That is so important. We take the cash, even it’s only l00, 000 (between $ and $10 US
Dollars) and divide it into seven categories: gamelan, costumes, teachers, administration, etc. When
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they come to me and say ‘Dewa let’s get new costumes’, I tell them to talk to the treasurer and see if
that particular category has enough cash; if it does, they can go ahead. I don’t make the decision alone.
It’s a group-based decision and we have three treasurers to deal with. We also have time deposits that
we don’t touch. I hear a lot from outside the group that we have lots of money because of Emiko,
because of our foreign connections. They don’t see the lengths we, the members, go to in order to
reach our goals.”56
In 2000, the Cudamani members decided that they wanted to strengthen their base in the traditional
arts along with their collaborative and creative work, and one important element of their approach
involved learning from old masters in villages whose art forms were not being passed on and thus,
revitalizing art forms in danger of dying out.
It was then that Emiko and Beratha got the idea of approaching the Ford Foundation for support. The
initial grant was written on the suggestion of Jennifer Lindsey, then Head of the Culture and Arts
Department of the Jakarta Ford Foundation. Emiko wrote the proposal, bearing in mind input from the
group on what they wanted to learn and then, before sending it in, consulted the entire group to make
sure this was what they wanted to do.
The proposal was submitted to the Ford Foundation in collaboration with the Wianta Foundation, a
non-profit organization that encourages artistic creativity and innovation to promote research,
education and development in the field of art and culture and to help preserve endangered Balinese art
forms. The Foundation had provided similar services for the Gambuh Project Ford Foundation
applications. The proposal was accepted and Cudamani received a grant for the 2001-2002 period.
Ford has since extended and renewed this grant twice, for the periods of 2003-2004 and 2005-2008
respectively; for the renewals of the grant, the project was managed solely by Cudamani, under the
auspices of Yayasan Cudamani or the Cudamani Foundation, which they founded in 2001.
The project, which is still ongoing, has involved an eclectic array of learning and teaching, artistic
exchange, organizational development, composition, choreography and performance objectives not
directly tied to the revitalization of traditional arts. All of these elements combined have ultimately
assisted Cudamani to develop the repertoire, skills and resources necessary to launch their first largescale overseas tour, whose program includes both the arts they revitalized as well as their own original
creations.
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Brief summaries of the goals and objectives of each phase of the project to date are as follows:

Preservation, Development, Creation and Innovation (2001-2002)
The main goal of the revitalization component of the first phase was to preserve old forms of Balinese
art known to seniman tua or older master artists and at the same time to honor these masters, who were
all too often dismissed as outdated by Bali's younger, more ‘educated’ artists. The objective was to
enable the sanggar members to study with seniman tua by inviting the latter to come to the sanggar as
artists in residence, to teach routine master classes to the adult members as well as some of the most
talented younger students of the sanggar. At the same time, they would also document and research
the forms taught. The specific teachers and art forms to be taught were unspecified in the proposal.
The non-revitalization components of this phase included: the funding of Cudamani's ongoing
children's school activities—including classes, field trips relevant to the art forms being learned, and
regular opportunities for the students to try out what they were learning by ngaturan ngayah or
performing in temple ceremonies. Additionally, activities of the adult group were to be expanded, to
give them opportunities to refine their performing and teaching abilities, by giving more performances
as well as leading classes for children, and giving performances, demonstrations and workshops in
cooperation with local schools, as well as workshops for non-Balinese individuals and groups.
Attention would also be given to strengthening the internal organization of the sanggar and
broadening its network of sponsorship as a critical part of enabling it to pursue its long-term mission.
Finally, a large portion of the grant in this phase was devoted to the support of Cudamani's continued
collaboration and creative experimentation with American artist, Larry Reed on the Wayang Listrik or
Electric Shadows Theater which they had started in 1995, including the purchase of the special
technical equipment needed for high quality production of this work.

For Renewal: Preservation, Development, Creation and Innovation (2003-2004)
The main focus in this first extension of the project was on two revitalization-related goals. The first
was to continue the seniman tua program through study of Balinese vocal traditions and a long-term
workshop in gambuh with master artists from Batuan. The objective was neither to preserve specific
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pieces of music or dance, nor to have Cudamani mount a full gambuh performance. Rather, it was to
give them basic training in and appreciation of these challenging classical traditions and to introduce
the forms and teachers to a wider audience and pool of students outside Batuan. As part of this, the
master artists from Batuan were also to be commissioned to perform a full-length gambuh
performance for the community of Pengosekan. The second goal was to provide support for a project
to revive wayang gambuh that had been independently initiated by master artists of wayang gambuh
from Sukawati and gambuh artists from Batuan.
Other aspects of this phase included continued support of regular, ongoing sanggar educational
activities for children and youth, including several activities that directly complemented and extended
the seniman tua program into the regular educational program by incorporating vocal music lessons
into the children's classes and enabling the older students to be included in the adult master classes
with seniman tua.
Old Masters, New Leaders:
Innovative Approaches to Preservation and Education (2005 -2008)
The second extension of the project was approved in 2005 and had only just begun in June 2006 when
this research was conducted therefore, the background on the art forms to be revitalized and the
specifics and results of the revitalization process—which has yet to take place—are not covered
elsewhere in this report. However, the revitalization-related goals of this phase are briefly summarized
here to provide a more complete picture of the current, evolving direction of the project.
In this phase, Cudamani's goal is to explore innovative methods of preservation, not only by working
with individual seniman tua, but by engaging in collaboration with larger village community groups,
on the revitalization of art forms that were once popular in these communities, but got ‘lost‘ or stopped
being handed down to younger generations in the wake of the increasing popularity of kebyar and
kreasi baru.
The proposed collaborations include the reconstruction of the wayang wong (a masked dance form
based on stories from the Ramayana) in Pengosekan, Cudamani's home village. The point of departure
for this project is a set of sacred wayang wong masks, which are housed in a local village temple, but
have not been performed for several generations. In the absence of living performers, efforts here will
involve collective reconstruction of the form, by researching wayang wong groups that still exist on
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the island and learning basic techniques from master artists from those groups as well as consulting
with Pengosekan village elders to draw on their memories of their own form, in order to develop a
reconstructed wayang wong for performance. (This project has only just been initiated, through formal
meetings with village and temple leaders as well as older artists of the village in December 2006 to
begin planning the project).
Other activities planned for this phase but not yet confirmed or begun include working with a core
group of artists and master artist from the village of Singapadu on revitalizing the arja (a Balinese
operetta form) of Singapadu; and commissioning the manufacture of a gong luang (an ancient form of
gamelan whose instruments do not use resonators) followed by learning to play and later performing
these instruments for ceremonies and for the public.
Beratha states that, “The purpose of the project is to give that of the past or from the past generations
to the generation of today, to attempt to reconstruct the art of then today and to compare the art then
and now. Because I often compose music myself, I want to compare what it was like then.”

BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON THE GROUPS THAT WERE SPECIFIC SUBJECTS
OF THE REVITALLIZATION PROJECT
In the first phase of the project the subjects of the revitalization project were the adult members, guest
artists and a few older students of Cudamani who studied and learned to perform the art forms being
revitalized, and the invited seniman tua, I Wayan Gandera of Peliatan and Gusti Agung Ngurah
Serama Semadi of Saba who passed their knowledge to them.
Gandera taught the music for Taruna Gandrung to the permanent members of the Cudamani ensemble
and the dance, to three guest dancers, who later taught it to 12 Cudamani dancers, four of whom
mastered it and perform it now as part of Cudamani's repertoire. During the 2001-2002 period Semadi
taught legong Saba to six dancers, including one male dancer, as well as the entire gamelan ensemble.
Neither Sanggar Gunung Sari, the group for which Gandera was a lead drummer, nor Sanggar Seni
Saba Sari—the group that is under the Semadi's direction and housed in the palace of Semadi’s late
father, Raka Saba—were part of this revitalization process. The two teachers came as individual artists
to teach at Cudamani's headquarters in Pengosekan.
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In the second phase, the subjects of revitalization included the students and members of Cudamani
who attended the vocal lessons and gambuh workshop, which were given by members of the sanggar I
Nyoman Kakul and Sons from Batuan village. The same sanggar was also commissioned to perform
gambuh in Pengosekan.
The subjects of the wayang gambuh revitalization were I Ketut Wirtawan, who rehearsed and
performed this form under this grant, along with his teachers and collaborators, I Wayan Narta and his
son, I Ketut Sudiana, as well as Wirtawan's father, I Ketut Kantor, who was also involved in the
research on wayang gambuh, along with the musicians from the Kakul and Sons Gambuh who
accompanied the performance by Wirtawan sponsored under this Ford grant.

SPECIFICS OF THE REVITALIZATION PROCESS
As previously noted, the revitalization process covered in this report has unfolded under two grants for
the 2001-2002 and 2003-2004 periods respectively, and currently, a three-year project is underway that
was approved in 2005 but did not get underway until the end of 2006. The specifics involved in the
two phases completed to date are discussed below.57

Phase I: Preservation, Development, Creation and Innovation Project (2001-2002)
The two old masters who worked with Cudamani in this phase of the project were Gusti Ngurah
Serama Semadi of Saba, from whom they learned Legong Sudarsana and Legong Candra Kanta, and I
Wayan Gandera of Peliatan, from whom they learned Taruna Gandrung among other pieces. The
teaching was intensive and thorough, with both teachers spending hours at a time with both musicians
and dancers, showing a movement here, bending an elbow into place there and always talking about
the spirit of the form.
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A fascinating aspect of this project is that Cudamani did not dictate to the old masters they invited
what dances or musical compositions they would learn. Rather, the teachers told them what forms
would be panggus or ‘fit‘ or ‘look good for‘ the sanggar. This reflects the old style of learning in
Bali—the teacher is the one who tells the student, based on his/her body type and temperament, what
she or he will be learning. This is very different from the situation today, where students go to a
teacher with a specific piece in mind that they want to learn.
Legong Saba
Raka Saba and his son Semadi had first taught legong Saba to Cudamani for six months in 1999 (prior
to the Ford project) and they first learned Legong Candra Kanta at that time. Semadi returned (under
the Ford project) in 2001 to teach both Legong Candra Kanta and Legong Sudarsana.

I asked Dewa Beratha what they liked about learning the Saba form and also, why it was they chose to
learn an art style from another village. He said, “The pengawak legong (basic body of the piece) is
about peace (both in the movement and the music). It flows; I tried to capture that.”
He explained that another reason why Cudamani wanted to learn the Saba style was that the
Pengosekan legong is the same as the Peliatan style, and there is no imminent danger of it fading out
as it is performed once a week or more for tourists in Peliatan.
Thirdly, their experience learning from Raka Saba in 1999 had moved them deeply. “With Gung Aji
teaching us, there was something different that ‘entered’ us. Hopefully we’ve been able to replicate
the style. The important thing is that we had the opportunity to study with him, to give him pride that
others are interested in his art form.”
What was it like for Semadi to teach his form to the Pengosekan group? Semadi recalled, “Dewa
Beratha came to me and asked for the legong Saba style. I had first taught [them] Legong Candra
Kanta (a story about the moon and the sun) [together with Raka Saba in 1999]. It was hard for them to
master the pengawak (the body of the piece) as their own movement style kept getting in the way. I
had to re-educate their bodies. I taught there for three months, two to four times a week. In the end, it
worked well. There were six dancers, but only three of them got it. The others kept moving their
backsides when they weren’t supposed to.”
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“If you’re going to study legong," Semadi continued, "leave the other styles behind. In 2001, I went
back to Cudamani. The pengawak had all but disappeared. They know other legong styles, that’s
why.”
What often happens when one studies more than one dance style is that the most recent style studied is
what is retained in the body. This is what had happened with the Saba style. In the three-year interim,
the pengawak of the piece hardly remained; the dancers and musicians had changed it substantially.
Semadi had to re-teach it to the same dancers.
Rehearsals took place at the sanggar in Pengosekan. The musicians would be taught first and once
they had mastered a piece, then the dancers would be brought in. These young dancers, all in their
teens and early twenties, already had extensive training in Balinese dance, including legong. Semadi
would dance in front of the students, showing them the steps. After the dancers had a sequence
memorized, then the teacher would stand behind them and mold the students’ limbs to their own. In
this way, the style can ‘enter‘ the pupil and she can feel kinesthetically where she is supposed to move.
This is the way dance is traditionally taught in Bali.
After three more months of intensive training, Semadi felt the dancers were ready to perform.
Cudamani took these two legong—Candra Kanta and Legong Sudarsana—and made them a part of
their permanent repertoire.
After six months, Semadi took a rest, but he has been returning to teach them, on his own initiative, on
and off ever since then. Overall about 20 Cudamani dancers have studied directly with Semadi to date.
In October 2005, he was so impressed with Cudamani's rendition of the legong they had learned from
him that he told them they could come to Saba and teach!
I asked four of the teenage Cudamani dancers what they wanted to study (if they could choose any
dance on the island), most of them said, “We want to deepen our study of Legong Sudarsana.”

I

asked them about studying Oleg Tambulilingan (a classic from 1952) and the response was akin to
sticking out their tongue and saying “no thank you.”

Different positions, different movements,

different feeling. This came from a 14 and 15 year old and two 18 year olds. It was difficult for them
to articulate the reasons why they preferred the Saba style. Which goes to show that whatever they’re
learning at Cudamani includes respect for the older and more classical traditions.
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They all told me that they felt a special affinity with the musicians of Cudamani. Part of that is due to
the fact that they are all from the same village and they feel comfortable with them. One of the
dancers explained that when she dances with Cudamani, she can feel the ‘taksu' or spiritual energy;
this does not happen when she performs with other groups.
These girls are far from the norm. Generally, most young people today seem more interested in a quick
fix, in getting from Point A to B as fast as possible. Which means that in the performing arts arena,
the older teachers are deemed not as necessary; it is felt that one can learn a dance in a month’s time,
and then go on stage and be flash! This means that a lot of the essence and nuance of the form is not
transmitted from teacher to the pupil.
One of the reasons for, and results of having older, more experienced teachers come in as Cudamani is
doing, is the feeling that young performers get from them. Beratha addressed this when I asked him
about the usefulness of CDs/DVDs to aid the learning process. “If you want to get just the technical
parts, use the tapes, but if you’re looking for the spirit, not just the skin, then you have to study with a
teacher. You can use the DVDs/CDs to help you remember the piece, but you have to get the essence
from the teacher. It’s when the teacher is sitting down with the performers, that’s where the power
comes. It's not just from the music. It’s their spirit that we are studying.”
And for Beratha, an extended and deep relationship with the teacher is the key to successful
revitalization of an older form of dance and music: “If you want a l00% copy, ” he said, “you must
have a teacher there to transfer to the next generation. ... Even in 1-2 years one will not be able to get
it. It takes time.”58
See DVD: Legong Sudarsana

Taruna Gandrung
When Wayan Gandera came to teach Cudamani, the piece he chose for them was the Taruna
Gandrung that he knew, which was substantially different from the Taruna Jaya that so many sanggar
around the island perform. Musically it was much more challenging and interesting, as was the dance.
Although kebyar legong is quite modern, not a ‘classic’ form, one could say this was a revitalization
58
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because this particular variant had never been performed in South Bali before, and Gandera had
learned it in the 1950s and was teaching it for the first time in 2001.
Cudamani was able to study with Gandera for one year before he died in September 2002. Beratha
tells of how in the beginning, he was in poor health, and they had to carry him to the car to bring him
to Pengosekan, a distance of about four kilometers. After a couple of weeks, Gandera was able to ride
his motorbike there. This was taken as a testimony to what the Balinese call ‘medicine for the soul’.
Often dancers and musicians get weak and sick in their old age if they are not passing on their
knowledge, but as soon as they get involved again, the spark comes back.
Gandera’s love for teaching was apparent, as he often came to rehearsal three hours before the group
arrived. He and Beratha or Beratha’s father (also a superb musician) would sit on the rehearsal
pavilion, drink coffee and smoke cigarettes, and discuss music, musicians and the state of the
performing arts world. Beratha has repeatedly remarked on how much those sessions meant to him as
a performer and a person. Not only was knowledge being imparted but, more important, a strong bond
was being developed between Cudamani and Gandera.
When Cudamani first learned the Taruna Gandrung, they had guest dancers perform it: Ni Kadek
Dewi Aryani, NI Putu Wulandari and Kadek Darmanti. Yet it was hard to keep it as part of their
repertoire as these dancers were not full time Cudamani dancers and “it depended on their mood
whether or not they wanted to dance with us or not.”59 In 2004, these dancers taught the dance to 12 of
the Cudamani dancers, four of whom (the better dancers) perform it with the group on a regular basis
today.
Right after they had finished learning the piece, Gandera told Beratha’s father, “They’ve got it but the
group itself is ‘konden lebeng’.” [‘not yet cooked’]. This expression usually refers to the fact that a
gamelan has the capacity to sound 100%, but hasn't quite reached all the way yet. But Gandera also let
them know that he was teaching them a piece that he “had hidden from other groups … that only
Cudamani was privy to receiving.”60 This was quite an honor. And immediately after the group had
learned all that they could learn, Gandera passed away.

59
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The following year (2004) Cudamani organized a field trip to North Bali for the adult members of the
sanggar as well as their young students to experience firsthand the place where kebyar originated.
There were two main reasons for this tour: to expose the younger members of Cudamani to great
masters in the north, and to honor the traditions there and show the local artists that their traditions
were valued. They explored kebyar together with young musicians and dancers from North Bali in a
three-day workshop led by two North Balinese master artists of Sanggar Dwi Mekar. Based on the
feedback they received from their fellow workshop participants, Cudamani members observed that the
North Bali artists felt and expressed a sense of deep pride in knowing that others were interested in
their heritage and way of playing music.

Phase II: For Renewal: Preservation, Development, Creation and Innovation Project (20032004)
As planned, the second phase of the project involved some study of Balinese vocal traditions
(including singing and speaking in Kawi as well as high Balinese) and a workshop in gambuh taught
by master artists from the Kakul and Sons Gambuh of the village of Batuan, for the adults and older
teenage students of the sanggar. Cudamani also commissioned and promoted a full public gambuh
performance by the Kakul and Sons Gambuh group from Batuan. Additionally, funds were given to
Ketut Wirtawan to support the revival of wayang gambuh.

Vocal Traditions and Gambuh
Unlike the training in the first phase of the project, the aim of the training in the second phase was not
so much to preserve or master specific forms, but to give Cudamani some general grounding in the
vocal traditions of classical Balinese theater and an introduction to and appreciation for gambuh. The
expectation was never to create gambuh performers, which demands many years of study, but to
introduce the intricacies of the form and allow Cudamani and other interested musicians and dancers to
engage in study of aspects of the gambuh repertoire they found interesting.
Further, there was a new focus in the seniman tua program on strengthening and supporting the
traditions of the seniman tua involved—in this case master artists of the Kakul and Sons Gambuh
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group from Batuan—by facilitating direct contact between them and young Balinese artists, students
and audiences beyond Batuan as well as outside the membership of the sanggar itself.
Emiko told us that Cudamani's main interest in integrating the gambuh activities into their project had
primarily to do with addressing the issue of audience development; they wanted to help get more
people to appreciate this ancient form.
It turned out that there was not as much interest in the studies of gambuh and vocal traditions as they
had hoped and the training was short-lived as a result. Emiko elaborated: “Four musicians and dancers
studied intensively for two months with Ketut Kantor. It was intimidating for the students as it was so
difficult. It made the students aware of the music and dance of gambuh by giving them the experience
of it.”61
As planned, Cudamani organized a gambuh performance at the Pura Dalem (temple of death) in
Pengosekan in 2004. A lot of villagers showed up to watch, and the audience was attentive, although it
thinned out after a while. One of the positive side effects was that senior artists from Pengosekan,
seeing Cudamani's interest in an old form like gambuh along with their creative activities, approached
Emiko and Dewa Beratha to inquire about their interest in and possibilities for working on a
reconstruction of Pengosekan's wayang wong.
Wayang Gambuh
As the grandson of Nyoman Kakul (the grand master teacher of gambuh) and also, a member of the
gambuh group Nyoman Kakul and Sons in Batuan, I Ketut Wirtawan has spent his life immersed in
the dance version of gambuh. He was interested in learning more about the wayang version, and he
and his father, Ketut Kantor began brainstorming with Wayan Narta and his son about the idea of
reviving wayang gambuh in Batuan.
I visited Ketut Wirtawan in his home to find out more about how the project started. He described how
Narta had inspired him. “Narta encouraged me to do wayang gambuh. I already knew the songs, the
stories and the words. Narta felt the words (ucapan) for the wayang of gambuh and Parwa [stories
from the Mahabharata] were different. He loaned me a puppet box so I could practice with the gopala
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[the small wooden knocker held between the toes to knock against the box to emphasize points in the
wayang]. I asked Sudiana to show me how to manipulate the puppets.”62
The connection with Cudamani followed shortly after that. “I was working with Cudamani on Wayang
Listrik and Emiko asked me about wayang gambuh. I had to prove that I could do it, so I bought 50
wayang puppets (my friends helped me out) and performed at the Pura Desa in Batuan the first time.”
It was then that Dewa Beratha and Emiko suggested that perhaps Cudamani could assist with getting
funding from Ford to support Wirtwan's wayang gambuh project, and they requested and received rp
13,000,000 funds as part of their own grant to help him to complete the startup
phase of his project. These funds were to enable him to devote more time to voice and puppeteer
training, cover rehearsal costs, purchase the remaining puppets needed to complete a full set, along
with other paraphernalia needed to give a community performance outside Batuan. As stated in
Cudamani's 2003 grant proposal, this financial support was provided in the expectation that once this
initial phase was completed, the Batuan artists would be able to sustain their wayang gambuh activities
by performing for community and ritual purposes. 63
In Wirtawan's own words, “Cudamani gave me financial support in 2003 to buy the screen, the puppet
box and 60 more puppets. The money also helped to pay for rehearsals [e.g. to give the performers
coffee and snacks]. There were 15 musicians and helpers. We performed at the Pura Dalem Alas
Harum, Pura Hyang Tiba and Pura Puseh in Lod Tunduh.”
His uncle, Wayan Jagra was there during the interview and got all fired up to praise his nephew:
“Ketut’s voice wasn’t so good in the beginning but now he’s ready to perform. He has a good voice on
stage [in gambuh] and I am quite satisfied with his performance now. Dewa Putu Mandera (a priest) is
still alive and he used to do wayang gambuh 50 years ago in Batuan, but there hasn’t been anyone else
since then. The late Pak Sadeg also tried to do it but he didn’t have a teacher so it never went
anywhere.”

62
63

Ketut Wirtawan, PC 21 June 06 Batuan, Bali.
Cudamani proposal to Ford, 2003, p. 7.
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I Ketut Wirtawan with puppets

CONDITIONS OF THE ART FORMS AFTER THE REVITALIZATION PROJECT
Legong Sudarsana and Taruna Gandru
Since the original training period in 2001, Cudamani has performed both Legong Sudarsana and
Taruna Gandrung for local Balinese audiences, at local temple festivals in Pengosekan and
surrounding areas and at the Bali Arts Festival in 2005 and 2006. It was very clear at each of the
performances I have attended that the audience was amazed and delighted to see forms they had never
seen before. The two forms have been integrated into Cudamani's repertoire and were included in the
program they presented on their North American tour in 2005.
Based on the DVD that Cudamani produced, you can see that their performances of these dances are
very faithful reproductions of those performed by their teachers.
The Cudamani girls’ gamelan was slated to perform Legong Sudarsana, among other pieces, at one of
the small outdoor, in-the-round stages in front of the Amphitheatre at the Bali Arts Festival in July
2006. The theatre was almost full even though it was 10:30 in the morning. I sat down next to a man
and his young daughter.
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The program combined new and old creations. The first piece the Cudamani girls' gamelan did was a
more modern piece composed by Dewa Alit, one of the Cudamani members. It incorporated gamelan,
singing and had the girls dancing in place as well. They performed it with aplomb. A number of dance
pieces followed, ending with Legong Sudarsana.

Dewa Ayu Eka Putra

The two dancers, Dewa Ayu Eka Putri (14) and Wayan Febrilestari (15) were very well rehearsed and
performed it almost to perfection. Dewa Ayu,who had been drumming earlier (which is exhausting)
began to show signs of fatigue at the end of the dance and when the Rangda witch character came out
(played by Eboh, the Cudamani treasurer), she went offstage (as she was meant to) and immediately
fainted from exhaustion.

Ni Wayan Gebri Lestari

See: DVD: BALI: Taruna Gandrung

Page 139 of 569

Wayang Gambuh
On July 23, 2006 we commissioned Wirtawan to perform wayang gambuh so we could film it.
The performance space was set up in front of Wirtawan’s kitchen. The gamelan sat on his left and
behind him; the audience was in front. The screen was small, only a bit wider than the puppeteer’s
arms can stretch. An oil lamp hung down from the top center of the screen with the dalang’s head
directly behind it. Two assistants, one on either side of the dalang, helped with untangling puppets
and refilling the oil lamp.
In the beginning, about 20 small children crowded around to watch until they got sleepy and went
home. Aside from these children, the researchers and a few family members, there were no other
audience members.
The story he chose to perform was The Burning of Tratebang Forest. This tells of King Tratebang,
who had no progeny and was very sad because of this. He had a dream in which Sanghyang Kala (a
demonic deity) told him “if you want to have a child, you must kill Raden Lua.” Raden Lua, a rival
king, was in love with the Princess of Daha, and in his search for her, had lit a fire in the woods to find
his way, inadvertently burning down the forest of Tratebang.

Raden Lua was brought before

Tratebang and a duel ensued, in which Tratebang was killed by Raden Lua, who then became the new
king of Tratebang.
The show began with two instrumental pieces. The kayon or tree of life puppet, which begins all
wayang shows, was then ‘danced’ by the dalang on the screen. This is the beginning of the creation of
the world. He then brought out all the major puppets that he would be using that night and held them
against the screen, and then took them off the screen one by one. Most of the story was told by having
two puppets on the screen at a time; the puppets would be stuck into the banana tree trunk at the
bottom of the screen and the dalang would move their arms when it was their turn to speak. The major
characters spoke in Kawi while the servant characters spoke in vernacular. There was very little action
until the end when the two royal characters dueled.
The music was exactly the same as for the dance. I noticed that two of the five suling players were not
doing the circular breathing and asked Wirtawan about it and he said, “oh they’re just beginners on
gambuh flute.”
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Wirtawan did a decent job. He estimates that all told, he has studied intensively for about three
months. It’s obvious that he’s not yet a consummate dalang—he has a fantastic voice but still needs
work getting to know and learning to articulate the puppets. He obviously felt proud at showing us his
newfound talents. The grant has boosted his self-confidence as an artist, even though he has only
performed it seven times since the revitalization project was completed, an average of twice a year.
“One of the reasons wayang gambuh is not so popular," Wirtawan said, "is that there is no humor. I
have tried to insert humor but can’t.” He is a very serious young man and to make jokes is still very
difficult for him. “Only my family come to watch me now. I only do it for our family temple rituals.”

Ketut Wirtawan performing wayang gambuh on July 23, 2006 at his home
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Gambuh musicians accompanying wayang gambuh

CONTROL CASES
The control cases selected for the Cudamani project were Sekeha Selonging Banjar Delod Peken in
Payangan, Ubud, and Sekeha Budi Dharma gong kebyar in Abianbase, Kapal.
Selonding in Payangan, Ubud
The late Bob Brown of the Center for World Music has been instrumental in preserving music and
dance from around the world. He had been coming to Indonesia since the l950s and since the l970s,
bringing groups of students here to study music and dance. From 1999 to 2005, he organized the
Payangan Music Festival in his adopted village of Payangan, Ubud, where he had resurrected some of
the gamelan music that had been played by the once famous Payangan gamelan. He also brought in
other gamelan groups from all over the island to perform at the festival; many of these were lesserknown or rare forms of gamelan.
One of Bob’s loves was gong selonding, an ancient sacred ensemble from the village of Tenganan in
East Bali. The instruments consist of a kempul with 12 iron keys, a jublag with eight keys, two
nyongnyong with eight keys, and a large and small peteduh. The keys are made out of iron, instead of
the typical bronze, and suspended over a hollow non-resonating box, producing an eerie and haunting
sound.
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In l989, Bob brought in I Made Gunawan from Tenganan to teach the villagers of Payangan. The
Payangan selonding players told me that Gunawan had been making replicas of this sacred ensemble
for some time so that others outside his village could learn it (the original set is only brought out for
rituals and cannot be touched by anyone other than the musicians who play it). There were originally
11 musicians in Payangan who fell in love with the selonding and now there are seven men who have
been playing together for nearly twenty years. They were able to purchase their own gong selonding
in 1991 (one of the members mortgaged his home in order to do so) and perform for life cycle rites and
temple festivals in their own village. Bob paid for Gunawan to come and teach. There are 11 songs in
the Bali Aga village and the Payangan repertoire currently consists of seven of these songs, which they
learned before Bob passed away.

Selonding musicians at the interview in Payangan

Bob passed away in November 2005. The impact of his death is that the group will no longer be able
to afford to bring in a teacher and they would like to learn more songs. Gunawan will come to
Payangan and teach but requires Rp 50,000 (about $5.00 US dollars) an hour plus the cost of a car to
bring him there. The group also performed for the students and guests Bob brought to Payangan every
year during the months of June-August. However, even with the seven songs that they know, they
continue to perform not only in their village but also at other temples. They have even performed in
Batur and Besakih, Bali’s largest and most important temples. “Bob’s dream was to have us continue
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to develop and perform and we’d like to honor that,” said Ketut Suandana, one of the members of the
troupe. “I could learn new songs if I had the notation. If I hear a new song, then I can notate it.” The
musicians know that ISI also has researched the music of Tenganan and they have been considering
approaching the conservatory for assistance as an alternative to hiring Gunawan. “ISI can be the
preservers. We want the songs that they know at ISI—they can transfer their knowledge to the
village.”
The group of six men interviewed were very optimistic about the role of the performing arts. They
asked us to “find a Bob Brown the second” to help them continue to study and also, to purchase a gong
semar pegulingan. One of the reasons for this is that they would like to attract more young people to
join their group. “In Payangan every banjar has a gamelan and the traditional arts are very strong
here,” Suandana explained, “but the younger generation isn’t that interested in learning selonding as
they cannot do kreasi baru on it.”64
We commissioned this group to perform at the Pura Sapuh Jagat at Banjar Tegal Beringin in Mas on
June 27, 2006. Even though this was only for a ceremony at a community hall temple, there were
many people there as the temple is located at a crossroads (considered by the Balinese to be a very
sacred space). When we arrived, an angklung (four-tone) gamelan was performing for topeng mask
dancer s.

Women were carrying offerings to the temple, where a Brahman priest was seated high

above everyone, making the necessary holy water. Children were running around the bale banjar,
holding balloons, eating, screaming, some were even practicing dance. Before the selonding group
could perform, we had to wait for the priest to complete his libations, the prayers to finish and all the
women of the village to dance a mendet in the middle of the road—it was like seeing a wave of women
blessing the event.

64

Ketut Suandana, 23 June 06 Payangan Bali.
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Women dancing Mendet at Pura Sapuh Jagat in Mas

At last the six musicians had set up on stage at the edge closest to the temple. As they began to play, it
was obvious that the music fascinated the local villagers, most of whom had never seen or heard this
kind of ensemble before. Most gamelan ensembles consist of at least 20 instruments and the music has
many layers. In selonding, the melody predominates and the sounds created are more haunting. The
men of Mas crowded in closer and asked lots of questions such as, “What kind of gamelan is this? It
doesn’t use resonators, eh?” Some wanted to try the instruments themselves. The Payangan musicians
played most of their repertoire and seemed to be very proud of the opportunity to show the locals the
selonding gamelan. They told us there had been similar reactions to their ensemble in other places and
they were now receiving requests to play at temple ceremonies outside of their own village. This is
considered an honor and a sign of the acceptance of this little known form into the larger community.
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Selonding group at temple festival at Pura Sapuh Jagat in Mas.
Musician from another group (white headpiece) fascinated with this strange gamelan.

Sekeha Budi Dharma, gong kebyar in Abianbase, Kapal
Abianbase is a small village about 10 kilometers east of Kuta and north of Denpasar.
There is no tourism industry here and very little art. In Banjar Gede, there is one gong kebyar that has
been in existence since 1986. The group was formed to play for rituals at people’s homes in their
village as well as at their temple festivals. They bought half of a gong at first from Pak Pelor from
Pedungan (who threw in teaching them two songs for free, and that’s how they started learning). From
proceeds of ceki gambling (a type of poker where l0% of the monies go to the banjar), they were able
to purchase the other half of the ensemble.
The former leader of the group, I Gusti Ngurah Oka Astawa, 43, told me that this group is l00%
ngayah (performing for ritual purposes only). They give no thought to performing for tourists. I have
heard them on numerous occasions and they are quite good. They perform mainly lelambatan style
songs (slow and stately for rituals) and know some kebyar dance pieces as well. There are a few other
gamelans in the village, including a baleganjur (marching gamelan used in cremations) and a privately
owned angklung (four-tone gamelan) but this is the only gong kebyar. This goes to show that tourism
is not the only motivating factor for art in the 21st century.
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ANALYTICAL REVIEW OF THE RESULTS OF REVITALIZATION
Cudamani was formed as a reaction to what happens to musicians when performing routinely for
tourists—the music and artistry get stale. Today, the standard of the Cudamani musicians is one of the
highest on the island and they are constantly challenging themselves with new work. And the funding
and mentoring they have received from the Ford Foundation have played an invaluable role in
supporting and accelerating their development.
Both of the control cases discussed above are examples of contemporary gamelan groups that have
persisted for a long time without relying on the tourism industry or outside special funding to stay
alive. Although they differ from one another—in that one is a versatile gong kebyar and the other a
gong selonding with a limited repertoire—they are similar to each another, as well as typical of
countless other community-based gamelan groups across the island in that they currently play almost
exclusively for rituals in their own villages.
Although the Abianbase group has learned some modern compositions, it does not go out of its way to
find new teachers or to make many kreasi baru. The selonding group came together as a group to
learn a form from an entirely different village. It has continued to perform but since it lost its sole
sponsor it has lost its means of covering the cost of lessons needed to learn more repertoire.
Both groups used their own resources to fund the purchase of their instruments—although the money
came from gambling proceeds in the case of the kebyar gong and the mortgaging of a house in the case
of the selonding; the kebyar continues to draw on gambling proceeds to cover maintenance costs,
while the instruments of the selonding group, which is substantially smaller, don’t need as much
repair. While the selonding group formerly received outside support from Bob Brown, to cover
lessons as well as bringing them an audience of music students and other guests once a year, this
source of support has disappeared, and they pointedly asked us to “find us another Bob Brown” (read
sponsor) when we commissioned them to perform at the temple festival. While this loss is substantial,
the group has not given up their commitment to learning new songs. It would be wonderful if there
were another patron, but in the absence of one, they continue to perform what they know and hope to
find a means of learning more either by finding money to hire their teacher or finding someone at ISI
who could teach them additional repertory.
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Unlike Cudamani, neither of these control cases now have access to outside sponsorships or
opportunities to perform abroad. Nor do they have people in their groups capable of writing grants.
Yet they are still going strong after 20 years (kebyar) and 17 years (selonding) respectively. Their
purpose is purely ritual in nature—they play as well as they can for the sake of the playing but give
little or no thought to problems of revitalization, on the one hand, or the creation of new works on the
other.
In contrast, both revitalization and new creation are essential parts of the mission of the members of
Cudamani, and it has always been critical to them for revitalization and new creation activities to go
hand in hand.
Because of this, they constitute a new breed of sanggar in Bali. Because of this too, their working
definition of revitalization and the indicators they have used to gauge their own success differ in subtle
but significant ways from the general definition and indicators which were proposed as guidelines by
the Ford Program Officer and constitute the terms of reference for evaluation in this research project.
According to Ford, “Revitalization is broadly defined as an effort to strengthen a form, style or specific
repertoire of a performing art that was once a vital part of its community and is now in decline.” Further,
“Basic elements for revitalization should include at least one senior artist with experience in and
knowledge of the art when it was still thriving who is willing to teach his/her art to younger members of
his/her community; at least one young person from the community willing to learn and perform the
traditional material; and, a social and economic environment able to play its role in keeping the art vital
within the community.”
While Cudamani is in basic agreement with Ford's broad definition, its primary emphasis in
revitalization was on cultivating extended, personal relationships between old masters and the young
artists of the sanggar, with teaching and learning arrangements that could enable the teacher to fully
transfer not only their techniques but the feeling and ‘spirit‘ of their forms. By their self definition as a
performing and teaching sanggar, their way of keeping the art vital is by actively performing and
integrating the pieces taught into their repertoire for both traditional ritual and modern art performance
contexts, while continuing to pass on what they have learned to still younger generations.
It was not important for the teachers to be from Cudamani's own local community, the village of
Pengosekan. And in the case of Taruna Gandrung, the form taught was not from the teacher's own
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community (Peliatan), nor had it ever been practiced there. These forms are parts of Cudamani's
‘community‘ only in the sense of the wider community of all of Bali, and it is this wider community
that Cudamani seeks to affect through its efforts.
Further, in learning from Gandera and Semadi, the decision about the specific form that would be
taught was made by the teacher, and this choice was based not so much on the declining status of the
form as the teacher's assessment of what would be most appropriate for the students. Thus, legong
Saba was and still is being practiced in its original place, quite apart from Cudamani's activities; the
kebyar legong genre, in general, and the Taruna Jaya dance, specifically—on which Taruna
Gandrung is based—are still vital parts of the repertoires of many sanggar across Bali. In this sense
they do not quite qualify as arts ‘in decline'.
Strictly speaking, the Ford definition would only apply in its entirety to the wayang gambuh project
that Cudamani supported, but was not directly involved in producing, through collaboration with other
art groups. Here, a form that had previously been practiced but was no longer being practiced in
Batuan was revitalized, in that a younger artist of Batuan learned it and is now performing it in this
village again in a marginal ritual context, as was also true in the past. Cudamani's next future project to
reconstruct the wayang wong of Pengosekan is the first project in which they will be directly engaging
with an art form from within their own local community. It is also a form which has suffered total
decline in this community and will be reconstructed in collaboration with the community. But because
it has not yet happened, it cannot yet be evaluated.
Following from Ford's definition, indicators for successful revitalization include:
1. that members of community, especially young people, are learning and performing the art;
2. that the community itself welcomes the revitalized art back into their community; and
3. that available information suggests that the revitalized art will continue into the future after the grant
period is over.
Following from Cudamani's own working definition of and goals for revitalization, they feel that another
two indicators are pertinent for the evaluation of their results. These are:

4. that not only the technical aspects but the spirit of the forms of the old masters have been successfully
transferred to the learners, from the old masters' points of view.
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5. that others in the community become aware of the need to maintain the quality and spirit of forms from
the past and are motivated to do this as a result of Cudamani's example.
It seems clear that on at least four of five counts, Cudamani has produced highly successful results:
Cudamani's musicians and dancers have mastered two legong Saba pieces and the Taruna Gandrung
and incorporated them into their permanent repertoire. Since learning them, they have performed them
on numerous occasions around Bali, in both temple ritual and art festival contexts, as well as in tours
abroad. In Bali, most of the people comprising their audiences were seeing the two forms for the first
time. And their enthusiasm for revitalization has proven to be contagious—the most heartening
response in their own village has been that people there approached them, proposed and became
excited about the prospect of revitalizing the old wayang wong of Pengosekan. Additionally they have
been continuously teaching the forms they learned to new young students in the classes they offer.
Thus, their ongoing performance and educational activities are both exposing these forms to an ever
wider audience as well as increasing the probability that the forms will keep being remembered and
performed in the future.
As for the quality of Cudamani's rendition of the forms, the responses they elicited from the teachers
involved speak for themselves: Semadi of Saba has invited them to come to Saba to teach there;
Gandera gave them his ‘sesepelan’ or hidden secrets in teaching various parts of the Taruna
Gandrung.
Beyond this, a comparison of the recorded performances of the teachers and the performances of even
the youngest dancers of Cudamani offers a less 'subjective' or hearsay measure that Cudamani have
achieved near flawless reproductions of what they learned. The fact that these recordings now exist
also reinforces the likelihood that younger generations will keep learning the forms.
Another strong indicator of sustainability is that Cudamani is committed to the continuity of tradition
and cross-generational revitalization in combination with the creation of new work, continuous
learning to achieve a high level of quality in performance, as well as striving to develop an effective,
participatory management system. This combined approach helps to strengthen the social and
economic sustainability of the organization itself. This ensures that the results of their revitalization
efforts become an integral part of an active repertoire, again contributing to the continuity or survival
of the art forms themselves.
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This all provides ample evidence of a 'mission accomplished': the core elements are being retained and
actively passed on. At the same time, these compositions and choreographies are vibrant and alive; the
spirit of Cudamani itself shines through when they perform the legong of Saba or the Taruna
Gandrung of North Bali, simply because they have made them their own. And they will probably
change slightly every time they are performed. In fact, this kind of change is a prerequisite for
mastery. In other words, once the student ‘gets’ a form—or can be called 'wayah' in Balinese—this
means that the student has made the form his or her own, and by implication, transformed it into
something a little different.
This raises interesting questions about 'ownership', which relate to the second indicator—concerning
the community that 'owned' the original art form and 'welcomes the revitalized art back into their
community'. One way these questions might be expressed is as follows:
In successfully ’taking’ a form from another village or area and making it their own, have the artists of
Cudamani in some way appropriated something that really belongs to others?
While Cudamani's efforts have been welcomed and their high quality acknowledged by audiences
throughout Bali, what benefit, if any, have their revitalization efforts brought to the people in the
communities where the revitalized art forms originated?
From a Western perspective, these questions make a great deal of sense, given the great amount of
attention given to issues of individual originality among artists, and to the concepts of copyright and
intellectual property rights in general. From the perspective of Cudamani, such questions are a little
beside the point.
For Emiko, who is bicultural, with both Indonesian and Western roots, the approach Cudamani took in
the seniman tua program is a 'middle way' that precludes issues of appropriation from arising: “We
don't ask the teacher for a specific piece; the guru can decide which piece to give us, so there are no
issues of ‘stealing’.”
For Dewa Beratha, the answer to the question of appropriation is a clear-cut ‘no'. Regarding
Cudamani's adoption of legong Saba from Semadi, he said, “What we wanted was the form; it’s
important that I didn’t change it. I wasn’t taking his legong, I was making him proud of his heritage.”
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Similarly, the Cudamani performers who went on the field trip to North Bali were absolutely certain
that the people from Sanggar Dwi Mekar in North Bali felt honored that their style, legong kebyar,
was being studied and performed by people from other areas.
Semadi echoed Beratha's point when he was relating his own experience in the period when he was
teaching intensively in Pengosekan in 2001 and what effect it had in Saba. “There was one issue that
came up for us in Saba that was positive: People asked me, ‘Why give our weapons to others?’ And
that helped make people want to retain our style.”
This question, “why give our weapons to others” is an interesting comment—the questioner obviously
feels that legong is the pride of the village, if not the puri, and in Balinese terms, the unspoken subtext
here is something along these lines: that perhaps the puri should be the one to continue on with the
tradition, rather than another group in another district. Which, judging from the time sequence
involved, is something that Semadi has acted upon with zeal. His ongoing contact with Cudamani,
their example and their interest in his form no doubt supported his current resolve to regenerate legong
in Saba, in response to the vacuum that settled in there after his father, the great master passed away.
When Semadi was asked what he thought about transplanting forms from one village to another, such
as what Cudamani did with Saba's legong, he answered, “Cudamani wanted my ‘style' and that was
fine; I wasn't so concerned if they ‘got‘ everything right. … As long as the repertoire is active, it’s
fine. Once it’s adapted into the ‘new’ village, then it becomes a part of their repertoire and it is still
musically and choreographically part of the adopted and the adoptee village. The style might change.
Transplanting a tree into a new forest is fine. It can grow with new seeds and take over the forest.
Perhaps the legong Saba project in Pengosekan will encourage the people of Pengosekan to reconstruct
their own legong.”
In Bali, imitation is the highest form of flattery. This is consistent with Balinese concepts of ownership
with respect to art styles or the idea that an art style is a kind of common property, rather than being
the exclusive property of a specific artist or group of artists. And it is common practice for Balinese
musicians and dancers to approach teachers in other villages to ask them for their dance and music
styles.
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And imitation is also a road to creation. If we look back to the history of legong, that is exactly what
happened over and over again. It started off in Ketewel, was developed further in Sukawati and then
various teachers came to study it there, took it back to their home villages and gave it their own special
flavors, to the point that within a span of a hundred years, at least 18 distinct local styles of legong
came to exist. This history was not about the revitalization or preservation of a form, but the ongoing
development of new forms. Similarly, kebyar developed in an ambience of spirited competition among
North Balinese village groups trying to outdo one another by producing the wildest new compositions,
then spread like a contagion throughout Bali.
Thus, in taking the styles of others, Cudamani is just doing what has always been done in these parts.
Ultimately, their experience with masters of the Saba and kebyar legong forms cannot help but
influence the new works they will create. And it has planted new seeds in their own community too.
The wider community of Pengosekan village are also stakeholders in Cudamani as their children and
family members study and perform with Cudamani. One of the indirect results of Cudamani's growth
in the past five years is that there is now a strong sense of pride and identity with Cudamani as a
successful and innovative gamelan group that has its roots in Pengosekan. Now, as a result of the
revitalization projects they have done, including their support of the artists from Batuan, Cudamani is
also known as a sanggar that does revitalization, with the result that people from the community have
begun to offer suggestions about things to revitalize.
In the initial planning stages for the reconstruction of Pengosekan's wayang wong, after the first formal
meeting took place, individuals began to stream over to Beratha and Emiko's place to
discuss their own ideas about revitalization, sometimes staying for as long as five hours to chat. It is
clear that this revitalization project, with its complex community of partners, promises to be the most
ambitious collaboration Cudamani has taken on to date. Also, the most 'creative', in the sense that the
art form they are setting out to reconstruct is one that has almost but not quite disappeared from the
memories of the living. In both of these senses, it will surely challenge and evolve Cudamani's
innovative approach to revitalization in unpredictable ways, at the same time, bringing them closer to
their own roots.
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PERSONAL OBSERVATIONS AND RECOMMENATIONS
Revitalizing a form that is from outside of one’s village or area takes a lot of time, energy and money.
It also takes a committed and capable person or group to set the process in motion.
I would venture to say that at this point in time, there is only one person in Cudamani (Emiko Susilo)
who has the expertise to know how to apply for a grant and write English (although the Ford grant
could be submitted in Bahasa Indonesia). The treasurer for Cudamani told me that Emiko is the one
who wrote the proposal but before sending it in, the entire group was consulted to make sure this was
what they wanted to do. Now members can propose ideas—many of which have been made into
projects and many rejected—and all decisions are subject to collective approval. Yet even with the
new management scheme in place, Eboh humbly related that he really knows little about accounting
(not his background), what little he knows he has learned from experience. When Beratha and Emiko
are abroad, the group goes on but they are in daily email contact, and Eboh would not do anything
important without the approval of Beratha and Emiko. Thus, even though Cudamani has a
management program in place, the control of the group is still primarily in the hands of two people.
Therefore when we speak of who has access to funds and big grants, I think it is safe to say that it is
still the outsiders or people with strongly developed outside ties. Government help is available to local
art groups, but on a small scale, nothing like what Ford has given to sustain projects. Perhaps part of
the granting process should include management training, which means more than learning by trial and
error: members of art groups should be given access to courses to be trained in bookkeeping, internet
use, proposal writing and management.
Kelola has done a lot of this in the past and perhaps it would be a good thing to continue offering to
arts groups. The problem that comes up in a group such as Cudamani is that it is one of the performers
who is the administrator (meaning that it is often hard to take time off to study as s/he would be torn
between the job of administration on the one hand and the demands of performance and learning on
the other). Another major problem is finding people who want to make the commitment to learn new
skills; I have found that this is difficult here in Bali.
Initially, part of me found it odd that the Saba legong was being revitalized outside of its home village.
When Semadi is gone, I wondered, would legong disappear from Saba? Would they have to come to
Pengosekan to learn it? This was not a criticism, only a question. The research process has offered
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some interesting answers and underlined the truth of the proposition that in Bali, as elsewhere,
constant cross-pollination and change are essential for art traditions not merely to survive but to thrive.
Ultimately, as a member of the arts community in Bali, I am grateful that Cudamani has taken these
forms, learned them, recorded them and made them available on a DVD for others to appreciate, and
hopefully at some stage, learn as well.
It is a tribute to the integrity of the forms themselves that nearly 50 people have now learned them in
their entirety and are committed to passing them on to future generations.
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CIREBON
Executive Summary
Cirebon is a distinctive cultural region on the northwest coast of Java, heir to many multicultural
influences due to its position as a cosmopolitan coastal trading area over many centuries. The area was
ruled from the 15th century on by a sultanate founded by one of the wali songo—the nine legendary
Muslim holy men credited with spreading Islam across Java. Thus, Islam is a crucial part of the
traditional performing arts of Cirebon, although the latter are still strongly imbued with pre-Islamic,
Hindu-Javanese and animistic beliefs and practices. In fact, these arts, along with their associated
practices, have survived to the present day because the wali, rather than attempting to suppress the
beliefs to which the arts were tied, actively promoted the arts as vehicles for new spiritual teachings. In
so doing, they made art forms previously restricted to elites of the Hindu-Javanese nobility available to
all classes of society to enjoy, and supported the flourishing of strong grassroots traditions of families
specializing in the performance of highly localized forms of dance, music, mask and puppet theater in
rural communities across the region.
While many of Cirebon's traditional performing arts can still be found today, rapid modernization in
recent decades has effected indelible changes to the socioeconomic fabric – changes that have
systematically reduced opportunities for traditional performing artists to earn a living from their art
and forced them to take other kinds of employment or, when they did keep working as performers, to
compete with more modern forms of entertainment in contexts – wedding, circumcision, ancestral
grave visitation ceremonies – where they were still commissioned to perform. Although the
government has made efforts to preserve village arts as emblems of regional heritage, such efforts
have altered how they are performed and transmitted, and often, diminished their former diversity and
resilience. The Cirebon report examines projects to revitalize specific Cirebonese performing arts
conducted by two grantees supported by Kelola Foundation with funds granted to them from the Ford
Foundation: the Center for Topeng Cirebon Studies of Bandung, which focused on topeng Cirebon,
and Sanggar Pringgading of Cirebon city, which focused on angklung Bungko.
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Topeng Cirebon: the “Topeng Sujana Arja Sustainability Project”
Topeng Cirebon is a distinctive style of masked performance that typically presents a series of solo
masked dances accompanied by music and clowning. Originating from the earliest indigenous
cultures of Java and further developed in the royal courts of the Hindu-Javanese era as a means of
harnessing divine energy, topeng was retained and developed as a means of proselytizing Islam under
the Cirebonese sultanate, as well as continuing to serve as a required part of pre-Islamic agricultural
ceremonies, ancestor rituals and rites of passage. As such, topeng embodies a continuum of mystic
philosophy and skill passed through many generations in hereditary families of itinerant topeng
performers, highly respected as holders of great spiritual power, who today trace their lineages back to
the wali songo. Gradually, during the 20th century, the demand for topeng decreased as high levels of
poverty and labor migration changed Cirebon's farm communities, decreasing both the frequency of
calls for and the farmers' financial capacity to commission topeng performances, reducing topeng
artists to a hand-to-mouth existence. Chains of transmission within topeng families themselves were
disrupted by the new livelihood options adopted by topeng-family members and by the introduction of
public schooling for their children. In the few contexts where they were still commissioned, topeng
performers had to compete for popularity with and/or integrate modern forms, especially dangdut
(Indonesian pop music), into their repertoires in order to survive.
The Center for Topeng Cirebon Studies was established in 1989 to study and sustain topeng Cirebon,
not only as an art form but also as a way of life practiced by hereditary topeng families. This report
focuses on just one of the center's projects, conducted with Kelola support in 2002, in collaboration
with the late dalang topeng (master topeng artist) Sujana Arja and his group, Sanggar Panji Asmara.
The project mainly focused on music training, with an emphasis on passing down the complex
drumming requirements of the music for Panji, the lead mask character. The objective was to give
Sujana Arja's family and community, especially his son, Inu, an opportunity to intensively absorb
Sujana's knowledge before he died, to ensure they could perform his entire repertoire in the future. The
training ensued over four months, and included several performances of the training material in local
ceremonial settings.
Four years later, Sujana had passed away and Inu had taken over leadership of the sanggar. Part of the
Panji music from the training was now included in the weekly training sessions Inu led for young
students of the community. The musicians from the training still worked together, along with some
younger artists who had since joined. All involved felt that the project had had a positive impact –
having strengthened their skills and brought seldom-performed parts of Sujana's repertoire into their
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living memory – but had been far too brief and could not address the much larger challenge of how to
generate viable contexts or audiences for Sujana Arja's group to be regularly performed.
The control cases for this project were three sanggar led by other gifted dalang topeng of the Cirebon
region, including one that was subject to no revitalization at all, and two that have also been involved
in revitalization projects. Key points to arise from the control cases were that where revitalization did
not take place, the dalang topeng concerned was the last of his family line with no heirs, and his form
was truly on the point of extinction, and that where revitalization processes did take place, rather than
involving formal support from a donor organization, they were initiated by concerned individuals who
provided support – both financial and, perhaps to a greater extent, moral – which extended over very
long periods of time and was quite informal and personal in approach. This allowed them to get to
know their subjects in depth, gradually find new ways to support sanggar development and enable the
artists to pass their knowledge to their descendants, thus producing highly sustainable results in the
groups concerned. Like the control cases, the Kelola-funded project was based on a long friendship
between the head of the center for Topeng studies and Sujana Arja, and was concerned about
revitalizing topeng as a family tradition, by allowing master artists to revive their past art practice and
teach it to their children and grandchildren, and encouraging them to perform in local traditional
events. But unlike the control cases, the project was brief, more narrowly focused on a specific aspect
of the repertoire, and so, lacked any long-term follow-up to address issues related to the sustainability
of the sanggar itself.
In conclusion, the Kelola-funded project was successful in achieving its objectives and in contributing
to the reinforcement of the sanggar by ensuring that it could preserve the Panji music as a small but
crucial element in terms of the underlying philosophy of topeng. Yet findings on both the project and
control groups strongly suggest that true revitalization of topeng Cirebon, as an art and as way of life,
is a huge challenge, which demands ongoing, personal support and commitment from many
individuals and also, the combination of training in the fine points of the form together with long-term
strategies for the creative development of the artists in their changing social context.
Angklung Bungko: “Raising the quality of traditional performance art”
Angklung Bungko is a traditional performance art that is unique to the village of Bungko and is firmly
rooted in the history of that village and its 16th century founder, Ki Ageng Bungko. A commander of
the navy of the founder of the Sultanate of Cirebon, Ki Ageng Bungko created the form to
commemorate the heroism of the Sunan's naval forces and soldiers of Islam, and after he died, the art
form became a way for the villagers to commemorate Ki Ageng Bungko himself as their ancestor and
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as an exemplary warrior and Muslim. The form has played an important role in the religious life of the
community ever since, especially in the context of annual unjungan—ceremonies involving whole
community processions to the local graveyard to honor the ancestors. The form includes dancing and
chanting to the accompaniment of a small ensemble of musicians playing a variety of percussion
instruments, most importantly, the angklung, a bamboo instrument found in just a few places in
Indonesia, and considered sacred in Bungko.
The angklung Bungko group in modern-day Bungko today carries the official name, Jaka Mulya. As a
group that has existed continuously since the time of Ki Ageng Bungko, Jaka Mulya aims to perform
the repertoire exactly as it has always been performed, and takes pride in replicating the original style
handed down by their ancestors from generation to generation. The group is largely self-supporting
and is commissioned to perform angklung Bungko an average of ten times a year, at a range of local
religious ceremonies and rites of passage as well as occasional keraton-related functions and regional
government-sponsored festival events.
The grantee for the angklung Bungko project was Sanggar Pringgading, a Cirebon-city performing arts
group, founded in 1975 as a vehicle for producing new creations based on Cirebonese traditional arts.
In 2002, Pringgading received a Kelola grant for a project in the 'sustainability of the traditional
performing arts' category, focusing on angklung Bungko. The project's rationale was that angklung
Bungko was an underdeveloped art and a crucial part of Cirebon's Islamic heritage, which would go
extinct if not given attention. The sanggar's goals were to adapt the basic material of angklung Bungko
into a stage production with a more contemporary spirit. As the only performance group devoted to
angklung Bungko, Jaka Mulya served as an initial training resource to Pringgading, but did not
collaborate in the overall creative process the project involved.
The result was a colossal production with choreography combining elements of angklung Bungko with
unrelated flirtation and clown dances, and a score inspired by various Cirebonese music sources –
essentially a new creation, which Pringgading staged twice after the project. Bungko villagers were not
invited to attend, and at the time of the study, had yet to see videotapes of the production or of their
own work (recorded when they taught at the start of the project). Interviews with Jaka Mulya
indicated that they initially had no objection to Pringgading's creative study of their tradition or even
the inclusion of some of their ‘steps’ in the sanggar’s new work, but ultimately felt shortchanged,
having derived no financial or artistic benefit from the project. Strong concerns were voiced regarding
the fact this new, outsider-invented creation, bore the name of their unique form which is not just any
dance but a performance infused with reverence for their unique history and ancestors. They

Page 159 of 569

speculated that if the sanggar’s new work, carrying their name, proved successful, it would be
confused with the original and hinder their own chances of being acknowledged for and invited to
perform angklung Bungko outside their village in the future.
In most reports in this anthology, ‘control cases’ are included to show how others approach the same
issues as the project concerned, and thus, provide a standard for evaluation. However, there is no
formal control case here. Instead, control data were furnished by Jaka Mulya as the sole angklung
Bungko group. In light of these data, this study found it dubious whether this project could claim to
have “revitalized” angklung Bungko at all. Since the goal was to adapt it for modern stage performance
but not to revitalize it for the people whose tradition it is, the project did not involve or benefit the
latter as subjects, and produced no positive impacts – but possibly negative impacts – on the unique
nature of their tradition. Another critical issue is that Sanggar Pringgading and Jaka Mulya held
diametrically opposed views on the present condition and future of the art. As such they represent two
starkly divergent yet equally prevalent understandings in Indonesia today about who owns the
traditional arts and what it means for them to be revitalized; just what, if any entitlements customary
communities have regarding the future development of their arts, and what ethics should govern such
development by others—whether in the name of artistic excellence or in the interest of national
development.
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CIREBON
Full Report
We reached the fishing village of Bungko in Cirebon regency, West Java after a 30-minute highway
trip from Cirebon city by public transport, followed by a one-kilometer ojek (motorcycle taxi) ride
along the smaller, rough-paved road leading into the heart of the village. It consisted of a small port
where local fishing boats were moored, a main street lined with an eclectic mix of traditional woven
bamboo and modern tiled cement houses, painted in lively color combinations – each slightly different
from the next. Children darted through the street in all directions as mothers sat nursing babies and
men smoked and talked on their verandas in the cooling late afternoon air.
We headed straight to a white, single-storey house with a small terrace, the home of Mashuri, the
village secretary and leader of Jaka Mulya, the angklung Bungko group that we had come to research.
We were warmly welcomed and treated to the catch of the day: a hearty meal of roasted fish, rice and
chili sauce. Following dinner, other group members and villagers joined us, including senior angklung
player Rajam and two younger members, Agus and Jaso. Once all had gathered we told them that we
had come to do research on Angklung Bungko and hoped to see rehearsals and conduct some
interviews.

From Left To Right: Rajam, Agus, Mashuri, Jojo and Wangi
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The villagers, especially the members of the group, responded positively, eagerly invited us to observe
that evening's rehearsal. They were excited about our interest and had even rented a microphone for
the vocalist in honor of our visit.

Angklung Bungko rehearsal in front of Mashuri’s house

The musicians began by moving an assortment of bamboo and percussion instruments from their
storage place in Mashuri’s front room to the small front terrace – gong (gong), kendang (drum), ketuk
(single inverted bronze bowl or kettle), and angklung (an instrument consisting of a bamboo frame on
which paired vertical bamboo tubes of different lengths and diameters are mounted, and which is held
in one hand and shaken). Then they quickly assembled into position, took up the instruments and
began to play. On this musical cure, other villagers, young and old, rapidly filled the narrow stretch of
road before the house that was about to be transformed into a dance stage and settled in to enjoy the
rehearsal.
About five minutes into the musical composition, a line of ten or so male dancers, ranging in age from
10 to 60, entered this "stage" area doing the first movement of the angklung Bungko dance. Known as
jorong, this is a slow-paced, wide-striding walk with legs slightly bent, upper body leaning forward,
one arm stretched out sideways at shoulder height, hand bent at the wrist, fingers pointing downward,
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the other hand resting on the hip, palms down. After every couple of strides, the positions of the left
and right arms are reversed. ‘Walk calmly but stay alert’ is the philosophy behind this movement.

The older boys doing the jorong

So began the rehearsal, which lasted about 90 minutes and consisted of three rounds of dance and
instrumental music, accompanied by a sinden or vocalist chanting shalawa (prayers in praise of the
bravery of the Prophet Mohammed in battle). I was amazed to see how the performers kept their spirits
up, rehearsing well into the night after what must have been a full day of hard work, either fishing on
their boats at sea or taking care of their tambak (aquaculture ponds). Between sections of the rehearsal,
they relaxed just long enough to smoke a cigarette, then resumed. The audience was informal,
composed of villagers, mainly Mashuri’s neighbors, who wandered about freely and chatted among
themselves during the performance. Most stayed until the rehearsal ended at around 10pm.
Although I knew almost nothing of angklung Bungko, I immediately felt it was special. There was
something mystical about the music; its steady beat and repetitive melody had a powerfully hypnotic
effect. The young dancers, including both young boys of 10-13 and young men of 18-25 showed great
concentration and seriousness as they practiced executing martial arts-like movements said to have
been created by the founding ancestor of Bungko some six centuries ago. “This is our stage; this is our
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heritage!” they seemed to proclaim, as they proudly performed before this audience of their own
people and two outside guests.

PERSONAL NOTES
I had often traveled through the regencies of Cirebon and Indramayu on train journeys but never
actually stopped or stayed, let alone met the people who lived there. Through this research project, I
had the opportunity to meet some of the amazing artists of this region and witness their traditional arts,
which I had previously only seen on film or read about in books. With this limited knowledge, I went
to Cirebon and Indramayu and soon learned directly about the wealth of local wisdom and cultural
artistry embedded in their ways of life.
Right from the start of my field research, I immediately felt the openness and hospitality to strangers
for which the north coastal people of Java are famous. I constantly felt welcome, from our very first
meetings on, because of the gracious way they spoke and presented themselves to me. The local artists
shared my concern with the issue of revitalization in the traditional arts and were more than willing to
assist me. They were clearly passionate about their art forms.
It was also a pleasure to experience these art forms in their traditional settings. I witnessed
performances of topeng Cirebon and angklung Bungko in a variety of community events where I could
observe the dynamics of the arts themselves as well as various aspects of 'modernity' that have brought
changes to traditional modes of performance.
I could never have managed to find the locations of the many artists I visited without the assistance of
my local coordinator, Wangi Indriya. One of the few dalang topeng (master mask dancers) of her
generation, Wangi is a bridge between the great masters of the past and the handful of younger artists
who have recently taken an interest in this fading art. As a respected artist in the topeng community,
Wangi was invaluable in providing both access and insight into the way of life of her people in general
as well as sharing her personal insights as an artist. I especially appreciated Wangi’s assistance in
helping me understand some of the informants’ unusual dialects.
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General Overview
INTRODUCTION TO THE REGION
The art forms revitalized in the projects covered by this research are unique to a cultural area
commonly known as Cirebon, which includes the modern administrative regencies of Cirebon and
Indramayu (where the research mainly took place) as well as parts of the adjacent regencies of
Majalenkala and Subang along the northwest coast of the province of West Java.
The contemporary administrative regency of Cirebon occupies an area of 990.36 km2, consisting of
highlands in the north by the coast, and lowlands in the south. The majority of the people in the south
earn a living from irrigated or dry land farming as well as trade, while those on the coast focus their
economic activities on fishing and producing sea products, especially shrimps and terasi (shrimp
paste). Indramayu regency, just north and west of Cirebon regency, occupies a smaller area of 204
hectares, half of which is under cultivation as irrigated rice paddies, which is why the regency is
known as a 'rice barn'. Indramayu also has a fishing industry that contributes a third of the sea-fish
products produced in West Java. Because of their high population density and the limited incomes that
farming and fishing can bring them, the rural areas of Cirebon and Indramayu are relatively poor; as a
result, they are also high sending areas for domestic and foreign migrant labor, especially women.
As a coastal region with a long history of cosmopolitan exchange, Cirebon has a rich cultural heritage
that combines many cultural influences (native Javanese and Sundanese as well as Chinese, Indian,
Portuguese, Dutch and Arabic) into distinctively Cirebonese forms. Formerly ruled by a sultanate
founded in the late 15th century by a legendary Muslim holy man and based in the port city of
Cirebon, the area was an important center for the dissemination of Islam in West Java. Thus, Islam is a
dominant part of Cirebonese identity, although it is also strongly inflected by pre-Islamic elements.
Most scholars agree that the arts of this region are deeply rooted in ancient animistic belief systems
and spiritual practices focused on honoring the spirits of nature and the ancestors as a way to ensure
human well being. The communities of Cirebon and Indramayu have long held (and still continue to
hold) fertility and thanksgiving ceremonies related to the natural seasons and to stages in cultivating
their crops or in harvesting fish from the sea, along with many ritual feasts or hajatan to mark human
rites of passage such as birth, puberty, marriage and death as well as rituals in which people visit the
graves of their ancestors to pray to them and ask them for blessings. All of these rituals provided fertile
Page 165 of 569

ground for the performing arts to develop because no ritual was complete without being accompanied
by some form of music, dance, theater or puppetry. In turn, because of the sacred context in which the
performing arts developed, the art forms themselves were considered sacred.
From the 12th to 15th centuries, the eastern Javanese, Hindu-Buddhist Majapahit kingdom was the
major power in Java, whose influence also spread through much of lower Southeast Asia through trade
and conquest. The royal courts of Mahapahit developed lavish performing arts that melded Indianinfluenced dance and music styles, Hindu notions of divine kingship and indigenous rituals to honor
nature and ancestors into distinctive Hindu-Javanese forms. At this time, western Java was home to a
loosely federated group of much smaller kingdoms – including the Hindu-Buddhist Sundanese
kingdom of Pajajaran, which encompassed the Cirebon area and was influenced by and paid tribute to,
but remained independent of Majapahit.
During the 15th and 16th centuries, Islam came to be the dominant religion of Java through the agency
of nine wali songo or holy men who spread Islam across the island. One of the nine wali, Sunan
Gunung Jati,65 was also the founder of the sultanate of Cirebon – which was first established after the
collapse of Majapahit and dissolution of Pejajaran and other local kingdoms in western Java by the
ascending power of the Islamic kingdom of Demak. Sunan Gunung Jati worked together with another
of the wali, Sunan Kalijaga, to disseminate the teachings of Islam in West Java. Sunan Kalijaga was
especially renown as a patron of the arts. Rather than trying to suppress the practices associated with
indigenous beliefs about nature spirits and ancestors or to prohibit the enactment of the adventures of
Hindu-Javanese deities and culture heroes associated with the existing arts of the region, they
supported and used these arts as vehicles for spreading the teachings of Islam.)
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Originally named Syekh Syarif Hidayatullah at birth, he was awarded the title of Sunan Gunung Jati after he succeeded in
elevating the kingdom of Cirebon to the status of a Sultanate. Ensiklopedi Islam, 1994:182. There are many stories in
circulation about Sunan Gunung Jati and they are filled with a mix of historical fact and legend. According to some sources
he was a brilliant military leader and religious teacher as early as 1478, when the Sultanate of Demak, which conquered
Majapahit, was first established, under the name Hidayatullah, while in other stories he was active around the 1520s under the
name Fatahillah – leading some scholars to think that there may have been more than one person who carried the title Sunan
Gunung Jati. The main points of the stories are that he was born either in Pasei, North Sumatra or in Pajajaran in West Java;
he was the son of a Pajajaran princess who studied Islam and married an Egyptian prince; he entered the service of
Trenggono, the second Sultan of Demak, whose younger sister he married. His legendary exploits include leading military
expeditions for Demak and subjugating the northwest coast of Java, including the then-Hindu state of Banten, blocking an
attempt by the Portugese to land at Sunda Kelapa (Jakarta) in 1527, and founding the sultanate of Cirebon, where he
continued to reign and teach Islam until his death around 1570.

Page 166 of 569

Under the influence of the wali songo, the arts of this region flourished and largely retained their outer
forms while the messages they carried were adjusted to convey Islamic values.66 Performance arts
previously restricted to the elites of the royal palaces of the Hindu-Javanese kingdoms were
democratized, made available to all classes of society to enjoy. The keraton or royal palace of the
sultanate of Cirebon would commission dramatic performances – including shadow puppet plays and
masked and unmasked dances – for which the price of admission was to recite the syahadat, the
Islamic profession of faith.67 Through this simple act the spectators become adherents of Islam.
Consequently, a great many of the old, pre-Islamic arts of West Java have survived relatively intact up
to the present, although their original meanings have changed. In some cases a syncretic relationship
developed between Islamic and indigenous beliefs while in others, performance forms rooted in older
practices survived mainly in association with Islamic holy days – so that audiences kept respecting
their sacredness although they might have little awareness of their pre-Islamic symbolism.
During the period of Dutch trade monopolies and colonization (from the late 17th to the middle of the
20th centuries), the keraton of Cirebon (which included four different palaces by the 19th century)
much resisted, and gradually ceded their power to the Dutch. Because of this, Cirebon's royalty had
relatively limited resources to devote to the patronage of the arts; while they occasionally
commissioned performances for royal events they never maintained large casts of dancers, musicians
and other artists as permanent residents in the palaces.68 As a result, the main locus for artistic
development continued to be the villages, where similar forms of dance, music, mask and puppet
theater evolved into an ever-diverse array of local styles, varying from one village to another, one
family of performing artists to another.
While many traditional performing arts are still found today in various parts of the Cirebon region,
modernization, especially since the 1970s, has effected significant changes to the economic and social
fabric of rural society; these changes have in turn caused the practice and popularity of traditional
performing arts to decline.
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Suryaatmadja, 1980:45.
The syahadat is the verse of confession recited in Arabic, which translates as: There is no God but Allah and Prophet
Muhammad is His messenger.
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The royal courts of Cirebon had relatively less resources to spend on the arts compared with the lavish patronage of artists
found in the royal courts of Central Java and elsewhere, either because those kingdoms were wealthier or less pervasively
controlled by the Dutch or had cultivated more collaborative and enriching relationships with the colonists. Personal
communication to the editor by Cirebon performing arts scholar, Dr. Kathy Foley, August 2007.
67

Page 167 of 569

For example, under the New Order regime in Indonesia (1966-1998), the national development agenda
placed great emphasis on supporting the growth of the industrial sector. Domestic industrial
development drove massive numbers of villagers to the cities. The poverty of the West Java region
also encouraged people from the villages to seek even more lucrative forms of employment overseas.
Urban and international labor migration combined with other aspects of modernization to bring about
profound and accelerated changes in rural people's values and lifestyles. These included the influx of
new, modern forms of music and dance, along with television, electronic communication and so on, all
of which encouraged the transformation of the function of the arts from expressions of the sacred into
secular forms of leisure-time entertainment.69
In the same period, the Indonesian state developed policies focusing on using the arts of the country's
hundreds of different ethnic groups to support the overall national political agenda of “unity in
diversity”. Policies to preserve and develop artistic traditions as symbols of national pride were
intended, and acted in part, to help these traditions survive. Yet at the same time, they inadvertently
influenced changes in the contexts in which these arts were performed and in how they were taught
and learned, which ultimately diminished their diversity and quality.
For example, art academies were set up in West Java, as in other provinces, to “professionalize” the
arts of the rural communities. Art forms that were once fluid and improvisational, learned through long
apprenticeship and commissioned in communities for local ceremonial purposes now became emblems
of regional culture, briefly taught as fixed styles and then performed by academy-trained performers
on proscenium stages in Jakarta and abroad.
These new contexts also influenced the timeframes for artistic performance. In the traditional context,
when artists were commissioned to perform on community festive occasions, there was no tight time
limitation; performances often went on for many hours, sometimes all day and all night. Whereas now,
the duration of performances was constrained and pre-set to fit the scheduling needs of the party
commissioning the art group.
For rural families that once specialized in traditional performing arts, these social, economic and
political changes disrupted the previously unbroken chain of transmission of artistic knowledge and
skill from one generation to the next. By the latter part of the 20th century, many performers who could
69
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trace their lineages as hereditary performers as far back as ten or more generations had been greatly
compromised or ceased to practice their arts at all.
Traditional master artists and community-based performance troupes that remain in Cirebon and
Indramayu regencies today are faced with a dilemma regarding their own economic survival as well as
the survival of their art forms. There are fewer and fewer young people studying these arts in
traditional apprenticeship roles, leaving most masters with no heirs. Traditional performing artists face
fierce competition from modern dangdut (a genre of Indonesian pop music with a strong beat
reminiscent of Hindi and Arabic pop music) groups and organ tunggal (electric keyboard and singer
bands) as increasingly more popular, less expensive choices for entertainment to accompany family
ceremonies that were formerly key sources of income for them.
It seems that most of the traditional performing arts have been increasingly fading away in the wake of
modernity. Yet there is an emerging counter-trend that may be a potential source of revitalization
today. That is, traditional art forms are receiving renewed attention from scholars, NGOs and
governments as valuable cultural artifacts and symbols of cultural pride – now in the framework of
social movements aimed at stopping the erosion of traditional culture and strengthening local identity
in the face of globalization.
This renewed interest in old art forms is manifesting itself in various ways. Government agencies at
national and regional levels have sponsored programs to increase training in traditional art forms in the
public school curriculum to satisfy demands for more “local content” and hold competitions for the
best student performances as an aspect of regional heritage promotion and management. Scholars and
NGOs are focusing efforts on revitalization within traditional settings – by encouraging masters to
train their children and grandchildren in their homes and promoting the commissioning of
performances as a part of local ceremonies – as well as by facilitating the arrangement of national and
international tours for the artists.
These initiatives are based on diverse (sometimes opposite) ideas about what artistic revitalization is,
what should be revitalized, in what context, and by and for whom. Their future impacts remain to be
seen. This research looks at two quite different projects to revitalize traditional performing arts of the
Cirebon region, how the project proponents have attempted to address these questions, and what
impacts their efforts have so far had.
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BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO THE SUBJECTS OF STUDY
The subjects of this study are artistic revitalization projects conducted by two grantees based in West
Java with financial support from the Kelola Foundation with funds from the Ford Foundation. They
are the Center for Topeng Cirebon Studies of Bandung and Sanggar Pringgading of Cirebon.
The Center for Topeng Cirebon Studies worked on revitalizing musical and other aspects of topeng
Cirebon (Cirebon masked dance), in collaboration with Sanggar Panji Asmara, a performance group
founded by the late dalang topeng (master topeng artist) Sujana Arja.
Topeng Cirebon is a distinctive style of masked performance that typically presents a series of solo
masked dances accompanied by music, with clowning between the dances. Topeng Cirebon embodies
a mystic philosophy of human life and the divine power that animates the universe. Topeng Cirebon
was traditionally performed by itinerant, family-based village troupes as a required part of certain
agricultural ceremonies, rituals to honor ancestors and rites of passage.
The control cases for the topeng Cirebon project are three sanggar (performing art studio or group) led
by other dalang topeng of the region: Sanggar Purwa Kencana, led by Nani; Sanggar Mimi Rasinah,
led by Mimi Rasinah; and the Sekar Muda group, led by Carpan.

A bodor or clown at a topeng performance
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Sanggar Pringgading worked on the revitalization of AngklungBungko by studying and adapting
aspects of this art form into their performance repertoire.
Angklung Bungko is a form of traditional performance art that is unique to the village of Bungko,
Cirebon. It is firmly rooted in the history of the village and its hero and founder, Ki Ageng Bungko
and plays an important role in the religious life of the community. It includes dancing, chanting and
singing to the accompaniment of a small ensemble of musicians playing a variety of percussion
instruments, most importantly, the angklung, a bamboo instrument found in just a few places in
Indonesia, and considered sacred in Bungko.

Two angklung of Bungko village

Today the group that performs angklung Bungko in Bungko is called Jaka Mulya. As the direct heir
and only performance group solely devoted to this artistic tradition, Jaka Mulya served as a training
resource in the initial phase of Pringgading's project, although it was not a specific subject of
revitalization or a key collaborator in the creative process that the project involved.
In most of the studies in this collection of reports, ‘control cases’ are presented in order to show how
other performing arts groups have approached the same issues that the revitalization project concerned
aimed to address, and thus, provide a standard against which the results of that project may be
compared. However, in this study, no formal control case is presented as a separate section of the
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report. Instead, the requisite control data and standard for comparison are furnished by the discussion
of Jaka Mulya that permeates every section of the report.

Topeng Cirebon
HISTORY AND MEANING OF THE ART BEING REVITALIZED
Topeng means both “mask” and “masked performance” in the Indonesian language, as well as in Old
Javanese.70 Thus, the term is used to designate various forms of performance involving masked
dancers accompanied by gamelan music, as well as the wooden masks that the dancers wear (except in
the Cirebon area,71 where the performance is called topeng while the physical mask is called kedok).72
The specific form of topeng that is the focus of this report is distinct from those of other regions, yet
varies a lot within the Cirebon region itself, where it is also known by diverse names: as topeng
Cirebon (masked dance of Cirebon) or simply topeng or topeng babakan (based on babak, which
means one act or scene). The latter name is the most descriptive, referring to the fact that the form
typically (although not always) consists of a series of solo masked dances or babak, each depicting a
single character, often performed by one master dancer known as dalang topeng, accompanied by a
small gamelan orchestra played by nayaga or musicians, with comic skits by bodor or
comedians/clowns interspersed between the masked dances.73 The skills and esoteric knowledge of
topeng were traditionally passed from one generation to the next in hereditary families of mask dance
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Dr. Matthew Cohen, personal communication to the editor, August 2007. (Old Javanese is
the language spoken and written over a period of approximately 500 years, from the 9th to
13th centuries; based on existing inscriptions, it was used in East and Central Java as well as
Bali and Madura).
71
In this report, Cirebon area is used to refer to the general culture area that was formerly
ruled by the sultanate of Cirebon and includes the present day city of Cirebon and regency of
Cirebon as well as the regency of Indramayu and parts of the neighboring regencies of
Majalenkala and Subang.
72
According to Suryaatmaja, 1980:35, the word topeng itself is thought to have been derived
from the words ‘ketop-ketop’ and ‘gepeng’ – meaning 'shining' and 'flat' respectively and
referring to two coin-like objects, about 1 cm in diameter, which hang from the front of the
headdress still worn by Topeng Cirebon dancers today.
73
In some variations, notably in Losari, there may be two dancers on stage at once depicting
interacting characters, or a musician may double as a dalang or narrator to relate the plot or
dialogue, but most often the movements of the mask dance are left to speak for themselves.
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performers, known as turunan dalang topeng. These dalang topeng were highly respected in their
communities as holders of great spiritual power, while the masks themselves were considered sacred.
Written documentation of the history of the form before the 20th century is scant and not very
accurate.74 When asked about the origin of their art form, the dalang topeng of the hereditary topeng
families of the villages of Cirebon and Indramayu commonly claim to be descendents of the wali
songo (the holy men who spread Islam across Java in the late 15th and early 16th centuries). Most
refer to Sunan Kalijaga or Sunan Panggung (who is sometimes said to be Kalijaga's son or student,
sometimes said to be identical with Kalijaga). Some say that Sunan Gunung Jati invented the sibling
arts of topeng and wayang or puppet theatre – which were in some cases both practiced in the same
families – and used these arts to proselytize Islam, although most agree that it was Sunan Kalijaga who
first brought the form to the area.
However, much of this is legend – there is no historical evidence that the wali themselves were
actually performing artists, and it is clear that the ideas of topeng in Cirebon were modified in the
period of Islamization from much earlier forms.
Certain ritual practices and spiritual beliefs connected with the training and performance of the dalang
topeng, and with the handling of the masks, although inflected with Islamic ideas, are strongly rooted
in very ancient, indigenous traditions of animism and ancestor worship that pre-date Hinduism in Java.
Further, the Panji mask characters that are commonly used in topeng Cirebon clearly link it to older
forms of topeng developed in the royal courts of Hindu-Buddhist Java well before the coming of
Islam. Available information about the nature of artistic patronage in the keraton of Cirebon also
suggests that topeng performance was a village-based artistic tradition that may already have been
established at the time when the sultanate of Cirebon was founded. These antecedents are discussed
below.
The use of masks to invoke and represent spirits, ancestors and deities is widely thought to have been a
component of the most primordial rituals of indigenous groups across Indonesia. In such dances, the
masks functioned to hide the identity of the human dancer, who would typically have his or her head
lowered, not looking directly to the front, so that the spirit entering the mask would not enter the
wearer but rather, be held in the mask. The purpose of inviting spirits to dwell in a mask was to unite
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Matthew Cohen, personal communication to the editor, August 2007.
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the realm of ancestors and gods with the realm of humans, in order to harness the universal energy that
brings wellbeing and prosperity or conversely, to avert disease and misfortune.
A number of old Javanese texts exist that provide clear information about masked dance dramas being
performed in Java from the 12th to 15th centuries, and possibly as early as the 11th century.75 Most
often cited by scholars are the Negarakertagama and Pararaton (from the 14th and 15th centuries
respectively), which describe a masked dance drama known as raket or sori-tekes, which was
performed in the Majapahit royal courts and melded earlier practices of ancestral/spirit visitation with
Hindu notions of divine kingship.
The stories dramatized in raket were taken from the Panji cycle – a set of narratives that originated in
pre-Majapahit East Java.76 The main protagonist is Prince Panji of Jenggala kingdom, and the plots
concern his adventures in search of his lost love, Princess Candrakirana of Daha/ Kediri kingdom. In
their travels, prince and princess are often disguised, and Panji must fight many rivals before the lovers
are reunited. In Javanese thinking, the stories are parables of universal dualism – Panji symbolizes day,
sun and man, while Candrakirana represents night, moon and the essence of femininity; Panji is
refined while his adversaries are coarse; the main idea is that life is made up of opposing but mutually
complementary principles that are equally necessary and must be joined or wed in order to achieve
harmony.
According to the Nagarakertagama and Pararaton, Hayam Wuruk, king of Majapahit at the height of
its power (14th century), always danced raket, assuming multiple roles in the stories.77 In this era,
kings were Dewaraja – no mere humans but rather semi-divine beings. Thus, no one but the king was
allowed to perform these mask characters, which were not regarded as mere mythical characters, but as
representations of royal ancestors. Some passages in the manuscripts relate how the king performed in
a golden mask before a select audience composed only of women of the royal family, and how he had
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Soedarsono, Classical Javanese Dance: History and Characterization, Ethnomusicology
Vol. 13 No. 3, September 1969.
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The stories are set in the 11th century kingdom of Jenggala and refer to a historical prince of this kingdom,
Raden Panji Asmarabangun, who was also reputed to be a great dalang and is sometimes credited with staging
the first wayangwong (or wayang with human actors instead of puppets), which served to dramatize the exploits
of the kingdom and divine genealogy of its rulers, and was a precursor of later forms where the performers wore
masks. However, some scholars today claim that the Panji stories date as far back as the 9th century AD. During
the Mahapahit era, the Panji stories spread across Southeast Asia, and variations of the Panji stories can be found
in the Javanese, Balinese, Malay, Thai, Lao, Khmer and Burmese languages.
77

Soedarsono, 1969, ibid.
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first to practice abstinence and meditate to acquire the inner power necessary to master the opposing
forces to be invoked in dancing the masks.78
In addition to raket, the Mahapahit courts also evolved other forms of full-length, masked dancedrama known as wayang wong or wayang waang, in which larger casts of human actors played the
roles of the characters of the wayang (leather shadow puppet theater) based on stories from the
Ramayana epic, accompanied by gamelan orchestras and narration of the characters' dialogues and
story by a narrator known as a dalang.
The precise origins or time of entry of topeng in the Cirebon area are uncertain. Some scholars, based
on their reading of local babad (royal genealogical chronicles), the claimed bloodlines of the village
topeng masters, and the presence of characters from the Panji stories, believe that topeng Cirebon was
a direct descendent of raket, first introduced to Cirebon in the late 15th century. That is, they speculate
that it was following the defeat of Mahapahit by the ascending power of the Islamic sultanate of
Demak that raket was brought west along the north coast of Java, together with Demak's political and
religious influence, to the newly established sultanates of West Java (Cirebon as well as Banten),
where it formed the basis for the later spread of topeng traditions into the villages of the Cirebon
area.79
Other scholars believe that village topeng traditions based on Hindu-Buddhist-inflected local practices
pre-dated Islamization in Cirebon. Based on personal communications with two respected scholars and
performers of Cirebonese performing arts, Matthew Cohen and Kathy Foley, the following alternative
picture emerges: The form known as topeng Cirebon or topeng babakan today seems to be a
composite of the two older, courtly masked dance-drama forms, raket and wayang wong, which quite
possibly already existed there in the period when Sunan Gunung Jati established the sultanate
78

80

and

Sumardjo, Jakob, Filosofi Topeng Cirebon, Khazana Suplemen Pikiran Rakyat, 29 January
2004.
79
ibid. Sumardjo writes of a babad that relates how Raden Patah, the first ruler of Demak and
a relative of the Mahapahit lineage who had converted to Islam, danced the mask of Kelana
(the coarse-mannered king who is one of Prince Panji's arch rivals in the Panji stories) before
the defeated Majapahit king Brawijaya as his audience, as a demonstration that the dominant
power in Java had been transferred from Majapahit to Demak. Sumardjo also notes that it is
only in the sultanates of West Java that this topeng tradition survived, whereas in the
hinterland-based sultanates that successively replaced Demak as Java's power centers – Pajang
and Mataram – only unmasked dramas based on the Panji stories were to continue.
80
Matthew Cohen, personal communication to the editor, August 2007.
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were then supported by the keraton and imbued with Islamic ideas. Based on available literature
regarding the sultanate during the period of Dutch trade and colonization (late 16th to 19th centuries)
topeng was very much a village-based, rather than a courtly tradition, in the sense that the sultanate
occasionally commissioned performances at the keraton but never maintained topeng artists or mask
collections at the royal courts.81 Rather, the dalang topeng lived in the villages and were brought to
the palace when required, and so, the same village artists might perform small-scale masked dances
(topeng babakan) in the villages during the day and more elaborate, full-length masked plays in a story
format, with a dalang to narrate the stories, and a larger cast and full gamelan ensemble (known as
wayang wong or wayang topeng) in the keraton at night.82
As previously noted, performances of topeng and other art forms, both in the palaces and in the
villages, served the sultanate and wali songo as vehicles for proselytizing, so that the forms were
retained but modified or reinterpreted to reflect Islamic teachings. Thus, for those who embraced
Islam, topeng was no longer tied to ideas of divine kingship or restricted to royal performers and
audiences. Nor was it perceived as a representation of divinity (as Islam prohibits the depiction of
divinity in any graphic or human form). Rather, it was transformed into a poetic meditation on
transcendent reality that was consistent with Islamic mysticism.
Like the Mahapahit king in the past, the dalang topeng still fasted, meditated and otherwise practiced
self-discipline to build up the spiritual mastery considered necessary to dance in the masks, so that the
art of topeng retained its sense of sacredness, now understood in an Islamic frame of reference. Yet a
certain syncretism between Islam and earlier belief systems remained and has persisted up to now. As
described by Matthew Cohen,
"Hereditary performers of topeng treat topeng as a spiritual calling. Some recite incantations
before they perform, requesting the permission of Sunan Panggung to perform, or asking that
Sunan Panggung inhabit their body. Some burn incense or give offerings. Similar sorts of
incantations and offerings are given by other traditional artists – these practices are a mixture of
Islamic, Hindu-Buddhist and local customs." 83

81
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ibid.
Kathy Foley, personal communication to the editor, August 2007.

Matthew Cohen, personal communication to the editor, August 2007. Cohen added that “the masks are also
considered sacred objects – there are a number of dalang topeng who will not sell their masks at any price.
(Most are not so attached to their masks, however, and thousands of antique topeng have been sold in recent
years.”)
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In the more abridged versions of the mask dance dramas that developed in the villages, the characters
are usually based on the Panji stories (and sometimes mixed with characters from other folk tale cycles
and the Ramayana as well). However unlike in raket or wayang wong/ wayang topeng, here the stories
are submerged in the dance, possibly as a result of Islamization. That is, the focus is not so much on
acting out the story as on embodying and expressing the archetypal qualities and emotions of the
characters. As noted by Kathy Foley, the specific characters and number of characters performed in
any particular village vary, but at least four types – very refined, semi-refined, warrior and emotionally
uncontrolled – are always present, and it is in being danced in a series that they take on meaning as a
living metaphor of the power that animates the universe:
“This power is not of itself good or evil; human, animal or divine. Though containers change, the
power is the same. Energy that in one manifestation may be a human being, may at other points
in time be thought to inhabit the body of a tiger, or after death to lodge within a tree or reside atop
a mountain. The human soul participates in this deific power as does each thing, and our
individual bodies are tools whereby we can begin to experience and, gradually understand this
larger power cycling through the world. The dancer or dalang … who moves many different
figures but is not bound forever to any single one, is an exercise in how unitary power activates/is
active in the universe. By moving away from oneself in puppetry and mask performance, one
better understands the potentialities of the self: the possibility for positive and/or negative
actualizations of this power latent within all beings.” 84
Freed of text and plot, the symbolic meaning of topeng became open to a myriad of mystical
interpretations. According to Matthew Cohen,
“Symbolic interpretations of the masks of topeng are rife. … Suluk Topeng [an 18th century poem
on the meaning of topeng] argues that for the discerning spectator of topeng, ‘what is visible/
given to ponder, is the performer in my own self.’ A more standard interpretation in circulation
today (promoted by the late dalang topeng Sujana Arja and others) is that the canonical set of five
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Kathy Foley, The Bodies of the Performer in West Java, undated paper, version of an article later published as
My Bodies: The Performer in West Java, The Drama Review (TDR), Vol. 34, No. 2, Summer, 1990.
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mask dances (Panji, Samba, Rumyang, Tumenggung, Kelana) represents a journey through the life
cycle [although] it should be emphasized that this selection of five masks is not universal.”85
The popular interpretation of topeng as a journey through the life cycle seems especially logical and
resonant given that, outside of the palaces and noble houses of the sultanate, topeng was a requisite
part of the ceremonial life cycle of villages throughout the region. Village communities, families and
individuals would commission topeng on numerous ritual occasions. The topeng was often combined
with wayang as well, so the dalang topeng troupes often included shadow puppeteers as well as
dancers, musicians and clowns.
The events where topeng was commissioned by whole communities included feasts and ceremonies
such as such as sedekah bumi (a ritual held before planting in the hope of securing a prosperous
harvest); mapag tamba (a ritual held to protect the rice fields from pestilence and disease); and mapag
sri (a ritual held to express gratitude for the harvest, following the first harvest of each year) in farming
communities. Meanwhile, in fishing communities, topeng was commissioned as part of nadran,

a

ritual that marks the end of the sailing period due to the coming of the rainy season, in which animals
are sacrificed as offerings to the ruler of the seas to ask for good yields in the next season. Perhaps
most famously, topeng was commissioned as part of ngarot, an annual coming-of-age event in which a
male topeng performer entertained young women hoping to get married.86
Additionally, families commissioned topeng to celebrate weddings and circumcisions and unjungan
(annual visits to the graves of ancestors to honor their spirits and ask them for blessings); individuals
commissioned topeng to honor kaul, that is, a promise or vow a person had made to hold a topeng in
the event of successfully achieving a certain desired outcome (for example, a sick person might vow to
hold a topeng upon recovering from illness, and was bound to honor this promise when he or she got
well).
In the rainy seasons, when commissioned performances for feasts and ceremonies in their immediate
and nearby communities were less frequent, the small family-based topeng troupes would take to the
road, sometimes for days, weeks or even months at a time, travelling from village to village on foot,
performing in exchange for food and money in markets, at village crossroads or anywhere they could
85

Matthew Cohen, personal communication to the editor, August 2007.
Matthew Cohen, ibid. While the young women were entertained by a topeng dancer, the young men of marriageable age
were entertained by a ronggeng (transvestite dancer); today the ronggeng has been replaced by modern dangdut (Indonesian
pop music) or organ tunggal (electronic keyboard and singer) group.
86

Page 178 of 569

find a good space to attract an audience, and in house yards of people who would invite them to come
in and perform, and then ask for more if they liked what they saw.
Topeng scholar and musicologist, Endo Suanda has described how the topeng babakan form evolved
in the context of this busking tradition, which was known as bebarang or barangan (or ngamen in
other parts of Java).87 There are good descriptions and illustrations of topeng babakan being performed
by itinerant street troupes in colonial Batavia and other cities of West Java as far back as the 17th
century.88 Suanda also argues that barangan was not only important as a means of promotion for the
artists but also as a way for them to supplement their earnings from seasonal commissioned work.
In an interview with the Indonesian newspaper, Kompas in 2006, the late dalang topeng Sujana Arja,
then 68, recalled how in his youth, his family would bebarang when harvest time came around, going
from house to house to perform. They would be paid in rice, using a bakdeng system – one bedeng or
approximately 30 kilos of rice for one babak or scene. He also remarked that this tradition was a
continuation of an older tradition of itinerant performance under palace patronage, in the days when
the “ticket” was paid not with money but with the recital of the syahadat. 89
Bebarang also provided invaluable learning opportunities for novice performers. Becoming a dalang
topeng took a long time and great commitment. Topeng dancers usually began learning the art at a
very young age, by going along when their families were commissioned to perform in the community.
Thoroughly immersed in the art through repeated and close observation, they would essentially pick up
the art by osmosis. Their parents would then begin to correct their performance in their spare time.
Once they felt the child was capable, they would let him or her take part in barangan, which became a
kind of test for the young dancer to pass, by performing for the first time in front of a live audience.
Aside from dance training, a child apprentice also had go through other tests, such as regular fasting,
to reach the level of discipline and purity required to become a dalang topeng, which was why people
commonly believed that dalang topeng had special charisma or mystical power. This power was also
thought to be effective in attracting more performance commissions.
According to the dalang topeng informants interviewed for this report, until the 1940s or 1950s, it
used to be quite normal for their families to be commissioned to perform up to 200 times a year; thus,
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between commissioned work and barangan, the more successful troupes had almost continuous work
year round.
In hard times, when crops failed, they might have to travel very far just to get enough rice to eat, but at
least had a skill they could rely on to survive. This meant that although they were in some ways
marginal, depending on income from one performance to the next, topeng performers were relatively
secure in meeting basic needs as long as they were performing, since food and shelter would always be
provided as part of their commissions. In times of plenty they could raise a fair amount of cash in
exchange for performing, both through saweran – the money contributed by members of the audience
during a performance – as well as lump sum payments by the host. In short, topeng was a decent way
to make a living and so, it was natural for topeng performers to encourage their children to take up the
family profession, and to assume that they would do so. 90
These conditions were not to last. The decades immediately preceding and following Indonesia's
declaration of independence were filled with periods of political turbulence, food insecurity and
economic hardship, culminating in the bloodbaths that followed the alleged communist coup of 1965.
After that, industrialization and modernization under the New Order regime from the early 1970s
onward affected changes in the lives of rural farming and fishing communities of the area that caused
topeng as a village performance tradition to go into decline.
Today, although there are still a handful of dalang topeng in the area and some topeng performances
continue to be commissioned, these occasions are much less frequent, less wide spread than they were
50 years ago. Trends vary from one locale to another. In Losari, there are still fishing communities that
commission topeng once a year for nadran. In Indramayu, topeng is still regularly commissioned for
life rituals – circumcisions, weddings, unjungan and ngarot – in traditional outdoor settings. Whereas
elsewhere, topeng is rarely commissioned or if it is, it is combined with dangdut (pop music with a
strong beat combining Hindi film music, urban Arab pop and Malay song elements) and tayuban
(social/couple dancing). Sometimes, when traditional topeng performances alone are commissioned
for wedding receptions, they are held in rented rooms, accompanied by music from CDs rather than
live musicians.
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In the course of interviews with the older generation of dalang topeng, I heard many stories about how their
elders put them through very tough, and to some extent, forced training when they were young children. These
stories underlined the fact that elders of today's masters never doubted that their children would follow in their
footsteps, and they could be uncompromisingly strict in preparing them for this role.
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The particular forces at play in the decline of topeng in modern times will be discussed in greater
detail below in the Decline of the Art Form. Before that, however, the next section will first provide a
glimpse of what a typical topeng performance is like today, covering the appearance, symbolism and
relationships of the key elements – setting, mask characters, music, dance movements and costumes –
as well as the seemingly incongruent coupling of topeng with dangdut.

DESCRIBE THE ART FORM BEING REVITALIZED: WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE
TODAY?
During the few weeks that made up the research period, I had the chance to witness a range of
different topeng performances in West Cirebon and Indramayu: Some of them were performances we
commissioned to be filmed for this research; others were connected with ceremonies; still others took
place in secular contexts. The ceremonial occasions included performances at a wedding of a topeng
dancer and instructor of a sanggar in Cirebon, a circumcision celebration in a village called Trisi in
Indramayu, another wedding in another village in Indramayu where Wangi had been invited to
perform, and a memorial gathering of Wangi's own family. The secular settings included a school
graduation in Indramayu and a topeng contest at Keraton Kasepuhan in Cirebon. The following
description covers the highlights of what I saw and learned at these diverse performances.
The set for the topeng performance typically includes a temporary wooden stage decorated with a
display of various kinds of foods and drinks, which are hung on strings along the front of the stage as a
symbolic representation of the prosperity, fertility and well being of people and nature that the
ceremony is aimed to celebrate and promote.
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Food and drink as symbols of land fertility

When the topeng company arrives at the performance location, they place their instruments on the
stage along with a large wooden box that represents the soul of the topeng performance: this is the
container where the masks are kept before and after they are used, and all dances start with the dancer
sitting down cross-legged in front of the box and facing the musicians, who sit beside and behind the
box. In many dance arrangements, the dancers also repeatedly return to the box as a central point of
reference during the performance. Additionally, the box also serves as a key musical instrument, as
further described below. At some point in advance of the performance, incense is burned and offerings
are laid out before the instruments and box on the stage. Then when the performers are ready to begin,
they gather into their positions around the box and pray together to complete the consecration of the
performance.
The specific topeng characters danced and the dance styles practiced by individual dalang topeng from
different areas vary. While most of them are mainly based on the characters of the Panji stories, very
few, notably, the topeng performances of Losari in East Cirebon, actually present story episodes with
plots, with more than one dancer onstage at once acting and interacting in their roles as characters in a
story. Most are focused on presenting the individual mask characters, their archetypal traits and
emotions. There may be a few topeng dancers involved but only one dancer on stage at a time,
performing a solo dance of each mask in turn, as described below.
Most commonly, a set of five major mask characters are performed in the following order of
appearance: 91 Panji, Pamindo, Rumyang, Tumenggung and Kelana.
The Panji character is a noble person who is calm, wise, humble and able to resist any temptation, yet
has the purity and innocence of a newborn baby. He simultaneously represents the historical and
legendary figure, Prince Panji, as well as being an archetype of the undivided wholeness of human
nature. His mask is pure white, with half opened eyes and a slight smile.92 The character of the mask
is reflected in highly refined, gentle, extremely slow and minimal body movements, in stark contrast to
the loud and clamorous gamelan music to which they are performed.
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As previously mentioned, this sequence of five masks is common but not universal; the number and order of characters also
varies; and sometimes, the Pamindo character is called Samba and the Tummengung character is called Patih instead.
Additionally, in the Indramayu area, I also saw a sixth character that is a variation of Kelana, called Kelana Udeng.
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Pergelaran Topeng Cirebon, 2002:13
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Panji mask performed by dalang topeng Wangi

Because of the stillness of the movements, the Panji dancer must control his or her breathing such that
it does not show; the chest must remain as still as possible. The feet are held in a broad open position
with the knees bent, holding the weight of the upper part of the body, which is maintained in a
relatively fixed position throughout the dance. There is only a slow gliding of the feet to move
forward, with the rest of the body held very still. This dance is very difficult to do and takes a lot of
practice to master, due to the high level of control and subtlety it demands.
See DVD: Panji performed by Wangi

The second character, Pamindo, is a playful youth, a person just coming of age and enjoying life. His
mask is light in color, with half opened eyes, a slightly turned up nose and slightly open mouth, like
the mouth of a laughing person. The movements of this character are dynamic, lively and flirtatious;
the dancer uses the stage space more freely and has far more expressive movements than Panji, with
wide strides and wide arm-opening positions, with the arms raised halfway between hip and shoulder
height.
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Pamindo mask danced by dalang Rasinah

The third character, Rumyang is similar in nature to Pamindo, only older, more mature and worldly – a
person who has come to know life. His mask is sometimes pink and sometimes light brown. His
movements are dynamic, faster than Panji's, and similar to but slower, more cautious than Pamindo's.
Some people say that Rumyang represents the return to youthfulness in older age.

The fourth character, Tumenggung is a strong, high-ranking male character with the strength and
daring of a soldier, a mature person who holds power. His mask is pink or light brown, with wide-open
eyes, a moustache, beard and long nose. 93 His movements are dynamic and expressive, like Pamindo's
and Rumyang's but firmer, with smaller strides and arms held open higher, just below shoulder level.

93

Ibid.
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Tumenggung mask danced by Erli

The fifth character, Kelana, represents a strong but greedy and crude person, a king who is full of
anger and unable to control his appetites or emotions. His mask is red with round, wide-open eyes, a
thick moustache and beard, long nose and gaping mouth.94 Kelana's movements are brimming with
energy, expansive, freeing the dancer to move about the whole stage, with open arms held highest of
all the characters, at shoulder level. In formal terms, the dance of Kelana is the extreme opposite of the
dance of Panji.

Kelana mask performed by Wangi
94

Ibid.
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See DVD: Kelana performed by Wangi

The next mask is Kelana Udeng. This dance uses a similar mask as the Kelana one, except the dancer
does not wear a sobrah headdress, but an ikat tied piece of head wear tied from a piece of lose cloth.
This dance depicts the relatively more carefree nature of the king off from his daily duties. Therefore,
he is free to do anything he pleases. This Kelana dance would also be performed around this time. The
next call to prayer at sunset, maghrib, would give the opportunity for the performers to take another
break. The performance would continue again after the break by returning to the Panji Topeng.

Kelana Udeng danced by dalang Carpan

The musical instruments and style of music played to accompany the dancers are distinctive. The
instruments include the kendang (a hollow wooden drum with a leather skin), saron (an xylophonelike instrument consisting of a wooden box with bars of bronze and steel fixed across the top, which
are struck with a wooden stick), kenong (round, hollow brass instrument), ketuk (similar to kenong),
kecrek (made of flat metal slats), and gong. Additionally, there is the wooden box, sometimes with a
round piece of beaten metal attached to one side. The lead musician (who is also a main clown, can
speak to the dancer in performance, and is known as a dalang as well) strikes the side of the box using
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a large wooden mallet, along with playing a pair of cymbals by hitting them against one another or
using the mallet.
There are usually at least ten musicians in the ensemble. Although the gamelan instruments are the
same as the ones used in other parts of Java (with the exception of the wooden box), the gamelan is
less complete and the method of playing, especially the drumming on the kendang, is quite different,
as it is usually done using wooden sticks rather than the palms of the hands. The lead instruments for
topeng are the kendang and saron.

Pak Carpan playing the Kendang

The relationship between the topeng dancer and the nayaga or musicians – especially the kendang and
saron players – is critical, in that the whole performance is based on their close cooperation and
coordination. The kendang player is responsible for producing the beat while the saron player is
responsible for the melody. The dancer must be able to communicate with them ahead of time to
convey the choreography of the dance and work out an agreement on the order and timing of
movements, when specific beats need to be introduced, and so on. The dancer tells the musicians what
rhythms he or she needs and the musicians then play as agreed. During the performance, the dancer
leads and signals the musicians when he or she wants to shift to the next movement. Because the
topeng is by nature highly improvisational, the musicians have to pay close attention to any changes or
additions the dancer makes throughout the actual performance.
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The professional relationship between dancer and musicians has usually developed over a long period
of time. Traditionally, the dancer, kendang player and saron player would be members of the same
family, with strong bonds and mutual understanding based on working together on many
commissioned performances or panggungan.95
The musical compositions vary from one mask dance to another. Traditionally, each composition was
about an hour long, although today they may be shorter. Each has a three-part structure: the beginning,
known as dodoan; the middle, known as unggah tengah, where the rhythm of the music is played
faster than in the first part; and the finale or deder, where the music is played even faster.
The dancing consists of various movements, focusing especially on coordinated hand and arm
movements aimed to express the character of the mask being performed. Like the music, each dance
also consists of three segments, each with a specific set of movements that combines jogedan
(repetitive, symmetrical movements) with alihan (asymmetrical, transitional movements). Most of the
dances are paced to match the rhythmic progression of the music, e.g., when the rhythm becomes
faster, the set of movements are also performed faster. The exception is the dance of Panji, where the
music and dance are opposing forces, a collision of anxiety and calm, chaos and peace. 96
One of the most distinctive and important aspects of topeng is that the dancer has a wealth of
movements or sets of movements available for use. The dancers are free to improvise their
choreographies, and in the past, they needed to develop varied repertoires, especially given the length
of time available to them to perform a single character and the fact that they sometimes danced the
same character more than once during the course of a performance commissioned to accompany a
ceremony from morning until night. The same mask can be interpreted in a variety of different ways,
using different sequences of movements or different movements altogether from one time to another.
Because there is no set choreography for any of the dances, different dancers have very different sets
of movements to reveal the character of the same mask.
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For example, in the case of dalang topeng Carpan (one of the control cases to be discussed later), his last kendang player
was his late brother and his saron player is his sister. Carpan told me that because they had grown up performing together
they understood each other well; he felt his brother was the best kendang player for him, because he felt mantap or assured
and confident when his brother played the kendang for him when he danced. In the case of dalang topeng Wangi, she has
worked together with her present saron player since 1993 and with her kendang player since 1999.
96

Amsar Suanda, 1989:83.
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The bodor or clowns come onstage to entertain the audience at intervals between masked dances or at
pre-agreed points in the performance of a single masked character. These comic interludes allow the
dalang topeng opportunities to rest between extended dance acts, which may last up to one hour,
especially when there is only one dancer performing all the main characters. The clown usually begins
to interact with the dancer to create a transition, in which the dancer can sit down to rest beside the
wooden box while the clown takes over. When the dalang topeng has regained strength he or she
signals to or interacts again with the clown, who eventually retires to the side.

Bodors (clowns) interrupt the performance
The clowns generally banter with the musicians and the audience, ape the movements of the topeng
dancer, and mime farting, picking fleas out of their hair and an assortment of other ‘base’ actions.
They are at once foolish yet wise, brimming with social commentary hidden in bawdy humor. A
clown may also burst onto the stage in the middle of an act, boasting that he or she is as good a dancer
as the dalang topeng, mimicking the dance in a way that is so funny that the audience breaks into
laughter.

The musicians may give the clowns a hard time, telling them their headdress is on

backwards or changing the music and telling them they've got the wrong mask on. Aside from giving
the main dancer a chance to relax, these slapstick exchanges also serve to give the audience a break
when the performers notice that audience attention is flagging or members of the audience are getting
restless or walking away.
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As noted above, a major clown role is often played by the musician who uses the wooden box as a
"drum", talks to the dancers during the performance and is also referred to as a dalang. Other times,
dalang topeng themselves may play the main clown role – interrupting their own performances by
removing their masks, then putting on clown masks or otherwise shifting into a comic character to
change the pace of the performance.
The costume for topeng includes the mask (topeng or kedok), headdress (sobrah), three-quarter length
colored trousers and a matching short-sleeved top, a batik cloth worn around the waist, a long colored
sash, a smaller batik cloth or juwana that is pulled over the neck and covers the back, a piece of
decorated cloth or kace that is worn around the neck and falls on the chest, a black tie or dasi
decorated with brooches, and finally, a decorated belt to fix the costume into place, and a bracelet.

Pak Carpan demonstrating the sobrah, or headdress
The masks of the principal characters are held in place by biting down on a piece of leather attached to
the inside of the mask’s lip. Since a closed mouth is required to hold the mask in place, it is rare for the
dancers to speak, but if they do, they lift the mask up slightly off the face with the hand in order to do
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so. The exception is the clowns, who wear either heavy makeup or half masks that feature very
distorted or comical faces and are tied onto the head, leaving them free to speak. In most but not all of
the dances, the dalang topeng begins performing unmasked, then puts on the mask as part of the
opening movements of the performance.
The sobrah headdress is made of human hair arranged around and affixed to a leather base to form a
round headdress. On the front of headdress is a leather decoration called jamang. On either side are
long pieces of string hung with colored woolen balls. These are called sumping and are held and tossed
about as part of the dancer's hand movements and to signal the musicians when the dancer wants to go
to the next movement. The sumping length varies according to the dancer's height but should roughly
come down to the middle of the dancer's thigh.
According to dalang topeng Wangi, in the past, Panji would always be performed in the morning
while Pamindo was performed before dhuhur, the first call to prayer during the day, around 12.00.
After the dhuhur break came the next characters, Rumyang and Tumenggung, followed by another
prayer break at 3.00 pm. After that, it was time for Kelana, which usually lasted until just before the
call to sunset prayer, maghrib. The performers would take a break at this point and then resume in the
evening to play all the characters a second time around, often going well into the night. Sometimes,
depending on the host's request, the topeng was held only in the daytime, followed by a wayang
performance in the evening. When full topeng performances are commissioned for ceremonies today
they are usually held in the daytime from around 10 a.m. to 4 p.m., with two 30-minute breaks to allow
people to say their noon and mid-afternoon prayers.
Topeng has been considered sacred for centuries and, especially when it is commissioned for
community ceremonies such as ngarot or mapag sri, the dalang topeng is still treated with utmost
respect as a person considered to have special powers; there is a tangible air of reverence and rapt
attention in the audience when a skilled dalang topeng is performing.
However, in other performances commissioned for circumcisions, weddings and other family
gatherings today, topeng performances are very often combined, at the host's request, with tayuban or
social dancing accompanied by dangdut. Here, members of the audience can invite the dalang topeng
to couple dance, then give them payments at the end of the dance. A relatively recent phenomenon,
this is considered a way to attract and then keep spectators interested, especially the men and boys in
the audience. People fear that without it, no one will come to watch the performance. While some
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topeng artists refuse to do this even if it means losing the commission, others agree to it because they
cannot afford to lose the income the engagement will bring them.
In the performances that I saw, mixed programs of this type happened especially when the topeng
dancers invited to perform were female, although once I witnessed both male and female performers
being asked to dance with the audience. There were a great many dangdut requests on this occasion,
and people there said this was because of the very large number of young people attending.

Topeng dancers moving to dangdut music

I observed that in these contexts, the dangdut and topeng portions of the program were kept distinct.
Dangdut was featured before the topeng performance as a way of gathering the audience; the dalang
topeng danced with members of the audience onstage but did not wear their masks when they became
social dance partners. Once the dancer changed into topeng attire, a shift in the attitude in the audience
made the shift from entertainment to sacred dance clear; people from the audience did not go onstage
once the topeng dance was underway.
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Audience at village performance
However, on one occasion, two men went up on stage and danced together on one side of the stage
while the masked topeng dancer was in the middle of performing. Another dancer watching from the
sidelines said it was only because the men were drunk; otherwise, they would never dare disturb the
dancer in the middle of a topeng performance.

Vendors selling food and children’s toys are
usually present at topeng performance
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Two seemingly drunk men mount the stage during the topeng perform
On another occasion, the topeng performance in progress was completely cut short when a group of
men, apparently quite drunk, began loudly offering money to fill dangdut requests. After a long series
of these requests, the audience began getting restless, especially a group of women sitting next to
Wangi and me. This was in fact a gathering of Wangi’s own family in memory of a relative who had
recently died, so she knew most of the audience well.

Young topeng on stage as they with for their turns to dance
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Finally an older woman of the family told the musicians that the audience would like the topeng to
resume and directed Wangi to take the stage. Wangi stepped up and did Kelana's dance in her street
clothes, without a costume. The audience was awestruck and the children drew closer and watched
intently as she burst into anger and might, transforming herself in a flash into Kelana. The wooden box
was nowhere to be seen (someone must have moved it when the dangdut requests started taking over).
So, in quick improvisation, she brought her foot down on a bodor's shoulders to rest, just as she would
have landed it on the box had it been there. The bodor jolted and the crowd roared into laughter in
surprise.
This experience was a powerful demonstration of just how improvised a topeng performance can be
and how important a role the audience plays; because of the interactive nature of topeng, the audience
has some power to shape the performance. Not only can they show their appreciation by giving
saweran to the artists; they can also affect the whole emotional tone and direction – sacred or profane,
serious or slapstick – of the performance the dalang topeng gives them by the way they respond.97

DESCRIBE THE REASONS FOR THE DECLINE OF THE ART
As noted in the History and Meaning of the Art Form above, the art of topeng Cirebon has gradually
declined over the past 50 years due to a number of significant political, and socioeconomic changes in
society. "Decline" here is meant in several different senses: first, in that the frequency and number of
performances have gone down; second, in that fewer and fewer new dalang topeng have been trained;
third, in that some aspects of the art have disappeared or are on the verge of disappearing; fourth, in
that while topeng is taught in schools, there has been a decrease in the quality of performance; and
97

The audiences I observed were by no means uniform in response but quite layered, with
different members of the audience wielding different degrees of power. This power difference
was often manifested along gender lines, especially in Gadingan, where the audience was
composed of few men, all seated on chairs above stage level, some of them drunk, while the
women and children sat on mats on the floor. In the village of Pilangsari, the majority of the
spectators were women and young children, who stayed put for most of the performance. In
Terisi, there were more men than usual and also many more young people, which may have
been the reason there were so many dangdut requests. Generally, the most appreciative
spectators seemed to be the women and children. While not that many teenagers or single
young adults stayed to watch a full round of topeng, most of the dancers were quite young,
usually in their early to mid twenties, one only 16, one in her early 30s.
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fifth, in that general public interest in topeng has faded. The reasons for these different aspects of
decline are explored below.
The years following Indonesia's Independence in the1950s and early 1960s, brought some tough times,
rising poverty and food insecurity, which reduced the number of commissioned performances and sent
the topeng troupes further afield for longer time periods just to meet basic food needs. This period
culminated in the tragic events surrounding G30S (the alleged communist coup of September 30,
1965, which led to the deaths of millions of people across the country and the takeover of state power
by Suharto and the New Order government).
Art circles in Cirebon (as in most of Java) were hard hit by the repercussions of the political events of
1965. According to Kathy Foley, many dalang (both dalang wayang and dalang topeng) had at some
point been hired or favored the PKI (Indonesian Communist Party) and there was a severe drop off in
art performances after the coup because all artists were suspect in this period.98 According to Matthew
Cohen, many of them had been politically active from the 1940s to mid-1960s – either through active
party affiliation or by inserting political allusions into their work or because they had attended
workshops for village artists and intellectuals organized by Lekra (the People's Cultural Organization,
which was

formed by artists who were influenced by PKI and argued that artists should concern

themselves with political struggle). As a result, some Cirebonese dalang associated with PKI were
imprisoned or killed, while others were prevented from performing publicly for some years, which
effectively killed off their careers.99 Following the coup, the Indonesian government outlawed
barangan as it was seen as an uncivilized practice, a form of begging.
These political events and the ban on barangan dealt a serious blow to topeng in economic terms and
removed an important element from the training of young performers of that generation, which
contributed to a decline in the standard of topeng performance in the next decade. This was so despite
the fact that the political ban itself was eventually lifted and the public status of both topeng and
wayang 100 rose again in this same period, with their promotion by the New Order government as
vehicles for spreading the message of national development. In this connection, WayangCirebon
scholar Matthew Cohen has noted that,
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Kathy Foley, personal communication to the editor, August 2007.
Matthew Cohen, personal communication to the editor, August 2007.
100
As previously mentioned, the two arts were closely connected – dalang topeng troupes were sometimes adept at wayang
themselves or else worked in coordination with dalang wayang on ceremonial programs that featured a combination of
daytime mask dances and nighttime shadow puppet plays.
99
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" A rise in pay and prestige for puppeteers in the 1970s (linked in part to the [new] audiocassette
recording industry) meant that daytime performances could be ‘deputized’ (diwakili) by a topeng
dancer. Sometimes this dancer was permanently attached to the troupe, sometimes independently
hired along with clowns. The rise in status of wayang thus contributed to a decline in standards in
topeng: some wayang troupes foisted upon sponsors newly trained girls and young women
(sometimes their own children or nieces) as penari topeng (a new designation, which has a lower
status than dalang topeng). At the same time as this decline in standards, topeng’s public profile
was on the increase. This really started in the early 1970s, when Indonesian metropolitan artists and
art aficionados ‘discovered’ Cirebon as an artistic resource. Topeng was taught in courses and
introduced to the curriculum of ASTI Bandung (the state performing arts conservatory) where it
became formalized and set in its choreography … foreign students of the arts studied topeng Cirebon
in the Cirebon area and in Bandung … topeng was promoted as an emblem of local culture in
Cirebon in the 1990s, and a statue of masked dancers was erected in the city, [although] it was
generally thought to be inartistic, and ‘critics’ of the statue actually knocked it over shortly after it
was erected." 101
To better understand how these two seemingly contradictory trends – the rise in topeng's public profile
on the one hand and the decline in topeng's quality on the other – went hand in hand, we need to
review some of the broader socio-economic changes that also began happening in the 1970s and the
pervasive impact they have had on the transmission of topeng knowledge among the performers of
topeng and on audience demand for topeng.
As noted in the Introduction to the Region, the Indonesian economy went through a shift of emphasis
to develop the industrial sector, leading to massive urban and overseas labor migration from the
villages, which in turn influenced changes in the values, lifestyles and preferences of an emerging,
more urbanized and mobile working class. Additionally, the state development agenda also created
changes in the education sector, making formal education for children mandatory and more accessible.
Formal schooling began to gain increasing importance as a way to produce school graduates prepared
for employment in the new sectors opened up by industrialization, and there was an increasing flow of
young people from farming communities to work in the cities. For those who did not have land to farm
or the education necessary to find good jobs in the city, migration to work as unskilled, but relatively
better paid laborers overseas was a desirable option.
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Matthew Cohen, personal communication to the editor, August 2007.
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These changes in the economy and education sectors had direct and indirect impacts on the dalang
topeng families. While people still continued to believe in the mystical power of dalang topeng, the
communal structures of the villages were changing and commissions for community rituals becoming
less frequent as a result. Reduced opportunities to perform meant that topeng became increasingly less
lucrative or dependable as a way to earn a living; so younger adults from topeng dalang families
increasingly migrated and found alternative kinds of employment, which disrupted the previously
unbroken chain of learning in these families.
For example, Waci, the only daughter of Mimi Rasinah, a renowned dalang topeng of Indramayu now
in her 70s, decided to work in Malaysia so that she could earn enough to renovate the house where she
lived with her mother and family. As a result, she stopped dancing and was not around to teach her
own children topeng.
Fewer and less frequent commissions to perform also meant that even in households of dalang topeng
who did not take other employment and remained active as performers, young children had fewer
opportunities to see their elders perform. Additionally, because of the increasing value placed on
formal education as a key to their children's future success, dalang topeng too sent their children to
school. This meant that the children could not learn the art in the way their elders had, by tagging
along to every performance. At best, they would practice after school hours.
In the past, a young person from a traditional topeng family would automatically become a topeng
artist because topeng was an ongoing part of his or her home environment. Now, this became the
exception rather than the rule. Some were ashamed of being affiliated with topeng as a “primitive”
form; some turned to more modern forms of performance while others refused to learn to perform any
dance or music at all. Even those who did learn the basics as children, often chose to follow other
occupations when they grew up.

Left without heirs to carry on their legacy, some dalang topeng simply stopped dancing. Others
stopped for some time and then tried to revitalize their art by opening sanggar (studios) to welcome
other people from outside their own families as students and potential co-performers. Some taught in
state art academies or conservatories such as ASTI Bandung.
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Too often though, these attempts came too late for a complete transfer of knowledge to take place. In
some cases, the process of apprenticeship was not carried out long or intensively enough, so that when
the topeng master passed away, none of the students was nearly qualified yet to replace the master. In
other cases, there might be enough time, but while dedicated students could learn certain technical
aspects of the art by attending courses, they didn't gain the experience necessary to be able to
improvise well.
Topeng had long been a family affair based on ongoing practice where people learned the art by living
and breathing it from the time they were children, strengthened by longstanding family ties with the
other performers. With the family ties broken and outsiders coming in to study, the form began
changing. Without the immersion, the new students could not acquire the quality of the masters or
develop their own styles within which to improvise freely just through learning the techniques in a
classroom setting. To make up for the lack of mastery or improvisational ability – along with meeting
external demands for shorter, more fixed timeframes for performances – many topeng groups shifted
from a focus on character development through improvisation to rehearsing and performing
standardized, pre-set choreographies. Thus, the quality of topeng, especially its quality as an
improvisational form, declined.
Other factors that contributed to the changing of the form came from explicit government interventions
regarding details of the timing, choreography, sets and costumes of topeng. In a newspaper interview
given shortly before he died in 2006, dalang topeng Sujana Arja wryly noted that along with the ban
on barangan in the 1970s, the government also outlawed certain apparel that dalang topeng used to
wear – white socks, which had been a sign of the dalang topeng's purity, and black clothes, which
stood for simple living – because these things were considered to be indicators of communist
leanings.102 According to dalang topeng Wangi, government bureaucrats also issued orders in the
1970s that performances of wayang or topeng were to end no later than 3 a.m. along with firm
recommendations that the artists should not show their backs to the audience. Because artists were
then inclined to follow the rules, instead of facing the wooden box for much of the time during the
dance as they had before, they changed their choreographies so that they would face the audience most
of the time, even though the portions of the dances that involved facing the box related to the role of
the box as the central point of reference and soul of topeng. According to dalang topeng Inu Kerpati,
son and heir of Sujana Arja, in the 1980s, government bureaucrats began commissioning topeng
performances in which they requested that the Panji character be left out, because the lack of
102

Tari Topeng Cirebon Berusaha Bertahan dari Kepunahan, Kompas, 18 March 2006.
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dynamism in Panji's movements and long length of the composition appealed less to them as material
for spectacle compared to the other more dynamic dances.
Interrelated with all of the political interventions and economic and educational factors discussed
above, another major factor contributing to the decline in topeng in recent decades is that audience
interest in topeng faded. Although topeng was enshrined as an emblem of cultural identity and topeng
masters continued to be respected as people with a certain charisma or spiritual power, much of the
mystic symbolism and imagery that had made topeng so popular in the past was lost on young
audiences. Topeng appeared increasingly old fashioned to them as time went by. Most people
preferred forms of music and dance that reflected images of their own modernity, with which they
could identify.
Most of the older artists I interviewed focused on these changing public tastes and perceptions as the
most obvious and persistent reason for the decline in popularity of topeng, although they had different
ideas and memories about when this started to happen.
For Taham – dalang topeng Wangi's father and a well-known dalang wayang of the older generation –
the popularity of topeng had already begun to decline as early as 60 years ago, with the emergence of
new forms of public social dancing:
"Topeng declined in '45, around [the time] of independence. In my opinion, this was because
in topeng they [the spectators] couldn't hold or kiss [the performer] whereas in other types of
entertainment, for example, dombret or umbul, they could. Maybe at that time, people needed
entertainment that 'brought people closer', which couldn't happen with topeng. So it had
competition from other forms of entertainment."103
However, the majority of the people I spoke with felt that the real decline in the taste for topeng was
more recent, starting only 30 to 35 years ago, in the 1970s. This was when television began to be
introduced to rural households and repeated exposure to the new range audiovisual and narrative forms
it offered influenced radical changes in people's horizons in the areas of art and entertainment. It was
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He was referring to the permissiveness of new types of social-dancing or street performance that became popular among
the working classes at that time, which featured young female singer/dancers who men could pay to dance with – and for a
higher price, negotiated during the couple dance, drag them off to a secluded area to kiss and fondle (forms currently banned
in the regencies of Cirebon and Indramayu due to their impropriety).
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in this period too that dangdut became the rage, played by electric keyboard players and female singerdancers (organ tunggal). Cirebon city itself became a center for audiocassette production, and
inexpensive audiocassettes and cassette players became readily available as a means of rapidly
spreading new fads in music.
Aside from being a modern, upbeat form of entertainment, dangdut was also associated with the
modernist and “pure” form of Islam embraced by the young people who first popularized this music. It
also fed into nationalist sentiments in that it stood for a purely Malay brand of popular music that
could stand up to and substitute for the pop music of the West. The association of dangdut with
modernist Muslim and nationalist sensibilities may explain why it gained such rampant popularity and
has remained so immensely popular until now. In contrast, topeng was closely associated with a far
less pure, more syncretic form of Islam and pre-modern values.
According to ASTI Bandung lecturer and topeng specialist Toto Amsar Suanda, another factor that
influenced people's preferences for dangdut and organ tunggal over traditional forms such as topeng
as entertainment for family functions was that the former were far less expensive to commission.
According to dalang topeng Carpan, another artist of the older generation, in any time period, one art
is preferred to others and it happens to be that nowadays, it is dangdut’s time to be popular. He
recalled that up to 30 years ago, he and his parents and other relatives were invited to perform
hundreds of times in a year, but the rage for dangdut brought an end to this heyday, and topeng troupes
have simply been forced to compete with it ever since.
As a result, traditional performers were pressed to add dangdut and tayuban to their repertoires. While
some refused to compromise, others agreed, feeling it might be only way they could survive.
According to Suryaatmadja, who did research on topeng Cirebon in the 1970s, it began to be common
at that time for the topeng stage during performances commissioned for family religious ceremonies
such as weddings and circumcisions to be turned into an arena for social dancing to dangdut music at
the request of the host,104 especially when the topeng dancer was female.
As we have seen, this practice is still thriving today. It may be argued that this has in fact helped
topeng to survive, although it seems that in contexts where topeng is combined with dangdut, an
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increasingly greater portion of the time is allocated for dangdut; dangdut tends to net much better tips
from the audience; and the boundaries between two are becoming blurred.
Given these conditions, what does the future hold in store for topeng? According to Taham, the future
development of topeng will depend on the people – especially those directly involved in the art:
"If people want the art to thrive, then it will. If they don't actively do anything to develop it, then it
won't." 105
For others in the Cirebon topeng community, what people want is only part – less than half – of what
will determine the probable development of topeng: as the endeavor would mean nothing if it were not
blessed by Allah, the significant deciding factor regarding the future rise or decline of topeng rests
with God.
Clearly, both human effort and divine inspiration will be needed for the new generation of dalang
topeng to sustain not only the excellence of the artistic form but also, the legacy of topeng as a way of
life, with its age-old spiritual function as a means of connecting what is human and what is divine.
However, due to all of the social and economic changes discussed above, it seems that the likelihood
of returning topeng to its full former artistry or function is slim. No amount of interest on the part of
audiences or commitment or effort on the part of artists, scholars and aficionados of topeng can turn
back the wheel of time – which creates an interesting dilemma for those interested in revitalization, in
how they define the goals of their efforts and what will count as success.
BACKGROUND

ON

ORGANIZATION

OR

INDIVIDUALS

CONDUCTING

THE

REVITALIZATION PROJECT
The grantee for the revitalization project was Pusat Studi Topeng Cirebon (The Center for Topeng
Cirebon Studies) in Bandung, West Java, under the leadership of its director, Toto Amsar Suanda, who
established the center in 1989. The mission of the center is to study and preserve the art of topeng
Cirebon and endeavor to support its sustainability as a way of life.
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Toto Amsar graduated from the Konservatori Karawitan (gamelan music conservatory) and then
studied at STSI (Indonesian Arts Institute) in Bandung, where he has been teaching since 1978. He
followed further studies in Jogjakarta and, having been an admirer of topeng Cirebon since 1976,
studied topeng with Sujana Arja and his sister Keni, two dalang topeng from Slangit in Cirebon, and
has been a committed scholar and champion of topeng ever since.
One of Toto Amsar's and the center's major concerns, in responding to the decline of topeng in the
community, is the need to give attention to revitalizing the music of topeng. For there seems to be a
disproportionate amount of attention focused on revitalizing the dance and relatively little on the
music, although aspects of the music are dying out even more quickly and fewer people are learning
the music than the dance. Another concern is the general preservation and revitalization of topeng both
within dalang topeng families and their communities as well as outside of its original social context,
by networking to generate national as well as international touring opportunities for village topeng
troupes and by using STSI as a vehicle to support the sustainability of family traditions (for example,
by arranging for master dalang topeng to teach at STSI, which helps them to earn a living and gain
respect from the academic milieu as well as from their own communities; and by arranging for the
children and grandchildren of dalang topeng to study at STSI so they can earn college degrees and
acquire knowledge and skills they can use to sustain the traditions of their families rather than seeking
careers in other fields).
Toto Amsar applied for and received a grant from the Kelola Foundation in 2002, to support a project
called Keberlanjutan Topeng Sujana Arja (Topeng Sujana Arja Sustainability Project), which he
designed to be carried out in collaboration with the late Sujana Arja and his family and performance
group, Sanggar Panji Asmara in Slangit village. Toto Amsar had gained experience in facilitating
revitalization in previous collaborations with two other major dalang topeng, Rasinah of Indramayu
and Sawitri of Losari and their families, and had a clear understanding of the challenges involved.
Toto Amsar's own long history with Sujana, both as his student and as a committed topeng enthusiast,
made access to the family easy. He chose to work with Sujana at this time both because Sujana's
sanggar was particularly suffering from the lack of availability of experienced musicians for topeng,
especially kendang players, and because he wanted to ensure that Sujana, who was aging and in poor
health, could pass on as much of his knowledge as possible to the next generation while he was still
able.
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The main focus of the project was on music training, emphasizing the kendang playing in the music
accompanying each dance in the repertoire, especially one of the compositions used to accompany
Sujana when he performed Panji – which was under particular threat of going extinct because of the
complexity and skill required to play it and the increasing rarity of its performance in recent years.
The grant would benefit and cover basic expenses for musicians as well as dancers of the sanggar and
community of Slangit to study routinely and intensively under the direct supervision of Sujana and to
give small performances/public rehearsals in the course of training in the locale where the training
took place. The training would also be open to observation and participation by interested colleagues
from the Center for Cirebon Studies, STSI Bandung and elsewhere.
As stated in the project proposal, the desired longer-term outcomes of the project were: to revitalize
topeng Sujana so that once the sanggar had absorbed the full repertoire, including the Panji music, it
could receive commissions and offer itinerant bebarang performances (in places to be determined
later) in the future; to allow Inu Kertapati, Sujana's son, to absorb artistic skills from his father; and
also, to nurture a new model for preserving and passing on knowledge that the sanggar could apply to
replace the now lost traditional system of lifelong family apprenticeship and learning through frequent
live performances.
BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON THE GROUP THAT WAS THE SPECIFIC SUBJECT
OF THE REVITALIZATION PROJECT
The subjects of this project were the members of Sanggar Panji Asmara, the topeng group founded by
the late Sujana Arja (1935 - 2006) of Slangit, Cirebon. Sujana came from a long lineage of dalang
topeng and was considered one of the greatest dalang topeng of our time because of his enchanting
presence, distinctive style of clean, energetic movements and amazing ability to improvise. He was a
master of all aspects of topeng, including playing all the instruments. Thus, he was renowned as a one
of a kind 'maestro' of topeng. 106
Sujana dedicated his life to the art. He began acquiring the skills as a toddler, accompanying the family
troupe led by his father in a continuous succession of barangan and commissioned performances
through the 1940s. When his father died in the early 50s, he took over the leadership of the troupe,
which included eight siblings.107 Later on, he taught at Sanggar Panji Asmara, which he established in
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Sujana's eight siblings and fellow artists were Sutja, Suparta, Suwarti, Sujaya, Rokmani, Roisi, Durman and Keni.
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1970 as well as at STSI Bandung, where he was guest lecturer from the 1970s, although his students
replaced him as topeng teachers there by the 1990s. He also had foreign students and performed
abroad, including tours to Hong Kong, the US and Canada in 1977, Australia in 1994 and Japan in
1998.108
At the time of the project, Sujana was 67, in poor health due to lung disease and high blood pressure, a
sign that the transfer of knowledge ought to be completed as soon as possible. The main heir to
Sujana’s legacy and position was Inu Kertapati, one of his sons. Another acute issue was that most of
the musicians with whom Sujana had worked when he was young had died but not passed on their
knowledge to younger artists, with the result that Sujana had been finding it increasingly difficult to
find musicians in recent years, especially an experienced kendang player to work with.109 While many
students came to study at the sanggar from the community, there had always been more people
learning to dance than to play the music for topeng. According to Inu, this is probably because learning
to play the music well is difficult and requires rasa or sensitivity, a good sense of rhythm, beat and
note. Whereas learning to dance topeng is less difficult; although it helps to have a good sense of
rhythm and beat, the dancer is only required to be able to carry out movements. It is only once people
are able to carry out the movements and have gained a good appreciation of the art form by dancing it
that it becomes easier for them to learn to play the music.
Inu began learning topeng while in the 4th grade of elementary school, after being teased by classmates
about his inability to dance although his father was a dalang topeng. After Inu spoke with Sujana
about this and agreed to take his studies seriously, Sujana began to teach him, including training in
self-control through fasting as well as the philosophy of topeng; the dance and then the music,
especially kendang. Inu gave his first public performance when he was in the 6th grade.
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Inu Kertapati performing the Panji mask

Inu had grown familiar with much of Sujana's repertoire by accompanying him in performances.
However, commissions had become sporadic, bringing fewer chances to perform. Inu was least
familiar with music of the Panji repertoire. Although Sujana used to perform Panji whenever he was
commissioned to perform it, especially at communal ceremonies, during Inu's own lifetime, this had
become increasingly rare. Yet Sujana had always taught that Panji embodied the very essence of
topeng and its philosophy. This is the reason why the sanggar was named Panji Asmara and also, why
Sujana and Inu felt it was critical for Inu to learn the Panji-related kendang music from Sujana, so that
the sanggar could keep it alive and perform it in the future.

Villagers gather around Sujana’s Sanggar whenever there is a rehearsal
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SPECIFICS OF THE REVITALIZATION PROCESS
The project was initiated and directed by Toto Amsar, director of the Center for Topeng Cirebon
Studies, who was from outside the community but a student, friend and supporter of Sujana Arja. He
was the person who knew about the Kelola grants for revitalization, wrote and submitted the proposal
to Kelola, and designed the music training project, which took place on 43 full-day training sessions
spread over 17 weekends from July through October 2002 at Sanggar Panji Asmara in Slangit,
culminating with a final weekend for evaluation and the final rehearsal and performance of the results
of the training in the first week of November 2002.
As noted above, key aims of the training project were to revive a part of Sanggar Panji Asmara's own
repertoire that had not been performed for some time, and to provide an intensive opportunity for
Sujana Arja to transfer his knowledge and skill in this area to the next generation of his sanggar,
especially his son, Inu Kertapati. Toto Amsar, Sujana and Inu had mutually selected the music from
the Panji mask repertoire as the focus for their project because they considered the Panji repertoire
very important, although it was very rarely commissioned for performance, and artists themselves
generally considered this music difficult to play.110
Structurally, topeng musical compositions all consist of several songs or parts usually referred to as
gong (as each one ends with the beat of a gong). Each gong in turn consists of a varying number of
smaller components known as kenong (as each ends with a kenong beat). Each kenong is made up of
various combinations of notes and melodic phrases known as racikan. The original Panji music lasts a
full hour, much longer than average, and the songs it contains have more kenong per gong and more
racikan variations per kenong than the songs for other mask characters. The large number of parts and
variations within each part make the music for Panji particularly complex. The music for Sujana's
Panji consists of five songs in all: Kembang Sungsang, Batarubu, Oet-oetan, Mbat-mbat and Singa
Kawung. The training gave special attention to Kembang Sungsang, which has 16 kenong, each with
different melodic combinations or racikan.

110

To paraphrase Taham, 'it is as difficult as trying to sing Indonesia Raya, the Indonesian national anthem, because it is
rarely used but when one performs it, one has to do so in perfect note.'
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Inu’s musiciasns, young and old together

As in all topeng music, the melody is dominant and has a very important function for the dance.
Because the music for Panji is divided into so many finely articulated melodic parts – to the point that
it may seem to lack any pattern at all – it is especially important for the dancer to pay extra close
attention to each distinctive melody in order to adjust to produce the appropriate movements. Panji's
dancing in turn is demanding for the musicians to accompany as it consists mainly of still positions,
and where there are movements they are very subtle. The connecting movements (gerakan
penghubung) for shifting between one set of movements and the next are also a lot less obvious than
those in other mask character dances. Thus, the kendang and saron players must be able to detect these
very subtle shifts in the dancer's movements and adjust the melody at a moment's notice.
In addition to the Panji music, which was the focus of a good third of the training sessions, the training
also comprehensively covered practice of the music and dance for all five principal mask characters,
proceeding in the order that the characters appear in the repertoire, from Panji through Kelana, with
special focus on the kendang playing involved throughout.
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Inu and young musicians rehearse Panji

There were 14 musicians originally registered to take part in the training. They included Inu Kertapati
and Miskad (whose grandfather was Sujana's grandfather's brother) who were both promising young
kendang players with some experience playing kendang for topeng, although neither of them had ever
learned the kendang for the Panji music. However, a few of the original 14 musicians, including
Miskad, had to pull out at the last minute due to having too busy a schedule of wayang kulit
performances. While other musicians were found to replace them, in the end Inu was the only one in
the training specialized in playing kendang. Aside from Inu, the other 13 musicians who participated
were older musicians from the local community, not directly related to Sujana's family.
According to the project report that Toto Amsar submitted to Kelola shortly following the conclusion
of the project in November 2002, the practice sessions ran from mid-morning until evening, an average
of six or seven hours per training day. Sujana was actively engaged in the teaching process, coaching
both dancers and musicians. While it took some time for Inu to grasp and master the difficult rhythms
of Kembang Sungsang, he eventually succeeded. In general, the musicians who participated were
relaxed, enthusiastic and attentive throughout the training. They happily communicated, built one
another's confidence and gave constructive critiques to one other in an intensive and open manner that
would be rare to find in traditional circumstances.
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Young drummer concentrates on the dancer

When I spoke to Inu about the specifics of the project, he agreed that all the musicians were very
pleased to have been involved, although in retrospect, he felt that the training did not last long enough;
they were very aware at the end of the project that there were still many aspects of the music they had
studied that they would have liked to further rehearse and make clearer with each other but they did
not have time to do this because the project was done. Impromptu opportunities did arise here and
there after the project. For example, Inu and one of the participating musicians met at a commissioned
performance where they both happened to be performing and they initiated a rehearsal of one of the
parts they had learned at the training in the spare time they had between their performances.
Aside from the regular participants, the rehearsals/training sessions were always attended by five or
more neighbors who came to watch and by students of Sanggar Panji Asmara, who watched and
contributed by dancing. Additionally, as news of the project circulated around Cirebon, groups of eight
to ten people at a time would turn up in Slangit especially to watch the training in progress.
Sometimes, when the visiting groups included topeng dancers, they would join in the rehearsals as
well. These included college students from STSI Bandung and from the State University of Jakarta
(UNJ), with whom an impromptu half-day workshop on the Pamindo dance was held, and also,
members of a sanggar from one of the royal palaces, Keraton Kecirebonan, who came and joined the
rehearsals on more than one occasion.
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Another unplanned element of the project was that they took the practice sessions out of the studio and
on the road, several times staging performances before live audiences at hajatan (ceremonial feasts)
for circumcisions and other ceremonies being held by members of Sujana's family as well as other
villagers on the training weekend dates. They collaborated on these performances with another dalang
topeng and relative of Sujana's, Karmina, as well as dancers from STSI Bandung, including Toto
Amsar himself. The locations of these performances included homes in the immediate vicinity of
Slangit as well as in the neighboring villages of Tegal Pacing, Lura and Kalianyar. These live
performances provided them with invaluable opportunities for live audience feedback.
The original plan called for a final performance of the training results, tentatively to be staged at the
alun-alun (village square/field) by the Slangit community hall. However, a number of the musicians
in the training recommended that the final performance be staged instead at a village unjungan
ceremony. Toto Amsar agreed, and so, the performance was given at the grave of their ancestor, Mbah
Kuwu Sangkan in a backcountry cemetary before a large audience of community members attending
the unjungan. Toto Amsar's report notes that this setting proved to be far more magical than the village
square ever could have been and the performance was made even more special because it was
associated with a ceremony in which everyone concerned was involved; on the day before the
performance, the performers made offerings at Sujana's father's grave. Most of the spectators were
Slangit villagers, although a large number of STSI and Indonesian University of Education (UPI)
students also came, attracted by the fact that Sujana himself would be giving a cameo performance
during this show, in addition to two people from Kelola Foundation.
In order to showcase the different topeng dancers present – including Inu Kertapi as well as a number
of sanggar students, two or more dancers shared some characters. Inu danced Panji for over 30
minutes as well as the first part of Pamindo, with Sujana on kendang, after which two other dancers
did the rest of the Pamindo dance in turn, accompanied by Inu on kendang and with spontaneous
interruptions by the clown. Then a sanggar student named Kasih performed Rumyang; and Inu and
another sanggar student, Miskad, performed Tumenggung and Inggananom, including a war duet of
both characters. Finally, Sujana danced the opening dance of Kelana, with Inu on kendang, until
Sujana grew tired. At this point Inu took over and completed the dance, and with the end of the Kelana
dance, so too came the end of the project.
See DVD: Panji performed by Inu
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THE

REVITALIZATION PROCESS TOOK PLACE
During the research period I attended some rehearsals at Sanggar Panji Asmara, which dalang topeng
Inu Kerpati, still in his 20s, has been running since Sujana Arja passed away in April 2006.
In one evening rehearsal, there were seven young nayaga, all male, musicians who were willing to
give up their Saturday night out to rehearse at the sanggar. They rehearsed various compositions,
including the Panji composition that had been the focus of the Kelola revitalization project, although I
was told that what they were rehearsing was only the first section of the whole composition. Some of
the musicians seemed confident in playing, including the kendang player – a youth in his late teens
who had joined the group as a musician only a year ago. (This is considered a short period of time for
someone who has not been involved in gamelan before to join a group and play the kendang!).

Rehearsal at Sanggar Panji Asmara

Inu explained to me that they practice routinely twice a week, once with both musicians and dancers
and once with just the gamelan. He tries to create an atmosphere where people can be comfortable
learning from one another as a foundation for learning the art. When one musician has mastered a
composition or part of a composition and sees that a fellow musician is finding it difficult, it is his
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duty, as the one more able, to teach the other. From what I saw at the rehearsals it seemed that the
small size of the group and the friendly atmosphere of mutual assistance offered conditions conducive
for learning and artistic development.
Overall, according to Inu, the project funded by Kelola was positive as a way to ensure that the
musicians at the sanggar would be able to play the music for Panji. In other words, it served to
reinforce and bring aspects of the art form seldom performed and nearly forgotten, into the living
memory of people connected with the sanggar today. The musicians who participated in the training,
as well as Miskad (who was unable to participate in the training) still work together with Inu on a
steady basis, and there are also a number of younger adults and teenagers who have joined since then,
including Inu's own brothers, Tarmidah and Astori.
However, as previously noted, both Inu and Toto Amsar felt that the time for this particular project had
been short. Given its relatively narrow purpose and focus, it could not begin to address the much larger
issue involved in generating contexts for the Panji music to be performed on a regular basis.
Those who participated in the training did get to perform what they learned at an unjungan ceremony
in their community as well as a number of smaller ceremonies. But to make a comeback of the Panji
repertoire at every communal-purpose performance of topeng is a daunting challenge. It would entail
building social awareness and encouraging people to request this particular performance at every
possible opportunity. The revitalization of the Panji music was an important and necessary start; the
project played an important role in that respect. It also served as a positive reinforcement for the
sanggar about the value of maintaining the traditional repertoire to prevent it from getting lost –
something that was considered important to continue. This is shown by the fact that Inu is now
teaching the Panji music to very young musicians in the sanggar's weekly practice sessions.
Beyond this, five years after the project, Inu is strongly aware of the responsibilities he bears in
sustaining the artistic tradition that his late father bequeathed to him. He is also aware that the
conditions for topeng are not nearly as rosy they were in the past, during his father’s youth and
heyday. Therefore, he is constantly searching to find ways to enable his profession and his sanggar to
continue to run.
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He has carried on training students at the sanggar on a regular basis without any funds other than from
his own pocket and the often-irregular contributions from the students. The training is open to anyone
and everyone, not just people from topeng families.
One of the youngest students currently with the sanggar joined after seeing a performance by Inu and
the sanggar when her parents commissioned the group to perform at her brother’s circumcision
ceremony last year. There are a number of young musicians who have shown great potential, ability
and enthusiasm for attending rehearsals and learning the music for topeng – so that the Inu may be on
the way to solving the problem that Sujana faced for so long of not having musicians to accompany
him. Inu sometimes worries that the students are sekedar mengenal – just there to get to know the art
or that they have joined to mengisi kekosongan – just to have something to fill their spare time, and not
to immerse themselves in the art. However, he is grateful that they are interested and willing to learn
the art of topeng, whatever their reasons and intentions.
In his approach to teaching, Inu tries to touch the heart of whatever problems the students face, to
understand where their difficulties lie and find a way to facilitate their progress. He understands that
the way his father taught him is not fully applicable to his students, most of whom do not come from
topeng families and so, lack the experiential references they would need to learn in the old way. Yet
the transfer of knowledge to the next generation is taking place. While the number of students is small,
they are mainly young people from Slangit and surrounding villages, some of who may have the
potential to become future dalang topeng.
Promotion is an important and constant challenge. Inu recently organized a topeng dance competition
with a live gamelan in a shopping center in Cirebon city, which is about an hour's drive from the
village. It was conceived as a means of raising funds, promoting the sanggar and gaining exposure to a
wider audience of middle and upper class urban shoppers at the same time. Thus it would seem that
although the old tradition of bebarang is gone, a new kind of bebarang is emerging, one that is more
in step with the mobile, urban culture of those who make up the potential audiences for Sanggar Panji
Asmara today.
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Young nayaga (musicians) at Sanggar Panji Asmara

To complete the research on this revitalization project we commissioned Sanggar Panji Asmara to
perform for our cameras. They presented a long program for us to film, clips of which are included in
the documentation that accompanies this final report.
The dance performers included Inu, well as Sujana’s sister Keni (who is a dalang topeng with her own
sanggar) Inu's brother, Astori, and a teenage student and two students of only 7 or 8 years of age.
See DVD: Pamindo performed by two young girls

The musicians were led by Masdi, now in his 80s, who had performed with Sujana his entire career.
Some of the other members of the musical ensemble were also from Sujana’s generation while others
were younger musicians who had been trained since the revitalization project.
It is clear from the clips that Inu is a sincere and hardworking artist who has mastered a number of the
masks in the repertoire, including Panji, which he danced for us. However, it is also clear that while he
dances meticulously, he does not yet have the charisma of a ‘star’ performer. He is still young and
may develop into a far more compelling performer as he matures. Meanwhile, there were definite
signs that he already has the qualities of a great teacher. One of his students, an 18-year old girl (see
clip) showed real promise in her performance. While the jury is out as to whether or not the Inu is
strong enough to become as great an artist as his father was, it seems safe to predict that his resolve
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and his teaching skills, combined with a strong ensemble of musicians, are capable of creating a new
generation of performers.
See DVD: Sujana Student

CONTROL CASES
The control cases for the topeng project are Sanggar Purwa Kencana, led by Nani in Losari, Cirebon;
Sanggar Mimi Rasinah, led by Mimi Rasinah and now assisted by Erli, her granddaughter Indramayu;
and the Sekar Muda group led by dalang topeng Carpan in Indramayu. The first two were selected
because they were also involved in revitalization projects, while the third was selected as an example
of a dalang topeng group that has never been subject to any revitalization efforts.

Sanggar Purwa Kencana
Sanggar Purwa Kencana belongs to a group of topeng performers who are descendants of one of the
most famous topeng families in Losari, Cirebon. In the early 1970s, the main dalang topeng of this
family were Dewi and her sister Sawitri, whose group was then commonly known as the Buyut
Sumitra (children of Sumitra) topeng group, named after their famous dalang topeng father, Sumitra.
Dewi was the leader of the group, more 'senior' than Sawitri. Dewi was considered to be the great
dancer of the family, while Sawitri was considered good, but not as good as Dewi.
According to Nani – who is Sawitri’s grandniece and Dewi’s granddaughter, a gifted topeng dancer in
her own right and the leader of the family sanggar today – both Dewi and Sawitri had their own styles;
audiences favored Dewi, as she danced from her heart, yet Sawitri was much better at teaching, as
Dewi could sometimes be too emotional (galak).

Although topeng Cirebon in general was fading in this period, the sisters still continued to dance and
receive commissions around Losari. At some point Sawitri left home and transmigrated with her
husband to Palembang in Sumatra to work. Although Dewi continued performing from village to
village after Sawitri left, it was not as often as when Sawitri was around. Sawitri eventually returned to

Page 216 of 569

Cirebon and resumed dancing, but as time went by there were increasingly fewer opportunities to
perform topeng and fewer young people interested in taking up the art. 111
Then came the turning point for the regeneration of topeng in Losari, spurred by two individuals who
were concerned about the vulnerability of topeng and began providing Dewi and Sawitri with support
to help them to revive and strengthen their practice of the art. They were musicologist Endo Suanda,
who first met Dewi and Sawitri saw them perform in 1977; and Rujito, a professor from IKJ, the Arts
Institute in Jakarta, who befriended the family in 1979. Add somewhere: when Sawitri died.

One of Dewi and Sawitri’s musicians, in his 90’s, plays for Nani

Endo mainly played the role of a fundraiser. In 1979, he left Indonesia to study and work in America
for an extended period. Before leaving, he had helped to raise donations from friends and also
provided the Dewan Kesenian Jakarta (Jakarta Arts Council) with information about the needs of the
topeng Losari group. From then on, it was Rujito who was most actively involved. Endo recalled that
Rujito was the initiator, adding that what they did with Sawitri and Dewi could not be considered a
'project' with a fixed plan and budget. Rather, he explained,
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“It was far more spontaneous and had no time constraints; more like a humanitarian act… We
tried to get support from friends, used any resources we had, without any formal sponsor. What
Rujito did was not just to help the art come to life but also to bring the artists alive.” 112
In other words, Rujito helped Dewi and Sawitri's families to meet their everyday needs, gave their
children bicycles, supported the children's schooling, and so on. According to Nani,
“What I know about grandfather Rujito is that he really cared about the arts and the artists in his
generation. His concern was not to allow this art to go extinct or die.”113
Another important thing Rujito did was to assist them by raising funds to build the foundation of the
sanggar, which later on became known as Sanggar Purwa Kencana. According to Nani, the sanggar
took a long time to take shape.
“It was just a plot of land at first. There were no tiles for a roof. They just rehearsed in the
house. Rujito's encouragement inspired them to contact their friends to raise funds to build a
proper sanggar behind Sawitri’s house. ” 114
It was only in the early 1980s that Sanggar Purwa Kencana was formally established and named – until
then people simply knew it as the group of the children of Sumitra or the group of dalang Sawitri or
dalang Dewi. Rujito also arranged for video documentation of Dewi and Sawitri's dancing to be
produced at IKJ and helped the sanggar find opportunities for commissions to perform outside of their
area and in the cities. In 1982, both Dewi and Sawitri performed at Bentara Budaya in Jogjakarta (a
culture and arts center first established by the Kompas-Gramedia publishing group that same year).
According to Nani's parents, that was the very first time Dewi and Sawitri had ever performed outside
of the sub district of Losari.
Dewi passed away around 1984, but the sanggar continued to develop with the continued support of a
number of individuals, Rujito in particular. According to Nani,
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“I think that as an art group we need a person who can publicize our sanggar. So, if not for a
figure like Rujito, I think the condition of Sanggar Purwa Kencana or the condition of topeng of
Losari would still just be 'stuck' as it was, and would not be developing as it is today. Rujito and
his friends played an important role for us and performed an extraordinary service to enable us
become what we are today.” 115

Nani interviewed

Other supporters in the past two decades have included Endo Suanda as well as Toto Amsar, who
helped to raise funds, find performance opportunities for the sanggar and encourage the education of
the next generations of the family.
Today, Nani and her sisters dance topeng, although it is Nani who shows the most potential to become
as great a performer as her grandmother. Although some people feel she is not yet fully mature
artistically, others feel she already shows the makings of a magnificent topeng dancer with "star"
qualities. She studied mainly under Sawitri. Now in her late 20’s she is too young to have learned
directly under Dewi, and what she has learned of Dewi's dance style she has gleaned from watching
the IKJ videos. It was Endo and Toto Amsar, arranged for Nani to study at STSI Bandung to give her
an opportunity to mature, to learn 'how to teach' in a methodical manner (since the old family
apprenticeship system has almost completely broken down), and to gain an understanding of the
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Interview with Nani, July 2006.
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historical place of topeng and other arts in the local community and larger cultural framework and
society. Endo also arranged for Nani to perform together with Rasinah in Singapore and Europe.

Nani putting on Kelana mask

Today, the future of Sanggar Purwa Kencana is in the hands of Nani and others in the younger
generations of the family. She shares the responsibilities for teaching children dance in weekly
rehearsals together with her cousins, Umirah and Taningsih, while another relative and sanggar
member, Warsono, is responsible for maintaining the gamelan and costumes.
The performance we commissioned from Sanggar Purwa Kencana showed the overall strength of this
sanggar as a group that has all the elements needed to perform full programs: a strong company of
good young dancers and a full component of excellent musicians. Sawitri’s original drummer who is
now in his 80s led the gamelan. It is not clear who will take over from him when he stops performing,
but given the well-organized management of the sanggar one can be sure there is a plan in place.
Three masks were performed along with a small section of a play with dialogue. All the dancers were
young and good, but Nani, who danced Kelana, was outstanding. Based on her performance, while she
still has a way to go before she is a truly seasoned performer, she shares the legendary charisma of
Dewi and Sawitri. Her strength, wit, concentration and interpretation were mesmerizing.

She

performed in spite of the fact that she was in her seventh month of pregnancy, which she did not see as
unusual or dangerous. Her powers were all there.

Page 220 of 569

See DVD: Kelana performed by Nanni
In addition to being an excellent performer, Nani has great commitment to the tradition. Unlike other
young dalang topeng who feel they must ‘adjust topeng to the times’ allowing dangdut and
contemporary dance to share the stage with topeng, Nani is a purist. She is totally dedicated to the
integrity of topeng and determined to perform for the community in traditional ceremonies even if this
doesn't pay much, sometimes not even covering costs. Rather than succumbing to current pressures
she is finding new contexts where topeng can be performed as close to its traditional form as possible.
Her husband, who is a businessman, shares her commitment to topeng and brings managerial and
financial expertise to the table.
While Nani acknowledges that the sanggar would never have been able to get where it is without the
consistent outside support received over the years, she believes it is not good for them to remain
dependant on caring outsiders; they must be able to work independently to show people that the topeng
of Sawitri and Dewi still lives. To this end, she and her husband have lobbied a number of institutions
and businesses to promote the activities of the sanggar and the art form in general. And she is
refreshingly confident and optimistic about the future:
“Topeng will return to life, even though today people more interested to popular
entertainment like organ tunggal or dangdut, because people will get bored with those
popular entertainments and will find their way back to watching topeng.”116
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Interview with Nani, July 2006.
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Sanggar Mimi Rasinah

Mimi Rasinah in 1999

Mimi Rasinah is a highly gifted dalang topeng of Indramayu who had completely stopped dancing in
the early 1970s. She and her family were the subjects of a revitalization project that Endo Suanda and
Toto Amsar initiated in the 1990s. It was largely their involvement in Rujito's successful work with
Dewi, Sawitri and Nani in Losari that inspired Endo and Toto Amsar to search for another great
topeng artist to work with in Indramayu.
While topeng had not completely died out in the Indramayu area and there were a few elderly dalang
topeng they might have chosen to work with, they selected Rasinah based on her excellent former
reputation along with what Toto saw for himself in a small demonstration she gave him when he first
found her in 1993. They soon persuaded her to take up her art form again after not dancing at all for
20 years. Once Rasinah agreed to start dancing again, it became clear that they had chosen well, for
she was an artist of extraordinary quality.

Page 222 of 569

Rasinah was soon very committed to the project of revitalization, at first for financial reasons, as she
was paid for every rehearsal, but eventually, for the future of her art and its place within her family.
Toto and Endo had costumes made, raised money to buy instruments and found her musicians. They
arranged for her to perform with Taham’s shadow puppet troupe, which also included Taham’s
daughter (and our research guide) dalang topeng Wangi and a few other young topeng dancers. Before
long, Rasinah was performing in Bandung and Jakarta, and starting in 1997, on overseas tours with
Taham's group (they performed in Japan, France, Italy and England). In spite of this global
recognition, Rasinah remained largely unknown locally; she was not performing in Indramayu itself,
where it was very difficult to get her commissions. Because Toto and Endo felt it was important to see
topeng Rasinah take root again in Rasinah's own community, they encouraged her to perform for very
small fees locally if only to rekindle interest in the community for live topeng performances.

Rasinah concentrates on the Panji mask. November 2000

Alongside their activities to promote the performances for Rasinah, they consistently encouraged Erli,
who was late in starting to learn the art, to spend time with her grandmother so she could absorb as
much as possible. When Erli wanted to go to senior high school out of town, Endo firmly
recommended she stay and attend a nearby school so that she could remain close to her grandmother.
Having agreed to his suggestion, Erli was able to spend more time with her grandmother. Although she
did not join her grandmother's tours because she was in school and not yet good enough to perform,
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she diligently studied in their home and sat on the sidelines at local performances until she was finally
allowed to perform.
Once Erli's training was underway, Endo and Toto’s next task was to set up a sanggar where Rasinah
and Erli could start teaching topeng to local children, which all involved agreed was essential in order
for the tradition to be passed on. When Erli graduated from high school, they helped her to attend STSI
Bandung to pursue a bachelor degree in the arts (just as Endo had done with Nani) so that she could
gain a broader perspective of the social and historical significance of topeng and gain experience with
modern teaching methods that she could apply in the sanggar.
Thus, over the course of the project's life, Erli developed from a child who knew nothing of her
grandmother's identity as one of the greatest living dalang topeng into a responsible young woman
who understands what it means to be a member of a dalang topeng family and the importance of the
sanggar as a vehicle to support the continuation of the Mimi Rasinah style of topeng. As she matured,
she became ever more seriously involved in the sanggar's activities and organization, ranging from
responsibility for the costumes and accessories for performances to returning home from her university
studies in Bandung every weekend to train children at weekly rehearsals. She provided the children
coming to the sanggar with as much attention as possible, creating an informal yet respectful
atmosphere for learning. Thus, she gained a reputation for being a warm and approachable teacher,
which supported the children's continued enrolment at the sanggar as well as boosting Erli's own selfconfidence.

Erli adjusting costume of her younger sister who studies in the sanggar
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Toto and Endo’s direct, regular involvement with Rasinah and the sanggar came to an end in the late
1990s, at which time they all felt that the group was established enough to continue on its own,
although they have continued to remain in close touch.
All the individuals involved consider this project successful in that their original goals have been met.
Toto and Endo attribute their success to the long-term nature and direct personal quality of their
approach. Because the project started out as a personal concern, it was informal and had no fixed time
limit. The process took place over seven or eight years, during which Mimi Rasinah returned to topeng
and passed on her knowledge to Erli. Meanwhile, Endo and Toto immersed themselves in the social
setting of the subjects and their art. Because of this, they were able to gain an in-depth knowledge of
their subjects and insight into what their actual problems were, which also strengthened their
commitment to support them. Due to their personal approach, they were able to deal with the heart of
the matter, in this case, the regeneration of the Mimi Rasinah style of topeng.

Many little topeng at Sanggar Mimi Rashinah

By the time of the current research, Sanggar Rasinah was in full swing, although Mimi Rasinah had
recently suffered a stroke, could not walk and for a while, had difficulty speaking. Today, teaching at
the sanggar is in Erli's hands. Other members of the family – formerly uninterested in topeng – have
also joined the revitalization effort. One of Erli’s older brothers has become a drummer and another
takes some responsibility for managing the finances of the sanggar. The sanggar is well established in
the community; in fact it has a kind of “star” quality and lots of kids want to study and lots of parents
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want them to study. While most of these students have no intention of becoming dalang topeng, a few
do, and their commitment and skills indicate they could become fine topeng artists.
As part of this research we commissioned a performance by Erli as well as her students. After all, the
quality of Rasinah’s last disciple is the most important element in determining the artistic success of
the endeavor. Erli danced three masks: Panji, Pamindo and Kelana. While one can see a bit of
Rasinah in her style and movements, she clearly has a very long way to go; her current skills do not
indicate yet whether or not she is likely to develop the charisma of her grandmother. Rasinah watched
the performance but asked to be wheeled to her bedroom. The word came that she left because she was
embarrassed at the poor quality of Erli’s dancing, although she later said that despite this, she had faith
that in time Erli, would be a fine performer, that Erli was only in her early 20s, very committed and
wanted to be good.

Erli dancing the Panji mask
See DVD: Panji performed by Erli

Following Erli's performance we saw over 40 children of various ages, who performed routines form
their classes. Some were very promising. The most delightful to see were two three-year olds who
performed Pamindo; one of them is Erli’s little sister and clearly the future hope of the family.

Page 226 of 569

Rasinah’s three-year-old granddaughter and friend

See DVD: Kelana performed by children

It appears that some of the main future challenges that this sanggar faces include the fact that Erli,
who is still far from ripe as a performer, is its only full-time dancer. Unlike Nani at Sanggar Purwa
Kencana, she began her apprenticeship very late, perhaps too late to develop star quality; she has also
not yet completed her studies at STSI. None of her students are good enough or old enough yet to
perform. Further, the commitment and ability of the community to commission the sanggar has always
been limited and risks falling off completely now that Rasinah is no longer performing. Additionally,
most of the musicians still come from Taham’s sanggar, which means they are seasoned professionals
but their first allegiance is to Taham. The main test of this revitalization project will be what happens
to the sanggar when Mimi Rasinah passes away. If Erli is to carry on the family tradition, she is going
to have to do a lot more than just become a good topeng dancer.
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Erli performing Tumenggung
Additional DVD: Kelana performed by Erli
Kelana performed by teenage students
Deer Dance Class for youngest students

Sekar Muda
Carpan is one of the few remaining older male dalang topeng in the region. He is in his 70s and lives
in Cibereng, Indramayu. He comes from a long line of hereditary dalang topeng who trace their
descent back to the wali songo, and both his father and uncle were dalang topeng, while his late
brother was a kendang player and his younger sister, Mimi Sawen, still plays the saron with their
group, Sekar Muda.
Carpan’s signature style centers around a tightrope act that he performs in the Kelana Udeng mask
dance, which is unique to the Indramayu area (Although Carpan is the only remaining dalang topeng
who does this today, Rasinah told us that her father also used to do a tightrope act.) Carpan told us
that in the past, his group received extra commissions and money because he could do this tightrope
act, which, like clown acts, was inserted between mask dances to break up the performance and offer
the audience added entertainment.
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Pak Carpan on the tightrope, the highlight of his performance

As in the case of most hereditary dalang topeng, Carpan learned his art through careful observation of
his father and uncle as a child, when he was brought along with his family to performances. His father
was his primary teacher and gave him the most fearsome challenges. Carpan often tells the story of the
time his father ordered him to balance on a high tightrope for the first time. He was afraid and argued,
“What happens if I fall?” To his shock, his father replied, “If you fall, you’ll die and we’ll bury you!”
This was a slap in the face, a whip in the back, in response to which Carpan kept on training and never
looked back.
He told this story without a trace of resentment towards his father. In fact, he just accepts this is how
his life was meant to be; he never knew anything else. When asked how many generations his family
had been performing, he was not sure but knew it was a great many. He brought out the set of masks
he had inherited from his father. They were very old, roughly carved with little attention to the
smoothing of the surfaces or other refinements. As far as Carpan knew, they had never been painted
from the time they were made, which was, he believed well before his father’s time. He said he felt
they should not be painted or restored due to the special powers in them. He added that some museums
wanted to acquire them for their collections but he felt he could not let them go out of the family.
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Carpan’s family has always lived in a rural farming area where tiny villages are isolated from each
other by substantial distances. In former times, there were no paved road and no transportation, not
even horses or oxen, so people had to walk often taking a day or more to get from one settlement to
another. Carpan’s family’s group usually consisted of one dalang topeng and a small group of
musicians – sometimes as few as two or three. He recalled walking great distances to get to their
commissions, stopping along the way to perform on the road and make a bit more money. Given such
distances, we asked him how they got invited to perform by people from other villages. He said there
were specific months for specific ceremonies and so, his troupe would repeat the same circuit over and
over at these times of year. There was also a system of gongs or split drums used for inter-village
communication; the distinctive rhythm told them the location where they were wanted.
As Carpan was already in his early 70s, we expected to find that he no longer performed. However, he
responded with delight to our request to commission him to perform. Although his set, costume and
masks were tattered and many of his original musicians had died, there were enough musicians,
including his sister and older musicians augmented by some young men to comprise a full ensemble.
The assistant responsible for the safe functioning of the tight rope was also in his 70s.
Carpan performed a long program for us, including three masks. Differences in interpretation from
one mask to the other were slight and his range of steps very limited to just a few repetitive moves for
each mask. We recorded his Panji.
See DVD: Panji performed by Pak Carpan

More exciting than his dancing was his tightrope routine. A strong rope about 10cm in diameter (the
rope’s thickness is important to prevent it from being painful for the dancer to tread) was tied between
two three-meter high trees. Carpan then performed the Kelana Udeng dance using the tightrope,
wearing a tied batik headscarf or ikat instead of a sobrah headdress, as it is more lightweight and
allows for the freestyle movements he executes on the rope. The dance began with some opening
movements on the floor, after which Carpan climbed up onto the rope. Once he had established
balance, he first sat and then lay on his back on the rope, and then hung upside down from the rope by
bent knees, all the while continuing to move his arms to keep the swing in motion. In the performance
we recorded, there was trouble with the setting up of the tightrope making it very difficult for Carpan
to mount the rope.
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See DVD: Carpan performs on tightrope

Carpan’s performance was very rustic compared to that of Sujana, Sawitri or Rasinah or any of their
heirs. We thought it might be due to his age but Wangi pointed out that he had always performed this
way, even as a young man. This opened a window onto another aspect of topeng. The size of the
group and refinement of the performances and costumes and so forth was, perhaps, different in isolated
rural communities than it was more densely populated rural or urban areas where several groups of
topeng competed with each other for commissions and the best groups got them. In more isolated
rural areas, there might be just one topeng group that automatically got all commissions in ceremonies
where topeng was required – it simply had to be done and its level of sophistication was not as
important; the people who formed the audience might never have seen another topeng to compare with
it.

Carpan performing the Kelana Udeng mask

Unlike all the other dalang topeng groups covered in this study, Carpan's has never received any
financial assistance from outsiders. For as long as he can remember, they have been financed solely
through commissions for their performances. In recent times there have been almost no commissions
other than those required at ngarot ceremonies in Lelea in Indramayu. As noted earlier in the paper,
ngarot is a coming of age initiation ritual for girls and boys entering adulthood. In Lelea, the ritual is
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funded by the villagers and held at the village hall. It features two separate forms of entertainment for
the young initiates – a male topeng for the girls and kethuk tilu 117for the boys.
Another thing that differentiates Carpan from the others is that he has no children to inherit his style of
dancing. He does have a grandniece who is married to an Englishman and lives in London and who
happened to be there during our visit. At first she quietly talked to us about how backwards her great
uncle was, but following the performance we commissioned she acknowledged that she had never
even seen him perform before, and by the time we finished our interviews and were getting ready to
leave, she expressed her sense of pride and hope that the tradition could stay alive.
He confessed to us that he would be happy to teach anyone willing to learn from him, even though
they were not his own children or relatives. He has had some students come as part of fieldwork
experience programs (PKL) from institutes such as STSI Solo in Central Java. Through these
programs, Carpan temporarily reactivates his art, which otherwise might go relatively unnoticed
outside of his annual ngarot appearances. While Carpan is concerned about the fate of his own legacy,
he is proud that STSI Solo recorded him for archival purposes, and he seems content with this as an
adequate record of his topeng for posterity.
He accepts the fact that times have changed: that he is no longer invited to perform as many times as in
the past, especially the period in his life up to age 30, when his family was invited to perform up to
hundreds of times a year, with only a one month's break at most; the days when topeng provided them
with food, shelter and sometimes, very generous sums of money to live on. He realizes that topeng
faces the serious challenge of having to compete with the rampant popularity of more modern forms of
entertainment like dangdut and organ tunggal.
He and his sister Mimi Sawen feel powerless to affect this reality. Although they hope that one day the
art of topeng may regain its former popularity in the community, they have not made active efforts to
revive this interest in the younger generation. One of the reasons for this is that Carpan is
extraordinarily busy and hardworking. In order to survive, he has worked as a cook, a farmer and a
builder, and is now pursuing a new furniture business. Although he is already over 70, he shows no
sign of retiring or taking things easy as others might. Instead he is busy worrying about how his crops

117

kethuk tilu or ketuk tilu is an old ritual dance and music form featuring gongs, rebab or spike fiddle, barrel drums and a
ronggeng (female or transvestite singer/dancer who was also sometimes a prostitute), who invites boys or men to dance with
her sensually. Source: Wikepedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jaipongan.
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are faring and managing the construction of the new business. Down to earth and diligent, with a rich
appreciation of the challenges life brings, he has mastered a great range of different skills and balanced
many roles in his lifetime. In this respect he is truly a man of many masks – a dalang topeng par
excellence.
ANALYTICAL REVIEW OF THE RESULTS OF REVITALIZATION
The objectives of the Keberlanjutan Topeng Sujana Arja project were to preserve and revitalize
knowledge of parts of the artists' own tradition that had not been performed for some time, and to
facilitate the transfer of this knowledge from an old master artist to the next generation, in this case a
renowned dalang topeng, Sujana Arja, to his son, Inu Kerpati as well as artists from their community
in the village of Slangit. The project took the form of a short-term series of training session over a
four-month period. The hoped for outcome and long-term goal or purpose of the project was that the
training would ensure that the sanggar could perform the Sujana Arja style Panji dance and music in
the future. In these respects the project resonated with the Ford Foundation's working definition and
criteria for revitalization.
According to the main subject or beneficiary of the training, Inu Kerpati, as well as the project's
initiator and director, Toto Amsar, the training successfully achieved both of its objectives, although
both men felt that the period of time available was too short for the musicians to perfect their mastery
of the material.
Today, over four years since the end of the project, at least some of the (previously near-lost) material
is included as part of the repertoire that Inu teaches in weekly training/rehearsal sessions for young
students from the local community. Thus, the sanggar is continuing to pass on the knowledge and
keep alive the possibility that some of these young musicians may one day develop their skills to the
point that they can publicly perform the repertoire, including the Panji dance and music, with
competence. However, issues of promotion and the audience development necessary to provide a
sustainable context for such performances to happen remains a challenge for the sanggar – a challenge
that Inu is trying to meet, drawing on his own creativity and on funds from his own pocket. He dreams
that one day he and the group will be commissioned to perform in other parts of Indonesia and abroad
but has no idea how to make that happen. And, as yet, none of the company possesses the 'special
something' that might capture the attention of someone organizing an international performance tour.
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The control cases were chosen because they were similar to Sanggar Panji Asmara in that they all
involved hereditary dalang topeng of the older generation, who had been trained by their families in
the old ways and had concerns about passing on their knowledge and tradition to the younger
generation.
Carpan and his group, Sekar Muda provide an interesting counterpoint to all of the other dalang
topeng and sanggar covered here in that they were never the subject of any revitalization project.
While Carpan still performs at annual ngarot rituals, he has found other ways to make a living and has
not made enormous efforts to open up alternative venues for performance. Without a direct heir or any
younger family members interested in his art, and due to his rather isolated location, he has not passed
on his topeng knowledge to the next generation except for a few temporary, short-term students. In
this case, the odds against successful transmission are just too great.
In the other two control cases, revitalization efforts did place, although the processes involved took
somewhat different routes than the project that is the main subject of this report. Unlike Sujana Arja,
who was an active, publicly acknowledged and sought after performer throughout his life and was still
active and performing at the time the grant was initiated, Mimi Rasinah stopped dancing in the early
1970s and had not danced for two decades when she was first approached by Toto Amsar, and Sawitri
also stopped dancing for a time, although she resumed dancing on her own initiative. Unlike Inu, who
always knew his father, Sujana was a dalang topeng and was personally trained by him from a young
age, Mimi Rasinah's 12-year old granddaughter Erli had no idea that her grandmother even was a
dalang topeng until the project began. Thus, the Mimi Rasinah project had the very dramatic result of
reviving a sanggar and revitalizing intergenerational transmission in the family following a 20-year
absence of any such activities. In the case of Sanggar Purwa Kencana in Losari, the sanggar also
came close to fading out, although its revival was not nearly as dramatic.
In both of the control cases where revitalization projects took place, the development of their
respective sanggar was assisted by concerned individuals from outside the family – Toto Amsar and
Endo Suanda in the case of Mimi Rasinah and Rujito and his colleagues, including Endo and Toto
Amsar, in the case of Purwa Kencana – but the sanggar were never the focus of formal support from a
foundation or NGO donor organization. In both cases, the individuals concerned provided their
support over a very long timeframe. Further, their support was as much if not more moral than
financial, and characterized by a much more informal and personal approach, which allowed them to
get to know their subjects in depth, gradually come to understand their problems, look for new ways to
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support the transfer of skills to younger generation, raise funds to support the sanggar, and open
opportunities for the artists to perform.
As a result, the efforts these individuals made have realized positive and lasting effects, without
causing their subjects to become dependent on outside financial assistance in order to continue their
efforts. Nani from Sanggar Purwa Kencana said that if Rujita and his friends had not stepped in to
assist them in the way they did, they would still be “stuck” and that their assistance has resulted in
opening new opportunities for the group to keep performing.
In comparison, while the Keberlanjutan Topeng Sujana Arja project was also based on Toto Amsar's
longtime friendship with and support of dalang topeng Sujana Arja, the project itself was limited to a
duration of only a few months: it was quite narrowly focused on sustaining and passing knowledge of
a specific aspect of the repertoire, and did not involve any long-term follow-up process to address
problems and solutions related to the subsequent performance of the repertoire. Most importantly, it
was never designed to address the larger issues of the sustainability of the sanggar itself or to provide
the support that Inu, as a young director, would need to sustain the Slangit style of topeng made
famous by his father in the future.
Therefore the Kelola-funded project can be considered successful in achieving its own specific, shortterm objectives. It may also be credited with contributing more generally to the reinforcement of
topeng, by ensuring that the sanggar could preserve the little-appreciated and seldom performed music
for Panji in the style of Sujana Arja. In other words, the project contributed to the preservation of a
missing piece of the overall repertoire – a small but very important part in terms of the underlying
philosophy topeng. For this reason it was something that Sujana Arja and Inu Kerpati considered
intrinsically worthwhile and that Inu still much values as a model and reference point to strengthen his
continuing endeavors.
However, both the control cases and Inu's current explorations suggest that the true revitalization of
the art of topeng and way of life of the dalang topeng of Cirebon requires the ongoing, personal
support and long-term commitment of many concerned individuals. Based on this analysis, future
revitalization projects would do well to combine a fine-tuned focus on the art form itself together with
a longer-term strategy for strengthening and monitoring the continuing sustainability of the art and
artists in their changing social context.
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One can only speculate how the future of Carpan’s style and family tradition might have been different
had outsiders taken an interest in him the way that Rujito, Endo Suando and Toto Amsar took an
interest in Dewi and Sawitri and in Rasinah. All of our studies suggest that the mere presence of
outsiders, including our own team of researchers and film crew, brings heightened attention to local
artists. Thus, even Carpan's family members, who had never shown an interest in the future of the form
and even expressed some initial embarrassment in advance of Carpan's topeng act, demonstrated a
discernable change of attitude during our brief visit, where disinterest turned into pride, if not full
interest or commitment to continuing the form. This goes to show that even a little bit of outside
interest and intervention can also go a long way in opening people's hearts to the value of their own
family and cultural traditions.

PERSONAL OBSERVATIONS, OPINIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS
In the course of this research I learned that revitalization is truly a complex process and that a crucial
part of this process is adapting an old tradition to the present way of life, to enable it to be welcomed
by the community. From my conversations with topeng artists across Indramayu and Cirebon
regencies, it seems that the greatest challenge they were facing was not about how to continue teaching
the next generation to dance but about how to face the modern world as artists responsible for an ageold spiritual calling.
Despite their struggles, the sanggar I visited seemed to be getting positive responses from their
surrounding communities, judging from the enthusiasm of the people, mostly young, who were
learning topeng and participating in rehearsals, festivals and performances. It seems clear that topeng
cannot continue as the exclusive domain of hereditary dalang topeng but must embrace many young
people. Also, it is important to keep up the spirits of the younger artists and instill in them a sense of
pride and responsibility to continue the art.
So in the cases where a revitalization process has already been initiated, the next important step
beyond revitalizing the art form is revitalizing the audience. In fact, these should not be conceived as
two separate things, although in the projects I have observed, there seemed to be much more attention
is given to the art forms and performers than the audience. For a better balance, more attention needs
to be placed on supporting efforts to cultivate audiences.
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Another issue that this research raised for me had to do with the weak bargaining power of
performance artists. When an art form shifts from being strictly part of a ritual context and begins to
double as a form of entertainment or a 'regional culture product', artists need to have some power to
negotiate with those who sponsor their performances what will be presented. For this to happen, it
would be especially important for artists to establish a clear vision of the direction they want for their
art. Opportunities for topeng artists from different villages to meet, discuss and share their experiences
could help them to build a common ground as professionals in this regard.
I have the utmost respect for the patient and caring individuals who have carried out long-term
revitalization projects on their own initiative and at their own expense, such as Rujito, Toto Amsar and
Endo Suanda. Most inspiring to me were the facts that they were not only concerned with the art form
but also the wellbeing of the artists and their families; that their personal approach was not only
effective in getting to the heart of the matter but reinforced the idea that they were there only to assist,
leaving it up to the subjects to carry on. They realized that revitalization would take time and resolve,
especially when it meant finding and persuading an inactive, once very good dancer to return to dance.
And they stuck around long enough to ensure the skills and knowledge were being passed to the next
generation.
Finally, in a similar vein, I would like to render homage to Wangi, for her significant contribution not
only to this research but also to the overall sustainability of topeng Cirebon. As mentioned in the
introduction to the report, Wangi served as the guide and interpreter for this research as well as being
an accomplished dalang topeng in her own right. Given her role on the research team, it was not
appropriate for us to include her as an object of research. However, she and her father, Taham, who is
a shadow puppet master, are both highly regarded artists with an unusual history as well as an
extraordinary spirit of generosity toward fellow artists in the topeng community, which must be
acknowledged here.
Taham was not born into a family of dalang but apprenticed himself to an older dalang because he
loved wayang. He became a skilled dalang and has since performed with his own company of
musicians for over 30 years. Taham wanted Wangi to become a shadow puppet master and she studied
with him and has performed in this capacity. However, she preferred to dance and she studied topeng
outside of her father’s sanggar – at a time when other young people were rejecting their own family
traditions. As a result, she is one of very few if not the only dalang topeng of her generation in
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Indramayu. Now in her early 50s, she continues to dance, teach topeng in Taham’s sanggar and in
public schools, and evince a deep commitment to the future of topeng.
Wangi and her father were both instrumental in the revitalization of Rasinah's art: they provided
instruments, musicians, costumes, masks and a place to rehearse before Rasinah had her own sanggar,
along with an artistic support system (instruments, musicians, organization, and Wangi as a dancer) in
all Rasinah’s international tours and most of her national performances. Additionally, Wangi has
assisted other researchers with their work in the Cirebon area, never promoting herself or her own
family sanggar as a subject of study in these contexts.
In light of all of the above, we asked Wangi and her group to dance for our cameras as well and have
included clips of Wangi dancing Panji as well as the children she is teaching to the video report that
complements the present written report.

Page 238 of 569

Sanggar Pringghading: Angklung Bungko
HISTORY AND MEANING OF THE ART BEING REVITALIZED
Angklung refers to a percussion instrument, made of bamboo tubes mounted on a frame, which is held
in the hands and shaken to produce a distinctive tremolo sound. Traditional music ensembles based on
angklung in Indonesia usually involve several angklung, each with two or more tubes of different
lengths and pitches, tuned an octave apart, to produce a distinctive note. As each instrument sounds a
single note, they need to be played together to produce a melody. Angklung instruments of varied
constructions and number of pitches or tubes are popular, and played in combination with other kinds
of instruments – both modern and traditional – across Southeast Asia, although it is generally
acknowledged that angklung originated from Indonesia.
In Indonesia, angklung music first developed before the introduction of Hinduism or bronze gamelan
instruments to the archipelago, in Sundanese West Java, where it was performed as part of animistic
rituals for securing the fertility of the rice harvest and for honoring the spirits that dwell in mountains
and other sacred places, among other things. In the Hindu-Buddhist era, during a war between the
Pajajaran and Majapahit kingdoms known as Perang Bubat (1357), angklung served as music for the
military corps of Pejajaran preparing for battle, and through this, was diffused east from West Java to
East Java and Bali.
With the coming of the wali and establishment of Islamic sultanates in West Java in the late 15th
century, angklung music was combined with Islamic songs and praises to the Prophet Muhammad.
Thus, as a popular, easily portable and relatively easy to master instrument, it became important as a
tool to spread Islam in the region. It also gained notoriety during the resistance of the sultanate of
Banten against the Dutch occupation in the 1700s as an art used by the sultan to rouse people to fight.
For this reason, the Dutch outlawed angklung after they defeated Banten. Despite this prohibition,
because angklung was a deep-rooted tradition of the people, it continued to be performed in many
villages of West Java. Today, a handful of
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traditional angklung ensembles still exist, each with its own unique repertoire and style, including
angklung Bungko.118

The angklung ensemble of Bungko village

118

Other traditional ensembles based on angklung in West Java include Angklung Buncis (Priangan/Bandung), Angklung
Badud (Priangan Timur/Ciamis), Angklung Gubrag (Bogor), Angklung Ciusul (Banten), Angklung Dog dog Lojor
(Sukabumi), Angklung Badeng (Malangbong, Garut) and Angklung Baduy (Kanekes).
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Angklung Bungko means the angklung of Bungko – a fishing village in the Kapetakan sub district of
Cirebon regency. Here, the angklung instruments are played together with drum, gong and inverted
bronze bowls along with chanting, singing and dancing. The use of angklung in Bungko is believed to
date back at least 600 years; local legends have it that it was first introduced to the area of current-day
Bungko by Ki Arya Kemuning, a master musical instrument maker from Kuningan. The subsequent
development of angklung music there is inseparable from the coming of Islam and the story of the
founder of the village, Ki Ageng Bungko, also known as Syeh Benting.
As related in one of the verses that is sung in angklung Bungko today:
“Tanah Jawa dilanda gerhana. Penuh dengan kegelapan penuh kezaliman. Kala itu datang para
wali membawa cahaya. Menyiarkan Islam di tanah Jawa. Menyiarkan kalam suci. Mengislamkan
tanah Jawa.”
(The land of Java was obscured by an eclipse. Full of darkness, full of cruelty. Then came the wali
bringing the light. Spreading Islam in the land of Java. Radiating holy words. Islamizing the land
of Java).
Ki Ageng Bungko served the legendary wali, Sunan Gunung Jati, as senapati sarwajala or
commander-in-chief of the navy of the sultanate of Cirebon. He is credited with many brave exploits,
such as the annihilation at sea of pirates who had violently and arbitrarily attacked and then killed the
crown prince Brata Kelana and his entourage.119
The people of Bungko relate that as different places came under the dominion of Sunan Gunung Jati,
they all agreed to convert to Islam as a condition of their surrender. The sultanate then gathered
together representatives of these areas to ascertain what kinds of performing art skills their people had
that might be employed in service of the keraton. It is in this context that Ki Agung Bungko is said to
have created the dance that came to be performed together with the angklung music of the people of
Bungko. He used the only 'art' skills he had, the martial arts, as a basis for creating this dance to
represent the heroism of the Sunan's naval forces and soldiers of Islam. From then on, Ki Ageng
Bungko and his people performed this unique dance and music art form, henceforth known as
angklung Bungko, each time they were summoned to the keraton.

119

See Budaya Bahari Cirebon, 2004:132, 232.
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As commander in chief of the navy, Ki Ageng Bungko was responsible for escorting the Sunan and his
entourage wherever they went. Festive events at the keraton featured royal parades in which Ki Ageng
Bungko would be at the Sunan’s service, escorting and accompanying him with angklung music and
dance. This function added another layer of significance to angklung Bungko – as an art to escort
leaders, as well as to honor nature and ancestors, to praise the light of Islam, and to commemorate the
heroism of warriors at sea.
After Ki Ageng Bungko passed away into the realm of the ancestors, these meanings were
encapsulated in the apparently simpler idea that the main reason for performing angklung Bungko was
to remember Ki Ageng Bungko (as ancestor, exemplary warrior and servant of Islam all in one).
Perhaps the most eloquent expression of this idea was found in the performance of angklung Bungko at
the annual unjungan ceremonies of the village itself. Here, the musicians and dancers escorted not the
Sunan, but the leaders and community of the village, in a procession to the village cemetery to honor
the ancestors, Ki Ageng Bungko in particular.120
Thus, senior Angklung Bungko musician, Rajam, had this to offer when asked about the meaning of
his art form:
“The reason it was used at the unjungan ceremonies and keraton ceremonies was to
commemorate his (Ki Ageng Bungko's] service at the beginning, for succeeding generations, so
they would remember. How his struggle was like that. The intention of presenting it is to serve
as an example to the next generations.”121
And so, angklung Bungko has been passed down from generation to generation in an unbroken chain
of transmission since the 16th century. Today it is still performed annually at the unjungan ceremony
and occasionally, at formal ceremonial events related to the keraton. A detailed description of a
contemporary performance in the unjungan context is found the next section of this report. Another
testament to the continuity of the angklung Bungko tradition is that the village has also preserved an
angklung said to be from the original ensemble in Ki Ageng Bungko's time. Although it cannot be
played any more, the group brings it along when they perform; they consider it sacred and treat it with
utmost care.

120
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ibid
Interview with Rajam, senior member of the angklung group in Bungko, June 2006.
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Angklung Bungko performed in front of the mosque
at an unjungan ceremony

Angklung Bungko performed in front of the mosque
at an unjungan ceremony

Today, the angklung Bungko group is known as “Jaka Mulya.” This is the name the village artists
acquired in registering with the Department of Culture, in order to gain official recognition as a
legitimate performing arts group or sanggar, and following from that, to have the right to be invited to
perform and qualify for government support. However, aside from the registered name, the group
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operates informally in the way it always has. There are no formal rules of membership or operations
and membership in the group is open to any villager who wants to participate.
Most of the performers we saw during the performances we observed and/or commissioned as part of
this research are fishermen by vocation; two of them occupy positions in village government,
including the group's leader, Mashuri, who is also the current village secretary. Many of them are
following in the footsteps of their fathers, who were members of the group before them. Most choose
to join because they feel drawn to angklung Bungko as an expression of their common identity and
heritage – performing music and dance with the group provides a fulfilling way to participate in the
community's spiritual activities. In all, the active members of the group include around ten musicians
and ten to fifteen dancers (six or seven of whom are between 12 and 25 years old).
The main role of the group is to accompany the annual unjungan ceremony. Additionally, the group is
also commissioned to perform for other ritual occasions, such as Mauludan (the commemoration of the
birth of the Prophet Muhammad), wedding feasts, kaul (celebrations of the fulfillment of a vow),
khitanan or circumcisions, and less frequently, formal events related to the keraton in Cirebon. From
time to time they are also invited to participate in local government-sponsored art festivals. On these
occasions, the same repertoire is presented as in the more traditional, ritual-connected contexts, but
here it is considered to be a 'performance' rather than an aspect of ritual.
As a group that has existed and passed down its art from generation to generation since the time of Ki
Ageng Bungko, angklung Bungko Jaka Mulya aims to perform the repertoire exactly as it has always
been performed, without making changes to the movements or musical arrangements or the order of
these elements that they were taught. They take pride in replicating the original style of their ancestors
intact. This is because for both the group and its home audience, both consisting mainly of fisher folk
who work hard, sometimes in perilous circumstances, for relatively low incomes, angklung Bungko
embodies their pride and fighting spirit as direct descendants and symbolic servants of a respected man
of the sea, heroic fighter and high commander of the navy of the keraton.
Although their repertoire is no longer used as a means of spreading Islam as in the days of the wali or
in association with strategic warfare, the philosophy it conveys is still held dear. According to
members of Jaka Mulya, the essence of this philosophy is that a person must be vigilant in anything
they do. They must first have the niat (intention) to perform a task and then work out how they are
going to approach it before they carry it out. Jojo, one of the youngest members of the group, said that
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it is important for anyone who learns the art of angklung to also understand the philosophy underlying
the movements and apply this philosophy in daily life.
Since the artists of the group do not make a living from performing and work hard during the day, they
practice during their spare time, on average meeting at least one evening a week to rehearse for about
90 minutes. The times are not fixed or scheduled far in advance; the group gathers informally after a
word of mouth message is passed around among the members to confirm the next meeting time.
They do not have a formal place for rehearsals; they just practice at the home of the group leader. As
described in the general introduction to this report, the musicians usually set up their instruments on
the front terrace of the house and the dancers dance on the small road in front of the house. One senior
member of the group told me that they thought it would be nice if they had a proper studio where they
could practice and keep the equipment, but up to now they have always used the home of the group's
leader.
The group operates independently on a self-funded basis. While they have received donations from
outsiders from time to time – including gifts of instruments from the Department of Culture – the
group is largely self-supporting and recently bought a new kendang using their own funds.
At the time of this research in June 2006, they had been commissioned to perform at a circumcision
that same month

122

and the last time the group was invited by the government was at the anniversary

of the regency of Cirebon in March 2006. They had also performed three times during Mauludan that
year. Generally, the group members told me, they perform at least ten times a year.
DESCRIBE THE ART FORM BEING REVITALISED: LITERALLY WHAT DOES IT LOOK
LIKE TODAY?
Angklung Bungko performances feature dances performed by a dozen or so male dancers and
accompanied by instrumental music and chanting performed by a small group of male musicians and
a female sinden or vocalist.

122

It was the circumcision of one of the boys who had danced at the rehearsal the first time we
went to visit the group.
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The dances combine movements from the martial arts and gestures related to the sea. The first
movement is jorong – as previously described in the general introduction to this paper, a marching
movement with alternating arm positions, one arm stretched out sideways at shoulder height, hand
bent at the wrist, fingers pointing downward, while the other hand rests on the hip, palms down. This
continues until the dancers have circled the performance area three times. Next, the dancers assume the
unmoving panji pose – legs opened with feet planted body-width apart and pointing outward and legs
slightly bent at the knees, arms held in the same positions as in jorong. Basically, the only difference
between jorong and panji is that the jorong is a walking movement whereas the panji is a still pose.
Said to represent an act of meditation and concentration, the pose is quite challenging, as it must be
maintained for a full two minutes, which strains the upper thigh muscles.

Jorong movement and panji position

Next comes bantaleye, a set of movements that depict preparations to take on an opponent. The name
bantaleye comes from the boat, Bantaleye, which took the troops led by Ki Ageng Bungko sailing to
Sunda Kelapa (the harbor area of what is now Jakarta) to fight the Portuguese and reclaim the area.123
The bantaleye movements include the swaying of the arms: one arm is raised up to about chest level
and bent with the hand bent at the wrist and flicked up near ear level while the other arm is swayed
back with the hand flicked back. With every sway of the arms, the upper body bounces lightly; with
the weight of the body held in the upper thighs, the dancer steps forward and backward in anticipation
123

Dahuri et al., 2004: 86.
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of the approaching opponent. This movement is also considered to represent the rowing of the
Bantaleo boat.

Banteleye movement

The approaching opponent is then fought in the next movement, blarak sengkle. The dancer move
forward, with legs more deeply bent than before, arms swaying frontward and raised diagonally across
the chest, hands with straight fingers held tightly together, pointing upward with tips raised to ear
level. The arms sway in turn, and simultaneously, the upper body lowers until the legs are bent in a
half-squat position, known as ayam alas, where the opponent is paralyzed.
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Blarak sengkle and ayam alas movements

The next movement is bebek ngoyor, which is a walking movement like jorong but with left arm held
back and the right arm swaying from side to front across the chest. After a few sways, the dancer then
goes to the next movement, plembangan/palembangan, which depicts the approach and fending off of
still more opponents. Here, the dancer maintains the walking movement but this time the left arm,
previously held back, is free to sway forward to take on the opponents and fight them off.

Bebek ngoyor and plembangan movements
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Having overcome their opponents, the dancers are relieved and walk away with light steps, although
remaining alert; that is, they resume the jorong. Forming a straight line, they continue this movement
until the first dancer leads them away. Their exit from the performance space marks the end of the
dance, which is followed within a few minutes by the finale to the music.
The dance costume consists of an ikat or hand tied batik cloth headdress with a sumping – a long string
affixed with multi-colored bits of plastic – fixed onto the left side; loose, three quarter-length black
trousers covered by a knee-length batik cloth; a sash around the waist to secure the batik as well as
holding a keris or dagger at the back. Other than this, the dancers are bare-chested, except for a red
sash that is slung around the neck and across the chest, its ends tied to the sash at the waist. A thin
layer of boreh, a mixture of turmeric paste, is applied to areas of exposed skin on the chest, arms, legs,
feet, back and face. They also wear dark sunglasses, which symbolize the shields that the old-time
warriors used to wear to protect their eyes.

Angklung Bungko costume performing in streets of Bungko

See DVD: Village Street Performance
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Children being instructed during rehearsal

The music that accompanies the dances consists of one song that is played repeatedly from the
beginning to the end of the performance. The instruments include three angklung of different pitches,
along with two klenong (small gongs), to provide the melody. A set of tutukan (inverted bronze bowls
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or kettles) is struck to provide a steady beat, while a kendang (drum) is beaten to cue the shifts from
one set of dance movements to the next, and a gong sounded to mark the final beat of each section of
the music. Every eight bars, the musicians chant in unison, 'warilayut hose'. Additionally, a vocalist or
sinden, who is the only female in the ensemble, sings shalawat – songs in praise of Allah and his
messenger at various points in the performance.
As noted in the history section above, the angklung Bungko ensemble leads and performs at the annual
communal unjungan ceremony, in which the people of Bungko make a sacred journey on foot to honor
their ancestors walking about one kilometer from the balai desa or village hall to the cemetery where
their ancestors are buried. The ceremony takes place in the month before the fasting month of
Ramadan, usually on a Friday following dhuhur (afternoon prayers). We were fortunate to be able to
witness this ceremony when we went to film the angklung in Bungko in July 2006.
First, the angklung Bungko performers, in full costume, gather at the balai desa, where they are joined
by the kuwu or village head, his family and staff and their families, and great numbers – up to
thousands – of people representing every household in the village population,124 carrying tumpeng
(rice mounds) and other food to bring to the cemetery. When all are assembled, the angklung group
performs for a while at the village hall. Then the procession begins. The angklung Bungko dancers
head the line, followed by the musicians, then the village head, the village officials and their families,
and finally, all the other villagers. The order of people is important and underlines the historical
function of the angklung Bungko group as the escort for leaders or authorities.
All along the way, the musician play music while the dancers perform jorong. After reaching the
cemetery, they continue to perform until they have circumambulated the main building, which houses
Ki Ageng Bungko’s tomb, three times.

124

There are 4,000 households in the village, so even if only one person per household attends the event, that amounts to
4,000.
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Musicians in the unjungan procession to the mosque

See DVD: Dance to Cemetary

Next the community offer prayers to the spirits of their ancestors, led by the juru kunci – the elder
caretaker of the cemetery, who is also a guide and advisor regarding all the spiritual and practical
aspects of customs related to honoring ancestors. The juru kunci begins the prayers by burning incense
in a clay pot placed next to the entrance to Ki Ageng Bungko's tomb and reciting verses from the
Koran in Arabic mixed with some Javanese.
I was told that the essence of the ritual at the cemetery is to pray to their ancestors and to the wali. This
is done because they are considered holy and closer to God in the spiritual hierarchy. By asking for the
wellbeing and assistance of the wali, the living hope their prayers will be answered.
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Musicians relax in the cemetery between dances

After the communal prayers, the people gather to eat the food they have prepared and brought along.
Anyone who attends the ritual, even if he or she is not from Bungko, is welcome to share this food. I
was told that sometimes people from Indramayu and Kuningan join the ceremony, for even though this
unjungan was specific to Bungko, making pilgrimages to visit gravesites of the wali wherever they
may be is a very common part of their shared folk tradition. 125

DESCRIBE THE REASONS FOR THE DECLINE OF THE ART
As noted above, Jaka Mulya is still regularly commissioned to perform angklung Bungko at a range of
religious ceremonies and rites of passage as well as occasional keraton-related functions and
government-sponsored events, giving an average of ten performances a year. From the perspective of
the present day musicians and dancers, their group is doing what it has always done. Their art has
remained an important way for them and fellow members of their community to stay linked to their
roots. They feel that there has been no decline in the frequency or quality of their activities in modern
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The reason why many people visit gravesites of the wali and consider these sites sacred is connected to beliefs that the
wali were not only teachers and assistants to the ruler but also mediators in relating to God (The Indonesian National
Encyclopedia, Volume 2, 1989) We can also see in this practice echoes of much older (pre-Islamic) beliefs about the ongoing
influence of ancestors in the affairs of the living. Visits to sacred gravesites of the wali include sitting at the gravesites,
praying for the wali and seeking assistance from the wali as intermediary in prayers. Many people also stay to meditate at
these sites for long periods as a way to seek help in resolving personal problems.
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compared to former times. According to the group's key spokesperson, Rajam – who is now in his 60s
and the oldest member of the group – there have been no changes in the dances as far back as he can
recall.
They do acknowledge that times have changed, in that now, instead of the keraton, there is the
government to give directives and the Department of Culture (Dinas Kebudayaan) has sporadically
attempted to influence certain changes to angklung Bungko to make it more “meaningful”,
“interesting” or “up to date” (from the government's perspective). However, for the most part, the
changes were refused or applied once but not adopted.

In cases where changes suggested by

government people have been adopted, they have been quite minor.
For example, Rajam told me, the Department of Culture – which he referred to simply as "Culture"
(Kebudayaan) – was always encouraging them to create songs with lyrics and melodies rather than just
chanting refrains, as well as recommending specific changes to certain chants so they would be more
meaningful. In particular, he said, they thought that the chanted refrains in the repertoire, which were
related to dakwah (proselytism) in former times, should be adapted to the times.
One instance of this concerned their song, “walele, walele”, a classical verse consisting of six-line
stanzas known as macapat. The refrains in the song were not always the same. Rather they were based
purely on sounds, like “wak wek wok”, which were improvised, based on whatever sounds came to the
musicians. Department of Culture officials searched for information and then came back and told them
that the refrain after the word, ‘warilayut’ should always be “hu, ha, hu” – because hu means
“genuinely” and ha means “remember the almighty” in Javanese.
Another example was that the Department of Culture encouraged the group to wear white shirts rather
than being bare-chested, which they obliged, but only for one single public, government-sponsored
‘culture day’ performance.
The Department of Culture has also given the group instruments from time to time over the years,
including the award of a whole new gamelan in the 1950s, replacing worn out gongs and klenong with
instruments that were iron instead of bronze, and having a replica made for them of the ancient
angklung that they keep as a sacred relic of the ensemble from the time of Ki Ageng Bungko.
However, the group in Bungko has largely persisted in using their own gamelan even when the sound
was not so good anymore. While they accepted the gift of the duplicate of the old angklung and used
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it, they have continued to bring the original one to all their performances, where they place it on stage
and make ritual offerings to it before they begin to perform.
The senior members of the group in Bungko all felt that while these government interventions related
to specific aspects of the music and costumes have been inconsequential, the interest in their art shown
by Department of Culture representatives as well as other outside parties have generally contributed
positively, encouraging them to maintain their tradition as well as motivating youngsters to take up the
art. They acknowledged some concerns that the younger generations may lose interest in this old form
(as they have with other traditional arts in many other places). Yet they pointed out a number of things
that have especially supported local young people's interest in their angklung until now.
“They felt called. When they saw the angklung schedule when Beni was shooting it [and] it
kept on going … they felt happy about that… And at school there is the art curriculum.
They're taught traditional art, you know. It happened that there was a teacher who asked us to
teach in the primary and junior high schools in Bungko at some point in the 80s. At the
primary school then there was an art and sports competition covering the whole sub district. It
was in 1985 if I'm not mistaken; Jaso [Rajam’s son] was still in primary school. Finally he
joined the sub district level competition…well consequently, up to now, primary school
teachers have been including angklung dance. The only obstacle may be funding limitations.
… For us here it's not a problem; we're not dependant on funds but on interest. All the more so
since the art of angklung is only found here in this village. It may be that now [they're] not
interested but then feel suddenly drawn to it the day after, perhaps because it's already [their]
heritage.”
Based on this and other things that Rajam and other senior members of Jaka Mulya expressed, it seems
that on the one hand, they are confident that because people inside the village have a strong sense of
ownership of angklung Bungko, it is only natural for the next generation to feel called to take up and
continue the art form of their ancestors, and that outside interest functions to reinforce this by helping
to make their children aware of the prestige and value accorded to angklung Bungko by the outside
world.
On the other hand, they are also clear about the need for them to make ongoing efforts to keep
refreshing young people's interest. The effort required is not just a matter of finding as many young
people as possible to participate, but of making sure that their training does not interfere with other
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school or extracurricular activities and above all, that the students' parents wholeheartedly support
their children's desire to learn the art. The fact is that the children do want to learn it, and this
sometimes call for buying new instruments, as an investment for the next generation – if the drum is in
bad condition, the musicians will take action to get a new one, even if it means spending their own
money to do it.
From the perspective of Jaka Mulya, the fact that angklung Bungko has such intrinsic value as their
heritage has freed them from the need for outside funding for them to continue practicing their art.
However, seeing that other local art forms and groups are commissioned by the government as well as
receiving support from other organizations to enable them to perform beyond their own villages and
regions, Jaka Mulya would also welcome opportunities to do the same. Yet beyond accepting
occasional government support and being invited from time to time to perform at governmentsponsored festivals, they don’t know how to go about expanding their reach or what to do to promote
new performance opportunities outside their own village.
See DVD: Dance at the Mosque

BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON THE ORGANIZATIONS AND/OR INDIVIDUALS
CONDUCTING THE REVITALIZATION PROJECT
The grantee for the angklung Bungko revitalization project was Yayasan Seni Sanggar Pringgading, a
performing arts group and foundation based in the Plumbon area of Cirebon, which was founded in
1975 by artist, Handoyo M.Y. as a vehicle for producing new creations based on the traditional
performing arts, especially those of Cirebon.
Handoyo completed studies at the arts institute, ASTI Bandung and was one of only a handful of
artists selected through a government-supported program (1978-80) to study at Padepokan Bagong
Kussudiarjo, a Jogjakarta sanggar established by the late artist, Bagong Kussudiarjo, whose prolific
body of ‘kreasi baru’ or 'new creation' works based on adaptations of traditional dance had become
very popular in the 1970s and 80s. These studies formed the basis for the approach Handoyo has
applied in his subsequent work with his own sanggar in Cirebon.
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The vision of Sanggar Pringgading with respect to the traditional arts is: 'solid unity in achieving
mastery or greatness' (kesatuan yang kokoh di dalam mencapai keagungan). Its mission is to provide
arts education and thus, help to create cultural 'filters' for the young through dance and music, that is,
to fortify their connection with their own cultural heritage.
The sanggar had received some government financial support in the past but has been mainly selffunded and created a number of different music and dance productions over the years.
In 2002, Handoyo approached and received a grant from Kelola to direct a project in the program
category of the 'sustainability of the traditional performing arts' focusing on the art of angklung
Bungko.
The project proposal 126 stated a general concern about the uncertain future direction of Cirebonese arts
that had been handed down for generations but were in decline or disappearing. The specific concern
was that angklung Bungko would soon become extinct if its conservation were not given immediate
attention. “Bringing the art of angklung Bungko to life again could be expected to revive or revitalize
(membangkitkan) community activity so that this art could bloom as a monument to the history of the
spread of Islam in Cirebon”.
Other reasons for the choice of angklung Bungko included that the form could be easily absorbed by
younger generations and so, its revitalization could help strengthen “cultural filters to protect their
minds/spirits (jiwa) from submergence in foreign cultures not in harmony with Cirebonese life," and
also, that in terms of its dance movements, melody and costumes, the art form had many gaps (celah),
so its quality could easily be improved without having to alter its authenticity” (meningkatkan kualitas
tanpa harus merubah keaslian).
The end of the proposal emphasized the broader hopes of the sanggar that their program would trigger
the Cirebon government and community to pay more attention to the conservation of Cirebonese
traditional performance arts, and that through such programs, these arts could help “turn the wheels of
the government, especially in the Culture and Tourism Departments.” 127

126

Project proposal, "Pemaparan Program Hibah Seni 2002, "Meningkatkan Kualitas Seni Pertunjukan Tradisi Angklung
Bungko oleh Handoyo, MY, Yayasan Sanggar Seni Pringgading Plumbon-Cirebon, 2002.
127
Ibid.
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Based on the mission of the sanggar and its concerns regarding the need to revitalize angklung Bungko
within the larger framework of regional development, the project was entitled “Meningkatkan kualitas
seni pertunjukan tradisi” (Improving/raising the quality of traditional performance art).

For, as

Handoyo explained to me, from his perspective:
“Angklung Bungko is an art that is underdeveloped or left behind (kesenian tertinggal). I wanted it
to be nurtured; even though they perform it for traditional ceremonies, it has very seldom been
staged like wayang; I'd like it to be developed to the same level as the others [other arts]" 128
Following from this, the specific steps to be taken in this project were to:
1. Absorb the material of angklung Bungko as a whole;
2. Process and develop the material based on its background and function so as to adapt it to a
contemporary spirit;
3. Rehearse/train to develop a new face for the traditional art form without losing its essential
elements.
4. Perform it to make it known to the public.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON THE GROUPS THAT WERE SPECIFIC SUBJECTS
OF THE REVITALIZATION PROJECT
The primary subjects of this project were 35 members and affiliates of Sanggar Pringgading – artists
who regularly perform under the sanggar's name as well as some of the sanggar's many students – a
diverse group of people from different backgrounds and places around the Cirebon area – who
developed a stage production inspired by angklung Bungko under the direction of Handoyo.
SPECIFICS OF THE REVITALIZATION PROCESS
Some time before Handoyo learned of the Kelola grants for revitalization he had visited the village of
Bungko and spoken to the members of Jaka Mulya about his interest in learning their dance and
incorporating it into a work by his own company. In general, the villagers, especially the older member
of the group, were pleased by his interest. When Handoyo learned of the grants he wrote up a proposal
128

Interview with Handoyo, June 2006.
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to Kelola and when it was accepted, he came to invite the members of Jaka Mulya to teach their art
form to his sanggar. Jaka Mulya felt honored and accepted the invitation. Then the revitalization
project, “Meningkatkan kualitas seni pertunjukan tradisi” took place at Sanggar Pringgading
headquarters in Cirebon from July to December 2002.
As a first step, the sanggar commissioned Jaka Mulya group to perform for them in their studio.
Around 15 people – six dancers and nine musicians – came from Bungko to give the performance,
which was attended by members of the sanggar and recorded on videotape. The artists from Bungko
received transportation, accommodation and food, and small honoraria for their participation in this
phase of the project, which Handoyo referred to as the 'initial absorption' (penyerapan awal).
See video clip
After the performance at the sanggar, Handoyo asked some of the dancers, including the head of the
group, to return to teach the members of the sanggar. A group of four of the village dancers returned,
and led 16 practice sessions to teach the Pringgading dancers the dance movements. They were again
provided with transportation, accommodation, food and token honoraria during their work at the
sanggar in this phase, which Handoyo referred to as the 'second absorption/direct learning
(penyerapan kedua/belajar langsung). Sanggar Pringgading also donated some costumes to the village
group as an expression of their appreciation.
Although the project proposal indicates that the objective of these first steps was to 'absorb the
material of angklung Bungko as a whole', it is clear that Handoyo and the Pringgading dancers were
much more narrowly focused on learning the specific movements of the dances. After just a few
weeks of lessons from the people of Bungko and the videotape as a reference, the Pringgading dancers
could perfect the movements on their own. The Bungko village artists had no further involvement in
the project. Handayo said that he had originally hoped to ask Jaka Mulya to participate in the whole
process up to the performance, but the budget available was not enough to cover that.
Sanggar Pringgading then continued on to develop a new production using what they had learned as
their point of departure. The resulting adaptation, which they named Angklung Bungko Puri Agung,
was a colossal dance and music production involving a cast of approximately 30 performers and
lasting about one hour.
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The choreography not only featured elements taken from angklung Bungko but also ronggeng (a
welcome dance and tari pergaulan or flirtatious social dance that became popular in the 1950s),129 as
well as humorous bodoran or clown dances by male dancers dressed as women.
The score too drew upon several types of Cirebonese music as sources, but was essentially a new
creation. While the point of departure had been angklung Bungko, the composer opted to create an
entirely new piece of music for the production because he found that the original music lacked melody
and also, had to accommodate the non-angklung Bungko elements in the choreography.
Although the production used various elements of angklung Bungko as well as other traditional
performing arts, it did not present a particular story. Similarly, it incorporated various traditional prop
and costume elements but freely adapted them to support the aesthetic needs of the production.

Young men are proud to be a part of the angklung Bungko

129

See: Himpunan Deskripsi Kesenian Daerah Cirebon, 2001.
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REVITALIZATION PROCESS TOOK PLACE
Sanggar Pringgading staged Angklung Bungko Puri Agung twice following the end of the revitalization
project, first at the Pagelaran Seni Bulan Purnama (full moon arts festival) at Balai Pengelolaan Taman
Budaya in Bandung in December 2002 and later at the Perayaan Halal Bihalal Keluarga Besar Cirebon
(a festival of the greater community of Cirebon in the celebration of forgiveness following the fasting
month of Ramadan) in Jakarta in January 2003.
The first performance was videotaped and Handoyo kindly provided us with a copy of the tape, on
which the following description is based, and clips from this recording are included in the video
documentation accompanying this report.
The cast of the production, all members of Sanggar Pringghading, consisted of 13 nayaga or musicians
playing the gamelan and 14 dancers, included both men and women, ranging in age from 20 to 30
years old.
The performance started with a brief overture of gamelan music followed by a short narration in
Indonesian praising the might of God in relation to the bulan purnama (full moon) theme. Then a
piece of angklung music took over for some minutes. The nayaga sang short tunes, chanting
“walele…walele…” along with playing the gamelan instruments.
The first part of the dance presented ten dancers who performed movements based on the movements
of the Angklung Bungko dance in four different scenes, variously choreographed to make full use of
the stage space. In some scenes, the dancers were divided into groups, each group positioned on
different sides of the stage. In other scenes, the dancers were located in the center of the stage.
The dancers wore uniform costumes consisting of long-sleeved white tops and sleeveless, unbuttoned
black rompi or vests with a golden stripe along the hem and long black trousers, also with gold-striped
hems. Over the trousers they wore batik cloths with a Cirebon motif wrapped round their waists and
red belts tied around the waist on top of the batik. On their heads they wore golden ikat style
headdresses said to represent blarak sengkle or 'limp, dry coconut leaves'. The head cloth also had a
green jewel-like decoration in the center. The head cloth, which is usually a loose strip of cloth tied
onto the head, was sewn together into a convenient ready-to-wear hat, open at the top. Like the head
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cloths of the dancers in Bungko, the head cloths here had sumping ear decorations attached on the left
side, although unlike the sumping in Bungko, which consist of a string hung with bits of colored
plastic, these were decorated with soft multi-colored woolen balls (like the sumping used in topeng).
Like the dancers in Bungko, these dancers also wore sunglasses.
Historically, the angklung Bungko dances were meant to depict the admirals of the keraton navy and
Handoyo developed the costumes based in part on his own understanding of what the attire of old-time
maritime warriors looked like, although he was less focused on achieving historical accuracy than on
making the costumes more visually interesting as well as more 'polite' than the less flashy, barechested outfits used in Bungko. Like the music, the costumes employed various elements of the
angklung Bungko form as a point of departure and then combined them with invented elements and
bits from other art forms to achieve the desired aesthetic effect.
Aside from the angklung Bungko-based dances, the production also featured bodoran humor scenes
performed by five male dancers dressed up as women in long flowing skirts, kebaya-cut (Javanese
women's ceremonial blouse) long-sleeved tops, hair in buns decorated with flowers and white-painted
faces.
When Sanggar Pringgading presented Angklung Bungko Puri Agung at Taman Budaya in Bandung it
was mainly for government officials. The Bungko village group was not invited to attend. As of the
time of writing this report, the people from Bungko have not yet seen the production either live or on
videotape. Nor have they seen the videotape of their own work that was recorded at the sanggar at the
start of the project.
Further, based on my interviews with both Handoyo and the Bungko villagers, it appears that Handoyo
has not returned to the village since the initial revitalization effort took place, although he hopes to
visit and show them the dance and the videos in the future, schedule permitting.
Interviews with the villagers also indicated that there were some misunderstandings about the scope of
the revitalization project. Jaka Mulya knew that Handoyo was interested in their dance and that he
wanted to use elements of it for his own creative work, and they did not object to that. But there was
no clearly stated verbal or written agreement spelling out the terms of their relationship. As a result,
some members of the group got the mistaken idea that Handoyo was going to invite them to perform
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somewhere, perhaps together with Pringgading, although this never came to pass; others expected a
nice fee of some kind.
Young Jojo expressed one of the primary concerns felt by all, which was that if Pringgading's
promotion and staging of angklung Bungko were successful, this could “make us unknown as the real
angklung Bungko group.'” In other words, the public might be led to believe that Pringgading was the
real angklung Bungko group and this could reduce rather than increase their chances of being invited
to give performances of angklung Bungko outside their village in the future. It appeared that this was
more important to them than any other concerns about whether they were paid or treated fairly enough.
They felt their very identity had been stolen.
Control Case
As explained in the general introduction to the Cirebon research, no formal control case is presented as
a separate section of the report. Instead, the requisite control data and standard for comparison are
provided by the discussion of Jaka Mulya, the original angklung Bungko group, which forms part of
every section of this report.

ANALYTICAL REVIEW OF THE RESULTS OF REVITALIZATION
Based on the data in this report, it is debatable whether or not this project in fact resulted in a
“revitalization” of angklung Bungko.
The point of departure for the grantee's proposal were the beliefs that angklung Bungko was an art that
was 'underdeveloped', historically important (as a testament to the spread of Islam in Java), and in
danger of being lost. Following from these assumptions, development was felt to be in order. The
steps to achieving this were for the sanggar to first “absorb the material of Angklung Bungko as a
whole”, and then process and develop this material based on its background and function, so as to
“adapt it to a more contemporary spirit” and “develop a new face for it without losing its essential
elements”. The result of this process was a music and dance production to be performed in public.
Thus, the overarching goal of the project was to sustain and revitalize angklung Bungko by developing
it to create a high-quality, modern stage performance. Yet we have seen that this process was not
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aimed at revitalizing or developing the art form for the people of Bungko or for the members of the
Bungko community performance group, Jaka Mulya, who were neither the initiators nor the subjects
of the project.
As fishermen in a small village removed from the urban art centers of West Java, they had no
knowledge of the existence of funds to support projects of this kind or how to apply for such funding.
In contrast, Handoyo and Sanggar Pringgading operate in a network of professional arts organizations
that maintain direct access to information about such funding opportunities. It was they who learned
about the grants available from the Kelola Foundation, knew how to apply for funding, and set the
terms of reference for the project.
Once the project was approved, Jaka Mulya served peripherally as a resource to the project, by briefly
teaching their art to the sanggar, but did not participate in the creative process of adapting the material
to a more modern spirit or developing a new face for the art. Also, the young artists who benefited
from the teaching were not young people of Bungko, but a diverse group of professional performing
artists and performing art students from around the region.
For Sanggar Pringgading, the project achieved its desired outcome, in the sense that the sanggar did
create and publicly perform a new creation that was entitled Angklung Bungko Puri Agung and grew
out of the sanggar members study and adaptation of angklung Bungko. However, judging from the
end result, only certain elements of the dance of angklung Bungko that the artists found aesthetically
attractive were retained, while others were discarded, and elements from other traditional art forms
were added into to the mix.
While the project did carry out all the steps proposed, no specific indicators were included in the
project design for monitoring or evaluating the degree to which the desired objectives were
successfully reached, especially for evaluating how well the 'essence' of the art was retained in giving
the art form its new face.
We have seen that in Bungko, the essence of the art form is inextricably tied to its spiritual functions
as a way to commemorate the founding ancestor of the village, Ki Ageng Bungko, and as an 'escort' to
link people to their ancestors, the wali, and ultimately, to God, especially in the unjungan ritual, which
brings thousands of people together in one spirit to offer prayers to their ancestors. Thus, it is
questionable whether this essence can be maintained in an abstracted and aestheticized version of the
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dance and music, presented to an audience of government officials in the neutral territory of a
proscenium stage by professional artists who are not from Bungko.
The aesthetic value of the adaptation as a modern work of art in this new context is not in question
here: this is beyond the scope of this paper to evaluate. Whereas the question of whether the 'essence'
or the underlying cultural value and meaning of the art form have been retained and given 'new life' in
the new creation is highly relevant, but it is a question that only the people of Bungko can really
answer. Unfortunately, they did not get to see or give their feedback on the production. Had they done
so, however, it is unlikely, based on the information gathered for this report, that they would embrace
all the changes that Sanggar Pringgading made on aesthetic grounds, since one of their most highly
valued criteria has to do with keeping everything exactly as it was handed down to them by their
ancestors. It is conceivable that they might appreciate and want to adopt a few aspects of the
production but this remains an unknown, again, because they have not seen the production.
In final analysis, the project carried out the process outlined in the proposal as planned although it
appears to have had little if any direct effect on the sustainability or continued vitality of the angklung
Bungko tradition itself. The dominant critical issue to arise from the research in this regard is that the
grantee, Sanggar Pringgading and the original keepers and heirs to the angklung Bungko tradition, Jaka
Mulya, hold diametrically-opposed views and goals related to the present condition of the art form and
its future life.
To summarize the key differences:
For Sanggar Pringgading, angklung Bungko is an underdeveloped art form, important because of its
connection with the coming of Islam, and in danger of being lost if it is not given immediate attention,
updated and developed so it can stand up to other performance genres.
For Jaka Mulya, angklung Bungko is their own heritage, important because it connects them directly to
their legendary ancestor. They do not feel it is in danger of being lost because they have carried on this
heritage undisrupted from the time of Ki Ageng Bungko up to the present.
For Sanggar Pringgading, revitalization is a process of quality improvement; the aim is to adapt and
develop the original form as material for modern stage productions, to give the old form a new face to
suit a more contemporary spirit.
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For Jaka Mulya revitalization is the process of always passing the art on to each new generation; the
aim is to keep the form exactly as it always has been, and do all they can to keep their children vitally
attracted to it as an art form, as a philosophy and as part of their identity.
For Sanggar Pringgading, the measure of long-term success would be in giving performances of their
creations that are well attended by the public, and in this way participating in contributing to regional
culture and tourism development.
For Jaka Mulya, the measure of long-term success would be the continuing role of angklung Bungko in
the unjungan ceremony, and their children's participation in contributing in this way to the
sustainability of their way of life.
Given these differences, it is easy to see how what might count as a successful revitalization effort for
Sanggar Pringgading might count as just the opposite for Jaka Mulya.
PERSONAL OBSERVATIONS, OPINIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS
I was first introduced to this project as a project that involved a tradition that was reportedly 'almost
extinct' and in need of development or quality improvement. Then I was amazed to discover that the
art form concerned was in fact quite a vital part of life in its original community. From the point of
view of those who kept this art form as a tradition, it was neither in danger of extinction nor in need of
improvement. Further, it became clear that they had derived little if any direct or significant benefit
from the project; in fact, the project may have been unintentionally detrimental to them.
On this note, however, it may be said that the project had one unintended yet positive outcome. I
suspect that as Jaka Mulya became aware that Pringgading was using their piece and promoting its
new creation as angklung Bungko, their commitment to keeping what they have alive was magnified.
They began to put more energy into the task of getting their young people interested and rehearsing –
something they were already doing before, but without any urgency. Their concerns that their own
identity might be compromised by the Angklung Bungko Puri Agung production showed them they
must be more vigilant in maintaining their culture. The long conversations and documentation that
took place in Bungko as part of our research to look at the results of the revitalization project also
helped them to articulate their concerns and further affirmed their sense of the precious value of their
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heritage. One clear indication of their growing awareness is that since the time when this research was
conducted, they have approached the local government and asked to be presented locally under the
name angklung Bungko so they could demonstrate what angklung Bungko really is!
This research has touched on just one example of two starkly divergent understandings that prevail in
modern Indonesia about who owns the traditional arts and what it means for the traditional arts to be
revitalized. But it has only scratched the surface of the moral questions that these contrasting
perspectives raise.
That is, what are the entitlements of adat or customary communities when it comes to their traditional
performing arts? Can the movements, sounds, words and other plastic and symbolic elements of
unique artistic traditions be defined as 'property' to which particular groups of people or communities
have special or prior rights? If such rights are acknowledged, then what, if any, rules should govern the
use, adaptation, interpretation, promotion or revitalization of the traditional arts by others? Should the
original artists have the right to approve or disapprove the creative use of their traditions and names by
other artists? Or should the state have an overriding authority to administer the traditional arts, as a
part of the nation's heritage and in the interest of national development, with or without the consent or
participation of those who claim these arts as their birthright?
While it is beyond the scope of this research report to deal with these issues, the findings presented
here indicate that they do warrant careful discussion and inquiry – the results of which could be
especially beneficial for organizations planning to initiate or support efforts to revitalize the traditional
arts of Indonesia in the future.

Page 267 of 569

FLORES
Executive Summary
The large, rugged island of Flores is home to a sparse yet diverse population of farmer and fisher folk
who comprise five main ethnic groups, with many sub-groups, speaking 20 different languages. Flores
owes its name to the Portuguese who entered the spice trade and began establishing trade posts, forts
and Catholic missions in the region (eastern Indonesia today) in the early 16th century. Although the
Portuguese lost most of their holdings to the Dutch by the early 17th century, they retained control of
trade and strong alliances with local leaders and settlements in certain enclaves in Flores, especially
Sikka kingdom – now Sikka regency, extending from Sikka village on the south coast to the island's
largest town, Maumere, on the north. Sikka remained a strong Catholic center even after Portugal ceded
it to the Dutch in 1859, and strong Portuguese influences are discernible in Sikka language, culture and
religion, in which Catholicism is built upon indigenous animist belief systems revolving around the
worship of ancestors and sun, moon and earth gods and blood sacrifice. Various performing arts
developed in this context in association with community ceremonies tied to agriculture, the
commemoration of ancestors, rites of passage, and Christian holidays. Modernization after Indonesian
independence brought new agriculture and fishing practices, new livelihood options, and structural
changes to communities that all diminished the available resources for, function of, and interest in
community ceremonial traditions, such that many of the associated art forms are rarely performed now,
except where they have been revamped as attractions for Flores' small but growing tourism industry.
This report examines two projects to revitalize near-extinct Sikka genres, supported by Kelola
Foundation (using funds Kelola received from Ford Foundation) and conducted by grantees with very
different approaches to revitalization. The first is Sanggar Benza – a Maumere-based, professional
performance group led by an ethnomusicology graduate of the Indonesian Art Institute (STSI) in
Surakarta, Java – which offered assistance to a group of Lado Gahar villagers to preserve and
strengthen their Lado Gahar dance about village origins. The second is Sanggar Gere Bue – an
informal community-based group of members of Sikka village, led by an influential community leader,
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descendant of Sikka aristocracy and performer – which worked on reviving their own traditional
Christmas dance drama, Toja Bobu.
Lado Gahar
Lado Gahar is a communal, participatory dance and music form that is rooted in Lado Gahar village
origin myths and old practices involving the use of blood rituals on sacred stone offering altars or watu
mahe, and refers to stories of the sailing journeys and ordeals of the founding ancestors of the village.
The performers include male and female dancers wearing sacred headdresses representing seagulls and
sailing boats, accompanied by musicians playing korak (coconut shell instruments) with lekor (split
bamboo sticks) and a vocal chorus, with a narrator who recites verses related the ceremony involved.
The main occasions when Lado Gahar was performed were community-scale, harvest thanksgiving
festivals – involving great costs, the sacrifice of many animals and much collective singing and
dancing – which were held two or three times a year, on large rice farms owned by big landowners and
worked communally. Other less frequent occasions included ceremonies for clearing new ground or
for thanksgiving after battle – when Lado Gahar was combined with a war dance – and other smaller
rituals.

However, Lado Gahar was performed increasingly less often, as the large, communally-worked farms
were gradually replaced by the mid-1980s by smallholder farms producing much smaller crops of
cacao, vanilla and coffee at scattered times, in keeping with government crop diversification schemes.
This made large-scale celebrations, with the substantial costs, time and labor they entailed, out of
range for most farmers, who had small parties with amplified pop music instead. These and other
changes made it harder for individuals to find the time or space needed for community-scale dances, so
that Lado Gahar became rare, performed only twice since 1989 and leaving only three older villagers
who could still perform it when the revitalization project was initiated in 2005.
Sanggar Benza was established in 2004 as a 35-member performance group focused on strengthening
local artistic traditions and creating new works inspired by these traditions. Sanggar Benza applied to
Kelola for a grant to help the people of Lado Gahar to preserve and build public awareness of their unique
art form. Lado Gahar leaders were initially cautious in responding to Sanggar Benza's proposal, due to
fears of compromising the sacredness of Lado Gahar, and suspicions about the money Benza would get
for its role, although they agreed to cooperate once convinced that the aim was to preserve the art for their
community. The process was then implemented with six Benza members and 40 villagers in a series of
four education and practice sessions over a three-month period, culminating in a public performance.
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Benza instructors got community elders to recall and teach younger people the Lado Gahar dance as well
as the war dance; introduced modern concepts of staging, choreography, costuming and makeup;
introduced gongs and drums as potential enhancements for the war dance; and assisted the establishment
of ‘Sanggar Lado Gahar’ to make the village group eligible for financial assistance from the Tourism and
Culture Department.
Sanggar Lado Gahar performed the results in the village watu mahe courtyard in October 2005, in a
program co-featuring a choreography loosely inspired by Lado Gahar that Sanggar Benza had
developed before the project. They performed again at Ledalero Philosophy University campus in
February 2006, and in a program organized by the Tourism Department in June 2006. These
performances showed a number of changes from the original dance (which, based on Sanggar Benza
reports, were decided by the Lado Gahar group themselves, based on instruction intended to broaden
awareness of artistic options, not to dictate what should be changed or kept): The musicians' costumes
changed from bare chests to white shirts; gongs and drums were added to the war dance music; formerly
freely improvised movements were blocked into more fixed choreographies; and they performed away
from the watu mahe in non-village venues where the dance was still accompanied by the appropriate
offerings but became a form of entertainment that paid a little money. The Lado Gahar group felt it
would be difficult to develop further because they lacked clarity of aim or organization. They had
performed only when Benza arranged it. While they hoped to perform in future, they felt that without
funding, they could not continue developing, but had no idea how to get such funding.
Toja Bobu
Toja Bobu is a folk dance-drama, originating from the colonial Portuguese era and early years of the
kingdom of Sikka (est. 1607). Mounted annually on the day after Christmas, it was a lavish pageant of
many actors, accompanied by musicians and dressed in luxurious costumes, who performed for several
days, starting in front of the palace and parading through the village, joined by residents along the
way. Toja Bobu (meaning “mask dance” although involving only a few masked performers) enacted a
story – chanted by two narrators from a text in an archaic Portuguese Creole – of a Portuguese
princess, compelled by her parents to choose a mate, who is courted by a succession of suitors,
representing men of Sikka and other backgrounds, who are antagonized by masked dancers of
mysterious origins. After many refusals, the princess chooses a wealthy merchant, who she weds
amidst much merriment. This extravaganza involved the participation of a majority of the community,
and great expenses, borne by the king and his vassals, with hefty contributions from merchants and
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fishermen – who had plenty to give and double reason to celebrate, since Christmas coincided with the
monsoons that brought them home with abundant catches after long periods at sea.

Toja Bobu gradually lost both its financial support and its royal function as the power of the king and
nobility declined, from the time the Portuguese surrendered Sikka to the Dutch in 1859 to the 1960s
when the royals were stripped of their lands and wealth. Further, economic downturns in the
Indonesian period turned the population of well-off fishermen and merchants – who willingly donated
not only funds but time and labor to Toja Bobu – into an impoverished people, many of whom
migrated to find employment or were unemployed, with those who still fished working individually
with motorized boats, bringing in meager yields. There were no longer enough people or funds
available to mobilize even smaller-scale versions of Toja Bobu, and as time passed, the memory of the
art began fading.

Heirs to the Toja Bobu tradition, led by a Sikka nobleman and civil servant, registered with Sikka
Tourism Office in 1980 as Sanggar Gere Bue, whose express purpose was to conserve Toja Bobu as a
local event. Yet they had performed it exceedingly rarely, without a full complement of players or
costumes (most recently in 1997 and 2000) before they learned of the Kelola grants and applied for
funds to revitalize Toja Bobu, in the hope this would help revive the festival tradition. The funds were
mainly to cover new costumes, along with small honoraria for those who participated in ten months of
weekly rehearsals leading to a Christmas recital in 2004. But the funds proved inadequate to cover all
the costumes needed; it was hard to keep people attending or showing up on time and taking rehearsals
seriously. The performance was held before the village parish house on 26 December for two hours, for
an audience of 20 at first, which gradually expanded to over 200 as the show proceeded. Although they
accomplished their objective of a public performance, with a somewhat enhanced, very abridged form,
their goal of reviving the festival tradition remained elusive. Due to the complexity of the art and
rehearsal time required, they felt they could not pursue their goal, and younger folks were simply
uninterested. Toja Bobu was next performed only in 2006, when it was commissioned in the interests of
this research.
The control groups for both projects were two sanggar in other Sikka regency villages that had similar
histories, in that the customary rituals in which their arts were embedded had grown uncommon, and
recorded pop music was replacing these arts in the rituals that still occurred. Yet they managed to keep
their arts alive without direct outside funding, albeit with some alteration in function and meaning. One
group, led by a villager with good promotional and organizational skills, perform almost exclusively for
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tourists, receive financial benefits from this, and their dancers are now trained at the local school. The
other group occasionally perform for visitors, but practice and teach their children their arts primarily for
themselves, even without guest audiences, in informal and ritual settings, although they spend less time
on these activities than in the past.
In contrast, the revitalization project groups were handicapped to varying degrees by lack of proactive
community commitment. The Lado Gahar project was initiated and managed by outsiders who adapt
such forms for their own creative work and encouraged the villagers to ‘fix’ their dance into something
performable for tourists or on tours to represent Flores. The villagers had no direct control of or
responsibility for the grant, and saw little benefit in struggling to sustain their art without remuneration.
Although the Toja Bobu project was community-initiated and many Sikka villagers loved it, they lacked
time and resources they felt they needed to fully commit to its revival. This study underlines the
importance of a community caring enough about their traditional arts to commit to sustaining them
regardless of outside funding. And it asks: if repackaging for outsiders is a viable way to sustain
traditional performing arts in contemporary Sikka, as exemplified in one control case, would this work
to sustain Lado Gahar or Toja Bobu, if their proponents built the skills necessary to do so, or would it
rather render these forms, rooted in collective religious experience, devoid of any spirit worth
sustaining?
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FLORES
Full Report
It was late morning, around 11am. A performance group of about thirty people from Lado Gahar
village emerged from their ‘wooden bus’ (bus kayu)130 in front of the performance hall of the Sanggar
Bentara Zaman (or Sanggar Benza). The journey of about 25km from their village in the hills to the
hall in the town of Maumere, Sikka regency on Flores seemed not to have tired them. Several members
of the group, especially the women, were already wearing their costumes; the men, both young and
old, quickly changed from jeans and t-shirts into their costumes next to the truck. Once the group were
all in their costumes, they gathered at the end of the yard in front of the hall, a beautiful structure some
12 x 25 meters, built of bamboo and other materials native to the area. Open on all sides and topped
with a thatched grass roof, the hall combined the needs of an urban rehearsal and performance space
with the atmosphere of a peaceful, rural location. In fact, the hall itself reflects the philosophy behind
some of the work of Benza, a performing arts group whose repertory includes contemporary
choreography as well as new work inspired by or developed from the traditional arts of the Sikka
district.
When it was their turn to perform, the artists from Lado Gahar village began to form two long parallel
lines and moved together into the hall. A bare-chested man with dreadlocks and his sword drawn
headed the lines. Behind him the lines of alternating men and women were elegant in their colorful
costumes. The nine male dancers were wearing traditional sarongs and headdresses while the four
women dancers wore the traditional labu gete linan blon costumes—an old form of traditional dress.131
Eleven other performers (whom I later found to be the chorus) wore uniform white long-sleeved shirts
and a dark blue lipa sarongs.

130

‘Wooden bus’ is a popular term used by Maumere people and the surrounding community for
a goods truck modified to transport people.
131

Information obtained from Daniel Davis, Head of Bliran Sina Studio who is well-versed in the
topic of traditional Flores costumes.
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Once inside the hall, the players went straight to the back corner of the hall. Soon one of them began to
sing a verse, to which the others replied in chorus. The dancers then began their mesmerizing
performance with dance steps like flying birds. Some two hundred spectators filled the hall and
showed their appreciation enthusiastically. More than half of them were Maumere PRGI university
students and were captivated by the show.
This was the Lado Gahar performance by players from Lado Gahar village, a dance to commemorate
the village founders. It is a long lost art form which has begun to be performed again after being
revitalized by Sanggar Benza with the help of the Kelola Foundation (Yayasan Kelola). The
performance that day, on 23 June 2006, in the Benza hall was held in the framework of the Arts Group
Development (Pembinaan Sanggar) program by the Sikka regency Tourism Bureau (Dinas
Pariwasata Kabupaten Sikka). It signaled that this art form had come back into existence.
Revitalization has been crucial for the continuity of this art form. Perhaps without this special project
to revitalize it, I and the other visitors crowding into the Bentara Zaman hall would not have been able
to see Lado Gahar at all. This is not the only art form that has been or is being revitalized. Several
other art forms in the Sikka area have also been revitalized by members of their own artistic groups or
others. How was this revitalization process brought about? Which aspects had to be maintained, and
which had to be discarded? And what factors (both internal and external) have made it endure or have
changed in the context of the current performances? These are common topics for research into
revitalization.
At first, I confess, the very ordinariness of these topics made them seem uninteresting. Nor did the
issue of revitalization itself seem relevant to the development of traditional arts, which is dynamic—
especially in this era of increasingly sophisticated information technology, which has opened up a
cross-cultural meeting ground giving rise to a field of artistic expression wherein it is difficult to
distinguish between what is traditional and what is modern.
However, when the term revitalization is no longer understood as merely preservation—something
static and passive—the study of revitalization becomes interesting, especially when seen in the context
of current developments in traditional arts. Various developments, additions and even changes have
been brought together in a ‘new context’ which has come about due to those changes. And some of
these changes are not to replace what is ‘traditional’, but in fact are to strengthen what is traditional in

Page 274 of 569

the new context it is facing. This at least is what appears from the research I conducted into
revitalization projects among several traditional art forms in Sikka regency, Flores.
From discussion, interviews, observation and watching live performances I obtained a picture of the
process and what its outcomes were of the revitalization that occurred there. In general, the chief effort
is always to bring back the art form as it originally appeared. On the other hand, I have also seen
surprising examples of how people interpret the concept of revitalization their art forms. Some say that
conserving the art form need not mean presenting it as it was in the past, but rather taking into
consideration the stakes and context of performances today. This is a common interpretation in art
academies, urban cultural groups and governmental offices dealing with the arts such as the
Department of Culture and Tourism. Do village societies not have their own ways of viewing their
traditions in regard to revitalization? This is a focus of discussion among a variety of groups that have
different definitions of ‘revitalization’: the artists of contemporary sanggar who wish to revitalize
traditional work by ‘improving’ and ‘developing the arts’ using the village art as ‘inspiration’ for new
work appropriate for a 21st century theatrical performance; the scholars/traditionalists who work to
preserve the art in its ‘original form’ and context; villagers who themselves struggle to keep their
traditions alive; and villagers who don’t care if an art form falls out of practice, especially when the
function it served is no longer needed in their community.”132 Or sometimes, traditional communities
are overly respectful of authorities 133 whom they see as better informed than themselves; they accept
changes, or teach their work to urban groups who will ‘improve’ it with the conviction that they will
honor the local traditions and bring them to national and international audiences to demonstrate the
beauty of the arts of their area. The tradition continues without question, although they may not agree
with or wish to follow the advice of these ‘authorities.’
This is the preliminary assumption which can be drawn from my research over a full month in places
where traditional art forms exist, with the addition of library references and several pre-research
reports carried out by Rhoda Grauer and Zamzam. I hope that this research can answer several
questions regarding the revitalization that has taken place in the cases that are the subject of the
research.

132

As an example: rice planting ceremonies in communities that have switched to other crops. As in Lado Gahar, rice has
been largely replaced by cacao, vanilla and cashew nuts. The work songs of the rice planting and harvest no longer have a
function or context, and stop being sung. These songs are not seen as ‘art’ but as a part of an activity. When the activity stops,
the songs stop being sung as well. Some traditional arts were practiced as treatments for certain diseases; when medical cures
were introduced, the folk cures were no longer necessary.
133
That is, educated artists, often graduates of the ISI school, government representatives, and scholars.
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GENERAL OVERVIEW
Flores Culture
Looking at the traditional culture of Flores means looking at a complex way of life with a long history.
As noted by Yoseph Yapi Taum134, the history of Flores indicates that the island was inhabited by
heterogeneous ethnic groups living in communities. Each group occupied a certain territory complete
with its own socio-cultural and ideological institutions closely binding the members of the community.
The heterogeneity is in the various ethnic groups’ genealogies, languages, philosophies and world
views.
Inyo Yos Fernandis 135 divides the ethnic groups of Flores into five general groups according to
language and culture, as follows:

1. Manggarai-Riung. This ethnic sub-group includes community groups using the Manggarai,
Pae, Mbai, Rajong and Mbaen languages.
2. Ngada-Lio. Includes community groups using Rangga, Maung, Ngada, Nage, Keo, Palue,
Ende and Lio languages.
3. Mukang. Includes community groups using Sikka-Krowe, Mukang and Muhang languages.
4. Lamaholot. Includes community groups using West Lamaholot, Central Lamaholot and East
Lamaholot languages.
5. The ethnic group that uses the Kedang language is the community on the southern part of
Lembata island.
This variety of ethnic groups and languages has certainly greatly enriched the cultural complexity of
Flores society, especially if you also consider the variety of belief systems by the communities on the
island, noted by Saren Orimbao as Nusa Nipa (Snake Island).136 Besides the traditional belief systems
134

Rasa Religiusitas Orang Flores: Sebuah Pengantar ke Arah Inkulturasi Musik Liturgi (The Religious Beliefs of Flores
People: An Introduction to the Direction of the Interculturalisation of Liturgy Music,) page 2, Paper delivered at an informal
discussion held by the Centre of Liturgy Music Yogyakarta, 15 January 2002.
135
Ibid.
136
Orinbao, Sareng, 1969. Nusa Nipa: Nama Pribumi Nusa Flores Warisan Purba. Yoseph Yapi Taum wrote that the name
Flores island originated from the Portuguese language “Cabo de Flores” meaning “Cape of Flowers”. The name was initially
given by S. M. Cabot for the area at the easternmost point of Flores island. The name was formally adopted in 1636 by the
Governor General of the Netherlands East Indies Hendrik Brouwer. The name Flores does not at all represent a wealth of
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which have developed there, the introduction of the Catholic religion by the Portuguese in the 16th
century has given rise to a unique religious system.
As noted in Yapi Taum’s article,137 in 1561 the Portuguese sent Dominican missionaries through the
Malacca Dioceses to establish a permanent mission in Flores. Five years later in 1566, Pastue Antonio
da Cruz built a seminary in the region of Larantuka. According to the records of Antonio Pinto da
Franca, by 1577 some fifty thousand inhabitants of Flores had embraced Catholicism. The peak in the
rise of Catholicism in Flores was when a large Malay Christian population migrated to Larantuka in
1641 after the defeat of the Portuguese in Malacca by the Dutch. From that time on, the majority of the
people of Flores identified themselves as Catholics, especially in the Sikka kingdom, where the policy
“the King’s religion is the people’s religion” was decreed by King Mo’ang Alessu in 1566, turning
Sikka into a Catholic realm.
The majority of the population of Flores remains Catholic up to the present day. However, because the
population previously had held strong traditional beliefs, their religious life developed its own unique
characteristics. Elements of the traditional belief system passed down by the ancestors of Flores
continued to influence Catholic religious life there, giving rise to a cross-pollination of traditional
beliefs systems and the Catholic religion.
In the distant past, the people of Flores strongly believed in the gods of the earth, sun and moon. These
beliefs manifested in the religions of the Flores ethnic groups according to the following terminology:
Regency

Deity

Meaning

Sikka

Ama Lero Wulang Reta

Earth-Sun-Moon

Ende

Wula Leja Tana Watu

Moon-Sun-Earth

Flores Timur

Lera Wulan Tana Ekan

Sun-Moon-Earth

Ngadha

Deva zeta-Nitu zale

Sky-Earth

Manggarai

Tana wa awing eta-Ine wa ema

Earth below-Sky above

eta

flora to be found in Flores. As such, in a study Orinbao (1969) declared that the original name for Flores island was Nusa
Nipa (which means “island of snakes”). From an anthropological perspective, this term is more useful as it holds a number of
philosophical, cultural and ritual meanings for the Flores community. (Yoseph Yapi Taum, 2002: 1)
137 Ibid.
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Lembata

Lera Wulan Tanah Ekan

Sun-Moon-Earth

Belief in these deities has been incorporated into the Catholic belief system of the Florinese, and plays
an important role in stories about their tribal origins. These deities are associated with ritual symbols
such as stone altars (watu mahe), traditional houses (korke / lepo gete) and ceremonial spaces
(namang) which are usually in front of the altars. The magical legitimacy of the ancestors was handed
down through origin myths. These stories of origin are regarded as the most important element in
determining authority. These myths are very sacred and would always be retold by the adat elders in
ritual ceremonies, such as ceremonies for clearing new fields, the harvest, marriage, birth and death.
Stone offering altars were places where it was believed the deities would attend and take part in
solemnizing the ceremony. The altars in this way became a symbol of the place of ‘meeting’ between
man and his gods. The offering places—which resemble menhir stones anywhere from 30-50cm high
to huge megaliths—are laid out in clusters. In accordance with the local religion of Flores ethnic
groups, the stone altars have the following terminology:
Regency

Term

Sikka

Watu Mahe

Ende/Lio

Watu Boo

East Flores

Nuba Nara

Ngadha

Vatu Leva-Vatu Meze

Manggarai

Compang-Lodok

Lembata

Nuba Nara

The korke or lepo gete complete with a namang courtyard is a traditional house which became a
culturally grounded public space for the community. Yapi Taum noted it as a type of traditional
‘church’ which became a centre for seeking assurance and comfort. Korke, watu mahe, namang and
the origin myths then become important and inseparable parts of the socio-cultural and religious life of
the Florinese community. The inseparability of these elements can be seen in the three physical
structures which are united in a place such as the ruins in Sikka village in the sub-district of Nita, or
the old village of Hewe Kloang, Kewapante sub-district. Both of these places currently fall under the
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administration of the Sikka regency. The ritual ceremonies of the past were usually held there. Often at
these ceremonies there would be “art performances” communicating the ideas and values of the
ancestors.

Lepo gete building; lepo gete can be found in
Sikka Village or in the old village of Hewo Kloang

The relationship between these old beliefs and Catholicism has given rise to a unique cross-pollination.
The Catholic religion showed appreciation towards traditional beliefs, helping it to be accepted by the
majority of the Flores population. Moreover, as Pater Ancel Doredae138 has stated, a number of aspects
of local culture have been adopted in the spread of Catholic teachings—for example, in many
Christian hymns which draw on the local language. Most noticeable is the prominent role of devotion
in Flores to the figure of the Virgin Mary. On the one hand, this indicates a historical element from the
Portuguese era, but at the same time it can be seen as worship of mother earth, Ama Lera Wulan-Ina
Tana Ekan.
According to Yapi Taum,139 the ability of the Florinese to accommodate different beliefs is due to their
great social cohesion. Communal bonds in Flores are stronger than bonds based on religious or
political identity, because communities generally have a common genealogical framework, and a long
history of communal social organization.

138
139

Interview at the STF Ledalero Campus, 30 June 2006.
Interview, 6 June 2006.

Page 279 of 569

Although this research on the revitalization of traditional arts does not specifically focus on the
relationship between religion and art in Flores, one can readily discern belief systems in the traditional
arts under discussion here. The two main cases, the performances Lado Gahar and Toja Bobu, are art
forms that are inseparable from the cultural and historical fabric of their communities: Lado Gahar is
deeply rooted in origin myths and symbols of old beliefs, specifically a blood ritual at the watu mahe
and the sacred eto headdress worn by the dancers; while Toja Bobu bears many elements of colonial
Portuguese culture and is part of the celebration of Christmas in Sikka village.
Research Subject and Location
This research takes two cases of traditional performance art revitalization by art groups (sanggar) that
received funding from the Ford Foundation (via the Kelola Foundation, or Yayasan Kelola) and two
other groups which indirectly have carried out revitalization of traditional performance arts without
assistance from the Kelola Foundation or other donor agencies. In this research, these two last groups
function as control cases for a comparative study with those which received funding from Kelola.
The performance arts funded by the Kelola Foundation are Toja Bobu and Lado Gahar. The
revitalization of Toja Bobu was carried out by the Sanggar Gere Bue in Sikka village, Lela district,
Sikka regency, under the leadership of Orestis Pareira, the head of Gere Bue. He is a senior performer
as well as the artistic instructor of Toja Bobu in Sikka village, and also a former head of the cultural
section of the education department of Lela district. He also is a descendent of the nobility of the Sikka
kingdom and still has considerable influence in his village.
The revitalization of Lado Gahar, on the other hand, which is ‘owned’ and performed by inhabitants
of Lado Gahar village, has been managed by the Sanggar Bentara Zaman (Sanggar Benza) in the city
of Maumere.140 This group should be distinguished from the Sanggar Lado Gahar, members of the
village of Lado Gahar, Nita district, Sikka regency, which is led by Ade Manase, a farmer who is
neither a performer nor instructor but who was appointed head of the sanggar. In other words, the
revitalization project of Lado Gahar has been carried out by another group which is notably not the
owner of this art. In this case, Caecilia Sayani Du’a Lesu—an ethnomusicology graduate of the
Indonesian Art Institute (STSI) in Surakarta and head of the Sanggar Benza—is responsible for the
project.
140

Sanggar Benza is an urban sanggar whose members are trained artists from arts academies, and government employees
from the Department of Tourism and Culture. Its works are choreographed by Herman Yoseph. Sanggar Benza did not
specifically carry out the revitalization of the Lado Gahar art form, but rather managed the organizational aspects (as a
facilitator), giving guidance and assistance during the revitalization process. However they did give practical training and
suggested changes, such as changes to musicians costumes, but in essence were not too influential on the community group.
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There are two other groups, or sanggars,141 studied for the sake of comparison: Sanggar Mawarane in
Rane hamlet, Tebuk village, Nita district; and Sanggar Bliran Sina in Watublapi hamlet, Kajowir
village, Kewapante district. Both are located in the Sikka regency, although they are not in close
proximity to one another nor do they have an administrative or cultural relationship. These villages
have carried out revitalization of their traditional arts indirectly. They often perform their traditional
arts, especially for tourists; in this way they have preserved their arts without funding directly
earmarked for revitalization. This research specifically looks at the performing art Togo, a social dance
which is very popular in the Sikka regency. It also looks broadly at several art forms performed by
Sanggar Bliran Sina: Helelarak, Awi Alu, Manunggo, Ikun Beta and Soka Plebin.
The Kelola Foundation is based at Jalan Cikatomas II No. 33, Kebayoran Baru, Jakarta (formerly
based in Surakarta, Central Java) and is headed by Amna S. Kusomo and operates throughout the
country. The foundation’s work focuses on the development of good management for artists and arts
organizations in Indonesia. Some of its activities are the Cultural Organization Management Training
Program, the Nusantara Apprenticeship Program and the Art Grants Programs. The foundation also
has a research and publishing program, Indonesian Cultural and Art Directory.
Kelola’s focus on revitalization of Indonesian traditional art is part of the Art Grants Program. Apart
from, which includes the Mobile Performance Program, and the Innovative Works Production, the
Arts Grants Program includesand the Traditional Arts Continuity Program. In this particular program,
revitalization has been implemented by the artists or the arts groups which had applied for this project
and been accepted by Kelola. Because this has become a regular program in the Kelola Foundation,
the applicants have only to fill in the application form distributed by Kelola. This means that the
applicants should not have any problems in making their application proposal as the format has been
set by Kelola.
However, due to this program being considered ineffective, from 2006 the program was cancelled.
“They (the applicants) evidently only wanted to perform and after the performance, it wasn’t
continued,” said Amna S. Kusomo.142
141

The term sanggar for this group, and for other groups in the Sikka Regency in general (there are 60 sanggar registered
with the Sikka Regency Tourism Office), is understood to mean a formal organisation established for government
administrative purposes. This meaning of sanggar is different to sanggars oriented towards the ongoing arts production or
training programs that are carried out by Benza Studio.
142

Delivered at a discussion on the draft research report on Ford Foundation Arts Revitalisation in Bali, 27-30

May, 2006.
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Sanggar Bentara Zamzan (Sanggar Benza): Lado Gahar
Village Origin and the Lado Gahar Dance
The Lado Gahar dance is regarded as the original art form of Lado Gahar village. This is according to
Ade Manase143 (head of the Sanggar Lado Gahar) and supported by Kristianus Raja (senior dancer and
vice-chairman of Sanggar Lado Gahar) in a separate interview conducted at his home in Nata Ulu
hamlet of Lado Gahar village. In conversation on the same subject, Herman Yoseph 144 (Sanggar Benza
instructor who has carried out some minor research on Lado Gahar) also supports this claim. “Lado
Gahar dance exists only in Lado Gahar village because it is in fact about their village origins,” he said.
The village, located along the spine of a hill on the slopes of Mt. Kimang Buleng, is an expansion of
the village of Nita Kloang which occurred in 2002. The village was then divided into two hamlets,
Rotat and Nata Wulu. A cool village with a lush mountain view, it is bisected by an asphalt road
leading to the peak of Mt. Kimang Buleng. Most of the population are farmers, the major crops being
cashew, candlenut, cocoa, vanilla and coconut.

The road to Lado Gahar village

143
144

Interviewed in his home, Lado Gahar village, 11 June 2006.
Interview at Benza Studio, Maumere 6 June 2006.
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As the original art form of the village, Lado Gahar is inseparable from the village’s history. It
comprises a fragment about the people’s struggles and some mythological elements related to the
origins of their ancestors. In part it describes the story of the journey and ordeals of their ancestors,
who were sailors, up to the time when their voyage ended and they established a village and settled in
the Nita District.
of the origins of the village of their ancestors who, they say, came from sea folk. The oral tradition that
has been handed down from generation to generation tells of the Lado Gahar village community
coming from Nian Klau Uma Laju, a land far to the west, which involved a long hazardous voyage. In
seven sailing boats under the leadership of Mo’ang Nuhun Puan, they headed east and landed in a
place known as Buang Bajo. Herman Yoseph in an unpublished article145 interpreted Nian Kalau Uma
Laju as Labuan Bajo, which is now the capital of West Manggarai Regency in Flores.
Kristianus Raja146 then goes on to say that because they were unable to defend themselves from an
attack by giant reptiles in Buang Bajo, the sailors left the harbor village and continued their voyage
eastwards. However, on the voyage they were purportedly stopped at the head of the cape Tanjung
Sada Watu Manuk by a great number of giant octopuses which often attacked and sank passing boats.
According to Herman Yoseph, Cape Sada Watu Manuk today is a treeless, rocky hill. To avoid being
attacked by the giant octopuses, the sailors tried to find a passage to the other side of the cape. Guided
by a single ant covered in powdery white lime, they eventually found a small hole which they dug
through to the other side of the hill.

To cut a long story short, the Nian Klau Uma Laju sailors were able continue their voyage again via
Koro Bay, Ndete, where they dropped anchor at Nubat. In a separate interview, Herman Yoseph 147
explained that Nubat is now known as Nanghure, a main harbor of the Indonesian navy, on the north
coast of Sikka regency. There, for reasons not explained, they tied their boats and continued their
journey overland to the south, towards the slopes of Mount Kimang Buleng. On the way they stopped
at the place called Bako Bera. Not long afterwards they continued the climb then stopped and settled at
a place which later became known as Lado Gahar. There they stayed for many generations. The
present community of Lado Gahar has lost count of how many generations they have been there.

145
146

147

Sejarah Desa Lado Gahar (Nata Wulu) dan Tari Lado Gahar, Kecamatan Nita, Kabupaten Sikka. (page 1)
Interview, 7 June 2006.

Interview, 6 June 2006.
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As already mentioned, the Lado Gahar dance was created to commemorate and depict the
perseverance of the ancestors as described in this story. Even though, according to community elder
Sebastianus, the sailors led by Mo’ang Nuhun Puan moved again to a place called Watu Redu,148 the
Lado Gahar community still pays homage to their ancestors by performing the dance. The dance was
inspired by a group of eto (seagulls) which could usually be seen flying over the village, back and
forth between the mountains and the sea.

However, according to Herman Yoseph,149 the dance performance slowly disappeared along with the
large landowners in the village; the last landlord was Aloysius Ade. Ade Manase150 confirmed that the
era of the landlords ended in 1985. (The relationship between the disappearance of the landlords and
the decline of the Lado Gahar dance will be discussed below.) In a brief note in Sanggar Benza’s
program proposal to the Kelola foundation in 2005,151 it states that the dance had been performed only
twice between 1989 and 2005.

Earlier forms of the Lado Gahar dance
As previously stated, the Lado Gahar performance was created, staged and intended as a sign of
respect to the ancestors of Lado Gahar village. Oral history handed down from one generation to the
next in Lado Gahar is depicted in the dance form which describes the original ordeal of the ancestors
who came by sea. According to Ade Manase,152 the original version of the dance starts with a musician
striking the korak (a musical instrument made of a coconut shell), followed by a narong who recites a
poem in accordance with the ceremonial requirements. For example, when it is being presented in a
rait tana (clearing of new ground for rice fields) ceremony, the narong will recite poems related to
clearing land for farming. So also for thanksgiving ceremonies at harvest time, where the narong
would recite verses of praise to the deity Ni’ang Tana Lero Wulan, symbolizing the earth, the sun, and
the moon.

148

Watu Redu is located close to Lado Gahar village. A valley between Wair Puan with Lado Gahar separates it from Watu
Redu.
149
Interview, 6 June 2006
150
Interview, 11 June 2006.
151
Program Keberlanjutan Seni Tradisi – Cultural Tradition Continuity Program
152
In discussions on 23 June 2006 at respondent’s house. Kristianus Raja and Daniel David, head of Bliran Sina Studio, also
joined the conversation.
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Ade Manase, head of Lado Gahar Performance Group

According to Ade Manase, from generation to generation the Lado Gahar community always
performed the Lado Gahar dance at harvest time. This dance is also often performed during
thanksgiving festivals including celebrations of victory and deliverance at war. The war dance Huér
Héréng often accompanied the Lado Gahar performance. For this reason, after Indonesian
independence was declared on 17 August 1945, the Lado Gahar, with the war dance, was almost
always performed as well at Independence Day celebrations.

Besides being performed in ceremonies celebrating harvests and the clearing of farm land, the dance
also accompanied ceremonies for the building of a new house, first communion (a coming of age ritual
companied by ritual hair-cutting), and weddings.

Kristianus Raja added that clearing land and its associated ceremony was usually carried out only
once, after which all that was needed was maintenance of the rice fields. This was done when the land
was still jungle and the ceremony for clearing the land was celebrated in a lively manner with the Lado
Gahar as the main event. Harvest times, too—normally two or three times in a year, depending on
which crops were planted—were always celebrated with great festivity at considerable cost. Only
landlords who controlled the farm land in the village were able to put on these events. With support
from elders who maintain the customary rituals, and with the enthusiasm of the community who were
happy contribute their labour and goods, the harvest ritual could be a grand occasion.
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As a sign of respect to the ancestors, since its creation Lado Gahar has always been performed in the
courtyard in front of the watu mahe (stone altar) at the west end of the village. The watu mahe is
sacred as it is believed to hold a group of spirits symbolised by stones that were taken from the
ancestors’ graves. At the times of rice planting and harvesting, the community must make offerings
consisting of sirih leaf, betel nut, rice and sacrificial meat. At certain harvest ceremonies which
celebrate an abundant crop, the head of a pig, goat or buffalo is offered. At thanksgiving ceremonies
such as those for the building of a house and at weddings, the performance would not be held in front
of watu mahe, but the ceremony’s host would still perform the offerings ceremony in front of the
group of stones.

Watu mahe stone offering altar in Lado Gahar village

Respect for the ancestors can also be seen in the headdresses called eto worn by the dancers. Made
from en wood, a piece of bamboo, klukut leaves, jara ana cloth and feathers from the tail of a cock, the
eto is meant to depict a seagull and a sailing boat. It is fabricated to the accompaniment of a special
ceremony known as pendarahan (meaning ‘blood ritual’) An animal (usually a pig) is slaughtered,
then the blood is sprinkled over the eto. This is the principal eto which would always be kept as a
sacred object, and it is never used. The eto worn by the dancers are copies of the principal eto. To this
day, the principal eto has been stored between two ivory tusks and carefully maintained in the ulu
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higun153 in Ade Manase’s house. No one knows for how many generations this sacred object has been
passed down until Ade Manase inherited it. Before every Lado Gahar performance, a blood offering or
at the very least an offering of sirih leaf and betel nut would be made. Thus, the eto is not only an
ornament that typifies the Lado Gahar dance, but is also a sacred object symbolising the social
memory of the origins of the Lado Gahar community’s ancestors.

The sacred eto headdress, which is stored in
the special room Ulu Higun

153

A space inside the house for storing ritual objects.
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A young male dancer, well built with shoulder-length dreadlocked hair, stands bare- chested. He holds
a sword in his right hand and a large wooden shield in his left. In a half run, he moves toward the
centre stage, then stops and stands staring sharply at the group of musicians in front of him.
Symbolising a strong and robust leader, he shouts “Waning ata lamet,”154 at the group of musicians,
giving the command to start playing the waning or the drums of war, then he turns and runs toward his
group. This call can be regarded as a challenge to war. A dancer from the group responds. Not long
after, a man equal in size to the challenger quickly moves forward and also calls, “Waning ata lamet”
as loudly as the first, in front of the musicians with korak (coconut shell hit with bamboo) and letor
(split bamboo stick). The musicians immediately start to play with a dynamic and steady beat.

The two groups of male dancers then move forward, all of them sturdy, dreadlocked, bare-chested, and
holding a sword and a shield. They display their skill and ability in combat. They swing the sword, hit,
kick, and try to evade attack. After approximately ten minutes, one of the dancers swings the sword
and ‘beheads’ a dancer. The soldier (dancer) who has done this quickly picks up a dreadlocked doll’s
head. The dancers then perform a celebration dance while showing off the decapitated head.

This is the war dance, which makes up the first part of the Lado Gahar performance by Lado Gahar
villagers, as seen on a video recording made by the Sanggar Benza.155 This performance is the peak or
the end of the Lado Gahar art revitalization facilitated by Benza. In the video, the Lado Gahar
performance is preceded by Sanggar Benza’s performance of the Raka Natar dance created by Herman
Yoseph.
According to Caecilia Sayani Du’a Lesu, the Lado Gahar villagers performed in the afternoon in the
courtyard in front of the watu mahe stone offering altar, in the west part of Lado Gahar village. The
performance consisted of three parts: the war dance, followed by the Lado Gahar dance and the
Tandak (a collective dance of the local community which can last all night long).

Still based on the video recording, the second part, according to Ade Manase, is the main part of the
Lado Gahar dance.156 A musician strikes the korak with a slow single beat. Then the narong (male
poetry reciter) starts to recite eo-ong (folk songs); a chorus of nine male singers (co-ong) and a female

154

According to Caecilia Sayani the words mean “waning player, play the drum now!”, and are meant to ready the musicians
to accompany the war dance.
155
This description of Lado Gahar is based on a video documentary of the Lado Gahar performance that marked the end of
the revitalization process, performed in the space in front of the watu mahe in Lado Gahar village, 23 November 2005.
156
Interview, 11 June 2006.
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singer (blokang) sing in reply. Soon the dancers, wearing eto headdresses, enter one by one. The
audience is packed into the arena that afternoon. The war dance dancers who appeared previously enter
the performance appear now as war chiefs (hulubalang). A group of thirteen male dancers wearing eto
and four female dancers start to sway. In a separate interview, Ade Manase said, “The number of
dancers wearing the eto has always had to be an odd number,” although he did not say why.
The male dancers seem to move in a freeform manner. Moving in 4/4 time, they sometimes would
circle the stage, and would sometimes stay in one spot while moving their bodies. They bend their
bodies slightly while holding ikun (wooden sword decorated with hanging cloth) which is swung left
and right. The eto on the dancer’s heads appear to sway like a sailing ships as the dancers keep moving
their heads. The bare-chested dancers are clearly enjoying the dance.

At the same time, the four female dancers who have been dancing in free movement begin to move
towards the middle to form a square. They stand on the spot and follow the same dance movements as
the men. Wearing traditional labu gete clothing bearing liman blon motifs, without any make-up and
also without eto on their heads, the female dancers keep following the rhythm of the korak and the
poetry accompanied by the chorus. The sound is magical. Then the narong ends his poetry, the sound
of the korak slowly fades and the dancers finish their dance.
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Male Lado Gahar dancer wearing eto headdress

The performance by the Lado Gahar villagers lasted seven minutes. The performance ended when the
master of ceremonies gave a signal through a loudspeaker for them to end the dance. Immediately
afterwards the master of ceremonies explained the importance of conserving the Lado Gahar dance.
On this occasion, the Sanggar Benza donated Rp3.5 million to Sanggar Lado Gahar, and the Bupati
(Regent) of Sikka regency gave a speech on the importance of conserving the Lado Gahar art form.

Shortly after the donation ceremony, all the dancers—the war dancers, the Lado Gahar dancers and the
Benza dancers—came on to the stage to perform the Tandak or Togo dance, a collective, freeform
dance where all people can join in. The musicians also joined the Tandak dance while continuing to
play the korak. The narong once again recited poetry accompanied by the chorus, with an occasional
loud shout from a dancer. The energy was high and happy right up to the end of the video. According
to Ade Manase,

157

the Sikka community is in the habit of making the Tandak dance last for a long

time, as long as the narong wishes. The end of Tandak is marked with the end narong’s singing.

See Video clip: Lado Gahar: Traditional Freeform from Benza tape

Upon seeing Sanggar Benza’s video production, I thought at first that committee had ordered a ‘bitesized’ version of the dance. However, the live performance of the Lado Gahar main dance that I saw
at Benza hall was not much different in terms of the content and duration.158 The only difference was
that at the Benza performance, there were only nine male dancers, with one hulubalang (war chief) in
war costume, bare-chested, wearing a wig of dreadlocks and a sword in one hand. As in the video, the
nine eto decorated dancers were also bare-chested, wearing lipa cloth (traditional sarong) around the
waist. Thus there were fewer numbers of eto and hulubalang dancers in this performance. However,
Ade Manase confirmed that this was not an issue. “The important thing is the number of dancers in
Lado Gahar must be odd,” he stated.

As to the duration of the dance, according to Kristianus Raja, the performance of Lado Gahar can be
long or short, although it is usually short. The entire performance is made long when the Tandak dance
157

Interview, 11 June 2006.
Sanggar Lado Gahar performance viewed by the author, 23 June 2006. The performance was held to commemorate the
Sanggar Assistance from the Tourism Department, and took place in the Sanggar Benza hall.
158
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is staged at the end which can go on for hours, depending on the will of the narong and the stamina of
the dancers.

There was no changes in the number of female dancers, their costumes or their choreography. The four
female dancers wore sarongs with liman blon motifs, traditional labu gete shirts, no make up, and they
wore eto headdresses. The consistent form can be observed in the music. One narong, nine co-ong
(male singers) and a blokang (female singer) accompanied the dance. Wearing costumes of lipa cloth
and long-sleeved white shirts, the musicians played the korak while singing in verse to accompany the
Lado dancers. At this performance at Benza hall, the Huér Héréng (war) dance and Tandak were not
performed, as these two dances are not an integral part of the Lado Gahar dance.

Lado Gahar dancers in action inside Benza hall

Ade Manase confirmed that this performance of the Lado Gahar dance was as it should be. He stated
the war dance and Tandak are not always performed in conjunction with Lado Gahar. He said
furthermore that the reduced number of male dancers was due to many people being unable to attend
as they were busy with their farm work. The sanggar head had one slight complaint: that the dancers
did not finish at the same time as the reciting of the final verse of the narong.
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According to Ade Manase, the revitalization performance at the Benza hall did not undergo many
changes. Apart from the costumes worn by the musicians, nothing else changed. He again asserted that
the important part of Lado Gahar is that the blood ritual of sirih pinang is performed, and the eto is not
replaced with other ornaments.

In previous times, according to Ade, for costumes the musicians wore a cloth wrapped around their
hips and went bare-chested. Apart from the blokang who wears a similar costume to the female Lado
Gahar dancers, all the musicians wear long-sleeved white shirts. The change in costume grew out of a
suggestion from Benza that wearing the same costumes would make it more interesting. This
suggestion was well received by the Lado Gahar players.

The dance movements were also the same after the assistance from Sanggar Benza. According to
Benza instructor Herman Yoseph,159 besides suggesting that the musicians wear the same costumes,
the only other technical assistance was the demonstration of several floor pattern movements.

The remaining revitalization was in the hands of the Sanggar Lado Gahar members. Moreover, the
Sanggar Lado Gahar had long-time Lado players Kristianus Raja and his wife Romana Hale, who were
instructors. As such, during practice sessions they were trusted to reconstruct the old dance, especially
for new players who had recently joined.

This was also the case for music. As stated by Kristianus Raja,160 since times past it had always been
only the korak, letor and vocals of the narong that would sing the eo-ong (folks song). The narong’s
song was accompanied by nine co-ong singers and a blokang acting as narong.

159
160

Interview, 6 June 2006.
Interview, 7 June 2006.
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Choir in action (Blokang)

The hall building where the performance took place belonged to Sanggar Benza, hence the atmosphere
was different from the performance in the courtyard in front of the watu mahe in Lado Gahar village
(as seen in the video recording). The Benza hall performance was viewed by representatives from a
number of invited sanggar as well as art education graduate students from PGRI University in
Maumere, whereas the performance in front of the watu mahe in Lado Gahar village was viewed by
the local villagers and the Regent of Sikka District. The enthusiasm of the audience, however, was
evident in both places. Moreover, Ade Manase acknowledged that, in accordance with tradition, the
blood ritual of sirih pinang was still held in the ulu higun, the sacred room the right side of the main
entrance to his house, where the eto and other ritual objects are kept. The ritual was performed in a
corner of the room, prior to departure to the performance.
The performance of Lado Gahar by the Lado Gahar villagers in their village was held as part of the
Arts Group Development program (Pembinaan Sanggar) being implemented by the Sikka District
Tourism Bureau. Dra. Rita D.P Harsasi, head of Sikka District Tourism Bureau, stated that Lado
Gahar and Benza are sanggars which are considered successful in preserving and developing
traditional arts in the Sikka area. As such, besides being asked to perform their art, each of these
sanggars received development assistance totalling Rp1.5 million. On that occasion, the Sanggar
Benza once again performed the Raka Natar dance. Besides the actual performance, representatives
from other sanggars in Sikka Districts were invited, and discussions and a dance creation workshop
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with Herman Yoseph was held, with Flora da Cunha (Sikka District Education Department) and Oscar
Pareira Mandalangi (cultural expert) as resource persons.

Reasons for Lado Gahar’s deterioration
Deterioration (or, as I prefer to call it, ‘crisis’) in the existence of traditional arts has for some time
been a common theme in the discourse and practice of art in today’s society. Everywhere there are
institutions or individuals who would be not only a ‘fort’ but also a ‘wheel’ capable of unearthing and
re-activating traditional arts thought to have deteriorated. But is it true that these traditional arts are
deteriorating, disappearing? If so, it is important to understand how and why the crisis came about and
then to determine the appropriate revitalization model.
As an ancient art, Lado Gahar has been experiencing a crisis of existence for some time, although it
has not disappeared completely. It has some parts or elements which are very difficult to revitalize;
however, there are also some parts that have appeared with a new face; and there are parts which still
exist in their ‘original’ form but have had some shift in function and meaning. The crisis can be seen
from, among others, the following points of view:
First, as an art to honor the origins of the Lado Gahar village ancestors, which in old times were
always celebrated with the coming of each new harvest; however as time went on it was performed
less frequently. This is because of a decline in the harvest. As explained by Ade Manase,161 in former
times harvests were always abundant, and always took place at the same time because the major
farmland was controlled by landlords who hired many people (to do the work communally).
Nowadays, with a shift towards more individual farming methods, harvests are smaller and take place
at different times. Moreover, as confirmed by Kristianus Raja, with government-encouraged crop
diversification, there are fewer rice fields: other crops, such as cacao, vanilla, and coffee, are being
planted instead of rice; hence this ritual where all the people gathered and danced to give thanks to the
harvest has also disappeared.
Second, the high cost of the festivities is also a factor. Given the high cost of such expenses as the
slaughtering of sacrificial animals, it is not possible to hold a grand party if there is a small harvest and
there are no longer landlords to act as financiers. According to Ade Manase and Kristianus Raja, these

161

Interview, 11 June 2006.
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days only certain people are able to afford such a celebration. When a festivity is held today, the
younger generations prefer to celebrate it with pop music such as dangdut amplified by a loud speaker.
Third, the community rarely holds thanksgiving celebrations these days which call for Lado Gahar,
resulting in this art form rarely being staged. The role of traditional arts as a part of ritual has been lost
along with the rituals themselves. “Previously,” Ade Manase stated, “a long ritual involving dance and
song was held every time there was a ‘pure marriage’ (nikah mulia), where both bride and groom were
still pure [virgins]. But nowadays there are fewer ‘pure marriages’ due to the changes in sexual
behavior of the younger generation; many of them are not virgins, and sometimes the girls become
pregnant before marriage.”162
Fourth, as Ade Manase and Kristianus Raja explained to Zamzam, the loss of the dance is also caused
by increased economic pressures: “People used to say that previously they were socially-minded,
because the needs of people at that time were different. But nowadays, in my case for example, I have
three children who all go to school. How could I leave my work to be involved with the sanggar?
These heavy economic conditions are half-killing us.” He added that the younger generation today is
lacking in skills and that many children drop out of primary school. So if they are asked to get
involved with traditional arts, they naturally ask whether they will get any returns from it. Besides, he
said, in managing a village arts group, the manager has a limited ability to bring people together to
share the responsibilities.163
Sanggar Bentara Zaman (Benza)
As stated above, the Sanggar Benza carried out revitalization assistance of the Lado Gahar art form
which it brought back from near-extinction. The sanggar, which has 35 permanent members and is led
by Caecilia Sayani Du’a Lesu, was established only at the end of March 2004. According to Caecilia
Sayani Du’a Lesu,

164

the sanggar focuses on the creation of new art forms, including theatrical pieces,

music and dance. This is in accordance with their vision which aims to make the sanggar a center of
art, entertainment and handicrafts. With this vision the Benza has a mission, goal, role and also
responsibility, just like a messenger who carries the news of change and advancement, as well as good
and pleasing news. (Bentara means ‘messenger’; zaman means ‘era’.)

162

This statement was also made to Zamzam and Rhoda Grauer during the pre-research interview.
Also stated to Zamzam and Rhoda Grauer.
164
Interview, 8 June 2006.
163
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Besides this, Benza is determined to enhance regional identity through the arts in order to enrich
diversity in the national arts that are strongly rooted in local culture and tradition. With this goal in
mind, Benza believes that art education and assistance play a very important role in the formation of
youth identity. Benza also aims to play a real role in helping to shape the next generation in excellence
through art education and training.

Sanggar Benza hall

With a vision of a diverse Indonesian culture, Benza’s permanent theme is ‘Cultural Art Dialogue for
Humanity, Friendship and Peace’. This name reflects that the range of arts activities is always
expanding as is the issue of gender equality which growing and changing as society grows and
changes. The studio that is run in accordance with its constitution and has a code of conduct, is
supported by artists and cultural experts of different ages. It is a product of the efforts of continuous
membership over time. Benza has also appointed honorary members and an advisory board comprising
community and religious leaders and cultural experts in the Sikka district, such as Feliks Pareira, Pater
Philipus Tule, SVD, Bartol da Cunha, Pater Ansel Dore Dae, SVD, Veronika P. Sari, and Leo Bachtiar
da Lopez.
This studio is located on land belonging to the National Indonesian Youth Committee (Komite
Nasional Pemuda Indonesia, or KNPI) in the town of Maumere, Flores and holds regular practice
sessions three times a week (Monday, Wednesday and Friday), whether or not performances are
planned. Since its inception, it has created the following works:
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o

Garapan Baru dances 165
1. Era Gahar
2. Raka Natar
3. Wae Buan Tibo Lamen
4. Perempuan Tertindas
5. Raga Badar Dua Lesu
6. Deung-deung
7. Papak (Penjemputan dance)

o

Dance Drama
1. Kapalelu
2. Ami Norang

o

Scripted Drama
1. Perempuan Perkasa
2. Kapalelu
3. Dua Nalu Pare (Mithos Padi)
4. Rukun
5. Komedi Gila

These works have been performed in Flores and the town of Kupang and surrounding areas, and in
several national-level forums and art festivals. The forums include:
1. Sikka Cultural Festival in Maumere, May 2004.
2. Flores Lembata Festival in Labuan Bajo, West Manggarai, June 2004.
3. NTT Jamboree Art Show in Kefamenanu, September 2004.
4. Flobamor Mall, Kupang NTT, September 2004.
5. NTT Jamboree Art Show in Waikabudak.
6. Art appreciation in five high schools in Jakarta and at Plaza Senayan at the invitation of the
Art Performance Appreciation Forum (ASP), Jakarta, August 2004.
7. Flores-Portugal International Seminar and Show in STFK Ledalero, February 2006.
8. The 12 year commemoration of the Flores earthquake/ tsunami, December 2004.
The Garapan Baru (‘newly cultivated soil’) dance form is an interesting case being developed by arts institutions and
schools. They are designed as new works which can depart from the store of existing traditions, or as an entirely new work,
not derived from existing traditions. In a number of cases, the term often corresponds to New Creation Dance, Modern Dance
and Contemporary Dance.
165
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9. Powerful Woman Theatre performance, in cooperation with the National Commission on
Human Rights Jakarta and Truk-F (Flores Humanitarian Volunteer team) Women's Division,
December 2005.
10. Lado Gahar Traditional dance revitalization, joint collaboration with Kelola Foundation
Jakarta, August 2005.
The above list of performances, according to Cecilia, does not include dozens of small performances in
Maumere and the surrounding area. Benza’s productivity in creating works and in performing has led
it to be selected as the model art sanggar by Sikka District Tourism Bureau in 2006.

Keeping in mind the vision of Sanggar Benza, the revitalization efforts they put into the Lado Gahar
dance in Lado Gahar village were intended only to guide that group. In other words, Benza was not
revitalising its own art form, but was in fact, through its choreographer Herman Yoseph 166 creating a
dance work inspired by the Lado Gahar dance. Herman Yoseph admitted he had not actually seen the
Lado Gahar dance when he created his new work which he called Raka Natar. He had only heard
about the story of the dance, and was then inspired to create new choreography for it.
The Raka Natar dance itself, as far as I was able to observe, is very different from the Lado Gahar, in
its choreography, costuming and in its musical accompaniment. I am not going to describe Herman
Yoseph’s Sanggar Benza dance work in detail because it very clearly is not the Lado Gahar, but rather
a dance inspired by the story of the Lado Gahar dance. According to Daniel David, head of the
Sanggar Bliran Sina, another arts group in Sikka regency, this dance is more a ‘rainbow’ of the
archipelago’s dances because it has elements of movement and costumes taken from dance traditions
from all over the archipelago. The concept of its choreography has been arranged in plot and floor
patterns with reference to the dances of Bagong Kusudiarjo from Yogyakarta.167 Its music uses a gongwaning ensemble with reference to traditional rhythms such as leke, legan, glebak, lero and sora. Each
plot movement follows those changes in rhythm.
“There are no such elements in the Lado Gahar dance,” explained Daniel David, although the Raka
Natar dance also uses Lado ornaments on the heads of the male dancers. However those decorations
more resemble those worn in the tribal dances of Papua. Something similar was stated by Oscar
166

Interview, 6 June 2006.
Herman Yoseph was a student of famous choreographer, Bagong Kusudiarjo from Yogyakarta (ISI/STSI) whose teaching
perhaps had a strong influence on Raka Natar.
167
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Pareira Mandalangi—“The grill is a long way from the fire” (that is, they are not similar)—when he
was asked to comment on the Raka Natar dance, which its choreographer says was inspired by the
Lado Gahar dance.
(Image 9: A dancer in Raka Natar)
As a facilitator or supporter, Sanggar Benza has perhaps indeed not been making a direct effort to
‘improve’, to ‘change’ or to ‘makeover’ the form of the Lado Gahar dance using a standard aesthetic
approach as in its own studio. However, indirectly, is its role not also to introduce new aesthetic values
into the Lado Gahar group?
Seeing the way Benza does things, as related above, the Lado Gahar community knows that Benza has
attempted to apply ‘academic’ arts management standards to them. Thus Benza cannot help wanting to
apply and evaluate the quality of art based on knowledge and the artistic value system learned in the
arts academies and from books and art teachers—values which, in their opinion, are regarded as
‘better’ and ‘true’ and should therefore be applied in the revitalization process.
On the other hand, its existence as a group prominent in festival forums also indicates that Benza
indirectly has embraced the shaping of standard values of ‘festival aesthetics’ developed by arts policy
makers who are usually arts experts often involved in determining the arts policy in Sikka Regency.
The Raka Natar dance is a work that is a ‘new product’ that perhaps represents a makeover of the
Lado Gahar dance into a new form. This work may be the result of the learning process of its creator
while cleaving to the discipline of his art, as well as from his experiences attending various festivals.
Is it not, as Philip Yamplosky168 says, that every performing arts festival will always shape the
aesthetic standards at play within the context of the tradition of art aesthetics? At this level perhaps
when guiding the Lado Gahar revitalization project, Benza has unconsciously tried to apply their
standards of aesthetic values to the Lado Gahar group, which actually has its own, and its own
performance context. Is this in fact the case?
Specific Issues of the Revitalization Process
The revitalization of the Lado Gahar dance can continue with the help of the Kelola Foundation. The
Foundation, which is concerned with the management of traditional arts, is the only one that has
168

Short article on the concept of revitalization delivered to Rhoda Grauer.
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revitalization programs, called traditional arts continuity programs. At times Kelola opens up
opportunities for communities of performers and/or arts managers to obtain funding to support such
programs.
In the case of revitalising the Lado Gahar art form, information about funding assistance for the
continuity of traditional arts was first obtained by Caecilia Sayani Du’a Lesu, the head of Sanggar
Benza. According to Caecilia,

169

the first time she had heard about Kelola was when she met its

director, Amna S. Kusuma at the home of Rahayu Supanggah in Surakarta in 2001. After getting the
Kelola brochure that year she later became involved in Cultural Organisation Management Training
and as a researcher for the art directory for Eastern Nusa Tenggara province, until the time she was
selected as a trainee at the Jakarta Arts Centre in 2003. A graduate in ethnomusicology who is also a
staff member of the Tourism Bureau of Sikka Regency, she later not only disseminated information
about grants to other sanggars but also was the first to raise the idea of revitalising the Lado Gahar art
form. This idea was conveyed to the Benza members, and the studio agreed to assist in the
revitalization of Lado Gahar, even though, as often noted here, it did not in fact belong to them. The
idea itself arose from information about the existence of the Lado Gahar dance identified with the
Lado Gahar village origins myths, which had almost died out. Besides, this art form was evidently
under threat due to there being almost no one left to pass it on to. In that regard, at the time the idea
arose, Caecilia said, there were only three elderly people who could perform it or knew about the
history of the Lado Gahar dance: Ade Manase, Kristianus Raja and his wife Romana Hale.
In view of this, Caecilia later explained that the aim of revitalization was mainly to give Sanggar Lado
Gahar the means to be able to preserve their art; at the same time the broader community could be
informed about it, especially the younger generation of Sikka Regency. This art form was seen to be
unique because of its origin myth, and therefore it was important to document and record the village
history and its arts to pass on to future generations.
After the members of Sanggar Benza agreed to this objective, Caecilia was designated to prepare and
fill in the application forms. She was assisted by Herman Yoseph, who prepared a brief explanation of
what Lado Gahar is. Then Sanggar Benza sent their representatives, Herman Yoseph, Caecilia Sayani
Du’a Lesu, Nyong Marco Pa Lipus and Stef Pareira to meet the village head and leaders of Lado
Gahar village. Evidently they agreed to the decision to proceed with revitalization. They also approved
the proposal, sent to Kelola Foundation and dated 30 April 2005. By revising the various the budget
169

Interview, 11 June 2006.
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allocations required, Sanggar Benza eventually obtained a grant of Rp11,000,000 for the continuity of
traditional arts.
Earlier on there had been communication difficulties between Benza and Lado Gahar. The leaders of
Lado Gahar, including the local head official (lurah), were very cautious, even suspicious of the group
from Sanggar Benza. Their concerns were mostly based on the fear of losing the sacred nature of Lado
Gahar due to outside interference. Also there was suspicion that there would be a lack of transparency
regarding the Rp11,000,000 funding for instruction. However, after it was explained that the aim of the
revitalization was precisely to preserve and strengthen the Lado Gahar art form, the villagers agreed to
it. Indeed they were very enthusiastic and keen to invite the community to bring back to life their
village art form. On this occasion they also delivered a photocopy of the proposal, complete with the
budget and the allocation that the Kelola Foundation had agreed to.
The revitalization process was implemented over the next three months from the end of September
2005 up until the performance on 23 October 2005. As Caecilia said,170 the first session on 29
September was more focussed on giving an understanding of the importance of local traditional arts in
order to instil a love of the traditional arts which would become a source of pride for the community
that owns them. The activities in the yard of Ade Manase’s house went on until the evening and
included the instructor Herman Yoseph conveying an understanding of stage positions and
choreography. The revitalization process, which involved six Benza members and all members of the
Lado Gahar sanggar (some forty people), was crowded with other participants from outside the
sanggar. This was mainly the case when the Tandak dance was being practised.
At the next meeting (2 October 2005) the organizers experienced some problems due to the time it was
taking for the Lado players to gather. It took about an hour for them all to get there because some of
them were still busy in their fields. This was despite the fact they had agreed that the practice sessions
would be on Sundays because they have free time Sundays and it fit in with the time of church
services. On this occasion the content of the session was training in the matter of space and movement.
Herman Yoseph felt it was necessary to teach this material because the Lado Gahar dancers who wore
the eto headdresses needed quite a bit of space in which to dance.
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At this second meeting the venue for the training had to be moved to the yard of a neighboring house
which was shadier, because Ade Manase’s yard in the full sun was too hot. The training began about
10am and went on only till midday because the members had to go to church. On this occasion they
were also given practical training by Nyong Marco, a musician and music instructor from Benza, in
striking the gong and playing the drums. As Nyong Marco said in an interview on 6 June 2006, the
musicians from Lado Gahar had very much wanted to play these two instruments but did not have any.
Therefore, this training not only fulfilled a wish, but also allowed them to see how necessary it was led
them to feel that they needed above all to develop a musical accompaniment for their war dance. The
loud resonance of the gongs and drums would perhaps be able to create a warlike atmosphere for the
dance. So the training for playing these instruments was as an accompaniment to the war dance and
was not intended to accompany the Lado Gahar dance. And to facilitate their learning to play the
instruments, Benza voluntarily lent the set of gongs and drums to the Lado Gahar group right at the
time of the training. The instruments are still kept at the home of Ade Manase. The Lado Gahar
players, the villagers, and the Benza team became more and more close. The instructors from Benza
were quite willing to encourage the local young people to take part in the training. Among the forty or
so members participating were a number of women who have taken up the Tandak dance. “We
circulate an attendance list every time we meet,” said Caecilia.
At the third meeting (9 October 2005) the training reached the phase of a rehearsal of the dance by all
the Lado players. At the rehearsal there was an emphasis on the expression of movement and on
choreography. Nyong Marco once again gave instruction on the gongs and drums. He not only
modeled the correct way of playing them, but also gave several examples of rhythmic patterns that are
usually played by a gong-waning ensemble, such as the leke, legan, glebak, lovo and sora rhythms.
Again, the training in this music was not intended to be an accompaniment to the Lado Gahar dance
but only to teach the Lado Gahar group how to play the gong-waning, as they clearly wanted.
The fourth meeting, on 20 October 2005, was the final practice as well as the dress rehearsal before the
performance. All the players attended that evening. Herman Yoseph as instructor asked them to
perform a complete war dance, as well as the main attraction Lado Gahar, and also the Tandak dance.
After the rehearsal the remaining time was spent discussing preparations for the performance—
technical staging issues and organizational issues such as determining where and when the show
would take place. They also tried to anticipate any problems that might arise before or during the
performance. Concerning the venue, it was agreed the performance would be held at the watu mahe
which, according to the local people, was built by Mo’ang? Nuhun Puan, the founder of Lado Gahar
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village. It was also decided that to liven up the program, Sanggar Benza would also perform the Raka
Natar dance, which was inspired by the Lado Gahar dance. After the discussion about preparations for
the performance, they worked out the orientation for the performance space in the watu mahe
courtyard.
On the day of the performance (23 October 2005)171 the Sanggar Benza troupe of twenty-seven people
arrived at the venue at 10 am. They, together with the members of Lado Gahar group, began to set up
the stage, install the sound system and hang a banner giving details of the revitalization program
funded by the Kelola Foundation. Preparations went on until about 1 pm. The performance itself began
4 pm after being delayed waiting for the Village Headman (Kepala Desa) and the Sikka Regent to
arrive. A thick fog added atmosphere to the performance that was well attended by an audience of
local people. After the performance Sanggar Lado Gahar invited Sanggar Benza to join them for a
meal at Ade Manase’s house. The Benza troupe returned to Maumere at about 8 pm.
See Video Clip: Lado Gahar rehearses with Pak Herman
Apparently during the performance, the Rp3.5 million in funding that Benza presented (to the sanggar)
created a problem. The Village Headman questioned why the funds had not been donated through the
village administration. He also felt that Sanggar Lado Gahar had already been showered with fortune,
without previously doing anything (in the way of practice or performance) to warrant it. However,
according to Caecilia, there was no cause to make an issue because Sanggar Lado Gahar had the right
to receive funding, especially since the village administration, according to the dancers, had never
done anything to benefit the arts. Some of the money was used for provisions while the remainder was
put into the sanggar account.
The above description gives us a picture of the revitalization process that went on between the two
sanggars in a spirit of collaboration. This solidarity was shown in the loyalty and patience of the Benza
group in waiting for the Lado Gahar performers. According to Oscar Pareira,172 (a cultural expert from
Maumere appointed as observer by Kelola while the revitalization process was taking place), the Lado
dancers, who were mostly farmers, sometimes had to be fetched in the fields to ask them to come to
rehearsals. “Interaction between the instructors and the Lado Gahar dancers was very good because
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At the planning stage the performance had initially been scheduled for 9 November 2005. However, because the funds had
not yet come through from Kelola, the performance was rescheduled to 23 December after funding was available.
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the aims of the instructors were clear: to open their minds towards developing and spreading
awareness of Lado Gahar,” wrote Oscar Pareira in his report.173
Oscar Pareira also noted the heartening enthusiasm of the Lado Gahar villagers. He said that this was
due to their feeling they had learned something new and also that they felt they were receiving
attention from outsiders. For this reason, the attendance numbers fulfilled Benza’s expectations,
although punctuality was an obstacle due to the number of participants being farmers who normally
returned to the village at the end of the day. Also, according to Oscar Pareira, Benza needed to pay
attention to teaching an understanding of the myths and legends of Lado Gahar which is actually a
religious dance, a ritual that cannot be put on the stage.

The situation of the arts and the groups after the revitalization process
A revitalization activity will almost certainly bring changes to the art being revitalized. But how far
this change influences the meaning of the art will depend on how far-reaching that change is. Is it only
superficial, or does it give rise to a new meaning or a new system of values?
In the performance itself the revitalization activity involving the Lado Gahar art form has produced
several changes:
First, a change in the costumes worn by the musicians. At first they only wore a lipa sarong with a
uniform pattern, without shoes or any other accessories on their bodies. This meant the musicians were
originally bare-chested. Now on Benza’s suggestion, the musicians have added uniform long-sleeved
white shirts. Evidently this suggestion has been happily accepted by the Lado Gahar performers, who
say that this doesn’t change the meaning or sense of the performance. On the contrary, they believe it
will enhance their appearance.
Second, a change has occurred in the accompanying musical instruments. This can be seen from the
instruments used to accompany the war dance. According to Ade Manase and Kristianus Raja, 174
previously this dance used only the lekor and korak. However, with the instruction by Nyong Marco
from Benza in playing gongs and drums, the war dance now has both these instruments as well.
According to Ade Manase, with the addition of these instruments, the musicians are more enthusiastic
173
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in their performances. The Lado Gahar sanggar has for some time now been wanting these two
instruments so Benza’s instruction has been a case of ‘the pot finding its lid at last’. And Benza has
lent the two instruments for a long period. The Lado Gahar players do not see the use of these
instruments as ‘damaging’ their authenticity. As Benza music instructor Nyong Marco says, the
addition of the gong and drum makes the dance more lively for the performers.
Third is the change or rather the development of the choreography. As often mentioned by Oscar
Pareira, the dance steps of the Lado Gahar dance are traditionally free movements with a tendency for
improvisation. With the information and practical examples of choreography models provided by
Herman Yoseph at the time of the revitalization, the choreography was more developed especially in
regard to space and some of the steps, such as the dancers lining up in parallel lines or forming circles.
“There was no change in the composition of the dancers except where some blocking was added where
necessary to the traditional composition,” said Oscar Pareira. This means that although Herman
Yoseph had given instruction on movements and choreography, in the end the steps that the Lado
dancers continued to use were the same traditional improvisation as before.
With these developments, according to Romana Hale,175 the female dance instructor of the Sanggar
Lado Gahar, the dancers felt they appeared attractive and their self-confidence increased when on
stage. For Kristianus Raja, the revitalization meant besides information about the aesthetics of the
dance, they also had increased access to perform in other places. This was evident in the two
invitations to perform (for STF Ledalero and the Tourism Bureau) after revitalization.
Fourth is the change in the location of the performances. Although, by the end of the revitalization,
the performances were still held in the watu mahe courtyard, subsequent performances could also be
held elsewhere—for example at the campus of the Ledalero Philosophy university (Feb 2006) and of
course in the Sanggar Benza when the Tourism Department celebrated the Pembinaan Sanggar
program on 23 June 2006. This meant that the Lado Gahar art form, which is considered sacred and
was previously only staged in front of the watu mahe, can now be performed anywhere. However,
according to Ade Manase, this is not really seen as a problem. As mentioned above, the important
thing is not to omit the sirih pinang ritual and not to replace the eto headdress with other ornaments.

175

Interview, 7 June 2006.
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In former times, he said, things were different because of the link between the Lado Gahar and the
harvest festival. But today, when the harvest is no longer seasonal and abundant, there is barely
enough money to eat, much less hold festivals. Fortunately now it can be performed again and even
earn a little money; it has become an entertainment and a chance for the younger generation to
remember the past, especially when each performance has a large appreciative audience.
These changes which have occurred in Lado Gahar, according to Herman Yoseph,176 are more in the
performance itself to make it a more interesting show. According to Oscar Pareira, this ritual art is still
essentially maintained. This is especially evident in the use of poetry and the way it is sung, and the
rituals performed by the Sanggar Lado Gahar leader just before the performance. Moreover several
other aspects such as the eto ornaments and the absence of make up on the female performers are also
still maintained.
On the other hand, as conveyed by Caecilia Sayani,177 during the revitalization process Benza acted
more as a facilitator rather than as the party most concerned with the revitalization. The content of the
revitalization was up to the Lado Gahar group itself. What had to be changed, replaced, added or got
rid of was given over to the owners of Lado Gahar themselves. Benza’s practical instruction, or
instruction with new content, was meant to be an education in awareness or a broadening of
knowledge about art. In other words, there was no direct intervention which forced the art form to
either change or to remain the same. So, when change and development occurred, it was no more than
what the Lado Gahar owners themselves wanted. Moreover, there were Kristianus Raja and Romana
Hale, an elderly couple from Lado Gahar village who were the instructors and who were thoroughly
conversant with the art form.

Sanggar Gere Bue: Toja Bobu
A strong wind from the sea pounds you during the entire journey from the capital of Lela district to the
village of Sikka. Wild waves crash onto the beach, piling one on top of the other, and making this
journey along the southern coast of Flores a frightening one. The fishing villages are deserted and all
the boats are moored tight. The waves of the Sawu Sea seem to have frightened the fishermen from
going to sea. Near the village, a small bay almost cuts off the road, which appears to be the only access
to this very old village. On the edge of the bay, a cross is perched on a coral outcrop in the crashing
176
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surf. According to the villagers the cross is a memorial, because the sea there is always taking victims:
fishermen or anyone else sailing there can easily disappear in the waves.

Cross at the edge of the sea

The atmosphere is a bit calmer when you enter Sikka village. An old church—still grand and wellpreserved—adds to the feeling of tranquility there. When the chimes ring, you feel like you’re in the
rarified domain of a monastery. The Santa Lucia Church, inaugurated on 24 December 1899 by
P.C.J.F. Le Cocq d’Armandville S.J., is said to be the oldest church in Sikka Regency. It is part of the
legacy of the Sikka kingdom, proclaimed a Catholic realm by the king. People may have forgotten that
this little seaside village at the foot of a limestone cliff is where the Sikka Regency originated and was
once a key port city. They may not know either that here the traditional dance drama Toja Bobu came
into being with the former seat of the Sikka kingdom, founded in 1607. “Toja Bobu cannot be
separated from the history of the Sikka kingdom,” says Yohanes Orestis Pareira, head of the Sikka
Village Toja Bobu group (Sanggar Gere Bue), in an interview.178
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Santa Lucia, an old church in Sikka village, built in 1899

History and Meaning of Toja Bobu

Toja Bobu is a form of Sikka folk theater with origins in the colonial Portuguese culture of the 16th
century. It is unique to Sikka village. In the application to Yayasan Kelola Yohanes Orestis Pareira
explained that the name ‘Toja Bobu’ comes from the word toja which means dance and bobu which
means mask. In the Sikka language, ‘Toja Bobu’ is translated as ‘a dance with men who wear masks’
even though, among the many performers, there are only a few who wear masks. According to
Gregorius Tamela Karwayu, a cultural expert from Sikka Village, the importance of Toja Bobu to
Sikka society in the past was as a religious rite, performed on the day after Christmas, to attract people
to embrace the Catholic faith.

Says Edmundus Pareira179— an elderly historian, Toja Bobu expert and a descendant of the Sikka
royal family, who still lives in the village,180—the Sikka kingdom was formally founded by the king
179
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Mo’ang Alessu in 1507, after returning from a period of wandering in search of eternal peace that
concluded in Malacca, during the 16th century when it was ruled by the Portuguese. In that country
which is now Malaysia, Alessu experienced a moment of enlightenment that told him: “There is no
eternal happiness or peace except in the afterlife. Eternal peace is only in heaven. And to reach heaven
one must obey the teachings of Christ as they are followed by the Portuguese.”

These words seem to have had great meaning for Mo’ang Alessu. He halted his wanderings and began
to study Catholicism and the system of government in the kingdom of Malacca. When he felt that he
sufficiently understood these systems of knowledge (religion and government), he decided to return
home and there he built the village of Sikka as the seat of his kingdom in 1607. He declared himself
the first king of Sikka with the title of Raja Mo’ang Ratu Don Alexius Alessu Ximenes da Silva,
popularly known as Don Alessu. He organized the kingdom according to the principles of government
he learned in Malacca, and he spread the Catholic religion by decree, declaring, “The religion of the
king is the religion of the people”—as the Portuguese had done in order to make Malacca a Catholic
realm. As the seat of the kingdom, Sikka became a center of power and extended its territory beyond
the borders of Sikka village.

The Sikka kingdom began to decline after the surrender of the Portuguese to Holland in the “Traktaat
Lisabon” on 20 April 1859 on the Dutch warship De Hofman. In 1945, the island of Flores became a
part of the emerging republic of Indonesia; and in 1958, Indonesian law made Sikka a District (Daerah
Swatantra Tingkat II), which has since grown to become the Regency (Kabupaten) of Sikka.
Although Portuguese rule is a thing of the past, Portuguese influence drove deep roots into the society
of Sikka. Don Alessu had brought fabulous regalia of gold from Malacca, which surely lent charisma
to the influence of Portuguese culture. Besides the system of government and introduction of
Catholicism, Portuguese influence also extended to cultural expressions. Edmundus Pareira says that
Toja Bobu was originally a Portuguese art form. This Christian Portuguese culture became integrated
as a ceremonial dance drama that was always performed as part of Christmas celebrations over the
period from 26 December to the 1st of January.
Toja Bobu was a very lavish affair involving many performers in beautiful, expensive cstumes,
accompanied by musicians playing a variety of musical instruments. But in the 1960s when the royal
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families of the new Indonesia were stripped of their lands and wealth, Toja Bobu lost its primary
patron and the once splendid performances began a slow decline.

People of Sikka Village welcome Rhoda Grauer and Zamzam Fauzannafi
(trip prior to field research by Gombloh )with a procession and blessing
Although the grandeur of the past has been lost, detailed descriptions of what Toja Bobu looked like
and how it related to the larger context of Christmas celebrations still survive in the memory of village
elders. According to Edmundus Pareira,181 Toja Bobu was originally performed only to celebrate the
birth of Christ, as part of the Christmas festivities that normally ran from 25 December to the
beginning of January.
In former times, he continued, Christmas celebrations were always grand with joyful processions of
toja dancers. These festivities coincided with the western monsoon season, a season of abundant
catches for fishermen. With the proceeds of their plentiful harvest from the sea, they were able to have
a festive Christmas, especially because all the king’s vassals and the Mo’ang Puluh (leaders of the Ten
Great Villages) always lent abundant support to this affair.
Those celebrations were always merry and went on for days, with the dance procession Toja Bobu as
the pinnacle of the entertainment. This ceremony was grand, joyous and lavish because all the
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expenses were carried by the kingdom and also by the Mo’ang Puluh (the Ten Great Villages or rules
of the ten great villages?), which were rich and loyal to the king. As well as the profit from the
fishermen and merchants. (Please figure this into the sentence above somehow.)”
The dancers began the performance in the forecourt of the royal palace (lepo gete)182. The King and his
Consort, wearing their grandest robes, enter the performance area. Then comes the Princess Prinseja
wearing a long European gown and train of white silk. A dama, or lady-in-waiting to the Princess
follows her, wearing high traditional dress (labu gete). They proceed to the back of the stage and stand
facing the spectators. To one side, a group of palace dancers and singers are ready to offer songs to
accompany the performance.

Before long, a group of thirteen dancers in single file enter the performance space and stand in a row
before the royal family. They wear jackets with neckties, in the fashion of European men. Characters
who arrive to woo the princess are Serdadu (Soldier), Jugador (Jester), Pintor (Painter), Pilotu (Pilot),
Grandi Rispin (The Duke), Vidalgu (Palace Retainer), Doktor (Physician), Oriwis (Goldsmith), Grandi
Kondi (Treasurer), Grandi Bebu (Masked Man), Kondi Duki , Piscador (Fisherman) dan Maskador
(Merchant). The Masked Man brings with him a group of dancers who are also masked.

As they woo the Princess, each suitor presents himself with song and dance The dancers sing a song
proposing marriage as they dance. The gist of the song is to make his identity known to the princess
and to court her. Then the suitors give her a handkerchief which has been placed there in readiness.
The Princess then answers in song, rejecting one after the other.

And so it goes, each suitor coming forward with singing and dancing. Whenever the Princess rejects a
suitor, she gives the handkerchief to her lady-in-waiting to return it to the suitor—until it comes the
turn of the Merchant, whom the Princess cannot refuse. At this point, when the Princess keeps the
handkerchief, the performance suddenly changes and becomes a high-spirited, free-form dance with
everyone participating. Music from singers and flutes swirls around the dancers who are wild with
happiness. Shouts of merriment go on all night, until the merry-makers are exhausted.
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Page 311 of 569

There are also masked dancers who, from the outset, exhibit a strangeness—always appearing aloof
and mysterious, with costumes and dance that differ from all the others. They are intruders among the
suitors, disrupting the courtship, antagonists who bring havoc on one scene after another. They come
and go from the performance space as they please, dance spontaneously with improvised movements,
sometimes making little jumps and spinning in the air. Sometimes they disappear from the
performance space altogether.

All this mysteriousness, according to Orestis Pareira, is accompanied by certain spiritual practices. The
masked dancers must observe certain prohibitions during the entire performance. For example, at no
point during the night may they become sleepy. They must not remove their mask, nor let any other
actor remove it. Eating and drinking is done in secrecy. Moreover, if any of the masked dancers
happen to be engaged to be married, their betrothed must accompany them through the entire
performance, and during this time they may not engage in any prohibited behavior, such as sexual
intercourse. If they transgress, they must present themselves to the Ata Laki Puu (customary chief) to
undergo a purification ritual.

Toja Bobu mask made with funds from Kelola grant

After the night-long festivities at the king’s palace, the dancers would travel around visiting the houses
of each of the Mo’ang Puluh, or ten leaders. As they went about, they sang and danced along the roads,
and the performance became more and more like a procession as the people who lived along the way
joined in behind them. The forty-odd musicians and dancers would become ever more animated as the
population joined them. At each of the ten grand houses, the entire dance drama was performed as it
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had been at the palace. This accounts in part for the great expense of the performance. Each of the ten
Mo’ang Puluh enthusiastically greeted and entertained the revelers with a banquet.

Thus Toja Bobu in times past evoked an image of the grandeur and festivity of the Sikka kingdom in
its golden age and of the unhesitating loyalty of the Mo’ang Puluh. Today, even a simple performance
on a small scale, with no long processions visiting the Mo’ang Puluh, is hard to put on.

According to Orestis Pareira—who is not only head of the Toja Bobu but also a former Cultural
Inspector (Penilik Kebudayaan) of the Sikka Regency—after several decades of not being performed
at all, the Toja Bobu was performed in 1997, although not with the full complement of players. It was
performed again, in Maumere, in 2000. The Pareira family and villagers thought it would never be
performed again. When Orestias Pareira learned that his village might be eligible for a grant from
Yayasan Kelola for revitalization of traditional performing arts, they applied for the grant. As a result,
Toja Bobu was performed in the courtyard of the former king’s palace on 26 December 2004. After
that, it slumbered again, to be awakened when two researchers, Rhoda Grauer and Zamzam,
approached the Sanggar Gere Bue in April 2006 and commissioned a performance in the interests of
their research. For the same reasons, I also commissioned a performance.

Though much of the meaning and significance of the story, costumes and text has been lost, interviews
with elders and scholars 183 provide some information. It may be summed up as follows: The meaning
of the Toja Bobu is to represent the feelings of individuals. Each role signifies the nature of the
character in his or her life. Prinseja is a princess, representing a Portuguese princess. The suitors
represent [Sikka] society during those times, as well as newcomers. The Portuguese were traders and
in those times began to teach the local people about trade. From that time, the people of Sikka began to
barter with a number of regions in Maumere. The suitor who is accepted by the princess is the
Merchant, considered to be wealthy and of high status among the people.

The Grandi Bebu (Masked Man) represents an aristocrat with an ugly face. The Sikka villagers say
that they do not know who exactly is supposed to be represented by this figure. Some suggested that it
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could someone who once came with a concealed intent. The masked bobu dancers who antagonize the
other suitors may be associated with him.

A description of the art form Toja Bobu today
The performance described below was done on the occasion of a small commission (for Rp500,000) as
part of this research program.
A group of seventeen dance actors file into the forecourt of the lepo gete. Two masked dancers (bobu)
are in the front row, as if leading the line of dancers. In a row behind them are two musicians who play
as they walk—a flute and a gandang sora drum hanging from each musician’s neck. Next, one after
another, are four young girls playing dama (ladies-in-waiting to the Princess), followed by the
Princess, who in turn is followed by six men playing the Princess’s suitors. At the very end are two
court poets.

The first poet is dressed in a white shirt and wrapped in a cloth tied around his chest. His lower body is
wrapped in a cloth called sarung lipa. He wears a pointed hat and black leather shoes. The other poet
wears a jacket left unbuttoned, revealing a tie. On his feet are shiny black shoes. He too wears a
sarung lipa. A head cloth (kain destar) is tied around his head in a downward manner to hide his hair
which is turning white with age.

The four dama wear pink labu tengge blouses, sarongs called kain utan, and a sash (sembar) around
the waist. A selendang cloth loops crosswise around her torso. Her curly hair is rolled into a chignon
without the usual addition of the hairpiece called sanggul which traditionally is worn by commoner
women. All of them are without ornamentation on their arms or ankles. They wear brown rubber
sandals.

The Princess wears a deep yellow labu tengge blouse with short sleeves and stripes around the edges, a
long white skirt with horizontal brown stripes, and white high-heeled sandals. On her upper arms she
wears brown and silver armbands. She wears dangling earrings with bahar tibu motifs, while her hair
is arranged with three konde hair pieces of golden yellow. Another hair piece covers her forehead in
bangs.
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The two bobu masked dancers wear jackets with long pants and a short sarong that falls above the
knees. They wear a mask depicting the face of a white Westerner and a top hat á la Uncle Sam, often
used to portray Americans. At the top of the front of the hat is a small stick about 40 cm high, with a
piece of thin cloth as decoration.

Masked dancers in performance: research trip Rhoda and Zamzam

The six dancers who play the suitors, all carrying yellow handkerchiefs, wear suit jackets, complete
with ties. Trouser style is free, with some wearing faded blue bell-bottomed jeans. They all wear
different sorts of shoes, and their heads are adorned with pink pointed hats. This pointed hat is also
worn by the court poets and the musicians, who wear a lipa sarong and whatever shirt they like.

In regard to the costumes and hair style, it should be noted that in general the women wore traditional
dress, but the men, especially the suitors, were in modern Western dress: jackets, trousers and ties.
This is most likely due to the fact that people today have no idea how the Portuguese dressed five
hundred years ago. When asked, the villagers told us that they did not have research materials or
drawings to which they could refer for costumes. By using modern Western dress, they were indicating
to the audience that the suitors were contemporary outsiders, that is, Portuguese.
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The procession sets off along the road about one hundred meters to the west of the lepo gete. The two
bobu immediately perform their movements, accompanying themselves on drum and flute. The dance
movements are improvisational, but they use specific movements which are different from any of the
other performers. The troupe’s leader gives occasional guidance because the bobu keep blocking the
view of the players. Meanwhile, the four dama walk along waving their arms from side to side. When
they have crossed in front of the 25-meter lepo gete palace, the procession of toja dancers turns and
enters the lepo gete’s forecourt. The musicians continue to play. The rhythm is like the pounding of the
surf, right next to the performance space.

Procession of Toja Bobu dancers enters the performance space

The court poets with the Princess and her ladies-in-waiting step onto the palace stairs. When they are
at the top of the stairs, the Princess quickly steps to the front of the lower step. The two court poets
stand behind her, and the four dama form two lines on the lower step. The musicians continue to play
while moving to the right of the arena, while the suitor-dancers form a row in the courtyard, facing the
women. The masked dancers, still improvising, slip away from the performance space as the drum and
flute music ends. A few moments later, the suitor-dancers begin to move.

Eu sinyo rai sou
Pintor ken Mayor
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Naun pordeasa
Naun pordeasa
Siku nigur kije kasya
Aboas wintura
Naunanda parta
Thus Pintor, the first suitor, begins to sing his courtship song as he dances. When this is over, he
quickly mounts the stairs and faces the Princess to give her his handkerchief. It seems that Pintor is
unlucky. The handkerchief is returned by way of the ladies-in-waiting, which means that his wooing
has been rejected by the Princess.

Boy sinyora sensou, Pintor
Muskya tradma
Kenposta renggala
Poska eu, Sokero neurendo
Komunte dinyeru
Parwa renggala, Parwa

This is the Princess’s reply, delivered by the court poets, or king’s spokesmen.184 For the whole
duration of the performance, these court poets play an important role in action of the story. Edmundus
Pareira and Gregorius Tamela (who played the king’s spokesmen who relay the Princess’s verses of
reply to all the suitors), said that the verses sung by the suitors and the court poets are a dialogue
between the suitors and the Princess. It is a great pity that the songs, which were well sung by the
suitors and king’s spokesmen, were drowned out by the roar of the pounding surf. The waves were big
that evening, and it was difficult for the spectators, who were sitting some five meters from the
performance space, to hear the singers’ voices. Nonetheless, the dancers continued to play their roles
and sing their songs, although one had the impression they were not very serious, and they confess that
they do not really understand the language they were singing.

184

The text was transcribed from a document with Toja Bobu songs belonging to Orestis Pareira. For reasons that Orestis
Pareira did not want to elucidate, I was not permitted to photocopy the documents.
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The suitors dancing before Princess Prinseja

And so it went, each suitor rejected by the Princess, the following suitor quickly proffering his
courtship with the same behavior: dancing and singing. The lyrics of the songs did indeed differ, but
the melody of the song was the same from one suitor to the next. Thus the suitors paid their courtship,
one after the other. After Pintor came Jugador, then Pilotu, Grandi Rispin, Doktor, and Maskador.
While this was going on, the masked dancers left and returned to the performance space several times,
dancing freely to the music of drum and flute. According to Orestis Pareira, their presence is meant to
disturb the progress of the performance.
These mysterious figures are indeed “mysterious” and so is their role. As “disturbers”, these figures
are regarded as sacred / spiritually powerful. In former times, Orestis Pareira said, the dancers who
played these figures were not allowed to show their faces during the entire performance, which
normally went on all night.

The final suitor, Maskador (the Merchant), succeeds in being accepted by the princess. This is signaled
by the fact that his handkerchief is not returned to him. The ladies-in-waiting quickly approach this
suitor and bring him to stand next to the princess. The wedding festivities begin, celebrated with a
dance by all the Toja Bobu players. As the dance ends, the players form a procession and leave the
lepo gete courtyard. And the Toja Bobu itself ends as the sun sinks below the horizon.
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The performance I watched had only six suitor-dancers. “The other dancers couldn’t come because
they’re busy with work,” said Orestis Pareira when I asked him. Several other players also could not
attend—for example, the those of the king and his consort.
Moreover, whereas in former times there were seven masked dancers, now there were only two.
Nonetheless, even though it was not complete, the performance still took place; and every time the
masked dancers entered the performance space, their spontaneous movements and comic antics always
made the children laugh.
There were only about fifty spectators and many of them were women selling ikat sarongs, each
holding up the cloth they had individually made and calling out to me to buy some. The same
phenomenon was encountered in each of the Flores villages included in this study.185

The suitor Maskador (Merchant) offers his handkerchief to Princess Prinseja

The grant application to Yayasan Kelola stated that traditionally Toja Bobu was done for the entertainment of
the royalty and villagers, not for outsiders and certainly not for tourists. One might assume that the display of
ikat for sale is a new practice and that the revival of Toja Bobu is seen as much as an entertainment for tourists as
for the villagers themselves. However, given the importance of large quantities of ikat in many traditional
ceremonies and the value given to the finest from any village, it is quite possible that ikat was sold whenever any
outsider came to a village.
185
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Reasons for the decline of the Toja Bobu art form
There are various reasons for the decline of Toja Bobu.
The authority of the king, which was absolute in former times—as mentioned above, the king
instituted Catholicism by decree—allowed the celebrating of Christmas on a grand scale. The expenses
for grand celebrations were born by the king and his loyal followers, the members of the Mo’ang
Puluh, with additional funds provided by fishermen and merchants of Sikka. With the decline of the
power of the king and wealthy nobility, the Toja Bobu lost both its financial support and its function of
entertaining and honoring royalty.

According to Orestis Pareira, the Toja Bobu requires some forty performers with much of the rest of
the population providing food and other necessities for the large Christmas celebrations. Today, many
of young men have left Sikka to find employment and the population includes a heterogeneous group
of construction workers, farm workers, drivers, fishermen, and the unemployed. This differs from the
homogeneous group of former times who shared a commitment to the community and to Toja Bobu
and who willingly gave their time for meetings, rehearsals, and performances.

Because of the decline of income from fishing and trade, and the poor economic conditions of most of
the inhabitants of Sikka village now in the menial trades mentioned above, it has become very
expensive for the villagers to mount extravagant Christmas celebrations, especially something on the
scale of the Toja Bobu. “It’s not like before,” said Orestis. “Today there is no such source of funds for
Toja Bobu”. One has to provide at least some food and moke (arrack) for the players and “like it or
not, I must provide it myself.”

According to Herman Yoseph—the director Sanggar Benza, with an interest in taking ‘village’ arts
and refining them as performances that might be suitable to tourists and others outside the
community—Toja Bobu in its current condition is not artistically attractive to him because of its
monotonous staging and the lack of spirit on the part of the actors. 186 This, he says, is due in large part
to not understanding the dialogue that is sung by the players. These verses, which are believed to
originate in Portuguese, are mostly untranslatable into the Sikka language or Bahasa Indonesia.

186

Interview, 6 June 2006.
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Orestis Pareira says the difficulty in translating the lyrics is a shift of pronunciation because of its
being an oral legacy over a very long period of time.

187

This notion is supported by Edmundus

Pareira,188 brother-in-law of Orestis Pareira, who remains devoted to safeguarding the preservation of
the Toja Bobu art form. This historian of the Sikka dynasty agrees that the lyrics are exceedingly
difficult to translate because many of the words do not appear in Portuguese language dictionaries.
Oscar Pareira also said189—and it was told to me separately by Symplisium Yuvenalis190—that the
Portuguese ambassador to Indonesia in the 1970s, António Pinto da França, when asked to translate
the verses, admitted that he could not make out the language used by the fishermen-bobu because the
words no longer exist in Portuguese today.

Edmundus Pareira says that text used these days is indeed not much understood by the players because
it was transmitted orally for centuries, and the meaning of the words in the songs gradually eroded.
Edmundus Pareira himself still studies a Portuguese dictionary and is trying to translate the verses into
Indonesian. He, too, says that very many of the words cannot be found in the dictionary.

While some younger members of the Sikka royal family are still committed to Toja Bobu, they agree
with what I was told by several dancers who play the suitors, that they no longer enjoy performing
Toja Bobu because they feel that it is monotonous and no longer entertaining. They prefer watching
the sorts of performances often shown on television, such as drama (sinetron), dangdut music and pop
music. Their participation in the Toja Bobu these days is mainly because it is paid (albeit not much),
rather than from any affection for their own artistic tradition. 191
Sanggar Gere Bue: the group carrying out the revitalization
The Sanggar Gere Bue was officially formed, and listed in a document of the Sikka Regency Tourism
Office, on 23 March 1980 for the express purpose of revitalizing Toja Bobu which was already in very
poor condition. It is important to note that the aim of the Sanggar was to bring Toja Bobu back as a
local village event. There were no thoughts of preparing the work as a ‘tourist attraction’ at that time.
187

Interview, 9 June 2006.
Interview at his house, adjacent to that of Orestis Pareira, 9 June 2006.
189
Interview, 29 June 2006.
190
Interview, 30 June 2006.
188
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The group is still headed by Orestis Pareira, with 234 members, all of them from Sikka village. The
Sanggar Gere Bue is identical with the Toja Bobu troupe, because all the members are players in the
Toja Bobu. They are the heirs of the art performance that was once identical with the Sikka kingdom.
And as head the Sanggar Gere Bue, Orestis Pareira is also the head of the Toja Bobu.

Thus the Toja Bobu trademark adheres to group formed by this grandson of the Sikka kingdom.192
Moreover, Orestis Pareira, having once served as Head of the Cultural Section in the Department of
Education and Culture for the district of Lela (Kepala Seksi Budaya di Dinas Pendidikan dan
Kebudayaan Kecamatan Lela), is very concerned about the preservation of Toja Bobu from both a
cultural and administrative point of view.

Culturally, Orestis Pareira—and here one can add other members of the Pareira clan, such as Oscar
Pareira and Edmundus Pareira—feels that it is important to conserve the Toja Bobu as an art form
passed down by his ancestors. In addition, his position as head of the cultural office made him feel
responsible for its preservation and conservation. Thus Orestis Pareira has a legitimate concern on two
counts: as a cultural official and as an aristocratic heir of the culture of Sikka.

These reflect two important spheres of interest: politically, as a civil servant in the district’s
department of culture, Orestis Pareira’s policy of preserving Toja Bobu was highly strategic for his
career. And by doing all he could to preserve this art form, he was also strengthening the legitimacy of
the Pareira family as aristocrats.

Because of his position, Orestis Pareira was able to help the Sanggar Gere Bue with certain facilities;
for example, the group’s building, which could be used as a rehearsal space or for other cultural
activities—although the building no longer functions as it should. He successfully applied for a grant
with the Yayasan Kelola for the preservation of traditional arts. And Orestis Pareira himself was
entrusted with the revitalization project.

192

According to the genealogy of the Sikka, the Pareira family (Oscar Pareira Mandalangi, Edmundus Pareira,
and Orestis Pareira) are descendants of Sikka aristocracy. They feel that it is important to preserve Toja Bobu as
part of the heritage bequeathed by their ancestors.
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As Orestis Pareira has said, this revitalization activity was meant not only to preserve the Toja Bobu
dance drama but also to seek out and resurrect the festival dance tradition of Sikka. It was also hoped
that this activity would provide entertainment for the people of the area in celebrating Christmas 2004
as they had done in former times. Therefore it was hoped as well that this performance would awaken
a nostalgia for a bygone era, especially among the older people, who enjoyed the bobu festivities at the
close of every year. And finally, according to those who ‘own’ the Toja Bobu, it was hoped that in the
revitalization of the dance drama, there would be some adjustments to the performance to make it
more attractive to today’s audience.

The project received a grant of Rp17,269,000 from the Yayasan Kelola; but the amount was deemed
insufficient to carry it out. This could be accomplished only when Orestis Pareira’s second grant
application was accepted by Kelola. Orestis Pareira first heard about the grant program for preserving
traditional arts from his relative Oscar Pareira.

According to Orestis Pareira, the amount was not sufficient because the costumes and props alone
would cost around Rp15,000,000. The cost of paying players during the rehearsal process and the
performance would be another Rp5,000,000. The costumes would entail eight jackets for the suitors, a
set of royal outfits for the king and queen, a costume for the Princess, four costumes for the court
poets, one set of traditional dress for the lady-in-waiting, and four sets of traditional dress for the
musicians. The required props were 30 hats for the dancers and musicians and eight masks (bobu). All
these costumes and props that are used now are based on the old forms and ornamentation.

Specific Issues in the Revitalization Process
To review and describe the process of reviving the Toja Bobu art form carried out by the Sanggar Gere
Bue is difficult. There is there very little documentation, probably because the villagers carrying out
the project do not have experience in such matters. Orestis Pareira as the one responsible for the
project could give only a general description of the activities that went for those ten months in 2004,
from the beginning of preparations in March to 26 December when the Toja Bobu was performed.
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When asked to recount the process of these activities, Orestis Pareira spoke mainly of the rehearsals,
which he said took place once a week. Rehearsals often ran into obstacles because they often coincided
with other more important activities pressing upon the bobu players. Although Orestis gave each
player Rp5,000 for each rehearsal session, there were always some players who could not attend. Of
the 234 members of the sanggar, only forty people are needed for the cast of Toja Bobu. The villagers
said that the difficulty in getting people to join in rehearsals was that most of the players were busy
earning a living as construction workers, drivers or farmers. They could not afford to take off work to
rehearse, so they came only when they were free.
As a result, the rehearsals were always short of the full cast of players. “Regular and intensive
rehearsals finally took place starting in early December 2004,” writes Herman Yoseph, a monitor from
Kelola, quoting Orestis Pareira, on the occasion of his first visit to see a rehearsal.193 When asked to
confirm this, Orestis Pareira explained that in the two months previous to that, six people in Sikka
village had died, one after the other; and being a small and closely knit village, it was thought
unseemly to conduct rehearsals during that period.

During the month of December 2004, Orestis Pareira says, rehearsals were held every evening, except
on Sundays, when rehearsals were during the day, after church. And as reported by Herman Yoseph,
then as well, not all players always showed up. “At every rehearsal, the players had to be fetched and
summoned, so that the rehearsals were always late starting,” he writes.194 Moreover, the players
seemed not to take the rehearsals very seriously (kurang serius). “One needed extra patience to deal
with the casual attitude of the players,” said Orestis Pareira when asked to confirm this information
from Herman Yoseph.195

196

According to Herman Yoseph, the lack of seriousness of the participants made these rehearsals not
very effective; the players showed no discipline. Attendance was not taken, people were tardy, and the
relaxed attitude on the part of the players all hampered the revitalization process. One gets the
impression that the players came to rehearsals more because they were asked to rather than because of
any artistic motivation. Those players who were already accomplished joined only at end of rehearsals
and on the day of the performance. In Herman Yoseph’s opinion, considering that the ‘heart’ of the
rehearsal and performance of Toja Bobu is the building of communication between the players and the
193

Monitoring report from Yayasan Kelola.
Ibid.
195
Interview 9 June 2006.
196
Rhoda G and Zamzam F noted that similar statements were made regarding the Lado Gahar rehearsals when they visited
Flores. It was difficult for people to attend because they had to work and because many had no interest in the project.
194
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spectators, the poor attendance and lack of seriousness of the players greatly hindered the
understanding of the characters and the roles they were playing.

When a number of players were asked, at the performance on 28 June 2006, about their reluctance to
take the performance more seriously, they said it was because they had played very little. Several
players admitted that in fact they did not want to perform the Toja Bobu because they found it tedious
and uninteresting. They preferred dangdut music or other kinds of popular music. Gregorius Tamela,
who played one of the court poets, said the lack of seriousness on the part of the suitors was because,
besides the play being monotonous, they did not understand the lyrics of the songs they sang to woo
the Princess. Indeed, according to Edmundus Pareira,197 at every rehearsal the players were always
given lyric material to sing and memorize. However, they were not given any explanation of the
meaning of the lyrics, because Edmundus Pareira himself still had difficulty understanding them.

Aside from memorizing lyrics, the rehearsals during the month before the performance dealt with the
procession and the configuration of the players’ movements according to their roles. The rest Orestis
Pareira only conveyed at general meetings of the whole sanggar, when they discussed preparations for
the performance. When asked further about this, he explained that the meetings were used more to
discuss technical preparations for the performance, organizing the production committee, and
budgeting the costs of the performance.

The performance, the culmination of a process that according to Orestis Pareira took ten months, took
place in front of the parish house of Saint Ignatius Loyola in Sikka village, to coincide with Sunday,
the day after Christmas (26 December 2004). The performance got under way at noon and concluded
around two hours later. At that performance, the masked dancers, of which there are normally eight,
were only five. Orestis Pareira said that this was because three of the masked dancers were sick.

According to Herman Yoseph, the invitation to the performance stated that it would begin at ten in the
morning. It was postponed until noon because the performance space was still empty. As soon as
spectators began to appear, the performance began. At first, of the one hundred chairs for guests, only
about twenty were occupied, and these were occupied by local villagers. “I was secretly very
197

Interview 9 June 2006.
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disappointed at the small number of spectators and their tepid attitude,” writes Herman Yoseph. “It
was hoped that people from the surrounding villages would fill the area to overflowing, but it seemed
this hope did not come true.” However, as the performance proceeded, the crowd grew and finally
numbered more than 200 people form Sikka and the surrounding area. It is of value to note that the
presentation of the revitalized Toja Bobu was a ‘village event’ and as such was most likely not
expected to start on time, as a professional performance might. Furthermore, Toja Bobu had not been
performed in more than a decade and it is likely that many of the people of the village and surrounding
areas had little memory or knowledge of it.

In his report, Herman Yoseph also recounts that the Sanggar Gere Bue did succeed in carrying out a
large event, especially in regard to the money it cost. With this, one can say that Toja Bobu still exists
as a cultural legacy. Nonetheless, the existence of Toja Bobu as an artistic dance performance, which
in the future can be hoped to compete for the hearts of the young generation of Sikka village and
audiences in general, remains questionable.

Conditions in regard to the Art Form and the Group after the revitalization process has been
carried out
Actually, even though there is a reduction in the number of players, a lack of commitment when the
players are performing, and a minimum of understanding on the part of the players, it has been argued
that this does not diminish the importance of the revitalization project.

This view was put forth by Orestis Pareira when he was asked about the fact that the cast was not
complete at the performance of 28 June 2006. According to a number of villagers, this was because it
was truly difficult to get players to perform again. In an interview conducted after the performance in
front of the lepo gete, Orestis Pareira said that the reduced number of players is not really a problem as
long as the performance still carries its basic theme, which is the competition to woo Princess Prinseja.
The absolutely required figures are the princess, the suitors, and the masked dancers who disrupt the
competition.
As Edmundus Pareira has recounted, in former times the Toja Bobu normally had some forty players:
thirteen suitors, eight masked dancers, eight palace dancers, four court poets, the king and queen, a
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princess, a lady-in-waiting and four musicians. The performance I saw on June 28th had only six
suitors, two masked dancers, two court poets, four ladies-in-waiting, and two musicians.

One can see that this is less than half the ideal number of players. On the other hand, there were more
than the usual number of ladies-in-waiting. When I asked Orestis Pareira to confirm this, he said that it
was a bit of a problem. The performance was not entirely complete.

Dancers performing Toja Bobu in front of thelepo gete palace of the kingdom of Sikka.

Nonetheless, even though it could not be presented in its entirety, the important thing for Orestis
Pareira is that the essence of the performance is still maintained, in the sense that the core actors are
still maintained. “Even in former times,” said Orestis Pareira, “the players of the king and queen were
not that important, because their appearance on the stage was only to sit there on their thrones
throughout the performance.” Concerning the extra ladies-in-waiting, this was to make the
performance more attractive. In the performance I saw, the players of the ladies-in-waiting were four
young women.

As for the reduced number of musicians, two were thought enough to represent the musicians that
normally number four, who each of whom plays a bamboo flute and a drum. With two people, it was
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thought the problem was solved, or that at least the piece could be performed. Besides, as Oscar
Pareira said in a separate interview, their playing was more to give an improvisational illustration of
music.

So too for the masked dancers. The decrease of masked dancers from eight to two198 was thought still
acceptable because two players were enough to represent the masked figures who disrupt the courtship
competition of the suitors. This reason was also given for the reduced number of suitors, which in
former times numbered thirteen different characters. Because they could find only six dancers to play
the suitors, only six suitors appeared. The important thing was the figure of the Merchant, because it is
he whose suit will be accepted by the princess.

For Edmundus Pareira, a senior actor who is committed to preserving the original quality of the Toja
Bobu, the explanations above are extremely troubling. Nonetheless, considering the great difficulty of
gathering the required number of players, he too is obliged to accept the situation. It is an indication of
his commitment that Edmundus Pareira, who has long agreed to play a court poet, never hesitates to
rehearse and always keeps after the other players, whose performances he finds less than perfect.199

Seeing the very sad condition of the performance both aesthetically and in terms of scale, Oscar
Pareira, together with the Sanggar Kibolibok in the town of Maumere, plans to mount the Toja Bobu in
a new form. This is part of an arts festival in Macao celebrating nations of the former Portuguese
empire. This festival is planned for September 2006.

As he has also said to Rhoda Grauer and Zamzam in a pre-research study, Oscar Pareira said that he is
going to work on mounting the Toja Bobu on his own, without any instructors or players from Sikka
village even though they ‘own’ this art form. Oscar Pareira, who is a cousin of Orestis Pareira,feels
that he is capable of working on the project himself because he too shares this legacy.200

198

When Rhoda Grauer and Zamzam saw a performance of Toja Bobu in May 2006 there were four or five
masked dancers which indicates that as many dancers as can manage to leave their work and other
responsibilities will participate.
199
As mentioned earlier, since this report was written Edmundus Pareira, in his 80s when we met him, has since
died, leaving yet another gap in the knowledge of Toja Bobu.
200
Interview, 29 June 2006.
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In this new version, Oscar Pareira intends to revitalize the form by making changes that he believes
will make it more in keeping with today’s performance requirements and more appealing to audiences
both local and foreign. In other words, he will change the village event into a staged performance.
Among other things, he will make more varied scenes. For example, the twelve suitors will not appear
one after another in one scene but will appear in several scenes so that it is not too long and
monotonous. By dividing the scenes he can fill the intervals with other scenes. In addition, Oscar
Pareira plans to change the singing to speech. The musical accompaniment will be changed to guitar
music (keroncong) which is a form of Indonesian pop music that has its roots in Portuguese music.
There will be more songs.

According to the head of the Foundation for Cultural Development of the Sikka-Krowe District, this
reconstruction is still just an idea. During the time I was in the field, Oscar Pareira had not yet begun
rehearsing. What will it be like, this performance which he plans to cut to around ten minutes?

The performance over, young villagers complete the
celebration with a parade

Control Cases
This study looks at not only the art forms Lado Gahar and Toja Bobu, but also other art forms or
performing arts groups for the purpose of comparing them with the revitalization projects funded directly
by Yayasan Kelola. These groups are the Sanggar Mawarane and the Sanggar Bliran Sina. These two
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groups continue to perform a variety of their traditional arts for tourists and when commissioned by
outsiders. These villages manage to keep their arts alive without receiving financial help that is specially
earmarked for the revitalization of traditional arts. Groups of villagers sing and dance for themselves and
teach their arts to children and in less formal village settings. ‘Performances’ of their traditional arts are
primarily for tourists, visiting dignitaries or other ‘outsiders’; they were not conceived as ‘performances’
for spectators rather as participatory music and dance by the villagers for the villagers as part of
ceremonies for planting and rites of passage. In regard to the Sanggar Mawarane, this study looks
specifically at the case of what happened with the art form known as Togo; while with Sanggar Bliran
Sina, the study takes a general look at a number of art forms performed by this group, that is, Hele Larak,
Awi Alu, Manunggo, Togo, Ikun Beta, and Soka Plebin.
These two groups have been invited a number of times to perform in Jakarta by the Forum for the
Appreciation of Performing Arts (Forum Apresiasi Seni Pertunjukan), or ASP, headed by Ratna
Riantiarno.201 ASP is a non-profit association concerned with developing appreciation among
schoolchildren for the nation’s traditional arts. The association receives funding from the Ford
Foundation. Nonetheless, ASP’s invitation is extended to groups whose traditions are seen as ‘strong’
although the original context may no longer exist. They are invited to perform for students in Jakarta for
which they receive a fee. In other words, this money does not come from funding from Kelola or Ford
specifically allowed for the revitalization of traditional and local performing arts. Nonetheless, the
finances of these groups are indirectly supported by Ford through funds allocated to develop the
appreciation of traditional performing arts. Similarly, they can be regarded as the same as a commission
from anyone else—government, tourists, researchers, and so forth—including myself, who approached
them for the needs of this study.
Togo song and dance, Sanggar Mawarane, and Rane, Tebuk Village
I was moved by the warm welcome I received by the Sanggar Mawarane. My motorbike had not yet
stopped in the road when I was greeted by a line of dancers. No sooner had I got off the bike when a
middle-aged woman and an elderly man, both in traditional dress, approached me. A neat line of dancers
followed behind them. Some three steps before me, they stopped, and the woman immediately thrust
forward a young coconut opened at the top. Then, murmuring a mantra—I didn’t know the language and
certainly didn’t understand what he was saying—the old man dipped a frond of the lontar palm into the

201

Sanggar Benza (see below) was also invited to Jakarta by ASP in August 2004. The ASP event was to get high school
students to appreciate different kinds of performing arts from around the archipelago.
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coconut water and then sprinkled my face, three times. Later I learned that this man was Guido Botu,
aged seventy, an elder of the village and instructor with the Sanggar Mawarane. This was the ceremony
for greeting guests, performed whenever someone arrives from outside their region. Today it is probably
done mostly for tourists. Besides being a greeting of welcome, the mantra is also to confer blessings on us
all who came together in the sanggar. This also means that they accept one’s arrival.

The welcome ceremony carried out by Sanggar Mawarane

Sanggar Mawarane is to be found in the hamlet of Rane, Tebuk village in the Nita district (Dusun Rane,
Desa Tebuk, Kecamatan Nita). The village, on the slopes of Kimang Buleng mountain, is about five
kilometers from Lado Gahar village, not far from the market town of Nita. The physical environment and
economy of the population of Tebuk is almost the same as Lado Gahar village: most of the inhabitants
make a living as farmers, growing guava, cashew nuts, cacao, and copra. (Formerly, before the
introduction of government agricultural programs in the mid-20th century, they were mainly rice
farmers—a change that would have an impact on their traditions). A majority of them are Catholic. Not
far from Tebuk, some two kilometers to the north, are several seminaries and the Ledalero Philosophy
High School (Sekolah Tinggi Filsafat Ledalero), a Catholic teaching college for Sikka regency. The
sanggar, which has forty-eight members, seems to be accustomed to visitors from outside, especially art
researchers and tourists. The village’s strategic location, a hundred meters from the main highway
between the towns of Maumere and Ende, makes it easy for tourists to reach. The sanggar was formed in
1989 and is headed by Sergius Domi from Rane, aged fifty-three, the owner of an ikat weaving workshop.
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The sanggar members rehearse and give performances in a courtyard at Sergius Domi’s house. The
sanggar’s office is also located here. According to Sergius Domi, the sanggar’s purpose since its founding
has always been to organize and manage the cultural assets and traditional arts that once flourished in this
village. The sanggar appears to be well received by most of the villagers. It is kept vital by the readiness
of the villagers to participate in almost all the sanggar’s programs. As a number of players told me in
conversations after the performance that day, it is because of the Sanggar Mawarane that they not only
have the opportunity to demonstrate their skills in their performing arts—which formerly were seldom
performed—but also that they now receive a little financial gain.
A description of the Togo song / dance art form202
Then, gongs and the musical instrument waning were struck. The combination of rhythms and drumming
techniques played by the five musicians produced a dynamic and rhythmic swelling of sound. The line of
dancers who greeted me began to dance, moving toward the sanggar’s courtyard, accompanied by the
gong-waning. There, the music slowly came to an end and the dancing stopped. The musicians moved to
the left hand corner of the courtyard and began arranging a set of instruments comprised of five gongs,
two waning, two korak, and one lekor. Maria Gorety, manager of the sanggar who serves as treasurer, was
busy serving moke (homemade palm gin) in a glass which the dancers and musicians passed around. (The
drinking of moke is a common pastime in Flores, and this aspect of the song/dance seems to be simply a
part of the way of life.)

Togo dancers drinking palm gin (moke) during the performance

202

This is description is based on my observations while watching a performance on 9 June 2006 at the house of the head of
Sanggar Mawarane, Sergius Domi.
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While the musicians were busy preparing their instruments, thirteen dancers (comprising three women
and ten men) were standing ready in the middle of the courtyard. Aside from a person who played the
jaralio (village chief), all the male dancers wore white shirts with long sleeves and a lipa sarong (a
traditional ikat cloth) with various motifs. One of them, the old man who had read the welcome mantra
earlier, wore a very long, slender dark brown ikat shawl. The jaralio was bare-chested and wore a blueblack ragi mitan (Gombloh / Zamzam: meaning?) cloth that came to just above his knees. He wore a
headdress made of cloth and chicken feathers. Around his ankles were ankle bracelets that rattled, and he
wore arm bands around his muscular upper arms. In his right hand he grasped a sword. Then the gongwaning began to sound. Eight musicians—five playing gongs, two on waning and one on korak—
accompanied the rest of the group who were dancing a Tandak. This is a free-form dance. According to
Sergius Domi, the Tandak they danced here was an introductory dance, before the Togo began. It lasted
only seven minutes.

Musicians playing in a gong-waning orchestra

The musicians then hurried to the center of the arena. Two korak players began to beat their
instruments, made of coconut shells. Both acted as poet-spokesmen, or narong. When the narong
began to sing their verses, one by one the dancers began to approach each other, stamping their feet on
the ground. Their hands began to join, forming a string-like line. In a half-circle, with their fingers
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interlocked and drawing ever closer together until they were side-by-side, the dancers moved their feet
in a uniform rhythm and manner: two steps forward with the right foot, then two steps back with the
left foot, then two steps to the right, and two steps to the left. And so the dance continued. Still keeping
the form of a half-circle, they moved around the arena, sometimes sideways, sometimes forward,
sometimes backwards. This action went on continuously repeating, as long as the narong sang his
verses and was answered by the other narong. The sound of the chorus was harmonious, with
occasional cheerful shouts adding to the lively performance. Maria Gorety entered the performance
space carrying a glass and the bottle of moke. Then she offered a drink to the players, whom she
continued to watch over. When the narong delivered his final verse, and the korak player slowed the
drumming on his coconut shell, the dancers began to loosen their finger grips and the song/dance
ended.
Thus the performance Togo Jalae—with its characteristic foot movements and the theme of verses about
the peaceful life of farming—drew to a close. In the Togo tradition, lyrics are normally spontaneous. A
narong must have a great ability to improvise; not many can do what he does. According to the local
people, the verses (also known as pantun), are spontaneous because they are meant to respond to the other
narong’s lyrics and the situation at the moment of the performance. They say that the moke, which is
drunk before and while they are playing, not only makes the narong clever, it also makes the dancers
more animated. For this reason, someone (usually a representative of the sanggar) willingly enters the
performance space and offers a glass of moke to the dancers while they are dancing. After the dancers
have had a short rest and resumed taking turns drinking moke, the performance gets underway again. This
time they present Togo Lero, which, to the untrained eye and ear, does not appear to differ much from the
Togo Jalae which they just performed. Like Togo Jalae, what distinguishes it are the foot movements and
the verses that are sung. In Togo Lero, the foot movements begin with the left foot stamping in front, then
two steps to the right, then two steps to the left. The sung verses are usually praise and thanksgiving. At
the end of the program, they again dance another free-form Tandak dance, and Maria Gorety, who from
the outset has been a spectator, suddenly moves into the performance space, pulling me along to dance the
Tandak with her. The performance ended in an explosion of merriment and the musicians stopped
playing, which meant that the festivities of the performance were over for the day.

The history and meaning of Togo
After the performance described above, Guido Botu, senior dancer and instructor of the Sanggar
Mawarane, told me that, according to oral ogo was originally an activity of farmers while they worked
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their fields. In those earlier times, when rural society was still ruled by lords of the land, planting was
traditionally done as a community activity. To stave off boredom, farmers drank moke, and those with
the ability to compose verses (sako seng) often spontaneously sang their couplets. Those who felt less
able to compose would join in as a chorus. Some among them would tap on a coconut shell (korak)
which they often brought for drinking their palm gin.

This pastime became a custom among farmers whenever they worked their rice fields. Over the course of
time, the activity gradually became organized with someone starting to tap the korak, then someone else
composing verses, then the others joining in a chorus. In the next development, this activity began to be
done as well in the evening as the farmers went home from the fields. On the road back to the village, it
was like a musical carnival, which delighted the people who lived along the road. Then finally, at the time
of the full moon, again someone would begin beating a coconut shell, with someone else composing
verse, drawing others to gather for merriment together while enjoying the full moon.
From there, it is said, the form of the performance began to take shape. Then, first conceived by no one
knows whom, there began to appear patterns of movements based on the stamping of feet. There also
appeared the movements of the dancers crowding together while holding hands and interlocking fingers.
These completed the Togo form that still survives today. In the next development of this full moon
activity, a meeting space was made, an arena often used by young people for flirting. Normally, this
activity went on until late at night, sometimes, it is said, until dawn. This form of song and dance was
often repeated and often played, so that finally it achieved the standard form, which was popularly called
Togo. According to the dictionary Kamus Sara Sikka, this term comes from the word dogo—a word in
Sikka-Krowe meaning to stamp the foot on the ground. In an interview, the historian Edmundus Pareira
said the term comes from the word ‘to’, which means to laugh, be happy, and ‘go’ which comes from
dogo. In other words, while performing Togo, they are doing two things at once, stamping their feet and
having a good time.
Although it is not known for certain where or in which village this activity originated, according to a
document by Dominica Carolina Indah Mandalangi 203 the Togo originated in the hamlet Rane [in Tebuk
village] and is associated with the myth of the rice goddess Du’a Nalu Pare who is believed to have come
203

An alumnus of the Dance Faculty of the Surakarta Arts Academy (Sekolah Tinggi Seni Indonesia Surakarta) who wrote a
thesis entitled The Life of the Togo Art Form in the Ethnic Region of Sikka Krowe, Sikka Regency, Flores (Kehidupan
Kesenian Togo Di Wilayah Etnis Sikka-Krowe Kabupaten Sikka, Flores) 2001.
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from a garden in Rane. From there, Togo then spread to all the farming folk of Sikka regency, with
variations in the movements, verses, and stories. The various forms of Togo can be grouped according to
their movements and verses (as in the performances of the Sanggar Mawarane); or they can be
categorized according to the context of their performance. In her thesis, Dominica Carolina Indah
Mandalangi lists a number of forms of Togo by function:
•

Togo Pare, a Togo performance associated with rice-growing rituals, especially during the
ceremonies of the harvest festival;

•

Togo Kawit, danced at the ceremony called Wotik Wawi ‘Ara Pranga, a traditional wedding
celebration which in former times was very merry, and expensive. The great expense of this
ceremony was because, besides the wedding procession, which could go on for a week, there
was also the high cost of the belis (bride-price) which the groom had to pay to his bride.
Normally, bride-price was in the form of horses or pigs, which could be up to twenty-five
head;

•

Togo Long Me, that is, Togo performed during a birth ceremony;

•

Togo Lepo Sorong Woga, performed on the occasion of building a house.

Togo is very popular in the Sikka region and indeed throughout the peninsular area of Flores island in
general. In the region of Palue, an island off the north coast of Flores, other forms of Togo developed,
more varied according to the context of its use. These include ceremonies for such events and activities as
buying buffaloes for traditional festivals; boat-building; victory in battle; the birth of a child; weddings;
and village cleansing rituals.
Reasons for change of the art form
Returning to the Togo I saw at the courtyard of the Sanggar Mawarane on June 9th 2006, it is clear that
the context of the performance has shifted from being performed primarily as a kind of work song into
something done for traditional ceremonies and presently to being more commonly an entertainment for
the villagers themselves, but especially for tourists, or for outsiders such as Ratna Riantiarno of ASP
mentioned above, who commissions performances for festivals, school programs and so forth. While
formerly more often performed as a social dance, an event for flirtation and courtship among young
people which took place all night under the full moon, today it is more often performed in daylight with a
much shorter duration.
Indeed, as the elderly instructor Guido Botu says, while today there are still people who commission a
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performance for a traditional festivity, this is rare. He says that people today would rather play cassettes
of popular songs than commission a traditional dance group. Nonetheless, as all the performers attested,
the form and movements of the dance have not changed much or at all since former times, not even the
manner of playing the music or the contents of the lyrics. Only the costumes have changed a bit. Before,
the male dancers were bare-chested and wore only a lipa sarong; today they wear long-sleeved white
shirts.

A Togo performance in the Sanggar Mawarane courtyard

After influences of the church, economic change in the region, and the introduction of modern music
and cassettes, the influence of tourism is a key element behind the changes to the Togo art form, above
all in the shortening of its duration. In addition, the managers of Sanggar Mawarane seem to
understand that, if they want to attract tourists, it is important for traditional arts to accommodate the
demands of the tourism industry. One of those demands is that they must not be so strenuous or
uncomfortable that they alienate the tourists. According to Maria Gorety and Markus Kustandi Lerang,
the sanggar’s treasurer and secretary who also deal with marketing, the group still tends to depend on
the Sikka Tourism Board (Dinas Pariwisata Kabupaten Sikka) to attract tourists. In other words, the
sale of their tourist performance packages is not yet tied into a larger tourism network. Even so, with
the building of strong relations with the Tourism Board, the sanggar is more or less able to make a
little profit, above all from government events. For example, they are sometimes sent as arts
ambassadors to arts festivals. Also, it is said, they have been promised a permanent theatre, complete
with stage, as well as being promised the status of being made a “tourist destination village” (desa
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kunjungan wisata). The head of the Maumere Tourism Board, Dra. Rita D. P. Harsasi, says, in
accordance with policy already long in place, that Tebuk village, with Sanggar Mawarane and its
rehearsals and workshop, is indeed slated to become a tourism village (desa pariwisata). However, the
program is stalled because there is not yet a budget from the government.
If the sanggar members are disappointed in these promises being unfulfilled, they do not show it. Alexius
Sewa, a senior dancer who is a narong in the Togo performance, says, “We will always perform the Togo
because it is our second nature [darah daging kami = in our flesh and blood]”. This was confirmed by
other Togo players, who feel that the Togo is a legacy handed down to them through generations and has
become an entertainment for them. They also say, teasingly, “By always doing Togo, we will always be
happy, because we can drink moke and dance and make up verses.” The youngest dancer, Elfrit Jaro, who
is a student at a technical junior high school in Maumere, admits that he happily skips school when the
sanggar is performing. This enthusiasm, if considered in regard to the average income from a tourist
performance, is far from commercially motivated. With an average fee of Rp500,000 for a tourist
performance, one can imagine how little that means once it is divided among the sanggar’s forty-eight
members. (It is about a dollar.)
These statements indicate that the Togo players are always glad to play despite the context and function of
the performance having changed from what they originally were. Whereas before Togo was performed
only at night, and particularly on the full moon, today it is played in the daylight or at any time or place
tourists or others desire. An example is the invitation by the Forum ASP to play in Jakarta—or indeed any
time tourists, researchers or others happen to arrive. Although they seem not to have fully mastered the
management of their tourist business, this sanggar’s enthusiasm to keep performing their traditional
dances attests to their strength in preserving their region’s traditional arts. Moreover, it is not only the
Togo that the

Sanggar Mawarane performs. They also have a number of other traditional Sikka

performances ready for presentation. As mentioned earlier, the ability to preserve these arts is deeply
entwined with the strong feeling of ownership for these art forms on the part of the people. Because of
this feeling of ownership, according to Sergius Domi, the group’s leader, they would still preserve their
artistic traditions without a revitalization program. Even as poor farmers, they have been able to keep
their art forms alive. This differs from the case of Sanggar Lado Gahar in preserving the Lado Gahar
performance of their village.
Moreover, the sanggar’s courtyard becomes a place for rehearsals, and the frequency of performances is
an opportunity for the younger generation to study and carry on the art form. As I saw at the performance,
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villagers of all ages, from children to young adults to the older generation, came to watch the Togo
performance that day. The villagers told me that this is usual whenever there is a performance in the
sanggar’s courtyard. Thus the performance was at once an entertainment and part of a study process for
other villagers interested in becoming members. Says Febronio Putri, an elementary school teacher who
participates as a dance instructor with Sanggar Mawarane, “Listening to and watching a performance is an
effective way of learning for children who want to study the Togo dance.” And if necessary, he adds,
Sanggar Mawarane also sets time aside to rehearse new dancer / members.
According to Daniel David, only old man now can making up new song spontaneously. Young people
just followed them…and today only small number of Young People who still want to join togo.

Children watching a Togo performance in the Sanggar Mawarane courtyard

Sanggar Bliran Sina in Watublapi Village
A traditional pavilion, called an orin, faces the small courtyard in the middle of farm gardens on a densely
forested mountain ridge. Lengths of traditional cloth are draped over the back of each chair, lined up in
rows in this small structure of about four by six meters. Rows of cloth are also displayed around the
courtyard. In a nearby grassy yard partitioned off by the display of cloth, several women are ready to
demonstrate their skills in spinning thread, dyeing, and weaving. Earlier that morning, the gong was
sounded several times. This signaled that a group of tourists was going to come. And when the gong is
beaten for a long time, this means that all members must hurry to the sanggar courtyard because the
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tourist group is approaching. As this is going on, in a corner of the pavilion, Daniel David, head of the
sanggar, conducts a ritual called Piong Tewok to ask for blessings on the program about to take place. A
mantra is recited over offerings of betel nut, tobacco and moke. Then, the moke is poured into a coconut
shell and drunk; the tobacco is lit and smoked. This rite is an old tradition, offered to the deity of the earth
and moon, Ni’ang Tana Lero Wulan.

Piong Tewok, a ritual normally conducted at aperformance by the Sanggar Bliran Sina

The awaited tourists arrive. The group, who seem to be elderly Australians, cannot hide their pleasure.
The fresh air of Mount Iligai has them happily rising on the balls of their feet as they alight from their
‘executive’ minibus. The purity of the air seems to clear away the fatigue of the forty-five-minute drive
over the winding road with its many turns and steep cliffs. Next, the ceremony Wewar Huler Wair gets
underway. This welcoming ceremony is essentially the same as the ones witnessed in Rane and Sikka
villages. Mantras are chanted, holy water splashed over the guests who are then ‘danced’ to their seats by
the village leader and invited to enjoy the proceedings. This ceremony seems to be a traditional rite used
to welcome any outsider coming to a village in this region, not just tourists.
There are several major differences with the other villages in this study. First, Daniel David, director
of the sanggar, while a native of Watublapi, lives in Maumere, the modern capital city. He has
developed a strong relationship with the tour organizers in Maumere and has contact with tour
organizers outside of the village and even internationally. Daniel has developed his program to fulfill
the expectations of tourists. Sanggar Bliran Sina has a program of traditional dance, food, and
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demonstrations of traditional weaving tailored specifically for the tourist market. By presenting
themselves in traditional costumes and offering their performances in an ‘unspoiled’ rural location,
they have packaged their traditional arts to assure that they are seen as ‘exotic’. James J. Spillane, S.J.
says that almost all tourism industries choose to identify their product as something exotic—something
that entices a person into a kind of exploration, adventure, and new discovery.204 For this reason, as is
usual among managers of the tourism industry, the managers of Bliran Sina seem eager to find
something authentic, something as yet undiscovered, to present to tourists. Unlike Sanggar Mawarane
in Rane and in Sanggar Gere Bue in Sikka village where no explanation of the welcoming ceremony is
offered, Daniel becomes a guide. He walks with the visitors as they are welcomed, conveys the
meaning of the mantras and holy water, and explains to them that this is how visitors to Watublapi are
traditionally welcomed. Daniel continues this narration throughout their visit. In addition to a small
written program which names and explains the music and dance forms performed for the tourists,
Daniel offers details of the history and traditions of his village.
Also unlike the other villages, all performers and weavers (who also become performers in the sense that
they are ‘choreographed’ and arranged to display spinning, dyeing and weaving techniques for the
tourists) wear traditional dress. The men are bare-chested and the women wear traditional ikat and hair
styles that are not in regular use today. (Dressing in the style of the exotic past fulfills the tourists’ desire
to see the ‘authentic’ Flores.)
Another difference is that in the Bliran Sina welcome, a gift of small scarves of traditional ikat are
given to the tourists. This is because the village of Watublapi and Sanggar Bliran Sina are most
famous for their efforts to continue and revive their traditional way of spinning, dyeing and weaving
ikat. Tourist agencies that publicize Sanggar Bliran Sina focus more on their ikat than on their
performance. The performance is an ‘extra’ which lends entertainment, authenticity and diversity to
the day and leads up to the display and sale of their traditional ikat.
The last difference important to mention here is that Daniel David determined that the performances
needed to be given in a natural, forest environment, not in the village square. He rents land adjacent to the
formal village square for the performances. The village square is adjacent to the modern school building,
parking lot and other non-traditional structures. The sanggars Gere Bue and Mawarane perform in their
traditional performance areas which include paved roads in front of stores and a space in front of a
204

Pariwisata Indonesia, Siasat Ekonomi dan Rekayasa Kebudayaa (Indonesian Tourism, Economic Strategy and Cultural
Engineering) (pp 8-9).
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modern house with electrical cables, phone lines and so forth in full view.
The welcoming ceremony over, the musicians begin to play their instruments—gong, waning, korak, and
lekor. The tourists are offered moke, traditional cakes and betel nut. There is a demonstration of making
fire in the traditional way—with a bundle of dried sugar palm fiber and a length of dry bamboo rubbed
until a flame appears—and then the musicians and dancers appear and present a number of dances. Daniel
David explains that this demonstration of traditional fire-making is one of a variety of forms of traditional
life from former times.
Profile of the Sanggar Bliran Sina and their (revitalization) activities
The Sanggar Bliran Sina—in the hamlet of Watublapi, RT 007/002, Kajowair village, Kecamatan
Kewapante, Kabupaten Sikka—has since 1988 been concerned with the conservation of a number of
traditional artistic expressions that thrive in this village. Besides the preservation of their traditional ikat
weaving, the sanggar, which receives an average of three visits a month from tourists, is always looking
for other local arts to perform there. At the program described above, they performed greatly shorted
selections of various performance forms including Togo, Hele Larak, Awi Alu, Manunggo, Ikun Beta, and
Soka Plebin for the Australian tourists that day. The presentation of this repertory lasted approximately a
half hour after which the tourists were led to the demonstration of ikat making. The ikat process was
explained by Daniel David and then the tourists were led to a table where they were offered a carefully
prepared selection of traditional foods, each of which was explained by Daniel David and the village
leader. After lunch, the tourists were led to the ikat display area and encouraged to buy as many ikat
cloths as possible. Daniel David offered explanations of the various designs, how long the ikat took to
make, and pointed out which of the villagers had produced each piece of cloth.
Background of Sanggar Bliran Sina and their revitalization activities
Sanggar Bliran Sina was formed on 18 September 1988. Its founder was Romanus Rewo, who was village
headman at the time. Its official membership is forty people, and its certification documents are Surat
Keputusan Pendirian Sanggar No.228/1 21.26.2/KS/1998 from the Sikka Regency Office of Education
and Culture (Dinas Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan Kabupaten Sikka), and the Surat Keputusan Bupati
Kepala Daerah Sikka No. 46 Tahun 1999 which confirms Sanggar Bliran Sina as a Cultural Tourism
Object (Obyek Wisata Budaya)205. As written in the Sanggar Bliran Sina’s Basic Budget (Anggaran
205

The surat keputusan (decree) forming a sanggar generally comprises the groups listed in the Sikka Regency Office of
Tourism, including Sanggar Benza, Gere Bue, and Sanggar Mawarane. However, the SK Bupati conferring the status of
Obyek Wisata Budaya was recently granted to the Sanggar Bliran Sina because they were deemed to have proper physical
and procedural qualifications in their Basic Budget and Household Budget (Anggaran Dasar and Anggaran Rumah Tangga).
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Dasar) and Household Budget (Anggaran Rumah Tangga), the purpose of the founding of the group is:
•

To research, preserve, and improve the quality of the area’s cultural arts;

•

To avoid and oppose negative influences on the area’s cultural arts;

•

To make the area’s culture known to the wider population;

•

To broaden insight and encourage feelings of mutual understanding between cultures in
order to achieve greater harmony in diversity.

In order to achieve these goals, Sanggar Bliran Sina devised an agenda of activities:
•

To conduct regular and continuous rehearsals and preservation activities, while developing
the will and enthusiasm of the people to always value, preserve and conserve their culture
as a responsibility toward their ancestors;

•

To enable all levels of the artistic and cultural community to communicate among
themselves, work together, and share resources in order to help meet the cost of activities;

•

To enable the general public, students, art lovers and researchers to have access to
traditional cultural arts;

•

To create alternative opportunities of economic power for society by means of exhibitions
or traditional cultural activities while opening a local market for the people’s handicrafts.

To run their organization, Bliran Sina then formed an administrative structure in which officers could be
elected or appointed as well as dismissed on the basis of a meeting of the members. Since 1996, the group
has been headed by Daniel David, the son of Romanus Rewo, the former headman of Kojawir village,
always open to work with anyone as long as it does not conflict with the vision and mission of the
organization. Throughout the course of his tenure, Daniel David has always had an open management
style—especially in the management of finances, which is transparent, and a clear system of sharing
based on consultation and consensus based on family principles. This sanggar holds a meeting of its
members after every tourist performance. This meeting comprises, among other things, a financial report
and an informal lottery (arisan), an evaluation of the performance, and discussion of any matters at hand.
As Daniel David explained, the sanggar depends for income primarily on tourism. For each performance
package, the sanggar charges Rp500,000. After deducting the production costs, the profit averages about
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Rp200,000. The production costs include renting the location,206 operational cash for the leaders who are
responsible for marketing, funds for the care of the musical instruments, money for ceremonial expenses,
and cash for the sanggar. The remainder is divided evenly among all the members to form part of the
funds for the group’s informal lottery, which is then awarded to whomever is lucky enough to win the
draw.
The biggest financial gain they can hope for is from the sale of textiles, whose average price exceeds Rp1
million per piece. But, as Daniel David says, the performance and textile exhibition are complementary.
At first, they relied only on the sale of textiles; however, as things developed, it became important to give
the performances—out of a concern, says Daniel David, to keep the performances from disappearing.
This is confirmed by other members of the sanggar, such as Adam Nirang, Markus Mage, and Aloysius
Lelen, who participated in conversations with me after the performance. They said that with the
presentation of performances, they are preserving their artistic traditions, at least in the physical form of
the performance, even if the context and function have certainly changed.
This is not merely lip service on the part of Daniel David and the members of the sanggar: they are
always seeking out and rehearsing traditional arts that will then be performed for tourists. As Daniel
David says, he and the sanggar members continually research and rehearse the area’s traditional arts.
When they are learning newly discovered traditional art forms, rehearsals are normally held once a week.
Once they are learned and performed often, rehearsals are held only for new members. This does not
mean that the rehearsal program has disappeared, because they are always trying to develop other
traditional forms. Presently Daniel David is starting a program of rehearsing traditional arts in the
schools. Besides this, he also intends to seek out traditional poetry and prose, as well as folk tales and
legends. The old poems will then become the focus of inter-village festivals. In the search for these old
stories, Daniel David says that he is greatly helped by Theresia Carolina, a senior member of the sanggar
who knows a great deal about these old works. A number of the dances that Bliran Sina normally
performs, such as Ikun Beta and Hele Larak, are based on information from this woman from the ancient
village Hewo Kloang, about two kilometers from Watublapi. Orimus Osias, a traditional musician who is
musical instructor at the sanggar, often teaches traditional music, besides also developing new works that

206

As explained by Daniel David, the Sanggar Bliran Sina still uses the farmland belonging to his brother, behind this
brother’s house in Watublapi. An agreement was reached whereby the sanggar would pay him Rp50,000 for every tourist
visit.
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are offered as part of the ‘extras’ in the tourist package.207
Daniel David certainly does not work alone in getting the tour groups to visit. He has always had a
network of travel agents in Bali and Flores. Some whom he mentioned are Nativitas Holand, Sunda Trail,
Ombak Putih, Citra, Ramayana, Ion, and Floresa. Besides these, he says that he has built a network of
hotels in Maumere, such as Hotel Sea World and Sao. Moreover, Daniel himself actively monitors
information from tourist guidebooks to then try to make direct contact with tourism offices in the guides.
He says that he has also worked with Threads of Life, a small business in Bali devoted to the preservation
and revitalization of traditional weaving in Flores and other parts of Indonesia. This collaboration
involves working together in the weaving and sale of ikat and directing income to the Sanggar Bliran
Sina. In this case, he says, the participation of Threads of Life is solely in raising the standard of quality
or authenticity of the ikat weavings which are produced by members of the sanggar; the idea of packaging
tourist visits with a variety of art performances originated entirely with Daniel David alone. In other
words, Threads of Life has no direct relationship with, nor does it encourage, the packaging of art
performances such as presented by Sanggar Bliran Sina. In any case, the performance packaged in this
short presentation is a demonstration that the local artists have “delved into the cultural and artistic assets”
[menggali potensi seni budaya] of their village and surrounding villages in order to assure the
preservations of these arts.
What is also impressive about the sanggar’s management is that Bliran Sina has been able to find
economic strength and a whole new context in which traditional activities could be developed by these
efforts. In this regard, there are actually two activities: maintaining traditions while earning money
derived from these traditions. Moreover, with active members from three other villages, the sanggar also
indirectly helps build a steady transfer of knowledge to surrounding villages, besides developing a legacy
for the younger generation. One should also note that around 50% of the members are young people, male
and female, who live in these surrounding villages.
Description of the Performance
For the tourist presentation—which was also watched by many of the area’s inhabitants, male and female,
young and old, as well as schoolchildren—the tourists were given a printed program explaining the
traditional dances to be offered. Daniel David augmented that text with more detailed explanations.208 The
207

According to Daniel David, the “extras” in the tourist package are lunch and music, where traditional food is offered with
musical works by Orimus Osias. These are normally Sikka folk songs performed with guitar, ukulele, and vocals.
208
The descriptions offered here are a combination of information from the printed program, additional comments from
Daniel David, and observations of the researcher.
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program began with a performance of Hele Larak, a performance of dance and singing that is normally
carried out after the circumcision ceremony Gareng Lamen. This dance begins with a female singer
(rekong) singing solo verses (gantung naruk). The lyrics are about love, friendship, and feelings of
thanksgiving, delivered in a shrill pure voice by Theresia Carolina, accompanying herself with the beating
of a coconut shell called oba korak. When Carolina’s song is over, a nere (male reciter of verse) greets
her with verses in reply; they are then joined by a chorus of other performers. Then there are a number of
female performers, with a male musician playing a waning, and they dance together merrily. Meanwhile,
the rekong continues to sing her verses and beat the korak. As mentioned above, in former times this
performance normally followed the Garem Lamen ceremony. This ceremony is an initiation ritual for a
boy into manhood announcing that he is ready for marriage. After the circumcision, he must undergo a
process of wandering and surviving in the forest. Upon returning home from this wandering, along the
road that leads to his home, the boy will sing the poem Hele Larak. According to Aloysius Lelen, the
village headman of Watublapi, the tradition of circumcision dates from the age of ancient Sikka.
However, since the advent of Catholicism, this tradition gradually died away, which means that the
tradition of performing Hele Larak is also disappearing.

Presentation of the dance Hele Larak
in the courtyard of Sanggar Bliran Sina

When the Hele Larak was over, the performance continued with the dance Awi Alu. This dance describes
the proficiency of a young man in the arts of war. Still with a formation of mainly female dancers, they
demonstrate the skill in a bamboo game (Mage Mot), where the male dancer tries to avoid being pinched
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by a bamboo toy. Accompanied by the gong-waning orchestra, the male dancer performs Tua Reta Lo’u,
acrobatics on the top of a bamboo pole some nine or ten feet above the ground. At this point, a group of
male dancers enter the performance space to support the bamboo and keep it from falling. This dance, in
former times, was frequently performed before a battle, and also to test a soldier’s skills on the way to
battle.

The Awi Alu dance performed by
dancers of Sanggar Bliran Sina

The performance continued with a Manunggo. This is a dance that describes farming activities
accompanied by singing sako seng or sako jung, which translated literally is, “taking turns hoeing
together”. What it means is that each piece of land owned by the villagers is hoed in turn by everyone
together. A nere begins by beating a korak coconut shell and then he sings verse. Two more male dancers,
also beating korak, sing verses in reply. Meanwhile all fourteen female dancers form a circle in the
movements of hoeing, complete with wooden hoes as props. When the Manunggo is over, they quickly
start to dance a Togo. It does not appear to differ greatly from the Togo performed by Sanggar Mawarane
except that it is presented in a much shortened version. The dancers begin by drawing together, joining
their fingers and forming a circle, while stamping their feet with the nere singing songs about farming.
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Performance of the dance Manunggo

No less interesting is the Ikun Beta, a solo dance performed by Maria Ruslina. This dance is inspired by
the bird Elang (Eagle) who is flying in the sky. The eagle, who is sharp-eyed and then dives to catch his
prey, is likened to someone choosing a mate for life: a person must be sharp-eyed in choosing a mate, like
the eagle finding his prey. The raising of both arms to shoulder level—like the movement of the eagle
spreading his wings—is the basic movement. Meanwhile, the two tips of the fingers which unsheathe the
ikun—a wooden sword decorated with hanging cloth—with the sharp end pointing to the ground, depict
the eagle diving the moment the ikun is dropped. The dancers, dressed in costumes of traditional shirts
and cloths, proceed slowly, in contrast with the thundering of the gong-waning accompanying them. The
bahar tibu (glittering earrings) and leden (bracelet adorned with traditional gemstones) that ornament
their bodies add an intensity of charm. With the rattling of the reang on their ankles and the little sobe bag
for betel nut worn around their waists, the dancers’ emotions are heightened.
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The Ikun Beta dance being performed by Maria Ruslina

As soon as that dance was over, the presentation ended with the Soka Plebin dance, in which everyone
dances. The dancers approached the tourists, wrapped them in a textile, and began to dance with them. It
resembled the Tandak one generally sees in Sikka and with the Sanggar Mawarane, which often is the
closing number.
One should not assume that the art forms presented by Sanggar Bliran Sina described above have never
experienced a crisis. This is especially because many traditional ceremonies, which these art forms always
accompanied, are ever more rarely carried out. And even ceremonies that the people still observe—for
things such as the harvest thanksgiving, building a house, the birth of a child, or first communion—those
which formerly were accompanied by art performances are now more likely to take place to pop music or
dangdut. Because of this, even if the context has changed, with their performance by Bliran Sina makes
them an object of nostalgia among the older people, as well as an object of study by the younger people in
appreciating their artistic traditions. In all cases, it can be assumed that the promise of money, no matter
how minimal, is a strong part of the efforts at revitalization, as Daniel David himself pointed out.
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Everyone dancing the Sloka Plebin, visitors and dancers together

An analytic overview of the results of revitalization
Revitalization is an interesting issue, especially associated as it is with the advent of modernization,
reinforced by globalization which is in turn driven by the growth of technology information which
unleashes its flow to every corner of the world. Both modernization and globalization are seen as triggers
to a crisis for traditional cultures. More specifically, this cultural crisis affects the life of traditional arts.
In regard to the crisis of artistic traditions in the Sikka regency, there are a number of factors that result in
the eroding of traditional arts. The crisis of arts traditions in Sikka regency, such as that of Lado Gahar,
Toja Bobu, Togo, and art forms developed by Sanggar Bliran Sina such as Hele Larak, Ikun Beta,
Manunggo, Soka Plebin, and Awi Alu trigger performers to try to revitalize them. In regard to the forms of
this crisis, I am reminded of the notion of Arnold Toynbee209 which sees crisis as part of a dynamic of
shifting paradigms which continually grow from one period to the next in cultural history. Toynbee says
that crisis happens because this development has aroused a radical change in the hierarchy of values,
ethics and knowledge. This radical change in cultural history requires new creative adaptations, because
what is going on is a process of interaction between challenge and response. Challenges from the natural
and social environment always entice creative action from a people or a certain social group. The only
thing is, in practice, there is always some imbalance between challenges and creative responses, which
Toynbee calls “times of trouble”. This is a period of human culture where social-cultural groups, which
formerly were sources of creative and cultural power, no longer function. If one looks again at the crisis
of the art forms described above, Toynbee’s view may be right: that crisis is a kind of certainty that will
209

A Study of History (1972: p. 53).
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always be able to be resolved by creative action. This creative action can be the development of new
forms of music and dance such as dangdut, keroncong, electric organ and rock music in Indonesia.
However in the context of the crisis of traditional arts in Sikka regency, another kind of creative reaction
may be seen in the enthusiasm for performing a number of arts for tourist consumption as well as for the
education of local youth, such as that carried out by Sanggar Bliran Sina and Sanggar Mawarane. Another
mode was attempted by Sanggar Gere Bue whose elders spearheaded an effort to bring back Toja Bobu
by and for their own village. While this was being done for their village and not for ‘display’, it is their
hope that, once revitalized, Toja Bobu could prove to be useful as a tool for the development of tourism in
Sikka.
The creative instinct can also be seen in the work of groups like Sanggar Benza which is committed to
keeping the essence of various of traditions alive through other means. By altering choreography,
shortening performance time, enhancing costumes, and modernizing music, they create a more dynamic
art, steeped in tradition, but new. These works take their inspiration from tradition but do not claim to
recreate something that is not theirs. Benza focuses on staged re-workings of traditional arts intended
specifically for modern, urban audiences that are no longer connected to their village roots and the
customs that gave rise to traditional forms. They perform not only in their city of Maumere but also on
other islands of Indonesia and hope to be engaged to tour abroad.
As mentioned in the previous section of this report, originally the dances Togo, Hele Larak, Manunggo,
Ikun Beta, Awi Alu, and Soka Plebin, which can be seen performed by either of the two sanggar, all
suffered crisis for the same reasons: first, because the customary rituals at which these were normally
performed have become less common; and second, with the advent of the recording industry, recorded
popular music is replacing traditional arts in ritual and ceremonial events. Weddings, first communions
and the birth of a child are no longer celebrated with those traditional performances. Instead, as I saw at
several first communion celebrations going on at the same time in Sikka on 18 June 2006, almost all
rented sound systems were playing dangdut and ‘pop Sikka’ music, so that one heard the same music
everywhere, like a parade of pop music which the people played very loudly. Nonetheless, these sanggars
are trying to maintain their works by packaging them for the needs of tourism, training young people in
their villages to learn and perform their traditions and, in the case of Toja Bobu, by attempting to rekindle
interest in their local community to preserve and perform it for themselves. To varying degrees, they are
all trying hard to make sure that the existence of their traditional arts is always safeguarded.
Even though this results in the loss of the old context and its substitution with a new context that is more
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practical and economic, it is this which, in Toynbee’s terms, is the new creative form in addressing
cultural challenges of the times. At least in this way the crisis does not lead to the absolute disappearance
of an art tradition. The Mawarane and Bliran Sina groups—with the help of the local government, funds
from tourism, and commissions from outside their communities—have been able to overcome the
immediate crisis creatively by continuing to perform even though the function and meaning of their arts
have been altered to suit the new context. In the case of the crisis faced by the Lado Gahar and Toja Bobu
dances, it seems that the groups have been handicapped by not enough knowledge of their traditions and
lack of interest by the community. This makes it difficult for them to develop tourism on their own or
even to revive their arts for their community. In both cases, efforts at revitalization of these almost extinct
forms were undertaken with financial assistance from Yayasan Kelola and guidance from ‘experts’
outside the community or from knowledgeable members of the local community.
In the case of Lado Gahar, the revitalization was carried out under the guidance of Sanggar Benza, which,
it must be noted, does not ‘own’ this art form. Benza’s process was two-fold. First, it was their intention
to help the villagers recreate their own tradition in an improved form. They tried to motivate community
elders to recall the original and teach it to younger generations while Benza introduced modern concepts
of stage performance such as more choreographed staging of the dances, enhanced costumes, make up,
etc. Benza assisted in the creation of the Sanggar Lado Gahar to make the village group eligible for both
direct financial assistance and commissions from the Department of Tourism and Culture. Simultaneous
with this revitalization work, Benza worked in their own company on another form of revitalization—that
is, creating an ‘original’ choreography loosely inspired by Lado Gahar. But as an indication that it is not
an attempt to replicate the traditional, the performance is named Raka Natar, after a village where the
people of Lado Gahar used to live. This way they still acknowledge the connection to the original
traditional Lado Gahar dance.
Inspiring the creation of new work
It is well known that Sanggar Benza is an ‘urban’ group in which some of the members are artists who
have a modern aesthetic emerging from the government philosophy of revitalization and executed by the
dance academies; the elite of the sanggar graduated from arts colleges. 210 The performers include young
210

It should be noted that the art schools of Indonesia and the Ministry and local offices of
Tourism and Culture share the mission and vision set out by the government of Indonesia. In
many instances, the academic approach to revitalization promoted the making of creasi baru
(new creations), the goal of which was to bring back local traditions in a new improved design
(taking out the ‘savage’ or ‘village’ elements: bare chests, uninteresting costumes) and
refining them for the state.
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pupils of dance and theatre of various ethnic groups but who are residents of Maumere, as well as staff of
the local department of Tourism and Culture. In fact, Sanggar Benza received financial and moral
assistance from the local government to build a beautiful rehearsal / performance space. Benza is
identified by the local government as a sanggar highly qualified to represent the diverse arts of Flores at
local and national festivals. It should be noted that beyond their work with local traditions, most of
Sanggar Benza’s activities are focused on original works of modern theatre and dance created by Herman
Yoseph and having nothing to do with revitalization.
Herman Yoseph, senior artist and instructor of Sanggar Benza studied at the Yogyakarta Film and Drama
Arts Academy (Akademi Seni Drama dan Film [ASDRAF]) Yogyakarta), and also studied at the residence
of Bagong Kusudiarjo211 in the same city. Caecilia Sayani Du’a Lesu, the head of the sanggar, holds a
degree in ethnomusicology from the Surakarta Arts Academy (Sekolah Tinggi Seni Indonesia [STSI]
Surakarta) in Central Java. These two figures are important people who have realized an artistic
perspective and practice in the Sanggar Benza, making it tend to an academic aesthetic and approach to
revitalization not known among village performers like those of Sanggar Lado Gahar. A number of terms
ordinarily used in the academy are employed by Herman Yoseph in framework of teaching or rehearsing
his sanggar. In his vocabulary of dance, for example, Herman Yoseph often uses terms such as
‘composition’, ‘structure of movement’, and ‘floor pattern’. A number of artistic perceptions and
practices á la Benza appear to have been applied at the time of the revitalization of Lado Gahar. This may
be seen in the their manner of managing the village group and particularly in the material they presented,
such as concepts of movement and floor patterns, costumes, decorations, accompanying music, and
artistic comprehension. Such things are perhaps not understood or accepted by the artists of Lado Gahar
village, because they have their own aesthetic concepts, which are more integrated with their ritual
ceremonial matters, which often differ or even conflict with the academic point of view. However, as
Caecilia Sayani says, the Benza teachers did not force the issue, because the revitalization they were
doing was not in the framework of correcting, much less changing, the form. Benza, as Herman Yoseph
also says, is more of a facilitator. Even though material was presented that was unfamiliar to most of the
Lado Gahar players, this was more to give insight into a wider knowledge of art, and not with the notion
that what they taught would be practiced by the Lado Gahar dancers. Generally, the revitalization of Lado
Gahar in its physical form as a performance indicates that there is a bit of change, in the costumes of the
musicians: whereas before they were bare-chested and wore only sarongs, today they also wear longsleeved white shirts. Nonetheless, as explained by Ade Manase, an elder of Lado Gahar village, this does
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not destroy the essence of the Lado Gahar performance. “Not many things have changed,” says Ade
Manase, adding that what is important is not to leave out the sirih pinang ritual (a ‘blood’ ritual with betel
nut) and not to change the eto headdress with some other ornamentation.
On the other hand, the instruction in dress and music that they had during the revitalization process did
not result in the village group’s instantly agreeing to and carrying out whatever Benza proposed. “We
never thought about costume. Costumes are only for their own dance,” says Romana Hale, pointing out
the Benza dancers performing Raka Natar (their version of the Lado Gahar dance) at the Benza hall.
Furthermore, in conversations after the performance at Sanggar Benza, this female Lado dancer said,
“This dance (Lado Gahar) never uses make-up. We always appear as we are.” Meanwhile, in the matter
of rehearsing the gong-waning music, taught by Nyong Marco of Benza, it had long been the wish of the
village artists to be able to play those instruments, and to own them. Moreover, they meant to use them to
accompany war dances; the Lado Gahar performance in fact does not use those instruments. Because of
this wish to possess them, Sanggar Benza then lent the group a set of the instruments to use for their own
rehearsals. Up to the time of this research, those instruments are still with the Sanggar Lado Gahar. In
view of these facts, it appears that Sanggar Benza indeed functions more as a collaborator, tending more
to facilitate in the course of the revitalization process. Benza’s paramount aim is how to motivate the
villagers of Lado Gahar to safeguard and preserve their traditional art forms. However if one compares
two clips from a film made about the revitalization process between Benza and Lado Gahar, one can see
which elements of form and composition were adopted (accepted) by the villagers. In clip one, we can see
the free-form way in which the movements and music were performed in the village before revitalization.
In clip two, you see how the Lado Gahar villagers performed at the Sanggar Benza theatre after the
revitalization process.212
If one can say that Benza want to develop or ‘raise’ the image or aesthetic of Lado Gahar, one can refer
to the dance Raka Natar. Given that this was inspired by the Lado Gahar dance, Herman Yoseph
indirectly took creative action that he felt would can be more acceptable to audiences today. Although
Herman Yoseph has not said explicitly that this dance is a ‘new work’ from the Lado Gahar dance; yet if
one refers again to what Toynbee says, the Raka Natar dance could be seen as a new creative form in
relation to the continual changes of the times. Although the Raka Natar project could be called a reworking of Lado Gahar, it still stands freely on its own as a work that differs greatly from Lado Gahar
itself.

212

Clip could not be located; but it is available
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See Video clip: Raka Natar
Creating a new context
The revitalization of Toja Bobu was overseen by Orestis Pareira and Sanggar Gere Bue whose members
are the people of Sikka village and the rightful ‘owners’ of the Toja Bobu art form. However a number of
obstacles make this Toja Bobu difficult to preserve in its original form and context even though elements
of its original context still exist. While the villagers can no longer draw on the wealth of the vanished
royalty, and fishing is no longer seasonally abundant, up through the end of the 20th century Toja Bobu
continued to be performed as a part of the village’s Christmas festivities and still involved many members
of the community.
Some village forms like Lado Gahar and Togo, do not require particularly unique skills, months of
rehearsal and substantial amounts of money for costumes, properties, masks, etc. to revive and perform.
In fact, performances of Lado Gahar and Togo, as well as most of the arts presented in Watublapi village,
can be very lively and effective with as few as seven or eight performers. Costumes do not have to be
exact replicas of traditional costumes; and in some instances, such as Sanggar Mawarane in Rane village,
Togo was performed by some people in traditional wear and others in jeans and t-shirts. According to
village elders, these forms can be considered ‘complete and authentic’ even if only a few essential
elements of traditional movement and properties are present. These forms can be performed for as little as
seven minutes and still be considered authentic or revitalized. In the case of Lado Gahar for example,
according to Ade Manase, as long as the headdress and sirih pinang are included, the dance is considered
complete.213
The case of Toja Bobu is very different and offers an interesting example of impediments that must be
overcome in the revitalization of different kinds of traditional performing arts that require fixed, complex
choreography and other formal elements. Unlike freeform, often improvised village arts, Toja Bobu was
not only a large spectacle in itself but also an element of an even larger event involving the whole village.
Toja Bobu required the committed involvement of 40 performers—musicians, actor/dancer/singers, and
masked performers—each with specialized skills that had to be practiced throughout the year. The
physical properties of Toja Bobu include elaborate costumes, jewels, hairpieces, masks and musical
instruments that had to be created, maintained and stored from year to year. When the tradition was at its
zenith, a lot of money was required to make, repair and refresh all these properties on an ongoing basis.
213

Historical record and oral history confirm that in earlier times most of these village forms involved the entire community
which could mean scores of participants and last for hours on end—sometimes way into the night or even over a period of
days.
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Any revitalization of Toja Bobu must have the goal of recreating all those elements if the performance is
to be returned to its ‘spectacle’ form. In fact, it should be noted that the majority of the grant requested
from Kelola was spent on the remaking of the masks and the purchase of costumes. The amount of the
grant reserved for the provision of modest fees and snacks for the artists was minimal. Without sufficient
funds to provide for these properties and compensate performers for the long hours of rehearsal required
to restore the form to its earlier grandeur, Toja Bobu today looks a bit forlorn and ‘dusty’.
Orestis Pareira, supported by a number of instructors who are also senior players, such as Gregorius
Tamela and Edmundus Pareira, has tried with all his might to preserve the original Toja Bobu. They are
people of strong principles and convictions in this matter. Moreover, as public figures in Sikka village,
they could be influential in inspiring the sanggar members. However, no matter how resolute their intent
and how great the prestige of these men, the sanggar members often choose to follow more practical
demands on their time, that is, to work in order to feed their families; and they often simply prefer more
modern forms of entertainment. As they put it, a noble wish to preserve the traditions of their ancestors is
not enough to motivate them. The compensation they expect for rehearsals reflects the pressures of
today’s cash economy. Most of the sanggar members are poor people who work hard every day as
construction workers, transport drivers, small fishermen, or farmers who work an arid soil. This reality is
unquestionably a very heavy one for the elders of the Toja Bobu.

Rhoda Grauer and Zamzam commissioned a performance for Rps 2,000,000; and with appropriate
advance notice, Orestis Pareira was able to pull together almost the full cast of performers. Despite the
fact that they arrived very late for that performance and some people had gone home, the event was
festive with a large participation on the part of the community, although the performance itself was
somewhat uninspired. With Rp500,000, I was successful in commissioning a performance, even though
the quality was far from its original form according to description I was given of the Toja Bobu of former
times, said to be so very festive. As I have said elsewhere, the performance I saw was not complete in
regard to the number of players. There was no king and queen, and the suitors numbered six instead of
thirteen people; while of the masked dancers, formerly eight in number, there were only two. Was the
production proportionately reduced because there was so little money to be gained? If so, should I assume
that the more money gained, the more closely they approach the original? Whatever the case—whether
how much money to be made has any correlation with how close the performance will be to the
original—one can say that behind this phenomenon is the matter of money. The other groups in this study
suffer a similar predicament.
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For example, Lado Gahar village had no interest in revitalizing their village art form until Benza was able
to provide them with funds. And, it should be pointed out, Benza was able to conduct its revitalization
project only because of the funds they raised from Yayasan Kelola. When asked whether they would have
done it without the money, their response was no. Furthermore, the Lado Gahar villagers have not once
performed their art since their involvement with Benza and their financial help from Benza and the
government has stopped. When asked if they would like to revitalize another form, they expressed
enthusiasm but only if there was money to do it. This problem of money is found one way or another in
all of the villages included in this research. The ongoing revitalization efforts of Sanggar Bliran Sina in
Watublapi are directly tied to making an income for the village people. Daniel David, who runs the
sanggar, even pointed out that the village originally depended on the sale of ikat as the financial incentive
to the villagers. But ikat sales proved to be erratic and it was decided that each group of tourists would be
charged a basic fee of Rp500,000 to visit their display of music, dance and ikat. In a similar though
slightly different vein, there is Sanggar Mawarane which is able to earn some money for their village
through performances for tourists and commissions from Jakarta and participation in festivals. While
some members of the sanggar insist that the people of this village would continue doing Togo whether
they received money for it or not, only time will tell. In the meanwhile, the villagers are very hopeful that
the government will make them an official ‘tourism village’ (desa pariwisata) like Watublapi so they can
increase their income from tourism.
But returning to Sanggar Gere Bue of Sikka village and their Toja Bobu art form, their situation is far
worse than is the case for Sanggar Mawarane in Rane or Sanggar Bliran Sina in Watublapi, for two
fundamental reasons. First, Toja Bobu itself is much more difficult and more expensive to revive, in terms
of time and money, than the others. And second, in the cases of both Sanggar Mawarane and Sanggar
Bliran Sina, their local traditions had not almost entirely died out, as was the case of Toja Bobu in Sikka.
In Rane, while Togo has lost a lot of its original context and power, it has never disappeared. In
Watublapi, traditional ikat weaving still survived; and there were enough members in the group with
knowledge of the old dances and music to bring them back. In both Rane and Watublapi, there were
‘products’ in existence to be enhanced and made stronger and presentable for tourists.
Perhaps, though for different reasons, the difficulty encountered in revitalizing Toja Bobu shares some
unfortunate realities with Lado Gahar. In both villages the people themselves do not seem to be
committed to the revitalization of their arts. And in both cases, as there is no immediate source of money
from tourism and minimal potential from the sale of ikat, there is only hard work and no foreseeable
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benefit to them for their struggle unless there is some remuneration.
On the other hand, without neglecting the importance of finances, Simplisyus Yuvenalis, a culture worker
and coordinator of the Maumere branch of the National Association of Art Education (Lembaga
Pendidikan Seni Nusantara), cautions that the reason a number of revitalization projects have stalled may
be because of weak management on the part of the sanggars. This weakness, he says, is because of a lack
of understanding on the part of the sanggar managers in regard to what he calls “contextual management”.
While citing the example of Sanggar Bliran Sina, Simplisyus explained that Bliran Sina earns enough in
its endeavor to continue the traditional arts of its area because the management understands the context
and needs of its people today. He adds if Sanggar Gere Bue in Sikka wants to safeguard the Toja Bobu,
they should learn from Bliran Sina in Watublapi, because in Sikka there is cultural potential much richer
than in Watublapi because of its history.
Daniel David, head of the Sanggar Bliran Sina, says that he has talked about these matters with Orestis
Pareira of Sikka and also with the Lado Gahar villagers and that he is prepared to help develop the two
sanggars. Like Simplisyus Yuvenalis, Daniel David sees great strengths and assets that can be developed
by Sanggar Gere Bue and its Toja Bobu. There is the lepo gete palace, an historical artifact from the Sikka
kingdom, and a number of weaving workshops that always display their cloth at each Toja Bobu
performance; these are extraordinary cultural capital that could be developed with good management. In
other words, if Sanggar Gere Bue wanted to improve its system of management along the lines of Bliran
Sina, Sikka village with its Toja Bobu could enhance their potential of becoming an attractive tourist
destination.
Herman Yoseph feels the lack of tourism packaging contributes to Toja Bobu’s being less attractive to
its own local people. And unfortunately, the lack of interest in the local people can further diminish the
potential of income from tourists. That is, while Toja Bobu is still performed in the courtyard of the
lepo gete or the church at Christmas, when Herman Yoseph attended a performance not many village
people came to the performance area, making the entire event less festive and less entertaining for
outside audiences.
It should be noted, however, that when Rhoda Grauer and Zamzam attended a performance in April of
that same year, the streets and squares where the performance took place were crowded with villagers
of all ages, from the very old to small tots. While their attention was not always fully captured by the
performance itself, all seemed to enjoy the larger event precipitated by the performance. This is a
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reminder that in issues of revitalization, it is clear that no single observation, whether by Herman
Yoseph, Rhoda Grauer, Zamzam, Daniel David, or anyone else, can tell the whole story. If review is to
be conducted, it must take place by a variety of people over an extended period of time.
Herman Yoseph says that in his view and in the context of performances today, the Toja Bobu with a
duration of over an hour feels boring because the dance movements and singing of the suitors are repeated
over and over. Every suitor has only one kind of dance; there is no variation in floor pattern or blocking
dynamics. And, he says, they represent figures who differ among themselves, so that the manner and
appearance of suitors’ dances would be more interesting if they could be re-worked to be more varied.
There is also the factor of their competing with each other which could make the character of the different
figures more distinctive. The costumes, too, are seen as not very attractive. The theme of competition for
the hand of the princess, in fact, is an opportunity to explore the matter of costumes and make them more
appropriate to each figure. Moreover, the lack of expressiveness makes the performance very weak. This
indicates that the players do not understand their roles. “This aspect needs serious attention because Toja
Bobu will have to compete for the hearts and minds of the younger generation in Sikka village, in the
information age and the era of globalization where contemporary art dance is quickly growing,” writes
Herman Yoseph in his Report on Monitoring the Revitalization Efforts of Toja Bobu (Laporan
Pemantauan Pelaksanaan Revitalisasi Toja Bobu) submitted to Yayasan Kelola. And this raise another
issue related to revitalization. Did anyone involved in the revitalization know the original choreographies
and characterizations of the different suitors and other nuances of their performance? It is possible that by
the time Toja Bobu was last performed in the 1980s, those details of the staging and acting had already
been lost and the piece had become a sort of ritual whose main importance was simply to carry it out. In
that case, perhaps the sort of intervention that Herman Yoseph envisages—enhancing the choreography
and dramatic values of the piece—can be seen as positive.
In other words, with better management (“contextual management” to use Simplisyus Yuvenalis’s term),
the performance packaged for today’s standards, and the inclusion of related cultural strengths as Daniel
David suggested, the Toja Bobu can become an asset for preserving the culture of Sikka. A similar
strategy is perhaps right for the people of Lado Gahar as well.
If one looks again at the statements above, all of them want to change Toja Bobu and Lado Gahar into a
new forms; but how to keep the original nature of the tradition in a new context? Sanggar Bliran Sina and
Sanggar Mawarane have done it by presenting their different types of artistic traditions in dramatically
truncated forms within almost entirely new contexts. But then again, there arises the question ‘what is
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revitalization?’ If the only road to revitalization is to attract tourists dollars or create a group capable of
touring and making money in that way, what about the heart and soul of the form? Surely there must be
instances—perhaps Rane village is a modest example—where the local people love their traditions
enough to continue them for the sheer joy of performing them. Rane was the closest example we found in
Flores, though we hope not the only one.
But finally, perhaps to open the door to other possibilities, we could return to the application submitted by
the Sanggar Gere Bue in Sikka to Yayasan Kelola. In that application they stated that they wanted to
revitalize Toja Bobu for their own villagers for their own traditional celebrations. They did not say they
wanted to revitalize it for the purpose of tourism. Clearly the grant given by Kelola was not enough to
purchase the number of properties and or pay for the many hours of rehearsal needed to have more
satisfactory results. But, is it possible to say that any form can be successfully revitalized in the period of
a few months on less than $2,000? Perhaps new approaches need to be explored and other types of
assistance developed—and perhaps the assistance doesn’t always have to be in the form of money. One
would hope there is another way to preserve and continue the arts of Flores.
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RIAU
KEPULAUAN
Executive Summary
Riau Kepulauan, a chain of islands strategically connecting the Malacca Straits with the rest of
Indonesia, once formed the backbone of the ‘Malay world’ – a series of powerful kingdoms that
controlled trade in the region, from the 12th century Sriwijaya Empire to the Sultanate of Johor –which
formed in Riau Kepuluan after the fall of Malacca in 1511 and reigned until its dominion was broken
by the Anglo-Dutch treaty of 1824. Through these centuries, the culture of the islands' indigenous
people evolved through constant exposure to the ways of many successive waves of migrants from all
parts of the world, to form what is known as Malay culture – whose distinctive blend of Malay
language, Islam and indigenous traditions provided fertile ground for a rich array of folk theater forms
to develop. While past times of change supported the flowering of these forms, the modern period of
change, characterized by the rapid growth of the Singapore-Malaysia-Riau industrial triangle, and the
gradual replacement of Malay by Indonesian language, has hindered their survival. Development has
been uneven, concentrated in certain urbanized zones of shifting, ethnically heterogeneous, industrial
worker populations, while indigenous Malay communities have suffered economic decline – with the
incomes of those who do not migrate, but stay on as fishers, artisans and laborers, providing barely
enough to live on, let alone support their traditional arts.
This report covers two projects of the Revitalization of Oral Traditions (ROT) program – focusing on
Makyong and Bangsawan, two Malay folk theater forms of Riau Kepuluan – which was conducted by
ATL (Asosiasi Tradisi Lisan – Oral Tradition Association), a Jakarta-based, non-profit organization
devoted to the research and support of marginalized oral traditions in Indonesia.
Makyong
Makyong is a Malay 'people's opera' that combines improvised storytelling with dance, song,
music, and ritual. It was traditionally presented in an open field, a space defined by a few decorated
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bamboo poles, using simple costumes and props, and opened by rituals to 'open the earth' or ask the
spirits of the land to bless the performance. Makyong was performed without a written text; the actors
improvised dialogue from a story outline, with characterization based on established norms using a
limited range of movements and dances (and in many cases, masks), accompanied by a variety of
drums, chimes, flutes, gongs and bowed lutes (rebab) (the latter two considered sacred). The stories,
usually presented in fragments, concerned mythological royalty, their servants and advisors, who are
assisted on their missions by deities, spirits and talking animals. Makyong is distinctive in its use of a
non-stratified version of old Malay language – the prototype for modern Indonesian. While the exact
origins of Makyong in Riau Kepuluan are unclear, researchers agree it was first brought to the Malay
region from Thailand in the 17th century. In the 1870s, a time of major change and economic booms
related to soaring copra and rubber prices, Makyong troupes were subsidized by aristocrats under the
Malay-Riau sultanate to entertain palace circles. When these rulers' powers declined in the 1920s, the
artists dispersed and began roaming from island to island to perform. Little documentation exists on
Makyong during the ensuing periods of Dutch colonization, Japanese occupation, and Indonesian
independence, although it appears to have been popular in the 1950s, and likely served as a tool of leftwing political movements in the 1960s, resulting in curtailment of the artists' right to perform under
the New Order. By the 1970s, Malay was being replaced by Indonesian as the everyday language of
the community, so young performers were increasingly less skilled in using or improvising in Malay,
audiences understood it less, and the number of performances and skilled performers decreased.
Economic and lifestyle changes brought by mining and plywood industry development also had a
significant influence on the marginalization of Makyong. From the late 1970s on, efforts were
periodically made to revive or update Makyong, although these efforts were largely unsuccessful in
restoring Makyong to its former glory.
ATL was established in 1996, led by researchers who had studied and built relationships with
Makyong and Bangsawan artists in Riau Kepuluan in the past. Concerned that these forms might die
out, they initiated the ROT program with Ford Foundation support in 2004. Revitalization activities
revolved around a month-long series of rehearsal-training sessions, followed by a performance, in two
existing Makyong groups whose leaders had once collaborated but later split up to found their own
groups: the Mantang group on Mantang island – recently formed by seasoned actors who could teach,
but had not performed together publicly – and the Kijang group on Bintan island, which was older, had
some experienced musicians, although they rarely performed and lacked many instruments and
experienced actors. Although the proposal stressed the importance of building community
participation and support for long term sustainability, in addition to building artists' skills, ATL wrote
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the proposal without consulting the Makyong community, and neither the local coordinator appointed
to serve as the liaison nor the artists involved were aware of such project targets, viewing it only as an
opportunity to rehearse and perform for a month.
In the Mantang group, a number of women were recruited to study key roles and stories, while young
men proved difficult to attract; training was focused primarily on stories and dialogue, emphasizing
memorization; the results were presented in a performance before the group leader's house. The Kijang
group had difficulty recruiting participants from their village – which was mixed, with few Malay
residents – but found new members in another village, held rehearsals in both places, and gave the
performance in that outside village, which never had Makyong in the past. Although they were
provided with some new instruments, notably, rebab, and a teacher, the latter did not know the local
way of playing the new instruments, and the musicians did not end up using them.
In the post-project period, the Mantang group remained somewhat active, continuing to practice,
although their performance skills, especially improvisation, were at best rudimentary. As the project
had not raised significant community support, the group experienced continual difficulties and young
members were mainly interested in opportunities to perform outside their community and unmotivated
to rehearse if not for a performance. The ROT coordinator independently organized a Singapore
performance for selected members of both the Mantang and Kijang groups, as a result of which one of
the Kijang group leaders withdrew, splitting the Kijang group in two and bringing a halt to their
revitalization efforts.
The control case for Makyong was a performance group devoted to new creations, based in Tanjung
Pinang, founded in 1997 by the local ROT coordinator (although unrelated to ROT). Unlike the
revitalization groups, this group aimed to develop a modern version of Makyong. It is also selffunding, financing its artistic activities through sister enterprises in which studio members are also
employed. Their production, a play called The Dream of Makyong, integrated modern stage
techniques, instruments and lighting, borrowed elements of other dance styles, modified traditional
Makyong costumes, used Indonesian language, had separate singers and actors, and was frequently
performed, on non-traditional proscenium stages.
Bangsawan
Bangsawan (literally meaning “aristocrat”) is a popular Malay folk opera, whose staging involves over
30 performers and people in specialized technical and design roles, and features a syncretic mix of
music, dance and storytelling, with sophisticated costumes and sets. Although it grew out of traditional
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Malay theater, Bangsawan displays some striking difference from the latter: it was always
commercially oriented, evolving to follow changing trends in audience taste; mainly an entertainment
form, although performances did have minimal rituals attached; and drew on stories from a wide range
of sources, although the Bangsawan stories in Riau Kepuluan tended to revolve mainly around
legendary royal figures rooted in local history and culture. The instruments used in the Bangsawan of
Lingga Island, the subject of the ROT project, are those of a typical Orkes Malayu ensemble, with
accordion, violin, tambourines, drums, etc. The movements are highly coded and stylized to reflect the
different characters, who also have specific dances, often including martial arts moves, and costumes
reflecting their social statuses. The language of Bangsawan too, is a complex, stratified form of Malay,
unlike that of Makyong, using speech levels to reflect class differences, but while the language was
formal and performances more script-based, the actors still had much freedom to improvise their
dialogue in performance.
Historically, Bangsawan began as a popular late 19th century entertainment form, commercially
performed by professional, itinerant performers for the newly urbanized, rapidly-growing populations
resulting from the expansion of the British colonial presence in the region at that time. Bangsawan’s
era of glory stretched from the turn of the century to 1935, during which many Bangsawan groups
proliferated. During WWII and the Japanese occupation, many of the investors who had financed
productions fled, many Bangsawan groups suffered losses and dispersed, while those that kept
performing were forced to insert Japanese propaganda into their plays and slowly declined, due to the
high unemployment and limited purchasing power of the public during and after the war. Bangsawan
flourished again in Lingga in the 1960s to 70s but declined by the 1980s as new entertainment venues
such as television gained precedence, Malay was replaced by Indonesian, and economic conditions
worsened for communities dependent on traditionally managed plantations and fisheries, where
audiences could no longer afford tickets, former aristocrats could no longer underwrite production
costs, the artists themselves had to find other jobs, and existing Bangsawan groups – despite sporadic
revival efforts – suffered from diminishing numbers of skilled performers, poor management, lack of
resources to maintain equipment.
As in the case of Makyong, the ROT program to revitalize Bangsawan in Lingga was based on
previous field research by ATL parties indicating both the importance of the art as an element of
Malay culture, and its weakened state, yet continued existence, in Lingga. Initially the program was to
involve the funding of rehearsals by Bangsawan groups in three villages, but due to conflicts in and
among these groups, only one group continued being funded as well as being given some instruments,
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costume and backdrop materials. The rehearsals focused on reconstructing the group's past story plots,
music and movements and they performed the results at the Festival of Malay Culture in 2005.
Following that, the group did not perform again. Most members returned to their occupations as
motorcycle taxi drivers, fishermen, carpenters, plantation workers or students, and did not continue
practice. While they were enthusiastic about Bangsawan, they had neither the time nor capital – nor
access to outside funding – to support the extensive preparation time and expenditures required to
mount a single production. Other issues were that Bangsawan was not traditional and was too costly
for the celebrations for which the community did commission performances of other sorts, and group
members felt that even if investors could be found, there were few times of year when Bangsawan
could be sure to attract a large enough audience, substantial enough ticket proceeds, to make the
investment worthwhile.
The control case for Bangsawan was a troupe that was neither supported by the ROT program nor a
traditional indigenous-Malay Bangsawan troupe, but was founded in 2002 by a Bugis community
group in Tanjung Pinang city dedicated to fostering ethnic pride among Riau Kepuluan Malay of
Bugis descent, who had been consistently marginalized despite their identity as Malays whose
ancestors had made important contributions to local history. The group first developed by organizing
martial arts activities in their community, identifying Bugis archeological/historical sites, and
searching for old stories and memories of Malay-Bugis to set the historical record straight. They
decided to develop these stories into Bangsawan plays, as a vehicle to disseminate and foster
collective consciousness of Malay-Bugis identity, to unite older and younger generations in
appreciation of shared cultural heritage. Although they too were hampered by perennial problems of
lack of equipment, stage, funds and time, their motivations differed from traditional Bangsawan
groups – driven largely by profit and an interest in re-presenting established Bangsawan stories. They
began with grassroots participation and selected Bangsawan as a means of reinforcing community,
rather than treating community interest as a means of supporting Bangsawan.
In stark contrast to both control groups, the ROT Makyong and Bangsawan groups were neither selffunding nor bolstered by a strong, self-initiated cause. ATL engineered the proposal without consulting
the artist groups, which were more “objects” than “subjects”, without knowledge of the complete
substance of the proposal, so that the loftier goals of community participation and support never
materialized. In fact, the project in one case exacerbated existing rifts in, rather than strengthening, the
artists' community as intended. Despite these flaws in translating ATL's goals into practice, the artist
groups did engage briefly in revitalizing their forms, by implementing rehearsals, recruiting new
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members and producing performances, showing a high level of enthusiasm throughout. Yet while at
least two of the groups still have senior artists who are transferring their knowledge to interested
younger people on a limited basis, none has really sustained revitalization efforts since the grant
ended. All face apparently insurmountable difficulties in continuing, since they have no private,
community or government support, weak management or solidarity as organizations, no skills or
connections to enable them to earn enough through performance to support their families.
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RIAU
Full Report
Baru Keke, Kijang, June 28, 2006. Satar, the manager of the Kijang Makyong group, had
promised to stage a performance of Makyong for me. But he has been worried for several days. His
straight and sturdy bearing, by Malay standards, hid his concern: Could the members of the Kijang
Makyong group reunite after their sponsorship by the Oral Tradition Association (Asosiasi Tradisi
Lisan, ATL) had ended? Satar had hoped his younger brother, Muhtar, would manage the group with
him, but Muhtar absolutely refused to participate in the program. The other members of the group
from the other village, Sungai Enam, did not want to perform without Muhtar. This, of course, posed a
major predicament for the future of this group. Satar had inherited this group from his father, who had
inherited it from his father and so on for many generations. Satar had hoped that Muhtar would
continue the tradition.
That morning, Satar had extended an invitation to his brother, “Mas, just come tonight. We will
stage a performance just like the one we did in 2005 at the culmination of the ATL sponsorship. If
everyone comes, then we’ll perform. If not enough people come, we’ll just rehearse.” Satar had been
confident that Muhtar and the other members of the group would participate. He was wrong and was
forced to acknowledge that the situation had changed since 2005. Many members of the Kijang group,
including those who performed major roles, did not show up that night.
Satar was very quiet. I knew that he was disappointed, frustrated and embarrassed because of his
promise to me that they would perform. Apparently, the conflict amongst the group members had not
been resolved. Finally, I said, “It’s okay. You needn’t be upset. Just rehearse whatever you can
tonight. Don’t worry. For the purposes of this research, a rehearsal will be sufficient to show the
group’s activities. Hopefully, the group will reunite in the future and the group will become even
better than ever.”
Despite the small turnout of performers that night, I was able to witness the Kijang Makyong
group rehearse several scenes and observe their unique style. The high quality of the drumming
convinced me that this group’s strength is in their music.
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I learned that the situation with the Kijang Makyong group was not unusual. Almost all of the
Makyong groups I observed experienced similar problems. It became clear that the revitalization of
Makyong would have to overcome enormous obstacles before it could return to its former glory.
Personal Notes
The notes above are from the research on the revitalization of the traditional performing arts of
Makyong and Bangsawan conducted in Riau Kepuluan. The background information for this report
was obtained through a study of the limited written and audio-visual sources on the region and these
arts forms. The rest of the information was gathered over the period of one month in Riau Kepuluan.
My time in the field was divided between groups on the islands of Bintan, Mantang and Lingga. This
required considerable inter-island travel time. I chose to focus my work on six performing art groups
that would reveal the processes and results of revitalization. These six cases included three performing
art groups facilitated by ATL and three performing art groups that were not facilitated by ATL. I
estimated that an observation period of approximately four to five days would be required for each
case.
Besides informants, the natural, social and cultural environment, were the primary sources of
information for an understanding of the issues involved in the revitalization of Makyong and
Bangsawan. I benefited greatly from the Malay custom of berbual, conversing just to pass the time.
Conversation was extremely useful: it was a free-ranging method of gathering information that was
intimate as well as intriguing. Casual conversation provided a rich source of information throughout
my stay.
It became apparent that the revitalization effort was not totally understood by either the art
groups that were being revitalized or by their communities. Several factors obscured the vision and
objectives of the revitalization efforts of both Makyong and Bangsawan. Internal conflict amongst
members of a group, conflict between groups, limited human resources, lack of equipment, external
intervention, arrogance, differences of perceptions, and conflicts of interests, all contributed to the
problems within the groups themselves. In addition, there were problems related to the region’s
priorities in development, demographic growth, administration, infrastructure, technology, and
economy that further complicated the situation.
While this research was subject to my own opinions and empathy for the informants and was
based on fieldwork that was conducted over a very brief period of time, I believe the report conveys a
fair picture of the experiences and attitudes of the Makyong and Bangsawan artists regarding ATL’s
efforts to revitalize their art forms.
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General Overview
Riau Kepuluan (the Riau Archipelago) was the center of Malay Riau Lingga culture in the era
following the decline of the kingdoms of Malacca (1511 AD) and Johor (19th century). Strategically
located in the sailing channel that connects the Straits of Malacca with the rest of the Indonesian
Archipelago, the islands were exposed to the arrival of people from East Asia, Central Asia, South
Asia, the Middle East, Europe, and Southeast Asia. The indigenous Malay culture evolved through the
blending of these various immigrant groups to form what we know as the Malay culture of today.
Traces of cultural plurality in Riau Kepuluan, especially in the capital city of Tanjung Pinang, are, to
this day, visible and vibrant.
An additional factor to this cultural mixture was the role of the Islamic sultanates in the region after
the fall of Malacca (August 10, 1511 AD). Their influence was dominant and distinctly marked the
development of Malay culture with the assimilation of Islamic elements. This Islamization can be
seen in the popularity of various forms of performance arts, such as gambus, hadrah, kompang,
barzanzi, zapin, ghazal, as well as in the rituals that use lafadz-lafadz and Islamic prayers.
When Riau Kepuluan was declared a separate province of Indonesia in 2004 (to be distinguished from
the part of Eastern Sumatra known as Riau), the regional government actively promoted it as the
“Center of Malay Culture”. The Malay cultural identity has been defined by three elements: language
(Malay), tradition and Islam. The issue of cultural plurality in the archipelago and the assimilation of
various ethnicities over the years, however, have yet to be addressed formally in a definitive discussion
of Malay identity.
Gurindam Dua Belas, an important poem composed of twelve lessons based on the Islamic Sufi
tradition, written by Raja Ali Haji (1808-1873 AD)214, was adopted as the slogan of the capital city,
Tanjung Pinang. The provincial government reprinted the poem in paperback and made it available as
a souvenir of the Riau Archipelago

214

Raja Ali Haji was a writer from Penyengat Island who was famous for his many works. He is considered to be a pioneer
in establishing the elements of the Indonesian language. On November 10, 2004, he was declared a national hero.
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The city administration of Tanjung Pinang adopted the word “Gurindam” as an acronym for the city:
Gigih, Unggul, Rapi, Indah, Nyaman, Damai, Aman, and Manusiawi (Perservering, Excellent, Neat,
Beautiful, Pleasant, Peaceful, Safe, and Humanitarian). The regional government also promoted the
use of Malay pantun (poetic verse) in official speeches, as well as the wearing of traditional Malay
clothes in the government offices and schools. In addition to this, the government facilitated Islamic
activities such as the Musabaqah Tilatawatil Qur’an (Koran recitation contest), pengajian (gatherings
to praise Islamic values), shalawat readings (prayers for the safety of Nabi Mohammad), and barzanzi
(the art of reading the life story of the Nabi Mohammad). These activities were promoted in Malaythemed events, such as the Malay Kite-flying Festival, the Festival of Traditional Malay Food, the
Malay Boat Festival, poetry contests, and Malay Art Festival.
The new province was divided into four regions (Bintan, Karimun, Lingga, and Natuna) and two cities
(Tanjung Pinang and Batam). The infrastructure of the economy, transportation, and communication
systems developed rapidly, especially in the special economic zones of Batam, Bintan, and Tanjung
Balai Karimun.

Industrialization of this region intensified daily with increased immigration of

workers from all over Indonesia.
In sharp contrast to the rapid development of these industrial regions, the outlying areas of the
province have not benefited economically from industrialization. The indigenous Malay communites,
particularly those in the outlying areas, including Mantang and Lingga islands where Makyong and
Bangsawan folk theater are still performed, are the primary supporters of traditional Malay culture.
Their meager incomes as fishermen, craftsmen and laborers barely provide for their families. Little or
nothing is left to support the traditional Malay arts.

Hotel near the Raja Ali Haji Monument in Tanjung Pinang
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Average house on the banks of the Daik River, Lingga Island.

Brief Introduction to the Subjects of Study
Makyong and Bangsawan are distinctive Malay folk theater forms that combine improvised
storytelling, dance, song, music, and ritual. Both were devised and developed as pure entertainment
venues.
Makyong is traditionally performed outside in an open area where the performance space is marked
only by bamboo poles. Costumes and props are simple and often improvised, actors using whatever is
available on site. The ritual element, however, is still very strong, as prescribed rituals are performed
at the beginning of every performance. The stories revolve around mythical tales of royalty in which
the prince or princess on a mission is often aided by divine powers. Martial arts movements are
restricted usually to the character of Awang, the king’s servant. Certain characters use masks.
Makyong is distinctive in its use of the old Malay language that does not use hierarchical language
levels or registers.
Bangsawan stories are also often (but not always) about royalty. They are more legendary or semihistorical in nature, rooted in the history and culture of Riau Kepuluan. Although it evolved purely as
an entertainment form performed on a stage, some Bangsawan groups do maintain some rituals,
however, they are not extensive. The actors’ costumes and stage decorations are more sophisticated
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than those of Makyong. Martial arts movements are commonly used in Bangsawan, particularly in
fighting scenes.
Unlike the language used in Makyong, the Malay language used in Bangsawan uses language levels or
registers.

The differences between the characters of high and low social status are reflected in

different vocabularies and linguistic idiosyncrasies. The characters’ movements and costumes also
reflect social status. Recently, however, the use of the more complex, stratified form of Malay has
conceded to the adoption of Indonesian in Bangsawan performances.
This research focuses on the Revitalization of Oral Traditions (ROT) project conducted in Riau
Kepuluan to revive the traditional Malay folk theater traditions known as Makyong and Bangsawan.
ROT was developed by the Oral Tradition Association, Asosiasi Tradisi Lisan (ATL), a non-profit
organization based in Jakarta that is devoted to the survival and continuity of oral traditions that have
been marginalized or neglected and face possible extinction in the midst of the onslaught of the latest
technology.215
ATL was founded on May 17, 1996, and is directed by Pudentia MP SS, a lecturer in the Faculty of
Humanities in the University of Indonesia. The members of ATL include community figures,
researchers, and academics from the Department of Cultural Studies of the University of Indonesia,
journalists, and artists, including Sutamat Arywibowo, a research fellow of the Lembaga Ilmu
Pengetahuan Indonesia (LIPI).216
ATL has organized international seminars, national festivals of the oral traditions of Indonesia,
performances of oral traditions and book launchings. It publishes a journal (Jurnal ATL), has assisted
with revitalization programs in Riau Kepuluan, Lombok, West Sumatera, and Nias, and has
established relationships with various institutions, organizations, foundations, researchers, and artists,
both within and outside Indonesia.

215

Pudentia, 2004. “Revitalisasi dan Seni Tradisi”, (“Revitalization and Traditional Arts”) Text of a speech given at the
opening of the Revitalization of Malay Culture in Tanjung Pinang, Senggarang, on July 28– Agustus 1, 2004.
216
Both Pudentia and Sutamat have conducted research in Riau Kepuluan since 1993. Pudentia wrote her Ph.D. dissertation
on the creation of oral tradition in Makyong and Sutamat is currently finishing his Ph.D. dissertation on Bangsawan, entitled,
“Panggung Bangsawan: Sebuah Studi Politik Kebudayaan di Daerah Riau Lingga Dalam Perspektif Kajian Budaya”
(“Bangsawan Theater: A Study of Political Culture in the Lingga Riau Region in a Cultural Studies Perspective”).
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ATL received several small grants from the Ford Foundation in 1993 that helped them to publish a
series of books, Seri Tradisi Lisan Nusantara (Oral Traditions of Nusantara Series), and collaborate on
a Festival of Nusantara Oral Traditions. Between 1997-1998, ATL received another small grant to
survey and map traditional arts in Riau, and at the beginning of 2000, they conducted a small research
project on the traditional arts of Suku Laut in Riau.
In 2004, ATL proposed the ROT program to the Ford Foundation. The proposal was approved for the
period of 2004-2005. One of the primary objectives of the ROT program was the revitalization of the
Makyong and Bangsawan traditions in Riau Kepuluan. The two Makyong groups chosen for the ROT
program were the Sabda Puri Makyong group in Mantang Lama on Mantang Island, led by Khalid and
Abdul Gani, and the Kijang Makyong group in Baru Keke, Kijang on Bintan Island, led by Tengku
Muhammad Satar. The Bangsawan group chosen as the subject of this revitalization study was the
Mekar Malam Bangsawan group in Merawang, Budos, Lingga, which was led by Auzar.
For the purposes of this research, I choose the two Makyong groups of the ROT program, Sabda Puri
and Kijang, as the primary subjects to be evaluated. For the control case, I selected a play entitled,
“The Dream of Makyong”, which was produced by SanggaM Studio in Tanjung Pinang and directed
by Hoesnizar Hood.

Although Hoesnizar Hood was involved as a local partner of ATL in the

implementation of the ROT program, his project with the SanggaM Studio was not a part of the ROT
program.
Meanwhile, the Bangsawan group that was chosen as the primary subject of research was the Mekar
Malam group, which was also the prime subject of the ROT program. The control case was a group
not supported by ATL through the ROT program, the Sungai Biduk Bangsawan group from Kote
Tinggi in Bugis, Tanjung Pinang, and managed by Ardi Basyar.
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Makyong
History of Makyong
There are several opinions regarding the meaning of the word Makyong. One of the interpretations is
that it originates from the words Mo Yang (grandmother) and Po Yang (master), which also mean
ancestors. If this is the case, then Makyong, means “ancestors”.217
To this day, the history and origins of Makyong in Riau Kepuluan remain unclear. Several writers,
including Shepard, Suki, Yousuf, and Sumantri Sastrosuwondho, agree that Makyong spread
throughout the Malay region with immigrants from the Nara Yala Patani area in Thailand in the 17th
c.218 Makyong reached Kelantan (currently in Malaysia) in the 19th c.
According to the late Tengku Muhammad Atan, former leader of the Kijang Makyong group,
Makyong in Riau, particularly in the Tanjung Pinang and Batam areas, originated from Kelantan and
arrived in the area via Singapore (Tekong Island). He explained to Edi Rusland and Hasan Junus219
that Makyong originated from a folk game in Kelantan that was adapted by travelers upon their return
home to Tekong Island (Singapore). They made masks and musical instruments resembling those they
saw used in Kelantan and then performed in Salabin village on Tekong Island in 1789.
Sutamat noted that:
“In the past, the staging of folk theater, such as Mendu in the Tujuh Archipelago,
Makyong in the area around Bintan Island, and Bangsawan in the Lingga Archipelago,
actually flowered during a time of major social change in the 1870s when the price of
copra and rubber soared.”220

217

Cuisinier, 1936, pp. 84-92, as quoted in Pudentia, ibid, pg. 3.
Pudentia, pg. 3.
219
Edi Ruslan Pe Amarinza and Hasan Junus, 1983. Seni Pertunjukan Tradisional (Regional Folk Theater) Riau. Pekanbaru;
and quoted by Aswandi Syahri, 2005. Makyong Teater Tradisional Kabupaten Riau Kepuluan. (Traditional Mak Yong
Theater in Riau Kepuluan) Tanjung Pinang: Badan Perencanaan Pembangunan Daerah Kabupaten Riau Kepuluan – Yayasan
Khazanah Melayu. pg. 41-44.
220
Sutamat Arywibowo, “Panggung Bangsawan: Sebuah Studi Politik Kebudayaan di Daerah Riau Lingga Dalam
Perspektif Kajian Budaya” (“Bangsawan Theater: A Study of Political Culture in the Lingga Riau Region in a Cultural
Studies Perspective”, Ph.D. dissertation in progress, 2006), p. 8.
218
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Makyong was adopted in the Damnah palace in Lingga, the aristocratic circles in Bintan, the Sultanate
of Penyengat, then to Mantang, and presently, is still performed by two groups, i.e., the Mantang and
Kijang groups.
The Mantang Makyong group reached its peak when its patron was the Sultanate of Riau-Lingga in
Penyengat (1858-1911 AD).

The group served as entertainers for the Sultanate. Soemantri

Sastrosuwondho noted that there were several Makyong groups in Riau Kepuluan at that time, eight of
them on Mantang Island.
According to Shepard, Makyong was adopted as an entertainment form for the aristocrats in Kelantan
through the 1920s when the Sultan of Kelantan and Tengku Temenggung Abdul Ghaffar became
important patrons for Makyong and its artists.221

Painting of Makyong on the walls of the Jarahnitra Office in Tanjung Pinang

In the first decade of the 20th century, Tengku Temenggung Abdul Ghaffar, a relative of the Sultan of
Kelantan, founded a “cultural village” in the area of the Old Palace in Kota Bharu where a number of
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Makyong, Bangsawan, Wayang Kulit and Menora artists resided. The Makyong artists of this village
were provided with residences and wages to rehearse and perform. Ghaffar supervised, advised and
supported the artists in refining the Makyong performance from its rougher origins.
Makyong was forced to adapt again when the authority of the rulers of Kelantan diminished in the
1920s. The artists left the palace circles and the cultural village in Kelantan dispersed. To remain
active, the Makyong artists performed for the communities, moving from neighborhood to
neighborhood and from island to island.
There is little information regarding the state of Makyong during the era following the fall of the
Malay Riau Sultanate, which was replaced by the colonial administration of the Dutch, the Japanese
occupation in 1942-1945, the independence of the Republic of Indonesia in 1945, the Sukarno period
from 1945-1965, the Old Order and, finally, the New Order before the 1970s. Pudentia wrote that in
the 1950s, Makyong performances in Riau Kepuluan were very lively, both in terms of the number of
performances and their reception by the community. However, she also pointed out that Makyong
became a tool of political influences and movements.
“If placed into context of the social-political situation, we are reminded that during those
years the Organization for People’s Culture (Lembaga Kebudayaan Rakyat, LEKRA)222
was at its peak. It is highly possible that they used Makyong as one of their political
propaganda tools, as we have seen they did with other art forms in Indonesia. This
organization became a kind of sponsor/patron of various art groups, including Makyong.
In general, the lower classes in Riau, including artists, did not understand party policies.
They only cared that Makyong was able to flourish under LEKRA sponsorship. In the
end, because of their lack of knowledge of political matters, several Makyong artists were
labelled ‘unclean’ during the [subsequent] New Order, because they had participated in
performances sponsored by LEKRA.”223
The involvement of Makyong artists with LEKRA propaganda created a negative impression of
Makyong and its artists who were restricted to appear in public in the years following the annihilation
222

LEKRA was the primary partner of the Indonesian Communist Party (Partai Komunis Indonesia, PKI) dealing with the
arts. From the 1950s through the 1960s, PKI was one of the largest communist parties in Southeast Asia. One of LEKRA’s
primary objectives was to develop a people’s cultural voice that was anti-colonial and anti-imperialist. LEKRA operated not
only in the modern arts, such as literature, visual arts, and film, but also in the traditional arts, including ludruk, ketoprak,
lenong, wayang, and other folk theatre forms throughout Indonesia.
223
Pudentia, pg. 8.

Page 376 of 569

of the communist party in 1965. Only those artists who were considered to be politically safe, i.e.,
those who did not have any connections with LEKRA, were allowed to perform.
The death of elderly Makyong artists before they were able to educate a new generation of artists also
contributed to the decline of Makyong. Aswandi Syahri reported that Makyong was considered to be
virtually extinct in Riau Kepuluan prior to its revival in the 1970s and 1980s.
In the 1970s, Said Husin succeeded in presenting a performance by the older generation of the
Mantang Arang Makyong group at Taman Mini Indonesia Indah in Jakarta. The group returned to
perform in Jakarta at Taman Ismail Marzuki in 1975.
In 1975 and 1976, Sumantri Sastrosuwondho, a bureaucrat from the Department of History and
Traditional Values and a researcher from the Institute for Art Education, Jakarta (Lembaga Pendidikan
Kesenian Jakarta, LKPJ), conducted research on Makyong; and in 1976 the Seroja Foundation was
founded for the purpose of reviving Makyong. The board of directors included Abdul Razak, as the
senior local official, along with eight senior Makyong artists, including Khalid and Tengku
Muhammad Atan.
In 1980, Sumantri Sastrosuwondho and his colleagues conducted a workshop on the Revitalization of
Makyong Theater of Riau in Tanjung Pinang. This one-month workshop involved approximately 40
students from the Teachers’ Training High School in Tanjung Pinang.

The workshop included

sessions on plot development and music, studying the script that was prepared especially for the
workshop, learning dances, recording the musical accompaniment, as well as integrated rehearsals.
The performers were not allowed to memorize the dialogue, but were encouraged to create their own
dialogue based on the script. The movements rehearsed were based on traditional Makyong dance
movements and the music was taken from the standard Makyong repertoire.
The results of this workshop were performed in a context that differed from a traditional Makyong
performance.

This performance was presented on a stage, not in an arena, where a traditional

performance would take place, and it did not begin with the traditional opening ritual. The objective
of the workshop was “to create a new Makyong venue which was supported by youth and able to
communicate with the public at the present time while preserving traditional conventions”. However,
the Makyong artists felt that the workshop performance veered too far away from the traditional
practices.
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Suwondho’s early efforts at revitalization were pioneering steps in introducing Makyong to a broader
community, primarily government agencies and other organizations with interests in culture and the
performing arts. After this performance, several other organizations became involved with Makyong,
however these programs were similarly unsuccessful in reviving Makyong to its former glory.
In December 1981, the government radio station (Radio Republik Indonesia, RRI) in Tanjung Pinang
recorded a performance of the Mantang Makyong group. In 1982, the Jakarta Arts Council sponsored a
performance, however this single performance was not sufficient to sustain a revival. Two years later,
in 1984, the Mantang group performed the same story that was performed in Penyengat in 1982. The
Revitalization of Makyong team filmed this performance.
In 1991, the Indonesian Institute for Research (Lembaga Ilmu Pengetahuan Indonesia, LIPI)224, in
cooperation with the regional government of Tanjung Pinang and the the Bureau for the Study of
History and Traditional Values in Tanjung Pinang, conducted research on “Malay Oral Literature of
Riau”. It was at this time that Pudentia, a cultural researcher from the University of Indonesia (UI), as
a member of the LIPI research team, was introduced to and began to study Makyong. She
subsequently adopted Makyong as the subject of her doctoral research.

Through this research

program, LIPI requested the staging of a traditional Makyong performance. The local Tanjung Pinang
government commissioned this performance from the Seroja Studio, which had been formed by the
Seroja Foundation, a Malay art group that was headed by Abdul Razak, the chairperson of the regional
legislature of Riau Kepuluan at that time.
The choice of Seroja Studio, influenced by political favoritism, was to the disadvantage of the regional
groups. The version of Makyong that was presented was one that had been modified to reflect the
values of the local regional leaders. They achieved this by forming a group of performers of students
from Tanjung Pinang who did not come from the Makyong artist community, assigning Mantang
artists, Tengku Muhammad Atan (Atan) and Khalid, to train the new members of the Seroja Studio,
teaching through written texts, replacing some of the costumes with Malaysian kebaya [long-sleeved,
tightly-fitted blouse for women], modifying dance movements, and inserting messages from the
government into the dialogue.225
Initially, Atan had been asked to teach at the studio. He taught in the manner in which he had
learned Makyong, that is, orally, and he stressed the ability of the performers to improvise dialogue
224

The Indonesian Institute for Research (Lembaga Ilmu Pengetahuan Indonesia, LIPI) is a government institute staffed by
experts of various academic disciplines, including social sciences, physical and biological sciences, and technology.
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without written texts. However, this method confused the Seroja students. They were insecure without
any text to study and felt that the performance was subject to too many changes. Khalid then assumed
the task of teaching the actors, while Atan was retained to teach music. Unlike his predecessor, Khalid
used written texts to teach the plot and dialogue.
Atan, upset that Khalid’s teaching process deviated from the traditional Makyong performance style
and unable to understand that the students found his approach inflexible and complicated, resigned
from the training program. At the same time, he left the Mantang group and formed a new Makyong
group in Kijang.
Atan’s departure from the Mantang group left Khalid with a heavy burden. He faced a variety of
problems in recruiting new actors to replace the ones who had left the group along with Atan: inability
of new performers to sing, body types which were not suitable for performing the fluid dance
movements, and a scarcity of actors who came from Makyong artists’ families.
In 1992, the Kijang group produced a Makyong performance for themselves. As Pudentia wrote,
“This time, they performed for themselves, on their own initiative, for their own community, without
any orders from outside.

According to pak Atan, this performance was intended to remind the

community of the existence of Makyong. The actors included both of pak Atan’s wives, his son,
several other family members, and neighbors. They did not wear costumes or special make-up for the
performance, nor did they perform any dances. Only music and dialogue were presented…. the actors
did not need any written text … It was as if the story was already inside their souls and it just needed
to be expressed.”226
In 1993, Pudentia attempted to reunite the Mantang and Kijang Makyong groups for a performance at
the Festival of Oral Traditions in Jakarta. Both parties initially greeted this effort positively, however,
in the end, it failed to reunite them. The group that performed in Jakarta was comprised of artists from
all over the Riau Archipelago.
In 1994, the Kijang Makyong group participated in a recording project of music of Indonesia
sponsored by the Ford Foundation and the Smithsonian Institute.
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At the beginning of the 21st century, Makyong was still dependent on support from outside of its own
community. Because of the powerlessness of the local community, Makyong performances were
produced only upon request of outsiders. In 2002, Makyong was presented at the Bintan Art Forum
organized by the Arts Council of Riau Kepuluan.
On July 31, 2004, Makyong was performed in the Revitalization of Malay Culture program held at the
Aisyah Sulaiman Art Building in Tanjung Pinang. In June 2005, the Riau Kepuluan Makyong group
that consisted of a merger of members of the Mantang, Kijang, and SanggaM groups, performed twice
– at the Aisyah Sulaiman Building and in Singapore – in preparation for a performance for the
Singapore Art Festival. Neither of these performances of “modernized” Makyong were part of the
ROT ATL program.
General Description of Makyong
Makyong, which combines ritual, dance, song, music, and storytelling, is a vital element of Malay
identity. Pudentia explained, “Makyong is the original Malay people’s opera. It characterizes Malay
art.

If someone asks what are the characteristics of Malay culture, just show them Makyong.

Makyong embodies ‘Malay-ness’.”
Performances are usually presented in an open field where the performance space is defined with the
placement of seven bamboo poles that are decorated with figures woven out of young coconut fronds.
The audience surrounds the performance space on three sides (left, right and front). The musicians (all
male) are situated on the left and right sides of the performance space, while the actors sit in a row
along the back. The male actors sit cross-legged while the female actors kneel with their masks placed
in front of them.
Generally, the plays are performed without written texts. The director provides the actors with an
outline of the story from which the actors improvise the dialogue and actions based on established
character norms and “formulas”. It is precisely this ability to improvise the enactment of the story that
is most savored by the audience; that is, it is the art of the telling of the story, not the story itself, that is
the primary source of entertainment for the audience.
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Ritual
According to Ediruslan Pe Amarinza and Hasan Junus, who wrote the book, Seni Pertunjukan
Tradisional Daerah Riau (Traditional Performing Arts of Riau), a Makyong performance is preceded
by the buka tanah (lit. “opening the earth”) ritual that is conducted by the leader of the group. He
recites mantras, burns incense and presents offerings to request that the spirits of the land remove
themselves from the performance space and do not bother the performers or the audience for the
duration of the performance. During this ritual, all of the musical instruments and props, including the
masks, are blessed in the smoke of the incense.

In Mantang and Kijang, the buka tanah ceremony is “secretive”. The mantras are uttered so softly that
neither the performers nor the audience can hear them. In Mantang, after the mantra is recited, rice
grains are scattered in four directions: to the front of the stage, right, left and to the back. Upon
scattering the rice grains, “the musician gives water to the players to strengthen them and then
sprinkles the water on the masks, drums and gedombak [tubular drum]”.227 The actors felt that these
actions strengthened their performances.

According to the leader of this group, this was done to protect the performance space from any kind of
interference. “It could be that someone does not like what we do, so we need to protect ourselves. In
the past, if someone did not like something they would oppose it, not physically, but spiritually.”
Pudentia said that “the objective of the ceremony is to assure a smooth performance and to request
permission from the Elders and Powers of Nature to allow them to perform Makyong”.

This buka tanah ritual is performed only before the performances that are presented for the
communities in the islands where it is still felt to be necessary. If the ceremony is held in the city, then
it is abbreviated and conducted only for the personal interests of the performers.
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Pak Gani (head musician) conducting the buka tanah ceremony. One of the masks, the king, is being
passed over incense before being worn by the actor. The other masks are placed in front: from front to
back, Awang, Inang, and Wak Perambun.

Another ritual element of Makyong is the tutup tanah (lit. “closing the earth”) ceremony that is
conducted at the conclusion of the performance. The head musician stands up and moves to the center
of the performance space to announce that the performance is over and requests forgiveness if any part
of the performance was poor and did not satisfy the audience. He then sits down and recites a mantra
without any offerings. This portion is brief in comparison to the opening ritual.

Other ritual aspects of the performance which may escape the attention of the audience are the
positioning of the performance space in the direction of Mecca, and the rule that the actors may not
stand in front of the large drum, which is believed to have a spirit. If any of the actors blocked the
position of the large drum, they could incur the wrath of “the owner”. The actors do not dare to
perform if they are not facing Mecca.228 Gani, one of the members of the Mantang group, explained,
“Generally, we always face Mecca. If the direction of the performance space does not face Mecca,
then the musicians will shift their positions so that they face west, even though they are not in the
center of the space.” Gani described a performance in Singapore. At that time, the actors sat in front
of the large drum, blocking the drum’s view of the performance space.

The night after the

performance, an angry “spirit” visited Khalid, leader of the group. The spirit demanded to know,
228

I do not know whether this custom applies only to performances or if it also applies to rehearsals. The rehearsal that took
place in the district office on the night of June 10 did not face Mecca; indeed, it faced the opposite direction.
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“Who allowed me to be blocked?”229 These performance customs of facing Mecca and not standing in
front of the large drum are still observed, at least by Khalid and Gani, both senior members of the
Mantang group.

Stories
Makyong performances in Kijang and Mantang always present a story about mythological figures,
“stories of the gods” and “animals who speak with humans”. Many of the stories are named after the
main characters of the stories, including Wak Perambun, Raja Megat Muda, Raja Johan Syah Nyaya,
and Raja Tumenggung Er Wangsa di Bukit Kuripan.

Pudentia explained “a Makyong performance usually does not present an whole story from beginning
to conclusion.” The performance does indeed end, but the story does not. There has never been a
performance that presented a complete story with a background, a problem and in the end, a solution.
In fact, several performances present only a series of episodes.230

According to Khalid, stories were not finished because the performance would take too long. “Well, if
we performed the entire story, it would take several nights … when we performed in the past, we
played one night, then stopped and continued again the next night… Indeed, we could go on for days,
but now that never happens.” Pudentia proposed that a performance did not relay an entire story
because the story is not important for the Makyong audience: “The performance is far more important
than the story presented.”231 There are frequent episodes of the king and his servant, the queen and her
maid, and the princess and her servants that follow the same pattern, even though the stories are
different and the telling incomplete. It is the way in which these scenes are enacted that is the focus of
the performance.

Some of the Makyong players learned the stories from their parents and through living and associating
with the world of Makyong. Traditionally senior actors gave a plot outline and some specifics of
229
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drummer cannot see the performance space clearly, then the performance may be hampered.
230
Pudentia, pg. 206
231
Ibid, pg. 210

Page 383 of 569

stories to the performers. The details were improvised directly by the actors in performances.
According to Pudentia, this was the method of transmission of stories for the older actors who did
memorized from written scripts. “The older actors were just given brief points about the roles they
would be playing.”232

Manuscript written by the late pak Atan (Tengku Muhammad Atan). Manuscripts on the left written in
Arab script; one on right is written in Latin letters.

Khalid wrote Makyong scripts when he was asked to teach high school students in Tanjung Pinang in
August 1990. Unlike those written by Tengku Muhammad Atan that were written in Arab script, these
were written with Latin letters.
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Manuscript written by Khalid, story “Bungsu Sakti”. Written August 8, 1990, for the purpose of teaching
Makyong to young students in Tanjung Pinang for a performance in Pekanbaru.

Characters
The characters in Makyong include: Pak Yong or Cik Wang (king), Pak Yong Muda (prince), Mak
Yong or Mak Senik (queen), Putri Mak Yong (princess), Awang Pengasuh (king’s servant), Inang
(handmaiden), Orang Tua (old person), gods, spirits and demons, and Pembatak (adversary). Mak
Yong is the main female role that must be played by a woman. Awang Pengasuh is a very important
character and must be played by a male actor with broad experience and perspective because Awang
Pengasuh is not only the king’s servant, but also his advisor. There are usually two female servants for
the queen or princess, Inang Tua (old servant) and Inang Muda (young servant) that are played by
male actors. The roles of both the prince and the princess are played by female actors, while the
remaining roles of gods, spirits, demons, and adversaries are usually played by male actors.
In general, masks are used for all of the roles except the queen, the prince and the princess, who are
portrayed by female actors. The masks are usually used for the roles of Datuk Betara Guru (king of
the gods), Wak Petala Siu (king of the spirits), Awang Pengasuh, Wak Petanda Raja (official), Inang
Tua, Inang Muda, Apek (Chinese character), Mamak (commoners), Datuk Pesinar Api (fire god), Wak
Perambun (protagonist), Jin Kafri Gangga (genie), and the adversaries. There are also masks that
represent various animals, including tigers, elephants, the garuda bird, etc. According to the actors, the
number of masks a group has indicates the number of stories in its repertoire. Makyong groups active
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today have very few masks. The Mantang group has only the three main masks of Awang, Inang and
Wak Perambun.
The costume of the king includes a dark, short sleeve jacket that is decorated with beads and gold trim,
trousers, belt, and a dagger. The prince is dressed similarly, though his costume is of a lighter color.
The queen and princess wear shiny, long-sleeve flowered blouses (kebaya), woven sarung,
embroidered scarves, and crowns. Awang’s costume is simpler, just a white shirt, trousers, sarung and
headcloth. The Inang Tua and Inang Muda wear cloths wound tightly around their chests, sarung, and
scarves.

Language

Malay, the language traditionally used in Makyong, is considered to be the prototype of Indonesian. It
is spoken by the indigenous population of Riau Kepuluan and the Malay Peninsula and is considered
to be a major element in defining Malay identity.
The most prominent difference between Malay and its offshoot, Indonesian, is in pronunciation,
particularly of the phoneme “a” which is pronounced similarly to “eu” in Sundanese. For example, the
letter “a” in the last syllable (in Indonesian) is often pronounced and written in Malay as “e”, e.g.,
“kita” is spelled “kite”, “lingga” is written “lingge”, “ada” is written “ade”, etc. Another linguistic
characteristic of the writing and pronunciation of Malay is that the phoneme “r” in a final syllable is
often not rolled as it is in Indonesian or is absent. The clearest example of this is “pembesar” in
Indonesian is written and pronounced “pembesa” in Malay. The pronunciation of the Malaysian “r” in
the word “karang” is soft and not rolled as it would be if pronounced in Indonesian.
The use of the Malay language has slowly been replaced by Indonesian, not only in the community at
large, particularly with the continual influx of other ethnicities into the region, but also in the folk
theater forms. Younger performers are less skilled in the use of Malay and audiences understand it
less. To appease this lack of knowledge, Makyong has had to gradually adapt itself to Indonesian.
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Dance
Generally, the actors dance as they enter the performance area and as they enact their roles. The
movements are differentiated into male (generally broader and stronger) and female (softer and fluid)
motions. The king, who is portrayed by a female, the queen and the princess move with the grace and
authority of aristocrats.

The characteristics of these movements are that they are limited within a narrow space. The female
actors are not allowed to exhibit their underarms and their hands must be lower than their shoulders.

In contrast to this, the masculine movements, as represented by Awang, the king’s servant, are distinct
and definitive: beginning in a squatting position with two fingers of the right hand pointing straight to
the front and touching the ground while the left hand crosses over to the back as he rises off the
ground. His strong, resolute movements with pliant motions are rooted in martial arts steps that imitate
the movements of a tiger.

Awang, the servant
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Inang Tua, the maid

Inang Tua displays humor in her movements that portray a humble, older serving woman, while Inang
Muda moves with the light-hearted coquettishness of a young woman. Humor may be displayed in
scenes, such as one where an actor imitates an old, hunched man hurrying along with a cane in one
hand with the other hand waving behind him. The demons, spirits and animal characters improvise
their movements.
Aside from these character dances, the repetoire includes an opening dance (tarian pembukaan), a
walking dance (tari berjalan), happy dance (tari ragam), war dance (tari perang), and dances
performed by the servants to entertain the princess.

Musical Instruments
The musical ensemble that accompanies songs and dances in Makyong consists of the gendang
penganak (a small two-headed drum), gendang pengibu (a larger two-headed drum), two tawak-tawak
or gongs, mong (two small gong chimes), gedombak (a tubular one-headed drum), geduk-geduk (a one-
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headed drum), canang, serunai (flute), and rebab (bowed lute). At the present time, however, not all of
the instruments are owned or used by the groups currently performing Makyong.
The gong and the rebab are considered to be sacred. Formerly, a presentation ceremony to the rebab
was held prior to a performance.233 There are groups who mark the back of the gong with the chalk
symbol of a crow’s foot. It is believed that the sound of the gong will attract people to the Makyong
performance.234
Description of Makyong at the Present Time
There was a light rain that night in Mantang Lama. Indeed, there had been signs of impending rain
since the early evening. It was humid; there were heavy clouds in the sky. People arrived, one by one,
at Khalid’s house after he struck a gong several times to call the group members to gather. Most of the
early arrivals were the women who performed the roles of the king, the princess and the servants.
Khalid, Dormat, Gani, Mail, and Raus were the only men in attendance that night. Two musicians did
not attend. They decided to hold the rehearsal at the district administrator’s office near Khalid’s house.

Musical instruments for Makyong
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The chairs in the room were moved to the sides to clear a space for the rehearsal. Khalid and Raus
tuned the drums while Dormat and Mail constructed an improvised gong stand with two chairs and a
wooden post.

The musicians took their positions. Seated from the left were the mong, gendang pengibu, gendang
penganak, with the gedombak set in front of it, and the gong off on the right side. The women sat as a
group to the left of the mong. Gani sat by himself facing the musicians.

No one wore costumes or masks in the rehearsal. Both women and men wore their daily clothes. The
women wore jeans, T-shirts, sarongs, dresses, or housedresses, while the men wore sarongs, long pants
with short-sleeved T-shirts, shirts, or tunics. The masks that are always worn in performances were not
brought to or worn in the rehearsal.

Mantang Makyong rehearsal at the District Office

Khalid gave a signal for the rehearsal to begin. The musicians started with a short, lively composition.
Following this, Mudiyah, a young slender girl with long straight hair, advanced to the center of the
space. She played the role of Cik Wang (also called Pak Yong, the king). As is usual in Makyong
performances, Cik Wang opened the presentation by sitting and greeting the audience with a song. Still
in the sitting position, Mudiyah performed several hand movements with her palms facing forward
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then she stood up and continued to dance while singing. Most of the Cik Wang movements proceeded
in a counterclockwise direction.

The story presented that night was Wak Perambun, a story that, according to Khalid, is popular in the
Mantang community. Wak Perambun is a character with divine powers.

The first scene began with the meeting of Cik Wang and Awang, the king’s servant. In this meeting,
Cik Wang summoned Awang to him, but the old servant did not recognize the king as his master.
When he finally recognized the king, the scene moved on to a meeting of the princess and her maid,
Inang. The pattern of this scene was similar to the previous one in which the servant did not
immediately recognize her mistress.

The next scene, a meeting between Cik Wang and his daughter, the princess, marked the beginning of
the main story. The princess, who was pregnant, was craving a certain kind of meat. She requested
Cik Wang to search for it. Cik Wang agreed and summoned Awang to look for the person who would
find the meat for the princess. Awang summoned Wak Perambun to meet the king. He agreed to
search for the meat and the king gave him his arrow, Mercu Buana (Summit of the World). This arrow
had special magic powers: if it was shot up into the air when one was hungry, it would bring food
down and if it was shot downwards when one was thirsty, then it would produce water.

Before departing on his task, Wak Perambun met with his wife, Mak Zaenab, to tell her of the search
for the princess’ meat and to ask for her blessings for his journey.

During his journey, Wak Perambun became tired, stopped to rest and fell asleep. In the meantime, a
giant snake was meditating in a sacred pool. The snake’s child was attacked by a garuda bird and fell
into Wak Perambun’s lap. Startled awake, Wak Perambun became angry because his sleep had been
interrupted. The snake’s child begged for forgiveness and explained that he was not to blame, as he
was only a victim of the garuda. The snake promised to help Wak Perambun find the meat requested
by the princess.
The story returned to the princess who was in her flower garden. Wak Perambun met the princess and
invited her to visit his house to meet his wife, Mak Zaenab.
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At this moment, Khalid announced that they had rehearsed enough for that day. The rehearsal
concluded with the song Cik Milik that was sung by the women while they danced. The session lasted
for one hour and 30 minutes.

See DVD: Makyong Mantang Performance

Reasons for the Decline of Makyong
Research of oral literature conducted by ATL in Riau Kepuluan and other locations as far back as 1991
clearly shows that the oral traditions of Indonesia, including Makyong, are currently neglected and
headed towards extinction. Makyong, which once flowered in several places throughout Riau
Kepuluan, is rarely performed now, and the surviving groups are threatened with dissolution.
Pudentia’s dissertation is a primary source of information on this subject.

The internal reasons for the decline of Makyong are:
First, there are fewer seasoned Makyong performers now. Many of the finest artists have died
and the many of the senior actors who are still alive are now elderly and can no longer perform.
Second, the generation of older performers has not been able to stimulate and attract the
younger generation to learn and perform Makyong. Nor have they been able to assure them that
Makyong will provide them with a decent income. The younger generation, who, it was hoped, would
replace the older generation, is not interested in performing and prefers other professions with more
promising futures, such as civil service or business.
Third, the senior Makyong artists who are still active do not have the capability to manage the
Makyong groups, much less to develop them. Also, as a result of a dependency on patrons and
sponsors, they do not have the resources to produce Makyong performances themselves.
Fourth, much of the equipment for a performance, such as musical instruments and costumes,
are in poor condition. Repairs on the broken instruments and ragged costumes are of a temporary
nature. The groups do not have the resources to replace these with new items. They do not have some
important instruments, such as the rebab, or no one who knows how to play them.
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The external factors for the decline of Makyong are:
First, there has been a change in the tastes of the community who currently prefer other forms
of entertainment, such as joged, dangdut or solo electric organ accompanying popular singing.
Makyong performances are considered to be expensive, so individuals choose to commission
entertainment that is less costly. This has resulted in a decline in the number of opportunities for
Makyong performances.
Second, patron or sponsor support of performances has evaporated. Formerly, Makyong
could survive and develop because it was supported by a patron from the elite social class of Malay
artistocrats or a sponsor commissioned the performance. Currently, however, there are no patrons
supporting Makyong. Commissions are limited to single performances and these commissions often
come from outsiders, such as reseaerchers or impressarios from Jakarta or Singapore.
Third, there is little support from the government.

Government programs to foster and

preserve Makyong are reduced to “slogans” and do not touch the basic needs of Makyong artists. The
artists are often just considered to be objects of a project that is handled by elite government officials
or a non-government organization. Even when there is a program that is concerned with the interests of
Makyong artists, they are never positioned as equal partners in the project.
Fourth, the involvement of traditional artists in the era of political propaganda from 1950
through 1965 resulted in curtailment of their personal freedom during the New Order. These artists
were labelled by the Soeharto administration as members of the political left or of the Indonesian
Communist party, and restricted their availability to perform in public.
Fifth, the development of industrialization in mining and plywood has had a significant
influence on the marginalization of Makyong in Kijang. Whether consciously or not, industrialization
forced the Malay community, who had been the supporters of Makyong to move away from their
villages and disperse to remote areas. This resulted in a separation of the Makyong artists from the
community of their Malay devotees. Many Malays who lived in Kijang moved away because the land
they had been living on was sold to incoming industries. The present population of Kijang is now
comprised largely of immigrants from a variety of cultural backgrounds, interests and tastes in
entertainment.
Whereas in the past, Malay folk theater flowered in times of social change, the current period of rapid
social change and the growth of the industrial development triangle between Singapore, Malaysia and
Riau Kepuluan has not been advantageous to the traditional art forms.
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Background of ATL and the People Assigned by ATL to Revitalize Makyong
As mentioned above, ATL is an organization whose primary mission is to conduct studies of, publish
articles on and present performances involving oral traditions. According to Pudentia, the selection of
Makyong as a subject for revitalization was based on both the linguistic and performance aspects of
Makyong as a complete Malay performance art that consists of music, dance and theatre and as an
expression of Malay identity. From the linguistic aspect, ATL has a mission to map the use of the
Malay language throughout the past.

Makyong represents the culture of old Malay that has

characteristics of a more open and democratic language. “Academically, this must be preserved as a
variation of the Malay language. It does not have to be reconciled with the Malay used currently in
Tanjung Pinang or even Indonesian. Rather, Malay children must study the language of Makyong
Malay, because it is a cultural asset.”

ATL’s involvement in the effort to revitalize Makyong cannot be separated from Pudentia’s interest
and strong emotional ties with the Makyong community, especially the one in Kijang that was
managed by the late Tengku Muhammad Atan who had adopted Pudentia as a daughter. In 20042005, Pudentia was concerned that Makyong would disappear within five years if a revitalization
program was not undertaken soon. There were only two Makyong groups left - the Sabda Puri group in
Mantang led by Khalid and the Kijang group run by the sons of the late Tengku Muhammad Atan.
Pudentia felt that the art form could still be revived because the performers and their audience still
existed. She was certain that the revitalization of Makyong in Riau Kepuluan represented a foundation
for the region and the survival of its community.

“Perhaps Makyong is on a decline, however, in actuality, it still exists.

Atlhough

everything is not fully functioning there is still an effort and strong desire amongst its
supporters to protect and preserve this heritage…. It’s not just because this heritage is
valuable and irreplaceable, but by preserving it, the Makyong supporters and community
also preserve their own identities.”235
With the Ford Foundation as the funding agent, ATL implemented the revitalization activities through
the Revitalization of Oral Traditions (ROT) program in coordination with several people in Riau
Kepuluan, including Said Parman and Hoesnizar Hood. Pudentia had known Said Parman personally
ever since she began researching Makyong in 1991. He was regarded to be the perfect person to
235

See Pudentia, pg. 241
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replace Pudentia as the ROT facilitator for Makyong in Riau Kepuluan. He was an alumnus of the
Makyong revitalization programs designed by Sumantri and Abdul Razak at the end of the 1970s and
beginning 1980s and was devoted to the revitalization efforts. Through these two training programs,
Said Parman studied under two senior Makyong artists, Khalid and Tengku Muhammad Atan, and
continued to rehearse and perform Makyong for more than twenty years. He also studied at the
Indonesian Institute of the Arts in Yogyakarta. At the time ROT was proposed and implemented, Said
Parman, who currently serves as the assistant to the mayor of Tanjung Pinang, was an official in the
Regional Office of the Department of Tourism and Culture in Tanjung Pinang.

Hoesnizar Hood, a poet from Sungat Ugar, founded the SanggaM Center for Art Training, a Malay art
studio in Tanjung Pinang in 1997. He organized art events, such as the Bintan Arts Festival, which are
inspired by his concern for reviving traditional arts in Riau Kepuluan. The festival began in Bintan
Zapin then developed to become a meeting place for artists from all over Riau Kepuluan. Hoesnizar’s
role as the General Chairperson of the Art Council of Riau Kepuluan Province for the period of 20042009 is the primary reason he was selected as a partner by ATL.

To continue the revitalization effort after the ROT program was finished, Hoesnizar and Said Parman
formed a new organization, the Foundation for Makyong Development, in Tanjung Pinang, which is
focused exclusively on efforts to develop Makyong in Riau Kepuluan.

Background of Makyong groups that were the Subjects of Revitalization:
Sabda Puri Makyong Group, Mantang
Formerly, the Makyong group in Mantang was managed by jointly by Tengku Muhammad
Atan, who handled the music, and Khalid, who organized the actors. Unfortunately, this management
team did not last long and in 1992, these artists parted ways when Atan moved to Kijang. They each
founded a Makyong group in their own villages – Atan in Kijang, while Khalid remained in Mantang
with the Sabda Puri group.
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Pak Khalid

Pak Gani

This separation meant that Khalid had to work hard to replace the resources that Atan took to Kijang,
including the musical instruments, masks and costumes for the roles of the princess, queen and
servants. Khalid only had costumes for the male characters that had been made for performances in
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Jakarta in the 1970s. He began to aquire musical instruments one by one. He then recruited actors who
lived in Mantang, almost all of whom were members of his family or neighbors.
Gani, a relative of Khalid’s wife, had participated in the Mantang group prior to the separation. Since
he lived in Mantang Lama, he chose to remain with Khalid’s group. He was designated as the ritual
leader, assigned to play the role of Awang and entrusted to train the performers.

Meanwhile, the

ageing Khalid, concentrated on leading the musicians, as well as teaching performers.
Dormat, Khalid’s neighbor, was a new member who was recruited when Khalid formed the new
group in Mantang. Dormat was a Malay martial arts practitioner and drummer. Despite his drumming
experience, Dormat was assigned to play either the role of Inang or one of coquettish servants.
Prior to the implementation of the ROT program 2004 this group had never performed. When Khalid
was asked to produce a Makyong performance in Jakarta in 1993, he was unsuccessful because he did
not have enough experienced performers. Despite these limitations, the group still had Khalid and
Gani as active members and, thus, they had the potential to revive Makyong in Mantang.

Kijang Makyong Group, Kijang
When he left the group in Mantang, Tengku Muhammad Atan formed a new Makyong group in
Kampung Baru, Kijang. He brought with him all of the props handed down to him by Mak Ungu, the
previous leader of the Mantang group, including almost all of the music instruments, except the rebab
and serunai. He recruited family members, close friends and neighbors to join the new group.
As with the Mantang group, this group’s weakness lay in the absence of actors for the important roles
of the servant, Awang, and the maid, Inang. Although Atan and Muhtar, Atan’s youngest son, could
perform these two characters, they were irreplaceable as musicians.

This group’s strength is music as it has the best experienced Makyong musicians and singers. Atan
played the gendang pengibu and gedombak, and performed duets with Muhtar, who played the
gendang penganak. Sarijah, his first wife, was a singer, while Rohayah, his second wife, was recruited
as a singer and performed as one of the female servants or sometimes played the gong or mong. Satar,
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Atan and Sarijah’s second son, played the mong. When Atan died in 2003, management of the group
was passed on to his two sons, Muhtar and Satar. Although Muhtar was younger than Satar, he was
the more experienced performer. He had learned the music, starting with the basics and progressed to
play the other more difficult instruments. He was also a capable actor and teacher. Satar was an
amateur guitar player and became involved with Makyong only after Muhtar had already been
performing.

Pak Satar
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The family of the late Tengku Muhammad Atan

The Kijang group continued under the leadership of Satar and Muhtar. Even though they rarely
performed because they did not have a public performance space, they did have experienced Makyong
performers.
Process of Revitalization of Makyong
The community of Makyong artists considered the revival of Makyong to be a dream. They hoped
that Makyong could be performed again for the Malay community in their villages, as they formerly
had with roving performances. They also hoped that non-Malay audiences could learn to appreciate
Makyong. The experiences and memories of Makyong performances outside of their own village and
outside of the Malay cultural region were not only “beautiful memories”, but also dreams of the future.
The involvement of outside parties as patrons to replace the sponsorship of the Malay aristocrats in the
past could stimulate the revitalization.
The criteria for such a revival were similar with revitalization as defined by the Ford Foundation.
Both the artists and the Ford Foundation focused on the revitalization of Makyong as the revival of a
performing tradition in, by and for its own community.
Revitalization required the presence of three basic elements: first, senior artists who could teach their
art to others; second, young people who want to study this art form; and finally, financial support. The
artists felt that they still had senior artists who were capable of teaching and they also had young
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people who were willing to study Makyong. They, however, were aware that they faced a lack of
funding needed for the revival of Makyong.
a. Objective and Target of the Revitalization of Makyong
The objective of the revitalization conducted by ATL was to rescue an art form before it completely
dissolved. According to Pudentia, the revitalization of oral traditions in the 2004-2004 ATL program
had two objectives: (1) to reinforce oral traditions and traditional art which had once been strong but at
the present time were weakened because of insufficient human resources or because process of
transference of the tradition to the next generation was hampered; and (2) to regenerate interest in the
local community towards their own oral traditions and art.
Pudentia stressed that ROT’s objective was empowerment: “Empowering them so that they would be
an independent community through their wealth of the arts. We want them to be proud. They have a
right to be proud. The community is in a strong maneuvering position and should be proud not just
because of their past.” The objectives of the 2004-2005 ROT program, specifically, were to empower
the community’s capabilities to create art and to stimulate activites that support the arts, such as
making musical instruments and costumes, management, and other supporting factors.
The focus of the ROT program was the Makyong community -- not just the artists, but also the
audience. For ATL, the community’s participation in the program was important because it was hoped
that through stimulating the audience’s appreciation of oral tradition and Makyong that revitalization
would become a sustained reality.
The plan, as written in the proposal, focused initially on socialization of the audience by stimulating
renewed interest by the community for its oral traditions and local performing arts. By this strategy,
the community itself would choose to support its own local art traditions.
The specific targets of the program were (1) to support performances by three Makyong groups, i.e.,
the Mantang group, the Kijang group and a new group comprised primarily of young performers in
Tanjung Pinang, (2) to perform or rehearse two Makyong stories, (3) to develop a new idea with a new
story that retained a Malay flavor and used traditional Makyong elements, (4) to encourage the
acceptance of Makyong by the community so that it could develop further in studios and schools, and
(5) to publish Makyong story books and produce a video of a performance.

Page 400 of 569

b. Plan for Revitalization of Oral Traditions (ROT), Makyong
Pudentia stated that the ATL team wrote the ROT proposal without consulting with the members of
the Makyong community. She claimed that the proposal was based on the problems and needs that the
Makyong groups had experienced throughout the period of her fieldwork in Riau Kepuluan. These
problems, such as the decline in the number of performances, the decreasing number of senior
Makyong performers, the lack of management funds, the lack of interest of the younger generation, as
well as the lack of musical instruments, costumes, and other props for a performance, were almost
exactly the same as those problems encountered by Sumantri Sastrosuwondho, an official from the
Department of History and Traditional Values and a researcher from the Institute for Art Education in
Jakarta, who conducted research on Makyong in 1975-1976. According to Pudentia, this proposal was
based on the recommendations of the Fourth Oral Traditions Seminar held in October 2003 and the
evaluation of the ATL management team compiled in December 2003, which clarified the concept of
revitalization as a program to revive a cultural treasure to resume its life as a vibrant and independent
art form.
The Mantang and Kijang artists represented by Khalid and Satar, respectively, claimed that they were
never informed about the ATL’s intentions during the compilation of the 2004-2005 ROT proposal to
the Ford Foundation. They did not have a clear concept of the plans, targets, objectives, methods, time
frame, results to be achieved, or budget of ROT program that had been compiled by ATL and
submitted to the Ford Foundation. They knew only two things:

(1) they knew Pudentia as a

researcher of Makyong, but they did not know of her role in the ATL team; and (2) they knew the
ROT program in a limited capacity only during the time of its implementation. As Khalid and Satar
explained, “We only know that we were asked to rehearse and perform.”
Khalid’s information came Hoesnizar Hood who was assigned by ATL to manage the ROT
implementation with the Mantang group. From Khalid’s perspective, ROT was an activity that was
stimulated only by Hoesnizar Hood’s concern regarding the state of Makyong. Khalid regretted that
there had never been any clear discussion between Pudentia and himself, except for a plea he made to
her when she observed a performance in his house. He said, “Bu Pudentia did come to us once. She
came with her group, talked for a while and watched us perform. After the performance was over,
their group returned to Pinang. I said, ‘Help us, Bu, while I am still alive.’”
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Unlike Khalid, Satar and his family had a close emotional relationship with Pudentia. “Bu Teti
considers us her family.” However, he confirmed that he did not know about the ROT program that
Pudentia had proposed. Satar found out about the program from Said Parman who had been assigned
by ATL to manage the implementation with the KIjang group. “Said Parman just asked us to rehearse
for one month and then perform. He gave us one million rupiah for the rehearsal expenses. He said
that if there were more expenses, then I should let him know.”
c. Implementation of the Revitalization of Oral Traditions (ROT), Sabda Puri Makyong group,
Mantang
Hoesnizar Hood explained to the members of the Sabda Puri Mantang Makyong group that the ROT
program only took the form of rehearsals and performances. They did not know of the specific targets
of the program that were aimed at the community and development of new stories.
According to Hoesnizar, the success of the revitalization program was dependent upon how their basic
needs were met. He concluded that the Mantang Makyong community had three needs: “First,
Makyong must have an economic value, not on an individual basis, but as a group. Second, they need
the equipment for the performance. They must have complete sets of props and musical instruments.
They must have a complete set of costumes. And third, they must learn how to manage the group.”
Hoesnizar was often present on location and his presence encouraged a relationship of trust and
cooperation. His initial strategy in communicating with the group was to focus on the art to distract
them from conflicts between the Mantang and Kijang groups. “I tried to encourage them to talk about
art first. I used Makyong terms. … There is Makyong philosophy that speaks about enjoying one’s
self. So, my strategy was to say that we are just enjoying ourselves. Let’s have fun. … We’ll just play
and enjoy ourselves.”
Hoesnizar then tried to encourage them to strive to be popular. He enticed them, “Are we satisfied
with the present situation? Or is there something else we want to achieve? Why don’t we want to be
famous? Why can’t we go abroad to perform?”
Khalid considered Hoesnizar Hood’s role as the ROT facilitator to be very important. Hoesnizar had
already rendered a valuable service in stimulating the revival of Mantang Makyong that was almost
defunct. He had a great concern for the art and artists of Makyong and could represent them in
relationships with the outside world.

Page 402 of 569

Hoesnizar, Khalid, and the members of the Mantang Makyong community could communicate
openly. With this kind of open communication, the members of the Mantang community always paid
attention to Hoesnizar’s perspectives and advice. They accepted Hoesnizar’s advice on matters such as
establishing the group’s bargaining position by setting a basic price for a performance. Hoesnizar said,
“I told them to be daring in setting the price at a minimum of three million rupiah for a Makyong
performance. If we are afraid to set the price, then who will respect the artists? This is nothing,
because they have to sacrifice their other jobs for the duration of the performance. They cannot live
only from Makyong.”
However, the artists did not always agree with Hoesnizar. When Hoesnizar suggested replacing the
old gendang, which he thought did not sound like the Malay drum he had heard in Malaysia, the
Mantang artists disagreed. They preferred the familiar sound of the old gendang that they considered
to be characteristic of Makyong.
The Mantang group was fortunate to have several senior members actively rehearsing and performing.
Both the male and female performers were capable in performing and teaching newer recruits.
However, the Mantang group faced a disadvantage because they did not have any musicians who
could teach new members to play the drum patterns that were interwoven, balanced and interlocked
with each other. On the other hand, the Kijang group was skilled in performing music, but lacked
experienced actors.
The Mantang group was able to attract young women to study and perform Makyong as a recreational
activity. In general, more women in Mantang stay at home while the men work outside the home.
Many young girls were forced to leave school because they could not afford the costs of education.
The majority of the Mantang community makes their living as fishermen. During the day, the men
spend their time fixing their fishing nets and at night, during the fishing season, they go fishing until
morning or even for several days. Safrudin, the son of one of the senior performers said that he liked to
watch Makyong, but chose to fish rather than perform. As the head of a family with a wife and two
sons, he had to provide for his family’s needs. He said that perhaps when he was older and could no
longer go to sea, he would study Makyong like his father.
After one month of rehearsals, the new female members who studied the roles of the king, princess,
queen, and servants had learned two Makyong stories, Bungsu Sakti and Wak Perambun, as ATL had
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targeted. This training was based primarily on the ability to memorize the stories and dialogue. They
were taught through the use of written texts as well as through oral performance exercises. The
students found that it was easier to learn the stories and dialogue by using written texts. They were
often confused by the inconsistencies of the oral method.

One student complained, “They [the

teachers] say different things. Pak Khalid says this, pak Gani says something else. So I get confused.
Which one is right?”
The training period of only one month was focused primarily on the stories and dialogue and
secondarily on singing and dancing. Although Khalid was aware that he was not a musician, he was
forced to play the gendang penganak and the gedombak because no one else could.
The result of the ROT training with the Mantang group was presented in a performance held in front of
Khalid’s house. “[In the past] we constructed a stage here,” he explained. Since then, a new house
with a concrete foundation has been built on the land. The loss of this space for performing has forced
Khalid to search for a new rehearsal and performance space that will incur expenses to pay for lighting
and electricity. Previously, the lighting needs were met by using the electricity and cables from
Khalid’s house. “If it’s mine, then there is no problem. But if you borrow from your neighbor, you
should pay as well. Where would I get the money [to pay for the electricity]?”
d. Implementation of the Revitalization of Oral Traditions (ROT), Kijang Makyong group,
Kampung Baru, Kijang
Said Parman communicated only to Satar, leader of the Kijang group, about the ROT program.
Without explaining the details of the program he only asked Satar to rehearse the group and then to
perform within the time frame of one month. All of the details of managing the rehearsals and
performance were delegated directly to Satar and Muhtar. Satar was given one million rupiah to pay
for the rehearsals. Said Parman asked only that he be informed if there were any other expenses related
to this training program. Said Parman did not attend any of the ROT sponsored rehearsals. He, along
with Pudentia, Hoesnizar Hood and other invited guests, attended only the performance held in Sungai
Enam.
The attitude of ATL and Said Parman, as implementers of the ROT program, did not encourage a
positive relationship between ATL and the Kijang Makyong community. The artists’ perceived the
ROT program just as an opportunity to rehearse and perform. This perception was not strong enough
to sustain a revival of the Kijang Makyong group’s glory.
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Satar and Muhtar gathered together as many of the old players of the Kijang Makyong group as they
could, most of who were the female actors. The group did not have any male actors who could perform
the roles of Awang, Inang or other characters.

They were also lacking musicians.

Satar and Muhtar sought new recruits. They could not hope for much interest amongst the Kijang
villagers. “It is difficult here. It is rare that the residents here want to perform Makyong. …. The
people here [in Kijang] are mixed. Not many Malays live here.” Satar was aware that the preservation
of Makyong in Kijang would not be easy because of the decrease of Malay supporters in the area. He
felt that the new members of the Kijang group should be Malay. His reason was very simple,
“Makyong is a Malay art. We can expect only Malays to preserve Makyong.”
Satar and Muhtar finally decided to select new members from outside their village of Kampung Baru.
“There are still many Malays in Sungai Enam [another village in Kijang]. They still follow Malay
traditions.” They recruited Malays from Sungai Enam who were interested in music and Malay art.
Because the members of the group resided in different locations, rehearsals were held in both places.
The rehearsals for the female roles were held in Kijang while the training sessions for the roles of
Awang and Inang, and the music were held in Sungai Enam. The members of the group rehearsed
together one week before the performance.
Satar admitted that his younger brother had more ability and experience peforming Makyong than he
did. “He followed our father ever since he was young. .... He has more experience performing
Makyong than I do.” Muhtar was a central figure in reviving Makyong in Kijang. He was recognized
as an all-around Makyong artist who was capable of playing several musical instruments,
remembering and recreating stories, performing the roles of Awang, Inang, and other characters, as
well as teaching the new members. The Kijang group honored and respected Muhtar as their primary
teacher. “Without Muhtar, it would be difficult for this group to survive.”
According to Satar, the rehearsal time of less than one month was not enough to train the new
members for a performance. A new member, Atan, felt that his skills were still at a basic level and he
needed more time to study dialogue, singing and dancing. Also, the musical accompaniment was still
limited to playing the instruments they owned. They did not have a rebab and serunai nor did they
have anyone who could teach new students how to play them.
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The Kijang group chose to present their ROT performance in Sungai Enam because there was still a
large Malay population there who enjoyed traditional Malay art. Although the community had several
kinds of traditional Malay art they did not yet have a Makyong group. The Kijang group hoped that
the residents of Sungai Enam would become their primary supporters.
Sabda Puri Makyong Group, Mantang, Post-ATL Revitalization
After the revitalization process, the Mantang Makyong group remained active, although in a limited
scale. At least two or three of the required indications of revitalization as listed by the Ford Foundation
were fulfilled, i.e., the existence of senior artists who were able to teach and the existence of young
students learning to perform Makyong. The revitalization resulted in the formation of a new Makyong
group, Sabda Puri, whose members consisted of male and female players, both old and young, who
resided in two villages, Mantang Lama and Mantang Besar.
Khalid and Gani admitted that “the composition of the new group members was not yet maximal and
there were still shortages that had to be addressed”. They had yet to improve their basic skills in
storytelling, improvising dialogue, dancing, and singing. Performing in masks provided additional
challenges to the new performers. One performer became disoriented and performed while facing the
wrong direction.
Both Khalid and Gani felt that the revitalization process had to continue. A single performance was
not enough to indicate a successful revitalization. “We still need time to learn.” For the both of them,
the revival of the Mantang Makyong group required more than their willingness to gather and teach; it
required funding. It was very difficult to recruit males in Mantang to study Makyong because of the
lack of economic security, particularly in the midst of the current difficult economic situation. Khalid
admitted that as he grew older, notwithstanding his experience and practical abilities to perform
Makyong, as well as his possession of the equipment, he could no longer lead the group without
sufficient financial support.
The revitalization program was not able to encourage independent support from the private sector or
the government to sponsor Makyong performances in the community. The Mantang residents now, as
in the past, enjoyed watching Makyong, however, they chose to commission venues that were less
expensive. “Joged [social dance] or solo organ cost less than one million rupiah, but one million is not
enough to commission a Makyong performance.
expensive.”
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The community considers Makyong to be

The members of the Mantang group were concerned over the lack of attention from the regional
government. “The government must support Makyong…. so that it can continue.” Khalid compared
the patronage of the Penyengat authority at the beginning of the 20th century with the present
government. “Formerly, Makyong actors’ needs were met by gifts from Penyengat. Where is that kind
of support now?” The artists hoped that the government would promote Mantang Makyong in other
regions.
Upon completion of the ATL/ROT revitalization program the Mantang group continued to experience
many difficulties.

Khalid wished that the group could own a more complete and better set of

instruments, costumes and props.

They repaired whatever they had, borrowed equipment from

SanggaM Studio, an art studio owned by Hoesnizar Hood in Tanjung Pinang, and accepted donations
to the group. Formerly, when Khalid was with the Mak Ungu Makyong group, the masks they used
were made from wood. The masks that he owned now were made from paper but they were still
considered to have the sacred powers in the rituals and performance.
Khalid was realistic about his group’s musical limitations. Their gong that had cracked had not yet
been repaired. It was still used in rehearsals, however for performances they borrowed a gong from
SanggaM. Similarly, the lack of rebab and sarunai did not diminish the quality of their performance.
Khalid asked, “If there were no instruments and no one who could play them, then would there be no
Makyong?”

He chose to emphasize the storytelling and dialogue along with the singing and

percussive instruments.
Khalid and Gani were flexible about the use of costumes in the performance. “In the past, we just wore
whatever we had.” For performances, the group wore the costumes that were made for performances
in Jakarta in the 1970s. They borrow the costumes for the roles of the king, princess, queen, and the
servants from the collection made by SanggaM for their performance in Singapore.
Influenced by their experiences performing outside of Mantang, the actors for the roles of the king,
princess, queen, and servants began to use cosmetic products for their make-up. They also often began
to use the make-up and hair styling services of a professional make-up artist, which is very different
from the custom of the old Makyong performers who applied their own make-up.
Khalid, who had played the role of Awang in the past, switched to playing the gendang penganak and
the gedombak. The reasons for this change were age, limited strength, and his immersion in reviving
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Makyong. He entrusted the roles of Awang and ritual leader to Gani, one of the senior students who
was also his partner in managing the group.
Gani admitted that he was more flexible as the ritual leader in comparison Khalid. The reading of the
long, complicated mantras was now conducted more fluidly. Sometimes, they would forego the
opening and closing ceremonies altogether.
In the revitalization process the roles of the king, queen, princess, and the servants were transferred
from the senior performers to the junior members. The younger players admitted they were very happy
to be able to perform Makyong. They experienced Makyong in a real sense, not just as a story that
their parents or grandparents told them.
One of the results of the revitalization process was the increasing desire and interest of the junior
members to perform outside of their own community. The experience of the senior members who had
been invited to perform in Lagoi, Tanjung Pinang, and Singapore was one of the attractions for the
junior members to become involved with Makyong.
This perspective was interesting when compared with one of the indications of success of the
revitalization program as stipulated by the Ford Foundation, i.e., the satisfaction of the group to
perform for their own community. This stimulated a series of questions: Who has the right to define
revitalization? Is it wrong if a group took pride in performing not only within their own community
but also outside it?

Was it possible that their confidence and pride could grow because of

appreciation from outside their own community, as well as from the local community?
Another result of the revitalization program was the use of written texts to study the stories and
dialogue. While the younger members preferred to use the texts, the older Mantang players learned
without scripts. The two methods of learning did not represent a point of contention but rather
complimented each other and provided flexibility for the performers and their different learning styles.
Gathering members for routine rehearsals without scheduled performances required energy and funds.
The members rarely wanted to rehearse if it was not for a performance. Khalid admitted that he did
not want to invite the actors only for a rehearsal. “Inviting them to rehearse requires funds. Who is
going to prepare the drinks and snacks? They cannot depend on me, I no longer work.”
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Kijang Makyong Group, Kijang, Post-ATL Revitalization
The post-revitalization experiences of the Kijang Makyong group were different from those of the
Sabda Puri Mantang group. Their situation changed after some of the Kijang group members were
invited to join an art tour managed by Hoesnizar Hood for the Singapore Arts Festival. This tour
combined performers from both the Kijang and Mantang groups. Muhtar, the leader of the Kijang
group was disappointed that several members of his group were not chosen for the Singapore
performance. He was very upset with Hoesnizar Hood, Said Parman, Khalid, Satar, and the members
of the Kijang group who joined the merged team that left for Singapore. Muhtar felt they had no
respect for his efforts to revive Makyong. He was not interested in offers of performing abroad and
declared that he would never again perform Makyong, especially with the Mantang group.

He

withdrew himself from the Kijang group rather than wound the feelings of his group’s members who
were not selected to perform in Singapore.
The withdrawal of Muhtar had a major influence on the group after the revitalization project. The
group members split into two sub-groups. Some of the members from Kijang, primarily the senior
female performers who had been with the group since the days of the late Tengku Muhammad Atan,
and were the ones chosen by Hoesnizar Hood’s selection team for the performance in Singapore, were
loyal to Satar as the leader. Meanwhile, the members who came from Sungai Enam and were newly
recruited during the ATL revitalization program left with Muhtar.

This signaled an end to the

revitalization process in Sungai Enam.
Atan, one of the new recruits, expressed his disappointment upon not being selected to join the
Singapore tour. He hoped that the Kijang Makyong group could reunite and grow, but on two
conditions: first, that Muhtar was prepared to return as leader, manager, director, teacher, actor, and
musician; and second, that the Kijang group remained independent and did not combine with other
Makyong groups for performances.
The conflict between the two brothers was difficult to settle because there was no initiative from either
of the sides or from a third party to mediate and reunite the brothers. Pudentia felt that this conflict was
one of the weaknesses that resulted from the ATL/ROT revitalization program. She admitted that she
did not have much of an opportunity to settle the internal conflict between Satar and Muhtar, although
she felt a responsibility to reconcile the two sons of the late Tengku Muhammad Atan because she
considered herself part of the family.
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It was not to be denied that the Kijang group was crippled without Muhtar. Satar was not able to
replace Muhtar in the group. He attempted to persuade the members from Sungai Enam to return, but
they did not respond.
The night of June 28, 2006, was the occasion of the Kijang Makyong “rehearsal”. It was an attempt to
reconstruct a performance by pasting together the bits and pieces that still existed. The presentation
that night was dominated by the women who played the roles of the king, the princess, and the
servants, without the actors of Awang and Inang, and the musicians. The performance was incomplete,
as only a few scenes could be performed.
See DVD: Makyong Keke

However, I was touched by this presentation. The performers of the Kijang group in attendance were
mostly women. They performed with spirit, even though several of them were ill. The actors who
played the servants still had the strength to sing well, each with her unique voice.
ATL, through Hoesnizar Hood, presented the group with two Kelantan Makyong rebabs.

The

resonators were made of wood, not coconut, and they each had three strings, not the two. Also, the
Kelantan rebab was larger, longer than the two-stringed coconut rebab they already had. It was
elaborately carved and decorated. Unfortunately, this rebab was never played because no one had
learned how to play it.

The rebab bought in Kelantan
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As experienced by the Mantang group, the group in Kijang also suffered from the lack of attention
from the government. Satar was disappointed with the local government’s attitude. “Where is the
government that cares about us? If there is any aid, they don’t give it to us, but to someone else. … We
are the ones that they should be caring about”.
Satar admitted that the prospect of reviving Makyong in Kijang was a difficult task and he was not
certain about the support of the community. “It’s better for pak Khalid in Mantang. There are still
many Malays there. Here in Kijang the community is mixed.” He claimed that he had difficulty
raising money from the Kijang community. “The people here choose other kinds of entertainment
over Makyong.” He felt that the market for Makyong performances was in the Malay communities in
the other islands and he dreamed that after the revitalization program, he would take the Kijang group
to perform in the islands that were inhabited by Malays, just as they had when his father was alive.
However, without the support of all of the members of the Kijang Makyong group, could Satar’s
dreams ever be realized?
Control Case: Revitalization of ‘The Dream of Makyong’, Sanggar SanggaM, Tanjung Pinang
SanggaM Studio’s production, “The Dream of Makyong”, attempted (1) to develop a meaning for
Makyong in a new age, (2) to create a new version of Makyong and (3) to apply a new style of
management for a performing group. The inclusion of “The Dream of Makyong” production as the
control case in this report was intended to broaden the perspectives and deepen the understanding of
the revitalization of Makyong in a space and time that had evolved since pre-1992. According to
Hoesnizar Hood, because of the lack of complete audio-visual information prior to 1992, the
documentation of Makyong in 1992-1993 represented the “height” of performance quality. This era
was one of the sources to which ATL referred in the revival process.
“The Dream of Makyong” was one of a number of explorations by the SanggaM Center for Art
Productions, an art studio founded on May 25, 1997. Founded by the husband-and-wife team of
Hoesnizar Hood and Peppy Chandra, SanggaM is the product of a marriage between their creative
obsessions. The studio is a fascinating, challenging creative space. According to Peppy, SanggaM is
“the most valuable fruit of our love. We built and nurtured it together. And through SanggaM, our
love of the arts radiates out to this day.”
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The birth of SanggaM began with a cultural tour to Kuala Lumpur. This cultural mission inspired
Hoesnizar to establish a modern, innovative art studio. Aji Putra, a reporter for the Batam Daily
Tribune, wrote: “They [SanggaM] produce many creations. There are many works born there that
have a new touch. Although the young people at SanggaM grow up in the … mass market culture,
they are still able to find their own voices.”236
SanggaM is an art organization that is financially healthy. The studio is supported by several
enterprises owned by Hoesnizar and Peppy, including a printing house, recording studio, and event
organizer. The members of the studio not only create art, but also work in the enterprises that finance
SanggaM. “We eat together with the members who live here; everything is handled by the company.
They determine the regular menu. They have their own accounting system. If someone doesn’t want
to eat here, then they can eat out and pay for it themselves.” A set price is determined for each
performance. The price is based on the number of performers, the distance to the performance
location and the kind of presentation requested.
”The Dream of Makyong” was born in the art kitchen of SanggaM, the product of a creative
collaboration between Peppy Chandra, Hoesnizar Hood and Helmi -- a dance choreographer who had
studied Makyong and Malay dance, a writer who was obsessed with redefining Malay traditions and a
young musician who was interested in integrating traditional and modern music. The production was a
creative exercise in developing Makyong that integrated modern art technique and repertoire and
presented in a very different venue than the traditional Makyong performance.
This work was born from Hoesnizar’s concern about the problems he experienced while handling
various kinds of traditional and modern Malay performing arts. He felt that while the traditional
Makyong had to survive in accordance with its established performance patterns and rules, as a
creative artist, he wanted to create a new vision for Makyong. Hoesnizar explained, “My studio,
SanggaM, specializes in the contemporary. I have been criticized because I created something new. I
replied, ‘I want to be part of history too.’ It shouldn’t be just the people of the past who create history.
…. I created fragments of Makyong (using the Indonesian language) to show people who didn’t
understand the art form. To show them that this is Makyong.”237
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Hoesnizar emphasized that “The Dream of Makyong” was not in competition with the Makyong that
was being revitalized by ATL. It was not intended to replace traditional Makyong.
The performance did indeed introduce changes to Makyong. Many traditional elements of Makyong
were transformed into different expressions of art. The circular pattern that was characteristic of the
traditional performance because it was presented in an open arena was replaced with a floor pattern
that was oriented to a single direction within a square space facing the audience in the front. The
dances were modified by incorportating movements from other dance styles. The actors danced and
spoke, but did not sing. Singers sang the songs, while the traditional Makyong instruments were
replaced with a keyboard. The sarunai that had long been absent in Makyong performances was
present once again. The lighting that had previously served only to illuminate the performance space
was replaced by stage lighting with variable colors and sizes. The costumes and make-up were also
transformed from the previous costumes and make-up styles of Makyong.
These changes can be witnessed in the video recording of a fragment of “The Dream of Makyong”
which was recorded at the Recital of Negeri Kata-Kata at TIM in Jakarta. The fragment presented
lasted approximately 10 minutes. The following is taken from the video recording:
See Supplemental DVD: Dream of Makyong

The beginning of the performance was very different from the traditional Makyong performance. The
play did not begin with the striking of the gendang indicating that the performance would begin.
Instead, it began with a spotlight shining down on the king who was wearing a costume and head wrap
that was different from those I had seen in other Makyong performances. The spotlight then gradually
extended across the stage. The king was kneeling and leaning to the side while performing hand
movements that were very different from the traditional Makyong dance movements.
Ten dancers wearing costumes and make-up similar to the king slowly appeared on stage. This
differed from the costumes and make-up of the roles of the princess, the queen, and the servants who
always wore a Malay kebaya. The dancers then formed a triangle behind the king. This was unusual
in comparison with the traditional Makyong spatial pattern that was dominated by either circular
formations or a long row.

Page 413 of 569

The king then stood up and moved forward. He narrated his story in Indonesian while walking across
the stage. From the front right corner, the king called Awang who emerged from the back left corner.
He was wearing a red mask with gray hair. This scene was unusual, as traditionally Awang would rise
from the row of seated actors pointing to the earth with his right hand and with his left hand resting
across his abdomen.
The king and Awang spoke to each other while standing along an imaginary diagonal line. Dancers
interpreted the mood of the dialogue as the characters spoke. In a traditional performance, the dancers,
who also played the female roles sat during the dialogue and stood to dance and sing only when the
dialogue was over and the scenes changed.
Awang described a country the king does not yet know -- Riau Kepuluan, the country of Segantang
Lada, a former name of Bintan Island. The audience cheered. He described the country as a beautiful
tourist destination and a place that had several kinds of poetry (pantun and gurindam).
Slowly, the music changed to a song praising the beauty of the country. The king decided that he had
to go to Segantang Lada. Awang, the king and the dancers then danced together signifying their
journey. The performance ended with a lively new dance that featured movements similar to the
background dances often accompanying pop songs.
“The Dream of Makyong” presented only a fragment of a story, the meeting between the king and
Awang. Hoesnizar wanted to insert more episodes into each fragment to enhance the flavor of
Makyong. “We can take a variety of problems and combine them in the Makyong story.” He
reasoned, “The Malay people may disappear, but their Malay-ness cannot be lost … and Makyong is a
way for us to know this Malay-ness.”
Between premiering in December 2005 through June 2006, “The Dream of Makyong” performed 10
times in Tanjung Pinang and Jakarta. The performances often were presented in conjunction with
dedication ceremonies or openings for forums, such as the 2005 Bintan Arts Festival, the Recital of
Literature from Negeri Kata-Kata, office openings, the Declaration of West Javanese Residents in
Tanjung Pinang, among other programs.
Reviving Makyong has become Hoesnizar’s obsession.

His current positions as an advisor of

SanggaM, coordinator of the Institute for Makyong Development, and the Head of the Arts Council of
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Riau Kepuluan, stimulate him to think constantly about the fate of Makyong. Hoesnizar feels that “in
art, our job is not just to preserve and develop, but also to protect it.” Aware that Makyong has
weakened because the resident communities can no longer support it, Hoesnizar plans to take the
Mantang and Kijang Makyong groups on tour to the islands. “There is still a market in the islands.”
Hoesnizar, along with SanggaM and the Institute for Makyong Developent, will also conduct a
workshop for Makyong artists that will cover management and other matters related to performance
techniques. They also plan to create a Makyong opera. The concept of this opera has been discussed
with Putu Wijaya, a Balinese poet based in Jakarta, who will be the director.

Another one of

Hoesnizar’s dreams is to make a film about Makyong.

BANGSAWAN
History of Bangsawan
Literally, bangsawan means ‘aristocrat’. In Malay etymology, bangsawan originates from two words,
bangsa and wan. Bangsa means “a group of people”, while wan means “a title granted to descendents
of a ruler, respected people or members of the upper classes”.238 This term also refers to a theater form
that depicts characters from the upper social classes (not just Malay aristocrats).239 Information about
Bangsawan can be found in studies by James Brandon (1967), Mustapha Kamal Yassin (1974),
Rahmah Bujang (1975), and Tan Soi Beng (1993). In Theater in Southeast Asia, Brandon defined
Bangsawan as a kind of theater that is performed for community celebrations.240 Yassin and Bujang
refer to Bangsawan as traditional Malay theater. Meanwhile, Soi Beng uses the term “popular Malay
opera” to define Bangsawan. According to Soi Beng, even though it grew out of the traditional Malay
theater, Bangsawan displays characteristics that differ from those of its roots. The most striking
difference between Bangsawan and traditional Malay theater is in the diversity of Bangsawan
characteristics: first, Bangsawan is commercial art which evolves constantly to follow the changes in
its audiences’ tastes; and second, it embodies performance elements that originate from many sources,
including Malay tradition, the west, Arabic culture, India, and others.241
Soi Beng explained that Bangsawan developed at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the
20th century. This art form evolved along with political, economic, and social changes that resulted
from the expansion of the British colonial presence in the Malay Peninsula at that time. During this
238

Bujang, 1975, pg. 20
Soi Beng, 1993, pg. 16
240
Brandon, 1967, pg. 124
241
Arywibowo, 2006, pg. 35
239

Page 415 of 569

period, mining and trade of tin and rubber developed, as did an infrastructure for communications.
The political situation had settled and heightened economic growth encouraged many Chinese,
Indians, Sikhs, Europeans, Arabs, and members of indigenous ethnic groups from throughout the
Nusantara archipelago to immigrate and settle in the Malay Peninsula.

Population growth in this

region rose quickly: the population density increased from 376,000 people in 1835-1840 to 4,348,000
in 1931.242 The Malay Peninsula grew as an urban region with a multi-ethnic community. Europeans
worked in the government, trade, finances, the mining industry, and on plantations; Chinese worked in
the mines and trade; South Indians worked as laborers on rubber plantations and railroad construction,
servants, and as translators for the British; the Sikhs worked as policemen; the Arabs as traders; and
the Malays worked in social services as teachers, journalists and policemen.243 Along with urban
growth, Bangsawan emerged as one of the entertainment forms of the urban class in the Malay
Peninsula.

Other entertainment forms included sports clubs, cricket, rugby, soccer, hockey,

badminton, billiards, card games, kroncong music, boria theater, silent films, gramophones, radio,
ronggeng, cabaret, joged, and various operatic theaters from Europe, China and India.244 As a product
of a cross-cultural community, Bangsawan featured diversity in stories, themes, and music, as well as
performers. At the same time, popular theater forms similar to Bangsawan were developing in several
places throughout Southeast Asia, including Ketoprak in Central Java, and Ludruk in East Java.245
Yassin and Bujang state that Bangsawan originated from Wayang Parsi, which is a theater form that
features Hindustani songs and Malay poetry that is sung by Indians, Muslim Indians, Arabs, and
Malays, and is usually performed for wedding celebrations.
The term Bangsawan was first mentioned in connection with Pushi Indera Bangsawan of Penang, a
Wayang Parsi group from Penang owned by Mamat Pushi, a wealthy Parsi who lived in Penang in
1885. Initially, Pushi wanted to limit the members of his Indera Bangsawan group to members of the
aristocratic class, however he was never able to do this. Bangsawan performers were professional
artists whose incomes depended on the success and popularity of Bangsawan and its ability to follow
the changes of society’s tastes.
Bangsawan’s era of glory stretched from the beginning of the 20th century through 1935. The number
of Bangsawan groups during this time increased rapidly.
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According to Bujang, the association of

Bangsawan with the English word, “opera”, reflected the prosperity of the Malay community.
However, the meaning of “opera” when applied to Bangsawan was different from Western opera that
referred to a drama presented through song. “In the land of the Malay, Bangsawan opera was
interwoven with sad and happy songs, but the dialogue was very important and the songs were just
interludes interspersed in the story.”246
The Straits Echo daily newspaper reported on a tour of Bangsawan and described it as an attractive
performance that always played to a full house in several cities on the Malay Peninsula, as well as in
the Dutch East Indies.247 Bujang explained that Bangsawan activities in the Malay Peninsula received
a positive response from the community in Sumatera. The Bangsawan comedy Indera Pusi was
performed in Palembang in 1895. A group of aristocratic families in Deli formed a Bangsawan group
named Indera Bangsawan or Indera Ratu Opera. Bangsawan spread quickly from the Malay Peninsula
to Sumatra and Java, and groups from Indonesia performed on the Malay Peninsula and vise versa.
Performers played in more than one group. Tan Cheng Bok, an actor from Java, was recruited to join a
Bangsawan group on the Malay Peninsula. He was called the “Douglas Fairbanks of Java”.
Bangsawan suffered during World War II and the Japanese occupation of the Malay Peninsula.
Several investors who usually financed productions fled abroad to escape from the Japanese
repression. Many Bangsawan groups suffered losses and dispersed. Groups that performed were
forced to insert propaganda that praised Japan into their performances. The groups and artists were
asked to change their names to ones that had a Japanese flavor and had to sing Japanese songs. Many
people were afraid to attend performances because of the Japanese warplanes that frequently roared
overhead. The political and economic recessions and the increase of unemployment that limited the
purchasing power of the community and its ability to support the theater during and after the Japanese
occupation also influenced the decline of Bangsawan.
At the end of the 1950s, Syarifah Farid248, the granddaughter of a Bangsawan fan, often heard stories
from her grandmother about a Bangsawan group in Lingga. Unfortunately, she did not remember what
years the two Bangsawan groups were in Lingga and what their situation was at that time.
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Syarifah could speak clearly about the development of Bangsawan only based on her own experiences
after she joined the Sinar Malam Bangsawan group formed by her father, Said Abdul Jalil. Her father
was the village head in Sungai Pinang, Lingga district, in the 1960s.

Some of the members of the

group were members of his immediate family, including his father, his wife, and his daughter, Syarifah
Farida. The director would set the story by telling the cast the abbreviated plot, assign roles, give
examples of dialogue, and block positions for every scene and actor. The actors each had to remember
and develop their own role. Syarifah still remembers that the group never used written texts or scripts
as is done now. The wages for each actor was based on the total number of tickets sold and on tips
from the audience for song requests. As Syarifah grew very popular, she became the “star” of the
group. She attracted large audiences, so she was paid more than the others. She also received many
tips from the audience who requested she sing their favorite songs.
Between 1966 and1969, along with the transition from the Old Order to the New Order and incessant
government development programs, Syarifah was asked to join the Sandiwara Pembangun Masyarakat
(SPM, Community Development Theater) Bangsawan group that was led by Zainudin, the head of the
Lingga subdistrict office.
According to Sutamat, Bangsawan flowered under the sponsorship of the tin mining industry on
Singkep Island from the 1960s through 1992, when the mining industry closed.249 There was another
Bangsawan group, Rayuan Sukma, which was run by M. Thaib Kadir, in Musai Lama between 1968
and 1970. At that time, Bangsawan was the most popular form of entertainment as there were no other
forms of popular entertainment, including television, to compete with it.
In 1971, when M. Thaib moved to Musai Baru Village, he formed the “Musai” Bangsawan group 250
with new members, the majority of which were his relatives or close neighbors. He also built a closed
stage that was used exclusively for the Musai group’s performances. However, this group was able to
last only until the end of the 1980s. The absence of strong support from the audience contributed to
their rapid decline.

Much of their equipment suffered damage. Long after the Bangsawan

performances had stopped because the audience was no longer interested and willing to pay for the
tickets, their stage became a village meeting hall. By this time, the community preferred other venues
of entertainment, especially television.
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Performance space used when Bangsawan Musai was popular.
Today the space is used as a meeting hall.

In 1971, Said Maaz, Syarifah’s husband, founded a Bangsawan group, Soneta, at a junior high school.
The members included Syarifah Farida and Said Hamid (who served as teacher, make-up artist, stage
designer, actor, treasurer, and art collector), and students of the junior high school. According to Said
Maaz, the motivation to establish the Soneta Bangsawan group was to create an art venue that could
help to finance the the building and operational costs of the school where he and his friends taught.
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The Soneta group performed in several locations on near-by islands, such as Pancur, Senayang,
Singkep, and West Singkep.

Unlike the Sinar Malam group, the Soneta group began to use

manuscripts. Prior to a performance on stage, each performer was given a script to memorize and
practice. Said Maaz adopted this method because most of the performers did not come from families
of Bangsawan artists and did not have prior experience performing Bangsawan. In 1973, the Soneta
group won first prize in the Bangsawan Festival held in Dabo on Singkep Island.

This group

disbanded in 1975. Later, in 2002, some of the former members of the Soneta group merged to form
the Sri Mahkota Lingga Bangsawan group in Daik, Lingga.

In 1991, in Merawang Village (or Budos), Auzar, the former village head, formed a new Bangsawan
group called Mekar Malam Bangsawan Group. He was not new to Bangsawan. Prior to moving to
Merawang, he had joined a theater and Bangsawan group in Dabo on Singkep Island.

From 1991 through June 2006, the Mekar Malam group was able to perform several times in their
village and in Daik on Lingga Island. They performed for celebrations at the end of the fasting month
because this was the time when families gathered together during vacations. At that time, Bangsawan
was the favorite entertainment form for the residents of Lingga. They also performed in Daik in 1995
and December 2005 for the International Seminar of Malay Literati (Temu Sastrawan Melayu
Internasional) and Festival of Malay Culture (Rampai Budaya Melayu).

When Sutamat was developing the model for revitalization between 2001 and 2005, many Bangsawan
groups were no longer actively performing. The Mekar Malam group in Merawang and the Krandin
group were amongst those that still performed, although they were not as strong as they had been
formerly. The Mekar Malam group rarely performed because many of their older members worked
outside of the arts. Much of their equipment was damaged. The stage they had used for performances
had decayed, so it could no longer be used. In Daik, the owner of the stage where Bangsawan had
been performed, which was also a theater, closed it because it was no longer economically viable and
lost in the competition against newer technology and the television entertainment industry.
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General Description of Bangsawan
Bangsawan is a complete theater performance art that involves more than 30 performers. The members
of the group are assigned different tasks:

director, script writer, actors, musicians, dancers, set

designers, make-up artists, choreographers, and prop managers.
Sutamat referred to the theater form as Panggung Bangsawan (stage Bangsawan), a stage
performance that featured a syncretic mix of music, dance, and storytelling.
“The ensemble of musical instruments consists of an accordion, a violin, a gendang pasu,
a tabla (Indian drum), a guitar, a gong, maracas, tambourine, and rebana, which were used
to accompany dance, singing and narration. The dance was free-flowing and loose, the
singing was alternatively sad and happy, following the unfolding story which was based in
a palace in a variety of backgrounds, including Chinese, Indian, Middle East, Javanese,
Bugis, European, and stories taken from the Hikayat Melayu [History of Malay].”251
Rahmah Bujang, author of the book, Sejarah Perkembangan Drama Bangsawan di Tanah Melayu dan
Singapura (The History of the Development of Bangsawan Drama in Malaya and Singapore),
identified Bangsawan through the aspects of the stories and performance techniques. The stories were
differentiated by their sources, i.e., local history, Hindu, Islamic, Chinese, Indonesian or Thai stories.
The technical performance aspects were identified by categories, such as presentation, number of
performers, lighting effects, background music, composition of the Bangsawan members, income of
the group, costumes and decorations, performance time, and the limitations of the Bangsawan
performance.
Ritual
In their book, Seni Pertunjukan Tradisional: Teater Rakyat Daerah Riau (Traditional Performing Arts:
Folk Theater in the Riau Region)252, Ediruslan Pe Amanriza and Hasan Junus, explained that when a
local Malay story such as Hang Tuah Lima Bersaudara (Five Brothers of Hang Tuah), Sultan Mahmud
Mangkat Dijulang and Laksemana Bintan (Commander Bintan), was to be performed, a brief
ceremony would be conducted prior to the performance. As these stories were about their ancestors,
the performers asked for blessings and permission to perform safely. Prayers were recited and a plate
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See Arywibowo, pg. 10
Ediruslan Pe Amanrisa and Hasan Junus, 1993, pg. 99.
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of yellow rice and a hand of bananas were blessed, after which the food was shared equally and eaten
by the group members together.
Stories
Rahmah Bujang stated that in the treasury of Bangsawan drama in Malaysia, the stories are quite
varied and do not originate from only one genre.

The stories that developed in Malaysia and

Singapore originated from stories of local history from Malaysia, folk tales, or from Hindu, Islamic,
Middle East, Thai, or Indonesian sources.
In Tanjung Pinang, as explained by Tusiran Suseno, most of the Bangsawan stories were taken from
Malay stories; very few originated from outside the Malay region. “The community preferred local
stories.” Because of this, Tusiran adapted the Malay Bangsawan stories.
In Lingga, there were not many Bangsawan stories nor were they as varied as those in Malaysia or
Singapore. Most of the stories performed by Auzar’s group Merawang (Budos) were stories of local
history.
Language and Development of Dialogue
The Malay language used in Bangsawan has been influenced by cultural elements of other languages,
including the use of levels or registers that is not found in the Malay language of Makyong.
In a Bangsawan performance, the actors have the freedom to improvise the dialogue based on the
script. Although the dialogue is prepared in the script, the actors may add or delete words during the
performance. M. Jahid, one of the actors in the Mekar Malam group explained, “This is to make it
more beautiful… What is important is that it is in accordance with the objectives of the scene; it
doesn’t step out of the story lines drawn by the scriptwriter or director.”
Rahmah Bujang observed:
“Bangsawan, as a type of traditional drama, has several unique features. The meaning of
the story or the outline of the story is actually provided by the director, but the bulk of the

Page 422 of 569

responsibility is placed on the performers who are in the position to enact it, in other
words, compose it themselves.”253
The ability to improvise the dialogue was a skill unique to each actor. With just a few instructions
from the director, experienced Bangsawan actors could understand, interpret and perform
spontaneously. For inexperienced performers, improvising the dialogue was a difficult, excruciating
task. An unseasoned actor could memorize a written script but that usually resulted in dry,
uninteresting performances. Much of the audience’s pleasure in watching Bangsawan was to savor the
peformers skill in improvisation. The story itself was of less interest than the way in which the story
was performed.
Movements
Movements taken from the martial arts and Zapin dance are prominent characteristics of a Bangsawan
performance. The martial arts movements are performed in the fight scenes. According to M. Thaib
Kadir, the martial arts movements performed by the Musai group are based on Chinese martial arts
whose elements are Kuntaw, Yonan, Lian, Kunfu, and Ke. These five forms are unique in positions
and hand and feet movements.

One of the martial arts movements in Bangsawan
253
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Music
Bangsawan music in Lingga is simple. It is very different from the Bangsawan music in Malaysia as
reported by Rahmah Bujang and Soi Beng that involves a complete orchestra. The instruments used in
Lingga are the instruments of the orkes Melayu ensemble, consisting of an accordion, violin, gendang
pasu (bebano), maracas, tambourine, and rebana (tambourine without cymbals). Added to these
instruments are the guitar, drum or organ.

The instruments belonging to the Musai group are

damaged; they have only a used organ that can no longer be played. The Mekar Malam group has a
gong, violin, maracas, gendang pasu, tambourine, guitar, and drum. These instruments are used to
accompany dance, singing and narration. Meanwhile, the instruments owned by the Sungai Biduk
Kote Tinggi group include a keyboard, accordion, violin, gong, gendang pasu, tambourine, martial arts
drum, and kompang.
The music of a Bangsawan performance can be categorized into three sections: introduction, interlude
and conclusion. These three categories have different functions in the performance. The introduction
is a brief instrumental presentation at the beginning of the performance, before the curtain is opened or
when the actors appear for the first time and introduce themselves and their roles to the audience. The
interludes are used to signal a change of scene while waiting for the stage decorations and actors to
prepare for the next scene. The interludes also function to strengthen the impressions of the characters
in the play. The music serves to enhance moods of sadness, tension or happiness on stage. These song
and dance interludes are offered so that the audience does not become bored while waiting for the
scene changes or lengthy dialogue.
The main portion of the performance begins with the singing of poetry.

Usually, the violin or

accordion opens with a brief melodic phrase to help the singer find the pitch of the song. This simple
melodic phrase repeated over and over again. The singer begins to recite, “A story is told….” The
violin or accordion continues to accompany the singer throughout the recitation.

Page 424 of 569

Violin player in a Bangsawan performance

The musicians also accompany every melody sung by the main actors. In the opening scene in which
the king meets with the palace officials in the palace meeting hall, the king begins the dialogue with a
song. In other scenes, the queen sings to express her yearning for the handsome, strong Hang Tuah.
In yet another scene, the queen and Hang Tuah sing a duet.
The Sri Mahkota group in Lingga uses the music interludes as signs of scene changes while waiting for
the switch of backdrops. The songs presented in these interludes usually are from the Malay repetoire
and do not have a direct relationship with the story line. If there is any relationship, then the songs
enhance the mood of the scene. Sometimes dances are presented during the interludes as well.
In some groups, the closing music is similar to the music played at the beginning of the performance.
Poetry is recited again with the same phrase and melody sung in the opening. In Lingga, especially
with the Soneta group under the direction of Said Maaz, or other Bangsawan groups that Syarifah
Farida had once joined, the closing music was very different. The final song performed was Gelang
Sipatu Gelang, a sign for all of the performers to gather and beg leave of the audience
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Performance Method: positions and attitudes of performers on stage
There are specific customs and regulations in a Bangsawan performance. Among them are the manner
of entering and exiting the stage, the sitting positions of the king, princess, servants, commander, and
commoners, the standing positions of the guards, the sitting position of one paying homage to the king,
etc. The king and the queen sit on the throne and their servants sit cross-legged on the floor below
them or stand or sit while paying obeisance. The characters whose status is below the king may not
look directly at the king’s face or into his eyes; they must bow their heads and stare at the ground.
When approaching or leaving the king, they must advance on their knees and hands. The standard
form of homage was performed by sitting on the floor, cross-legged, making the sembah [two palms
together, fingers upward, thumbs touch one’s nose], and proclaiming, “Forgive me, master…”
According to Thaib, the performers could never face away from the audience or show their backs to
the audience as this was considered impolite.
Function of Bangsawan
Initially, Bangsawan was known as a performance art that roamed from place to place. This art form
evolved and developed in places that were able to support the performers. As long as the community
supported them, the Bangsawan group would stay longer and come more often to perform. On the
other hand, if the community support was poor, then the group would leave the place earlier than
planned and search for a new site that promised the needed financial profits.

The number of

Bangsawan performances decreased if the community was no longer able to support them.
Various sources in Lingga indicate that Bangsawan was a popular entertainment form. Unlike other
Malay performance arts, such as barzanggi, inai dance, martial arts, kompang music ensemble, or
joged lambak dance (dangkung), which can function as ritual or entertainment forms in the traditional
marriage ceremony, Bangsawan was almost never performed in a marriage celebration in Lingga. It
was more often presented after the celebrations for Idul Fitri (end of the fasting month) or Idul Adha
(Sacrifice Day), although the frequency of these events was rare and depended on local conditions.
The end of the fasting month was considered the best time for performances, as this was when the
Lingga residents gathered with their families at home and in the village, and usually did not fish the
seas or farm.
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Reasons for the Decline of Bangsawan
Most of the reasons for the decline of Bangsawan are similar to those experienced by Makyong, i.e.,
the loss of senior artists, hampered efforts for regeneration, poor group management, and damaged
performance equipment.

On another level, the increasingly difficult economic situation also

represented a strong factor in the marginalization of Bangsawan in Lingga. This region experienced
low economic growth. The investment climate and broadening of the work field remained
undeveloped and the local community’s livelihoods were dependent on the natural resources of
plantations and fishing, most of which were managed traditionally. If there were any investors, the
business was limited to planting and harvesting a sagu plantation. The processing factory was not in
Lingga. Some of the Lingga residents who worked as laborers for this plantation were Bangsawan
artists. The one job which was considered relatively settled and not influenced by the changes in
climate or seasons was the civil service, however not many Bangsawan artists in Lingga held these
kinds of jobs.
These conditions made it difficult for Bangsawan to flourish in Lingga. Most of the artists could not
depend on performing for a living. They also did not have the capabilities to finance their own
productions of Bangsawan. On the other hand, the audience who, it was hoped, could help Bangsawan
to survive, was no longer able to purchase tickets for a performance. Most of the artists and leaders of
the Bangsawan groups interviewed claimed that a lot of people wanted to see their peformances as
long as they were free. Some young men loved to “join the crowd” or “hang out” with their friends
during performances, so it could still draw an audience, but it could not support them.
The Bangsawan community no longer has patrons to protect and finance their livelihoods as
performers. The descendents of the Lingga aristocracy no longer support the arts; nor do any
organizations or businesses help them as the tin industry in Singkep had supported Bangsawan in the
past.
Background Information of Organizations and Individuals who Implemented the Revitalization
of Bangsawan Program
Sutamat was designated as the ATL representative to implement the revitalization program because the
choice of Bangsawan for the project was based on the results of his field experience and research that
began in 1991.
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As Pudentia had explained about the revitalization of Makyong, Sutamat clarified that the objective of
the revitalization of Bangsawan was to strengthen the weakened art of Bangsawan in Lingga. In the
context of ATL, this strengthening, or revitalization, of Bangsawan was important because this art
form represented an essential element of Malay culture.
Based on a study undertaken since 1991, Sutamat concluded that Bangsawan in Lingga has
experienced a recession and decline when compared to the situation prior to the 1970s. Bangsawan had
not been performed in Lingga since 2000. All that was left of the several groups were former
performers and a few pieces of equipment that could be salvaged.
Throughout his research which became the foundation for this revitalization, Sutamat maintained a
close relationship with the Mekar Malam Bangsawan group in Merawang (Budos) in Lingga,
particularly with Auzar and Ibrahim, the two activists of the group, and Said Maaz, a local cultural
observer who was invited to become a partner in the implementation of this ATL revitalization
Background of Mekar Malam Bangsawan Group Merawang Village, Budos, Lingga
Auzar, the village head, founded the Mekar Malam Bangsawan group. Auzar had been interested in
the performing arts of the region since he was a child and had toured outside of his own village with a
very popular group called Mutiara Harapan Bangsawan that enjoyed the support of both audiences and
patrons.
After Auzar returned to Merawang, he found that there were no patrons for Bangsawan there. The
government was not able to support art forms that required a large investment. Despite this, Auzar
was determined to support Bangsawan, which he loved. With his authority and financial capital he was
able to motivate his villagers to form a Bangsawan group.
When the Mekar Malam group began, they had limited equipment: a simple stage that did not last
long because it was damaged, one gendang and an organ. They did not even have a backdrop or any
costumes. Some of the clothes they wore in the performances were privately owned. Their resources
were their members – family, close friends, and neighbors of Auzar who lived in or around Merawang
village.
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Pak Auzar

This group has performed several times since its founding. When the performances were still lively,
the Mekar Malam group performed every evening. The stories could be continued for two or three
nights in a row. According to Auzar, often a story was not finished in one night. Usually, they played
only five scenes, plus the interludes.
Prior to the ATL revitalization, this group was in decline. They could no longer find the money to
cover the costs of the costumes, the musicians, the sound system and lighting, decorations, the stage,
refreshments for the rehearsals, and wages for the performance. Many members of the Mekar Malam
were forced to look for work outside of performing Bangsawan because they could not depend on it
for their livelihoods. When his term as village head was over, Auzar became a motorcycle taxi driver.
According to Auzar, Sutamat stimulated an awareness and energy to revive his group. He still
remembered when Sutamat gave an example of a place that did not have any performing arts and thus
did not have any recollection of their history.254 He cited Batam, which is unlike Java where the
traditional culture and arts are still preserved. Was Lingga like this? “Pak Tamat asked us for help.

254

This confession was conveyed to Zamzam during the initial survey of the research program.
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Help, pak. Revive Bangsawan. Don’t be like Batam.” It was this plea that stirred Auzar to preserve
the Mekar Malam Bangsawan group. He was aware that the effort to maintain the group would be
difficult. The situation was different from the time of the height of Bangsawan’s popularity in the 60s
and 70s, as well as the situation in 1991 when he founded the group. He was pleased and respectful
and felt responsible for reviving and preserving Malay culture through Bangsawan. The attention and
concern from this outside party was different from the attention and concern of the local government
towards the Bangsawan group. “Only pak Tamat and pak Maaz care about us. The government here
was never like them,” he complained.
Implementation of the Revitalization of Mekar Malam Bangsawan
According to Sutamat, initially the 2004-2005 ROT program involved three Bangsawan groups in
different villages in Lingga: Mekar Malam from Merawang, Sri Mahkota Lingga, and Musai. These
three groups were given funds for rehearsals. However, because of a personal conflict between the
Bangsawan communities, Sutamat decided that only one group, Mekar Malam, would continue to be
supported for revitalization.
According to Said Maaz, the Mekar Malam group did not have internal problems and was considered
to be compliant. Other considerations for the decision were that they were located close to the Sri
Mahkota group (which was no longer supported by the program) and they were easily reached by land
transportation by a 10-15 minute ride.
The pattern of ATL handling and ROT implementation for Bangsawan in Merawang was similar to the
handling of the Makyong groups in Mantang and Kijang, especially in the transference of the ROT
management and observation duties to people outside of ATL. Sutamat was not able to handle all of
the implementation and supervision of the ROT program because he was busy with his studies for his
doctorate in Cultural Studies in Bali. He had established a close relationship with two members of the
Bangsawan community in Merawang and delegated the tasks of implementation and monitoring the
ROT project with Mekar Malam to them. Sutamat assigned Said Maaz, a former cultural observer in
Lingga, the task of monitoring the ROT project for one year, while he entrusted the implementation of
the revitalization to Ibrahim, the scriptwriter and director of the Mekar Malam group in Merawang.
Sutamat deliberately split these tasks to avoid any conflict between himself, Said Maaz and Ibrahim.
He decided to involve his two friends to become part of the ROT implementation team even though he
was aware that they had different perceptions about the revitalization of Bangsawan. “Said Maaz and
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Ibrahim are different. Said Maaz is familiar with contemporary education. He has the background of
a teacher and observer. He has been influenced by the government’s interests to promote tourism and
education. Pak Ibrahim is different. He is still simple. He is a farmer, he lives in the middle of the
plantation, and he still dreams of life in the past.”
Sutamat rationalized that the implementation of the ROT program with Mekar Malam should consider
aspects of revitalization as recommended by the research conducted prior to the proposal of ROT.
This recommendation was based on the premise that Bangsawan was a part of the Malay community’s
strategy of remembering their past. In this context, Sutamat chose to follow Ibrahim’s method of
revitalization. He said, “Ibrahim always presents the old Bangsawan style, which molds plot, structure
and educational value. I often told pak Ibrahim that this was the model of Bangsawan that I have been
looking for. I want to know what stories people told long ago. I want to hear what the stories of the
past were like. I want to hear the music of the past, what was it like? And I want to know what the
dance movements of the past were like.”
Based on information from Ibrahim, Sutamat learned that the model of Bangsawan revitalization
prioritized the preservation of Bangsawan characteristics, such as poetry, backdrops, the function of
music in enhancing the mood of the scene, and a touch of criticism in every performance. He said,
“Conventionally, Bangsawan begins with the recital of poetry. There is a sense of humility in the
poem at the beginning of the performance… the music always compliments the scene, homage is paid
with a song, even the sad scenes are illustrated with a song… this is different from Bangsawan
performances these days which just insert songs which have no connection with the scene.
Haphazard… What I like about pak Ibrahim is that he often inserts criticism into the scripts he
writes…. He criticizes the situation as in the saying, ‘raja adil, raja disembah; raja lalim, raja
disanggah’.” (“A just king, a respected king; a tyrannical king, an opposed king”)
This differed from the revitalization method of Said Maaz that was influenced by models for tourism
that prioritized the visual beauty of the performance over the traditional Bangsawan characteristics. He
was also influenced by modern theater education that emphasized the abilities of the actors through
acting, blocking and dialogue. Said Maaz admitted he was influenced by modern theater techniques
after he had studied briefly about acting and blocking from Untung Manaf, a Bandung dramatist who
visited Lingga. He also attended a workshop on direction for theater at Taman Budaya in Pekanbaru.
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During a separate interview with Said Maaz he claimed that he never pressured or forced the Mekar
Malam group to follow the methods of rehearsing or directing that he usually used with the Soneta
group which he lead in the 1970s. Throughout the ROT monitoring period, Said Maaz spent more time
watching the processes of the Mekar Malam group. However, Said Maaz did not deny that he often
offered his opinion if the group members asked him for advice. “I am still often asked to help them.
Whenever there is a problem, they always inform me.”
According to Said Maaz, Auzar and M. Jahid, Sutamat often visited Budos whenever he was in Lingga
prior to the implementation of ROT. “He usually stayed at pak Ibrahim’s house,” said Auzar. Said
Maaz remembered that Sutamat came to Lingga twice in 2004 and 2005. “Every time he came, he was
here for two or three days at most.” According to Auzar, Sutamat’s presence in connection with ROT
commenced with a meeting with the members of Mekar Malam. Sutamat spoke with the members of
the group regarding the rehearsals as part of the effort to revive Bangsawan so that the community in
Lingga could preserve the traditions of Malay culture. Sutamat felt that this was important to assure
that other interests did not increasingly marginalize Malay cultural traditions. M. Jahid, Auzar’s
younger brother and a Bangsawan actor, was moved by this discussion. “We were impressed by what
pak Sutamat said. He always asked if we wanted to be like the Malay in Batam who didn’t have any
traditions.” They considered Batam as a Malay region that was not longer Malay: Malays no longer
inhabited it and the life there did not reflect Malay culture. This was one of the reasons why M. Jahid
continued to support Bangsawan even though he had to set aside other important activities to meet his
family’s needs.
In general, there was basically no difference in the Mekar Malam’s rehearsals held prior to, during or
after the ROT program. Mekar Malam’s rehearsals often began with the assignment of the roles and
distributing the script. After the script was memorized individually, they rehearsed the roles to develop
their performance abilities so that they were not tied to the script, which was only an initial guide for
the actors to understand the outline of the action and dialogue. M. Jahid said that the script had to be
developed by the actors in the rehearsals. The written dialogue in the script could be enhanced or
changed by the actors in accordance with the situation of the performance as it unfolded. If the actors
recited only the written dialogue, then the stage performances would be stiff and the presentation
uninteresting.
Said Maaz once suggested an exchange of roles and actors to improve the quality of the performance,
however this was a very sensitive matter. Some of the members did not agree with this idea of
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exchanging roles. They considered Bangsawan as a venue for their own self-expression, while Said
Maaz prioritized the quality of the performance. They expressed their disagreement not by speaking
directly to Said Maaz but by refusing to perform. Faced with this situation, Said Maaz did not dare to
argue because he was aware of the risks for the group and for himself as the implementer and monitor
of the ROT activities. In the end, Said Maaz yielded. He was aware that it would take time to
encourage the members of Mekar Malam to be open to the opinions of others and the possibilities of
developing Bangsawan.
The most obvious difference between the periods before ROT implementation and during it was the
funding of the rehearsals. Prior to ROT, the rehearsals were financed privately or by community
donors, however, ATL funded the rehearsals held during ROT program. ROT aid also provided
performance equipment, including a gendang pasu, an accordion, 100 meters of cotton for a backdrop,
and several pieces of Balinese head cloths.
Mekar Malam Bangsawan Group Post-Revitalization
The conditions of the Mekar Malam Bangsawan group after the revitalization project in October 2005
were not very different from those of the Sabda Puri Mantang and Kijang Makyong groups. The
group did not perform again after the final performance in the Festival of Malay Culture in December
2005. When I visited Auzar in mid-June 2006, the Mekar Malam Bangsawan was not active. Auzar
worked as a motorcycle taxi driver. His brother, M. Jahid, was a fisherman. Ibrahim Ahmad had
returned to work as a carpenter. The other members of the group worked as laborers in the sagu
plantation. The younger members, especially the ones still in school, were busy with final tests. At
night, Auzar taught Koran recitation to several of his neighbors’ children. Meanwhile, several of the
other Mekar Malam members gathered to watch the World Cup Soccer games or to chat alongside the
road in the dark.
In short, one could say that the revitalization program was noble effort. Energy and passion had been
poured into it, but when the support from ATL stopped, the rehearsals and performances for the most
part, also stopped. However, although regular rehearsals have stopped, there is still commitment by
individuals involved that Bangsawan can continue.
The Mekar Malam group did not have the funds to support regular rehearsals and produce Bangsawan
performances. Auzar, the first person to manage the Mekar Malam, could no longer finance the group.
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According to Auzar, the prosperity of the manager represents the basic financial capital for the
organization’s activities. He emphasized, “With money, we can play Bangsawan. Without money, we
cannot. … To perform Bangsawan again we will need at least five million rupiah. Where would we
get that kind of money these days? It’s hard enough just to meet our family’s needs.”
In addition to this, a production of Bangsawan requires the sacrifice of performers and their families.
The members of Mekar Malam must put aside their main livelihoods that support their families’
economies for the purpose of performing Bangsawan. This is especially true for the members who are
fishermen or work at night. They admit that their present situations require them to work to support
their families. Interest and enthusiasm are not enough to perform Bangsawan. M. Jahid commented,
“We enjoy playing Bangsawan, but what about our families at home?”
Because they do not perform regularly, each performance requires a period of preparation. For the
Mekar Malam group, one month for rehearsals and one week for building the stage and decorations is
required to prepare for a production.
Another obstacle is that performances must be presented at times convenient for the community. For
example, there are no performances held during the rainy season, school tests or family celebrations.
The time of school exams is not a good time to practice and perform Bangsawan because several of the
members are students. Education is an important factor in improving the lives of the younger
generation, especially since Bangsawan can no longer be depended upon as a source of income, so
they cannot let the performances interfere with their studies.
The months of family celebrations, such as weddings and circumcisions, are times when the group
members are often very busy. Participation on a celebration committee is a responsibility to be taken
seriously and the absence of a committee member has repercussions in the social ethics and norms of
the local community, so group members must give priority to their social and familial responsibilities
over any need to rehearse.
Bangsawan performances are usually financed by ticket sales to the audience; however, this would not
applicable in wedding or circumcision celebrations where the host of the event sponsors the
entertainment. Bangsawan is rarely performed during these celebration seasons simply because few
people can afford to sponsor these performances. The Merawang residents prefer other art forms, such
as kompang, barzanggi, joged, or solo organ, all of which are less expensive than Bangsawan.
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In Merawang, Bangsawan performances were often funded collectively during the month after fasting
when former residents returned home to celebrate with their families, or during the August 17th
Independence Day celebrations. However, this custom has decreased recently and can no longer be
relied upon as a venue for performances.
The Mekar Malam group was also hampered by the lack of musical instruments and musicians. They
had to rent instruments and hire musicians from the Tun Bilik Studio in Lingga for performances, as
they had to when they performed in the Festival of Malay Culture and the Arts.
Tengku Candra, owner of Tun Bilik Studio, felt that the acting abilities of the performers were not yet
maximal, their language and dialogue were uninteresting, and many actors made mistakes in
pronunciation and delivering the dialogue. The audience in Daik laughed often upon hearing
mispronunciations by the relatively young student actors. The properties and costumes were very
simple. Despite this, Tengku Candra, praised the group because their performance was unique. “They
have a strength in unearthing local stories.”
Said Maaz and Sutamat also commented on Mekar Malam’s members’ ability to present local stories.
Although other aspects of the revitalization could be seen as “failures”, Maaz and Sutamat were very
impressed with Ibrahim Ahmad who was serious and enjoyed writing scripts based on local stories.
According to Sutamat, Ibrahim Ahmad’s efforts were in accordance with the revitalization program’s
objectives. “ATL’s objective in the revitalization of Bangsawan was to encourage pride in their own
art forms. This was achieved by the seriousness of several of the Mekar Malam’s members, as shown
by Ibrahim Ahmad. The search for and presentation of local stories is a way for them to make a
statement about themselves.”

Despite the scarcity of rehearsals and performances, there is still hope that the Mekar Malam
Bangsawan group can be sustained. Auzar, Jahid and Kurniawan are Bangsawan artists who have this
conviction: “Even though we don’t play every month, we can still perform.” M. Jahid confirmed this.
They still had two leading performers and the organization’s leader who could teach, train, compose
the stories, and direct the actors. “We still have two directors, Ibrahim Ahmad and Auzar, my own
brother.” The group hopes that an outside party will help to re-energize the Mekar Malam group.
“We need constructive advice, musical guidance, and outside parties to help with finances and
promotion in outer areas.”
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Auzar and the members of his group admitted that they highly respected Sutamat’s role in reviving the
Mekar Malam Bangsawan group. “This is much better than any kind of attention the government has
ever given us.” For Auzar and his group, Sutamat was the motivator and the right person to develop
Mekar Malam. “Please tell pak Sutamat that we still have hopes for him. Our enthusiasm to perform
has declined. We need another regeneration of Bangsawan. We want to make a film of Bangsawan
like the one on television. We have a good location. Perhaps this is the way to develop Bangsawan.”
Auzar admitted that, in comparison to those that took place after previous revitalization efforts, only a
few changes took place after the ROT revitalization project in 2005. The gendang pasu, accordion,
head ties, and 100 meters of cloth that Sutamat had given them remained stored away. Although
Ibrahim Ahmad had written scripts based on local stories, they still did not have their own group of
musicians or costumes other than the old clothes owned by some of the members. They also still did
not have a stage for performances.
After ROT program, Auzar submitted a proposal for aid to the Department of Tourism and Culture of
the Lingga District to build a stage in Merawang. The proposal, which was composed and agreed
upon by the senior members of the group, estimated the cost of constructing a Bangsawan stage to be
twenty million rupiah.

This amount was sufficient for the purchase of construction materials,

including sand, cement, wood, iron sheeting, tools, and wages for the members who worked on the
building. Auzar did not include the cost of the land purchase. “I am willing to let my land be used for
Bangsawan.” However, Kamarulzaman, an official in the Department of Tourism and Culture, did not
accept this proposal. The department was willing to provide two million rupiah for the construction.
Upon confirmation of this, Kamarulzaman stated that the department office did not have operational
funds to aid in the construction of the Bangsawan stage. The 2005 budget prioritized the purchase of
costumes for four groups and for the Festival of Malay Culture and Art. Auzar then submitted the
proposal to the subdistrict office. He revised the budget from twenty million to 16 million rupiah. He
deleted the component of the wages for the workers. However, the proposal met the same fate at the
subdistrict level. Presently, it is not clear when this Bangsawan group can perform again.
Control Case: Revitalization of Sungai Biduk Kote Tinggi Bangsawan Group, Bugis Village
The Sungai Biduk Kote Tinggi Bangsawan organization was founded on October 11, 2002. Initially,
the group had only six members, all of whom were closely related to Ardi Basyar, the caretaker of the
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Bugis cemetery in Bugis Village. Their effort began within a limited environment and spread from
Ardi Basyar’s nuclear family, close friends, neighbors, and associates, to the wider community.
Their socialization campaign began with the martial arts, which were effective in attracting mass
support and interest in the community. “Our policy was to accept whoever was willing, from whatever
ethnic background, as long as they were willing to stay … we never asked for fees from the
members… What was important was that when they joined the group, they followed the rules.” The
group began with presentations of martial arts at formal events, such as receptions for state guests of
the local Tanjung Pinang government. They identified and preserved Buginese archeological and
historical sites, searched for old stories about the Buginese in Malaya, and developed these stories into
Bangsawan plays.
In 2003, the Sungai Biduk Kote Tinggi studio registered their organization formally with the Social
Works Agency in Tanjung Pinang. In 2004, the studio submitted a proposal to the agency in the form
of a request for traditional music instruments. The instruments requested included: 1 gong 18 inches
in diameter, 2 gendang bebano, 2 gendang silat, 4 marwas, 30 kompang, 1 gambus, 1 accordion with
42 keys and 1 organ PSR-1600, for a total of Rp. 50.250.000. After reviews and reductions by the
government the group was allotted Rp. 15.850.000. The budget was finally approved in 2006 when
the studio finally received 2 gendang silat, 1 gong.
The studio’s first Bangsawan production was an audiocassette recording of Bangsawan.

This

recording was made at the Radio Republik Indonesia, the national radio station, in Tanjung Pinang in
2004. Assisted by Dian Pasaribu, an RRI Tanjung Pinang broadcaster, the group recorded the
Bangsawan story, Tujuh Satria (Seven Warriors). They made 30 copies of the audio recording. “They
are all gone now; we gave them to many people. Perhaps RRI still has them [in their archives].” The
recording was broadcasted on the radio during the month of August, twice a week for 45 minutes.
Isam, Ardi Basyar’s oldest son, acknowledged that this recording helped to expose the Sungai Biduk
Kote Tinggi Bangsawan group to a wider public, beyond the community in Bugis Village.
While the Mekar Malam group slid into stagnancy because of the lack of funds for rehearsing and
producing Bangsawan performances, the Sungai Biduk Kote Tinggi group was motivated to revive
Bangsawan as a reaction to the marginalization of the Bugis community in the Riau Archipelago. As
the heirs of their Bugis ancestors in the archipelago, they needed an oral tradition that could preserve,
disseminate and foster a collective consciousness of their Bugis identity. They chose Bangsawan as
the media that could reunite the older and younger generations with their mutual cultural inheritance.
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Their method of performing Bangsawan was very different than the performances I witnessed in the
video recordings from Lingga. The play presented was a newly composed story based on local history
about the Bugis in Riau Kepuluan. It was based on the memories of Bugis villagers and artifacts found
at archeological sites scattered throughout Bintan and other islands in the archipelago.
Ardi Basyar and Isam were aware that the Bangsawan theater they were developing would be very
different from previous Bangsawan groups whose motivations were financial profit or an interest in
presenting old Malay stories or those from a multicultural background. They did not deny that they
needed money, however they had another reason to choose Bangsawan, that is, as a venue to give form
to their ethnic background and consciousness in “strenghtening the history” of Malays on Bintan
Island.255

Observing Preparations for a Performance
It was fascinating to observe the Sungai Biduk Kote Tinggi group prepare. They had one week to get
ready for the performance that I commissioned on June 30, 2006. They could rehearse together only
after their members, a large portion of which were students in elementary, junior and senior high
schools, had finished their final exams of the school year. As the director and trainer, Isam did not
dare to force the members to rehearse during the school exams. “We didn’t want their schoolwork to
be affected. So we just waited until they were done with their tests…. Once, their teacher told us that
these children enjoyed studying Bangsawan more than studying their subjects at school. It happened
once that they took the rehearsal script to school.

The children were more enthusiastic about

memorizing the Bangsawan script rather than paying attention to their lessons.”

255

Isam was the scriptwriter, director, comedian, and coordinator of the organization. Besides this, Isam was active with two
non-government organizations, Lembaga Kerabat Melayu Anak Negeri (Institute of Malay Citizens) and Rumpun Melayu
Bersatu Cabang Tanjung Pinang (United Malay Group, Tanjung Pinang branch). Isam admitted that he was coarse and
rough, however beneath the surface, he was deeply concerned with guidance for youth and the community. The young
people in Bugis Village were close to him. As acknowledged by Mashuri, one of the neighborhood association heads, the
paving of the walkways between houses and neighborhoods in Bugis Village was possible because of Isam’s and his
organization’s roles in actively influencing the Tanjung Pinang city government. As an activist with the Lembaga Kerabat
Melayu Anak Negeri, Isam brought to life a vision, mission and activities in the form of regional development, island
security, paving walkways, preservation of regional culture and the culture of Senggarang, including reviving Bangsawan,
martial arts, and Malay dance.
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A rehearsal of ‘Tujuh Satria’ by the
Bangsawan Sungai Biduk Kote Tinggi Group

I once casually asked Dimas Sukardi, one of the students, which he liked better – Bangsawan or
studying in school. He quickly answered, “Bangsawan”. Why? “Bangsawan is easy. It’s not difficult
to learn. It’s not tense like it is in school. We’re happy here, we can play together.” Other members
said that they were attracted to studying Bangsawan because of the martial arts factor and the desire to
perform. Before this group was formed, some of the current members had witnessed several rehearsals
and performances by Ardi Basyar’s children. “We wanted to be like them. We’d be able to perform all
over the place. The martial arts are cool.”
The members were enthusiastic to resume rehearsals, which were held every night for three to four
hours, beginning after the evening prayers. The rehearsals became an entertaining escape from the
routine of school. They separated to rehearse in groups. Some of them memorized the dialogue, some
learned dances, while others practiced martial arts movements. The atmosphere was pleasant and
entertaining. No tension was perceived on the faces of the students.
These children were very observant of their teachers. They were hesitant with only one of the
teachers, Ardi Basyar. “Ah, we’re afraid of him. He’s strict. But we like to be taught by him.” Ardi
Basyar admitted that his approach was different from that of Isam and Said Padlin. “I am strict, but I
have to be so that they will obey me. I don’t want the children to be lazy.”
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Most of the actors appeared to be dependent on the script. They could not improvise the way the older
Bangsawan performers did. Isam supervised the memorization of the dialogue, including intonation
and accentuation. The infrequency of rehearsals and performances, however, are a real impediment to
their improvement.
I was touched to see them prepare for the performance. “For several performances here, we did not
use a stage. It was enough just to lay out mats and set out ropes to delineate the boundaries. We
played in this field,” explained Isam. This was different from the plans for the performance that I was
to witness. “We are going to build a stage so you will be satisfied and pleased. This will be something
for us to be proud of as well.” All of the members and organizers divided up the tasks: some were
busy building the stage, some cleared the field which would be used as for the audience, some
arranged for refreshments, others organized the performance props, including costumes, daggers,
musical instruments, and the electric generator.
Empty oil drums were laid down as the foundation for the stage. A board and carpet were placed on
top of the drums. Tree cuttings of about 5-6 centimeters in diameter were taken from the garden
neighboring the field and placed on each corner of the stage. They installed a wooden ladder for
access to the stage. The back of the stage was covered with a used decorative backdrop that they
borrowed from the government. They reversed it so that the original design was facing the back and
painted it with green and yellow, similar to the colors of the mosque in Penyengat. At the top of the
backdrop, they hung a painting by Isam that depicted seven warriors on a boat, illustrating the story
about to be performed. Isam said that the message in his heart was channeled through his hands.
“Wherever my hand wanted to go, I just allowed it to go. If I refused, then I would get a headache.”
They also set up the stage lights that were constructed from colored lamps with 5-watt bulbs that were
covered with old drink cans. These lights were hung in the back portion of the stage. “I’ll set up the
spotlights on the day of the performance. We’ll just use these lights for the rehearsals,” said Ardi
Basyar.
In the evening of the day before the performance, Ardi Basyar ordered all of the performers to look
neat. The group haircutting session was raucous. The tools for the hair cutting were simple – just two
shears, two combs and one small mirror. One by one, the group members had their hair trimmed in the
style of army cadets. After 5 p.m., Ardi Basyar instructed everyone to gather on the stage. “This is our
tradition… We are going to pray together so that the performance tomorrow will go smoothly.” We
sat in a circle. A middle-aged man who sat cross-legged in the middle our circle led the proceedings.
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An incense burner and a kettle of water were placed in front of him. He uttered several prayers for
well-being. After the prayer, several of the female members carried food and drink to the stage. Trays
arrayed with rice, curried eggs, fried bananas, tea, and coffee, were distributed. Each tray held enough
food for about six or eight people. The prayer gathering ended with everyone eating and drinking
together. I was touched. Everyone looked happy eating together, joking with each other. I did not see
any sad or tired faces amongst them even though they had all been busy preparing for the performance.
Another ritual conducted was the belah limau (slicing the lime). This ritual was conducted just before
the performance in the guest room of Ardi Basyar’s house. Unlike the group prayer, this ritual was
limited to a few people. Ardi Basyar, assisted by Isam and Samsinar, was in charge of this ritual. The
equipment for this ritual included one water kettle, dozens of limes and small knives. Similar to other
prayer rituals I had witnessed, this one began was a mantra recited over the water by Ardi Basyar who
was holding the kettle. The water was then distributed by Samsinar to all of the members present for
drinking and washing their faces. The ritual continued with the slicing of the limes. Isam handed Ardi
Basyar a lime and mentioned the name of one of the performers. Ardi Basyar uttered a prayer then
sliced the lime with the knife into four portions. This continued on, one lime for each performer. The
limes were given to the performers who then rubbed the lime juice onto their bodies. According to
Ardi Basyar, this ritual was believed to protect the performers. He claimed that the availability of the
limes and the results of the slicing could forecast what would happen on stage later.

Witnessing the Performance of Bangsawan Play Tujuh Satria
Night, June 30, 2006. Before the performance of Tujuh Satria began, Ardi Basyar, Isam and Said
Padlin gathered on stage. Ardi Basyar inspected the stage and the directions of the stage lights. He
tried various positions on different parts of the stage while executing martial arts movements. He also
examined the stage covering to make sure it was not too slippery. He reminded Isam and Said Padlin
to check that the lights did not shine into the actors’ eyes, especially the ones who would be
performing the fight scenes. “Don’t let the lights blind them. The kids could have an accident. They
could slip or get scratched by the daggers. This isn’t child’s play; the martial arts use weapons, don’t
they?”
Prior to the main performance, the audience was entertained by a group of women from Bugis village
who played kompang (a music ensemble). Ten of the thirteen women played the kompang, two played
the tambourine and one person was the primary singer. The women, wearing red headscarves and
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yellow veils, sang two kasidah melodies. The second music presentation was of a solo vocalist
followed by a chorus accompanied by kompang and tambourine. Ardi Basyar said, “The women
requested to perform; we did not ask them. They wanted to perform too.”

The performance of “Seven Warriors” (Tujuh Satria) opened with the recitation of a poem that
described the beginning of the story about to be performed. This recitation, accompanied by only
accordion and violin, was sweet and clear. According to Isam, the recitation of poetry signals scene
changes. Unlike regular Bangsawan performances, they did not have interludes, i.e., songs or dances
presented to fill in the time while waiting for actors and the stage crew to prepare the next scene. “We
did not use interludes because we did not have a change of backdrops. The poetry was sufficient to
indicate the change of scenes.”

The musicians were positioned in back of the stage, behind the backdrop. They played the accordion,
violin, two martial arts drums, two rebana, a gong, and a keyboard. Isam, who was positioned at the
back corner of the stage, handled the communications between the musicians and the actors on the
stage. From this position, he could watch the action both in front and back of the backdrop so he could
direct the changing of roles, scenes and accompanying music.

The Sungai Biduk Kote Tinggi group did not use tablo, the characteristic beginning of a Bangsawan
performance which functions to introduce each character. The play began in the Penyengat palace
with the king, queen, princess, servants, palace officials, and seven warriors. The scene moved on to
the theft of the Penyengat princess’ crown by the messenger of King Kecik of Siak. The king of
Penyengat was very angry and ordered the seven warriors to retrieve the stolen crown. Two of the
seven warriors, Daeng Ali and Daeng Kadidu, arrived at the palace of King Kecik. They boldly
entered the palace from the front and the side, and, following a battle, succeeded in retrieving the
princess’ crown.

This, in turn, made King Kecik very angry.

He ordered his army to attack

Penyengat. When news of this attack reached the royal family of Penyengat, they escaped from the
palace and asked the seven warriors to defend them against King Kecik’s army. One of the seven
warriors was killed in battle, as was King Kecik. The performance ended with the dispersal of the six
remaining warriors to guard and protect all of the regions of the Penyengat kingdom.
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Unlike the performance of the group from Singkep that I had seen in a recording from the Festival of
Malay Culture in 2005, the actors of the Sungai Biduk Kote Tinggi group never sang. The king and
other characters in the Singkep group sang in the performance, whereas those in the Sungai Biduk
Kote Tinggi group, as well as the Mekar Malam, Merawang, and Budos groups, did not.

Ardi Basyar clarified that there were still many matters that had to be corrected in this group. The
performance of Tujuh Satria did not feature the members at their best. In the performance, several of
the actors forgot the dialogue and were not able to improvise. Their awkwardness was apparent when
they could not deliver their lines smoothly or did so without expression. This situation was made
worse because of incomplete and poor quality sound equipment, so that the actors had to deliver the
dialogue while switching microphones. The audience could not hear the dialogue clearly. As a result,
the performance was not effectively communicative.

The most effective parts of the performance were the fight scenes between the two armies that featured
martial arts movements. The audience enjoyed the fight scenes. They reacted by clapping, laughing
and commenting about the performance. During these battles, the children in the audience approached
the stage to sit closer so that they could see the martial arts movements more clearly.

Ardi Basyar felt that the young age of the group influenced the focus of their activities. To this day,
the Sungai Biduk Kote Tinggi group has prioritized the process of rehearsing roles by teaching basic
skills and courage to perform. “What is important is that they enjoy it first; that they want to
rehearse.” Ardi Basyar hoped that there would be parties concerned and willing to help support the
Sungai Biduk Kote Tinggi Bangsawan group. “We still do not have many musical instruments, we do
not yet have a stage and backdrops. The costumes we wore yesterday were borrowed from my old
studio in Bintan Telani.” Despite this, he and Isam had not lost hope, even though considerable
personal funds were needed to finance the group. Isam was aware that this was a consequence of the
effort he, his father and family undertook to generate interest amongst the young people to study
Bangsawan and traditions, and to become reacquainted with their ancestors.

See DVD: Bangsawan Sungai Biduk perform Tujuh Satria

Page 443 of 569

ANALYSIS OF REVITALIZATION RESULTS
It is not clear if there was a formal process used by ATL, the field coordinators and performing arts
groups themselves, to evaluate the results of this project.
Composition of the ROT Proposal
As the program designer and as a non-profit organization that had access to a broad network of
government organizations and foundations, ATL was in a strong position to plan and engineer the
ROT proposal in accordance with the ROT focus, i.e., to defend the oral traditions that have been
marginalized. The Makyong and Bangsawan communities were not in similar positions, as they were
not able to design a proposal that could stir an interested party to form a partnership.
ATL designed the program, wrote the proposal and submitted it to the Ford Foundation without
consulting the Makyong and Bangsawan communities that were the subjects of the revitalization
project. Only ATL and the Ford Foundation knew the complete substance of the proposal. ATL
claimed that the ROT proposal was based upon the suggestions that had been gathered from the
Makyong and Bangsawan communities. However, these communities insist that they were never
directly involved in the conception of the revitalization program. Satar stated, “Perhaps there had been
a conversation with our ancestors, but we never knew about it.” The communities also disagreed that
this ATL proposal addressed their basic needs. Khalid claimed, “It’s not enough to help just with the
rehearsals and performances here. We have many other needs in reviving Makyong.”
By excluding the Makyong and Bangsawan groups from the process of composing the proposal ATL
positioned themselves as the ones who knew best the existing problems and needs. ATL seemed to
assert, “I am the subject; you are the object”.
This process entrapped ATL in a delicate position during the socialization of the program. The
proposal designer had the duty to clarify matters dealing with the background, objectives and targets of
the program.

On the other hand, they were, less qualified to address matters regarding the

implementation of the activities, the indicators of success, the evaluation, and the financing of the
program. While the implementation of the program required a viable partnership between ATL and the
members of the communities being revitalized, they were caught in an imbalanced relationship that

Page 444 of 569

had been created by the proposal process itself. This situation severely limited the authenticity of the
proposal as the initial step of a journey that was to be traveled together.
Problems materialized during the implementation of the program and resulted in a veering away from
the ROT proposal.

The partnership, which should have flourished during the planning stages,

remained latent. Instead of forging a partnership that was balanced and mutually respectful, the
situation created a chasm between the parties and comments such as, “That’s their version, this is
ours.” Questions arose: Was this proposal conceived for everyone’s benefit? If this proposal was
meant to be for everyone’s benefit, then why was the conception and knowledge of it limited to only
certain parties?
Although ATL’s goals were outlined in their proposal to Ford, there was no explanation about the
methodology to socialize the ROT activities. Was this socialization to be achieved through routine
rehearsals or performances?

Was the initial socialization for the audience to be conducted by

disseminating information about the revitalization via pamphlets and brochures or to use the print
media, radio and television? These questions led me to a different understanding of the ATL work
methods based on data obtained directly from sources of the ROT implementation, specifically those
who implemented the rehearsals and performances of three groups: Sabda Puri Mantang Makyong
Lama, Kijang Makyong, and Mekar Malam Bangsawan.
Analysis of ROT Implementation
Indescrepencies between the ROT proposal and its implementation in the field can be summarized as
follows:
First, the ROT proposal delegated implementation of the program to ATL representatives,
Pudentia for Makyong and Sutamat for Bangsawan. It did not assign any of the local people to
implement the program.
Many years prior to the ATL 2004-2005 revitalization, both Pudentia and Sutamat had
established close personal relationships and trust with the Kijang Makyong community and
Bangsawan artists in Merawang, respectively, when they were conducting their own research.
Through their research they became acquainted with the needs and complaints of the artists. They both
held credibility amongst the senior members of the communities being revitalized. The members of
the Kijang Makyong and Mekar Malam Bangsawan communities trusted them as individuals who
cared about the life of Makyong and Bangsawan. The statement of Satar and the Kijang Makyong
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family, “If it was not for bu Teti, we would be lazy and we just may have refused [the revitalization
project]” and the assertion by Auzar, “If we didn’t see pak Sutamat’s struggle for us… I respect pak
Sutamat very much; he has given our group so much,” testify to their high regard for the ATL
representatives.

These statements attested to the established bonds of trust and intimate personal

relationships. The partners in the revitalization process should have nurtured this positive capital.
Unfortunately, these relationships were not utilized in the implementation of the ROT program
that they had designed. Both Pudentia and Sutamat were trapped in other working situations outside of
the ROT program. To ensure that the ROT program proceeded smoothly, they enlisted local partners,
i.e., Hoesnizar Hood and Said Parman to implement the activities in the Makyong and Bangsawan
communities, respectively, while they monitored the progress of the program from afar.

This

delegation of tasks was not part of the ROT proposal.
Second, although ATL explained the socialization of the ROT program to the ATL
representative, they did not clearly explain the delegation of the processes of implementing the ROT
program to the Makyong and Bangsawan communities. This was in complete contradiction to the
steps designed by ATL in the ROT proposal that stated that the first step was socialization of the
program.
Said Parman, the ATL representative who was considered to have the best understanding of
program, was unable to implement it personally because of his responsibilities as assistant mayor of
Tanjung Pinang, which demanded his time and energies. He delegated his duties to manage the ROT
program to Hoesnizar Hood, who felt that involving the Arts Council of Riau Province and the
Institute for Makyong Development in the program would be a way to overcome the internal problems
between the Kijang and Sabda Puri Mantang Makyong groups. However, this plan backfired. The
Kijang group reacted negatively to the involvement of Hoesnizar. Muhtar declared, “I don’t like the
way Nizar [Hoesnizar Hood] manages our Makyong group.”
In the Bangsawan case, the bargaining position of the ATL representative was very weak.
Ibrahim and Said Maaz did not know or understand the details of the ROT implementation. Said Maaz
explained, “I did not know what my duties were. I was only asked to help pak Sutamat monitor the
rehearsals of my friends, Mekar Malam Bangsawan.” They only knew that Sutamat was a researcher
who wanted Bangsawan to survive in Lingga. Auzar, the leader of the Bangsawan community, also did
not know much about ROT. He and Ibrahim just fulfilled Sutamat’s requests for rehearsals that were
monitered by Said Maaz and his wife, Syarifah Faridah.
Third, the most dominant element of the ATL revitalization program that focused on language
and performance art was the facilitation of rehearsals and performances. By reinstating rehearsals and
performances, junior members of the groups could learn and utilize the Malay of Makyong and
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Bangsawan that were rarely found in the informal language environments of home, neighborhood and
school.
The ability to read manuscripts written by the older Makyong generation using Arabic Malay letters is
an important skill that should be developed in the Makyong revitalization process. These manuscripts
represent an important source of stories to enrich the current treasury of Makyong stories. One of the
members of the Kijang group helped to transcribe one of the manuscripts written in Arabic Malay by
the late Tengku Muhammad Atan. Unfortunately, the transcription of these stories was not a part of
the ROT program. It is not clear whether the transcriptions of the Makyong plays completed in
previous research by Pudentia and ATL were distributed to the artist communities.
From the performance aspect, the artists were open to change and adaptation. To compensate for the
lack of musical instruments, the Makyong artists used whatever instruments they had. Currently,
performances by both the Kijang and Mantang Makyong groups do not use the rebab and serunai.
These instruments have been replaced by percussive patterns played on the gendang pengibu, gendang
penganak, gedombak, mong, and gong. Traditionally, the rebab was used to accompany one essential
melody in the buka tanah ritual, however the performers were tolerant about their limitations. The
absence of the rebab in the ritual did not invalidate the Makyong performance.
In contrast to this openness to adaptation, Hoesnizar Hood attempted to reinstate as many of the
missing elements of the tradition as possible, such as a rebab and other Makyong props from Malaysia,
which was considered the center of reference for Makyong. According to Pudentia, as mentioned in
the section on ATL revitalization, the purchase of musical instruments was followed by the invitation
of musicians who could teach the members of the Makyong communities how to play them. Although
this plan was well intended, its implementation was less than satisfactory. One of the expert musicians
invited to help teach rebab was Rahayu Supanggah, an ethnomusicologist, musician of Javanese
gamelan, and composer. Supanggah admitted, “This was a crazy offer. They thought I was an allaround musician. Indeed, I am an expert at playing Javanese rebab. However, I am not an expert at
playing Makyong rebab.”
The members of both the Mantang or Kijang Makyong groups have not used the expensive
instruments that Hoesnizar Hood and ATL bought for them in Malaysia. To this day, there are no
musicians in either group who have learned how to play Makyong rebab. They have also refused to
replace the gendang that had been handed down to them from their ancestors with the new gendang
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from Malaysia. This refusal reflects a difference in perceptions between the Makyong artists and
ATL. These two factions held different values of sound aesthetics, as well as contextual meaning.
The artists felt that their instruments and their sounds reflected Makyong aesthetics, while the ATL
representatives felt that the old instruments compared poorly to the visual and audio aesthetics of
instruments from other Makyong areas.
Fourth, despite the limitations of the ATL implementation, the revitalization of language and
performance art was actually accomplished by the members of the art communities. It was the
Makyong and Bangsawan communities who implemented and monitored the rehearsal processes.
They recruited new members, arranged the rehearsal schedules and produced the performances. At
this level, the members of these communities showed a high level of concern, responsibility and
ownership to nurture, protect and preserve Makyong and Bangsawan.
Analysis of the ROT Evaluation
ATL determined two measures of ROT success: “The indicators of success are: (1) the revival of
performances in the community, and (2) restoration of pride in the community toward the cultural
treasure that they own.” Pudentia considered the revival of Makyong and Bangsawan performances as
a sign that the art groups were functioning once again in their supporting communities.

The

restoration of pride created a new meaning for Makyong and Bangsawan. “At the very least, a group
which has been revitalized can revive and regain their former prestige.”
Based on the proposal submitted to the Ford Foundation, ATL listed five indicators of success for
these two art forms:
The indicators of success of Makyong are signified by: (1) the existence of three
Makyong groups: the group of the late Tengku Muhammad Atan (Kijang), the group of
Khalid (Mantang Arang) and a new group whose members are mostly young people from
Tanjung Pinang; (2) each group is capable of rehearsing and performing a minimum of
two Makyong stories; (3) the emergence of one new treatment of a new story that retains
Malay features and maintains Makyong characteristics; (4) the acceptance of Makyong by
the society as traditional Malay art which is still relevant to be nurtured in art studios and
schools; (5) the publication of Makyong stories and the production of one video recording
of a performance.
The indicators of success of Bangsawan are signified by: (1) the emergence of a
new group in the midst of the community whose members are of the younger generation
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and which maintains the Malay elements; (2) the acquirement of a permanent stage
oriented towards profit for the continuation of traditional Bangsawan artists’ lives; (3) the
determination of a local sponsor who will support Bangsawan theater; (4) the
establishment of Budos village as a “Culture Village” where the general public can
witness traditional art performances; (5) the publication of Bangsawan stories and two
recordings of plays.
Three of these Ford Foundation requirements for the success of revitalization were fulfilled during the
ROT implementation by the three groups supported in the program.

The rehearsals were made

possible because there were experienced artists able to teach, there were young people willing to study,
and there was, for the duration of the program, financial aid.
On a separate occasion, Pudentia revised and clarified these indicators of ROT success. The two most
important ones were that the community felt that they owned Makyong and Bangsawan, and the
stimulation of “the desire of local people to know more about and appreciate Makyong and
Bangsawan”. The other indicator of success was to encourage people outside the Malay community to
appreciate these art forms as part of Indonesia’s cultural wealth.
Both Makyong and Bangsawan still have senior artists who are able to teach younger performers. The
Kijang Makyong group still has six senior performers, while the Mantang group has eight senior
artists. The Bangsawan group in Lingga boasts more than ten artists who fill the roles of director,
singers, musicians, and actors.
It can be said that the transference of Makyong and Bangsawan to the younger generation is currently
in process. The members of the younger generation who are interested in studying the Makyong
tradition are girls and young women. The groups have had difficulties recruiting younger males.
Makyong activities are attractive for the women because, unlike men, they do not have many
employment activities outside the house or on other islands. Men, however, derive more income from
fishing or working on other islands, so they prefer those activites that provide more economic stability.
Similarly, Bangsawan artists face a dilemma of continuing to perform amidst the pressures of fulfilling
their families’ economic needs. Almost all of the artists have reduced their Bangsawan activities to
prioritize work that will produce an income, such as fishing, crafts, driving motorcycle taxis, or
working as laborers on a sagu plantation.
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All of the Makyong and Bangsawan groups facilitated by ATL agreed that funding was one of the
challenges they had to overcome to survive.
Funds are greatly needed for two reasons: first, the disappearance of patrons who once supported
Makyong and Bangsawan groups; and second, the economic demands of supporting the artists’
families. In the early 20th century, aristocratic families in Penyengat supported the artists. More
recently, prior to 1970, Makyong groups survived because the community funded performances.
However, during the period between 1980 through the early 1990s, Makyong was rarely performed
and the groups had an increasingly difficult time making a living from performances.
While the ATL program did, to some degree, stimulate interest in the traditional arts, the actual
financial situation did not change. They still have no patron and cannot earn enough money through
performances to support their families.

This being the case, the third indicator of success for

revitalization of Bangsawan through the ROT program, i.e., the determination of a local sponsor who
will support Bangsawan theater, has not been fulfilled.
In addition to this, the fourth indicator of success, the establishment of Budos village as a “Culture
Village” where the general public can witness traditional art, has also not been fulfilled.

The

infrastructure of Budos village remains undeveloped and inadequate for visitors.
The fifth indicator of success, i.e., the publication of Bangsawan stories and two recordings of plays,
has also yet to be fulfilled. Sutamant has collected and made transcripts of 60 Bangsawan stories,
however he has given only ten of these stories to the group in Lingga. ATL has given the transcripts to
the publisher, but they have yet to be published.
Significance of Control Cases
Identity
The revitalization of the Sungai Biduk Kote Tinggi Bangsawan group was a fascinating phenomenon
that reflected the efforts of a community group in reasserting their ethnic identity and history in the
area. The role of Ardi Basyar as the caretaker of the Bugis cemetery was a strong influence on his
effort to nurture and protect the history and identity of Buginese in Malaya. He chose Bangsawan as a
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venue to promote and strengthen his identity as a Buginese who resided in Malaya and had become
Malay.
Ardi Basyar’s Buginese ancestors played an important role in defending the Malay region from the
Dutch colonial presence. He attempted to transmit the spirit, energy and values of his Bugis ancestors’
struggle in the Malay region to his children, friends and neighbors, as well as others who care about
the truth in history, and also to those who do not know or claim to be ignorant of “true” history. He
said that he and his son were disappointed with the political and business practices employed by
political, administrative and business authorities who have marginalized and manipulated the “truth” in
the history recorded in the memories of the Buginese which has been passed down through oral
traditions and is proven through archeological sites and artifacts. Ardi Basyar and Isam insisted that
this did not mean that they opposed the Malays. Indeed, they regarded themselves as Malays who had
grown up in the region. However, they could not comply with the marginalization and manipulation
of non-indigenous Malay ethnic groups who were born and raised alongside the indigenous Malays in
the region.

Similarly, Ibrahim Ahmad focused on strengthening identity with the Mekar Malam Bangsawan group
by adapting local stories into Bangsawan scripts. Both Ibrahim Ahmad and Auzar felt that this
approach would be more communicative, as well as more effective in discussing self-identity, origins,
ancestors, and their environment. Their idea and efforts, however, were hampered by problems such
as lack of equipment, lack of a stage, production fees, and the non-Bangsawan activities of the group
members.
Organizational Stability
The difference in the success of the revitalization efforts lay in the organizational stability. The Mekar
Malam Bangsawan group that was facilitated by ATL, as well as the Kijang and Sabda Puri Mantang
Makyong groups, did not have strong organizational abilities that could sustain the revitalization
activities. Mekar Malam was very dependent on Auzar and Ibrahim Ahmad. They both had the
strength to activate potential resources, however, they did not have a broad social network that could
reinforce the group’s growth. Although they were very energetic when they established the group in
1993, presently, they are passive in attending to and guarding the continuity of their group.
Similary, Satar experienced difficulties mobilizing the members of the Kijang group to perform again.
The support of the female performers was not enough to revive the Kijang Makyong group.
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Khalid and Gani, however, were capable of organizing the members of the Sabda Puri Mantang
Makyong group to present a production of Makyong. All of the members of the group were assigned
roles, from the beginning of the rehearsal process through the performance, including informing
members of the performance plans, preparing for rehearsals, constructing the performance space,
preparing the offering for the buka tanah ritual, repairing the damaged musical instruments, preparing
the costumes and refreshments, and borrowing musical instruments and costumes from SanggaM
studio.
The Sungai Biduk Kote Tinggi Bangsawan group was dependent upon Ardi Basyar and Isam.
Fortunately, this father and son duet had the spirit, strength, organizational skills, and social network
needed to activate their resources and strengthen the growth of the group. Ardi Basyar was passionate
in his cause and sensible in his management of the group. He stimulated young people to participate
and kept the learning situation enjoyable and challenging.
They were able to motivate their members to produce the Bangsawan play Tujuh Satria. They assigned
the roles, divided production tasks to members, old and young, male and female. Almost all of the
members were given a role in the production from the beginning to the end, except for those who were
ill or who could not participate because of job demands that could not be postponed. All of the
members participated in constructing the stage, making decorations, setting the stage lights, managing
the rehearsals, equipment and refreshments, preparing the belah limau ritual, preparing costumes, and
applying make-up.
Ardi Basyar and Isam were also able to garner support in the business community for their
productions. They managed to secure the loan of a generator, which was usually used to pump water
for irrigating the chili pepper and dry season crops, to supply the electric power needed for the
performance. Meanwhile, Isam told his connections in the city government in Tanjung Pinang about
their plans for the Bangsawan production. By bypassing complicated bureaucracy, he was able to
obtain aid in the form of a stage and a used backdrop.
The Sungai Biduk Kote Tinggi group was not an accomplished and famous Bangsawan group, but
they were a new one that was willing to work hard to improve. The lack of equipment was not seen as
an obstacle, but rather as an opportunity that allowed them to select those elements of Bangsawan that
were most appropriate for their performances. The poetry that described the scenes and the Malay
dances presented in the interludes were retained to replace the backdrop that they did not own. They
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also condensed the story into a presentation of no more than one hour. Their objective was not to be a
source of income, but rather to provide a venue for interaction and expression.
SanggaM Studio was an effectively managed art organization. Hoesnizar Hood, Peppy Chandra and
the members of SanggaM were artists who attempted to integrate art with the market. Several artists
in Tanjung Pinang considered this attempt to be a risky venture that would expose conflicts between
the desire to express artistic ideals and the demands to cater to the market’s taste. As Trisno Adji
Putra, a journalist for the Tribun Batam, wrote in a letter:
“… In the world of thought and the reality of life that is currently activated by the chain of
a capitalist economy, even making art must bow to the power of financial capital. There
are many potential artists in Riau Kepuluan, although not all of them will fade because
they cling to the principle of not making peace with the power of financial capital.
Meanwhile, those artists who are close to financial capital will shine brighter and
brighter.”256
This polarization will widen if the art form involved is infused with ritual or aspects of traditional
culture that are not directly related to economic values. However, SanggaM is prepared to face these
risks. SanggaM has grown as an art organization which, to quote Trisno Adji Putra, is packaging
Malay culture to be sold on the market.
“This art studio is one of several groups who are conveying particularism in the midst of
globalism…one of the forms is the revival of local culture.”257
Hoesnizar explained that SanggaM Studio was based on four elements: service, creativity, ketunakan
jiwa, and financial capital.258 He admitted he was forced to manage the studio as a dictatorship for the
sake of organizational efficiency. He realized that this method was risky for the unity of the
organization. Members who did not like this method of operation could choose to leave the studio,
however, for others SanggaM was a challenging space that provided a wide variety of experiences.
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Radja Ahmad Helmi once left the studio because of a difference of opinion, however he returned
because he felt that SanggaM was the perfect place for him to channel his creativity. Helmi described
his reasons for returning:
“When SanggaM was referred to as a small art garden, I realized that it empowered and
enabled me to sow seeds, raise seedlings and nurture my creativity to produce art works
that can be harvested for their beauty.”259
Fitri Julia, a dancer and assistant choreographer with SanggaM, acknowledged that the studio served
two different functions: as a place to channel creativity and as a second home and family for its
members.
“This is the perfect place for me to channel all of my talents, especially in the arts. This is
also my second home and everyone here is the best family for me. I learn about very
isolated regions and huge cities, as well as different countries, and what is most fulfilling
here is that I can introduce the arts of our region [to others].”260
By its ninth birthday, SanggaM boasts over 100 members. It is not just a rehearsal space and a center
for art performances, but it is also a music and audio-visual studio and provides a sound system, solo
organ and costumes for rent.
Opinions and Recommendations
The revitalization of oral traditions cannot be achieved through a single activity, but must be a
programmed, continual process sustained over a period of time. Revitalization is not just the revival of
existing material from the oral tradition. Special attention must be focused on how to motivate and
strengthen existing human resources by raising their prestige as practitioners of oral traditions.
Revitalization is a lengthy process because it must address not only the physical, but also the
psychological needs of the community.

The revitalization of Makyong and Bangsawan can be

compared to the nurturing of a tree that was planted by the older generation. The challenge is how to
nurture this inheritance so that it continues to be useful and relevant.
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The realization of this process requires open cooperation between the practitioners of the oral tradition
with other concerned and responsible parties.

All parties involved must clearly understand the

foundations and reasons for the revitalization of oral traditions and how it is to be achieved. Openness
and clarity will reduce or eliminate actions that are ambiguous and counter-productive to the
revitalization objectives. The process must be a collaboration based on honesty and committment
through which all parties benefit. Without these factors, it will be difficult to attain the maximum and
meaningful benefits of the revitalization process.
The Makyong and Bangsawan artists in the Riau Archipelago, both the experienced and new
performers, are open and willing to work together with outside parties to revive the weakened art
forms. They executed the revitalization process with integrity and responsibility, even though they did
not clearly understand the goals and mechanisms of the program.
There is much to learn, particularly from the initiative and efforts of the community in Bugis Village.
Although the Sungai Biduk Kote Tinggi group was not a part of the revitalization project facilitated by
ATL, they succeeded in achieving the objectives of ATL: how to become independent and proud of
their own art form.
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SOUTH
SULAWESI
Executive Summary
The province of South Sulawesi is home to a plurality of ethnic groups with distinct languages and
cultures, including Torajan highlanders and Bugis farmers and seafarers, who comprise the majority of
the coastal and inland population north of Makassar city. Their cultures were rooted in animism and
ancestor cults, characterized by complex, stratified social systems in which authority was anchored in
supernaturally endowed regalia and descent from mythical ancestors, and supported by a diversity of
ceremonial dance, music, literary and visual art traditions. Historically, the persistence of strong ethnic
identities in South Sulawesi over the past 500 years – from the time it was a gateway to the European
spice trade (15th-18th c.), to its Dutch colonization (18th c. on), on through Indonesian Independence
to the present – has contributed to the survival of its diverse traditions. However, because these
traditions are intimately tied to the ancient indigenous beliefs, massive shifts in religion – notably the
Islamization of most of the population, including the Bugis, since the 17th century, and the
Christianization of the Torajans since the mid-20th century – have influenced significant changes in
cultural and artistic practices, sometimes to the point of their being outlawed, forced underground or
lost. And as elsewhere in Indonesia, modern economic changes and the influx of modern music and
media have marginalized sacred performance modes in everyday life.
The projects that are the subject of this report were both conducted by the Center for La Galigo Studies
(PSLG – Pusat Studi La Galigo) of the Social and Humanities Division of the Research Activity
Center of Hasanuddin University, Makassar. Under Ford Foundation grants starting in 2005, they
focused on revitalizing specific performing arts of the district of North Toraja and the Bugis district of
Wajo. While the art forms involved are very different, they are in all connected with ancient religious
practices (pre-Christian Torajan and pre-Islamic Bugis, respectively), so that revitalization in both
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cases raised sensitive issues regarding the relevance of cherished beliefs from the past, and struggles to
find outlets for their meaningful contemporary expression.
Toraja
The traditional arts of Toraja are linked to a customary system of rules, known as aluqta (“the way all
rites should be performed”), governing all aspects of life. Based on the precept that life is an ongoing
exchange of gifts, blessings and curses between the living and the spirits of the ancestors, aluqta
involved numerous ceremonies related to humans, plants, and animals, with the human ceremonies
subdivided into those related to life, rambu tuqaq, and those related to death, rambu soloq. The four
genres that were revitalized – manimbong, mangandaq, maggellu to doloq and makarombiq – are all
related to rambu tukaq. The first three are parts of mabua—a harvest thanksgiving ritual representing
the highest of the life ceremonies, which formerly involved family clans in a complex, costly process
lasting one to two years, and calling for the sacrifice of a thousand animals as well as the role of a
tumbang – a clanswoman who led and was elevated to divine status during the ceremonies. They all
involve dance, combined with sung lyrics, percussion instruments and mouth resonators (manimbong),
with two-headed drums (meggellu) or with horns (mangandaq). The fourth genre is a mouth harp
music formerly played in rituals to heal sick people, and on its own as a leisure activity.
To some extent due to the diminishing importance of farming as a main source of livelihood, and to a
greater extent, because the Church saw mabua as contrary to Christian beliefs, the practice of the first
three art forms steadily declined as mabua stopped being performed. Although modified version of
mabua have been developed in some churches, most local people feel that these versions, which last at
most three days and omit the tumbang, are inauthentic. Meanwhile, makarombiq declined in popularity
with the shift to Christianity, the availability of modern medicine and clinics for the sick, and the
introduction of musical entertainment through radio, cassettes and television.
In Toraja, PSLG worked with an informal, newly established center for cultural arts training and
development that was founded by and based in the home of two members of the community of Toyasa
Riu village, Sesean sub district, North Toraja, where mabua was last enacted in 1971. The project
consisted of a training program designed and administered by PSLG and carried out locally, with
elders who still remembered the art forms teaching them to young people of the community. The
training largely focused on reconstructing, learning and memorizing the movements, lyrics and music
of the past. The first phase of the project ran from March to December 2005, after which the
community continued practicing on their own until the project resumed for a second phase of seven

Page 457 of 569

months in June 2006, focusing only on mangandaq and manimbong, with plans to continue training for
another few years.
As of the time of the research, beyond efforts to reconstruct and teach the forms, sustainable contexts
for their performance had yet to be established, although the revitalized mangandaq was performed at
a wedding and at a church ceremony in 2006. Due to both religious concerns and economic
constraints, no efforts had been made to revive mabua. For the most part, local project participants
were hoping to generate contexts where forms might thrive, unimpeded by conflicting religious values
or unreasonable costs, by promoting community-commissioned artistic performances and community
donations to sustain ongoing training activities.
The Torajan control cases were groups that perform ma’badong, a type of lament, combining song and
movement, generally joined by a circle of mourners to express grief during funerals. Unlike the project
genres, it is connected to death ceremonies, which the Church tampered less with than the life
ceremonies, and so, is still widely performed by professional and non-professional groups. Common,
easy to learn and open to public participation, it exemplifies how sustainable an art can be when it
exists within a well-established social tradition, so that no funded intervention is needed to ensure
young people learn it, remind people of its meaning, or invent new contexts for it.
Comparison with the control case highlights the importance of a supportive environment to enable an
art form to thrive, and enhances appreciation of the huge challenge involved in trying to revitalize art
forms from ceremonies that have lost their relevance and restore their vitality as cultural expressions
for future generations. The project data suggest that this cannot be achieved by a small, short-term
project focused only on matters of technical transfer, and raises the question of whether true
revitalization can happen without addressing the art's spiritual, social, philosophical dimensions. In
evaluating the project, the report identifies striking differences in the criteria used by the donor,
grantee and local participants, rendering impossible any singular answer to the question of how
successful the project has been. Further, limitations of the PSLG approach to management and
monitoring, in incorporating the views of knowledgeable members of the community and in taking a
valid measure of the extent or quality of community involvement, are examined, and recommendations
made for a more participatory approach to guide the sustainable development of revitalization in
particular local contexts.
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Wajo
Historically, Wajo district was the Bugis kingdom of Wajo, which was founded in the 15th and
embraced Islam in the 17th century. The most comprehensive source of knowledge about pre-Islamic
Bugis culture is sureq La Galigo, a compendium of more than a thousand manuscripts, comprising a
highly detailed, epic narrative on cosmology, beliefs and values, and tracing the geneology of Bugis
royalty back to the divine creation of the world. For those, known as To Lotang, who kept the old
religion after the coming of Islam, sureq La Galigo remained a sacred text, to be chanted with
reverence on many ceremonial occasions. Today, few people can read the text; even fewer can
understand its archaic metaphors. The two arts revitalized in Wajo are intimately related to To Lotang
and sureq La Galigo.
Maggenrang is a form of ensemble music using drums and other instruments, originally performed
among the nobility in rituals to call forth spirits in religious ceremonies as well as secular events on
palace grounds. Today it is still performed by people of noble lineage in rituals to purify heirlooms, in
traditional Bugis weddings, as well as in certain village welcome and harvest ceremonies, and
occasional modern contexts. But while people from any class may commission maggenrang, interest
in doing so is limited, mainly due to the spread of Islamic purism in South Sulawesi, as a result of
which maggenrang is no longer considered as important as it was when it functioned as a way to call
spirits or pray. Massureq are recitals involving the chanting of sureq La Galigo texts – once a sacred
weekly ritual for noble houses possessing sureq La Galigo manuscripts. After Islam arrived, massureq
continued at reduced frequency as a passion of kings whose entourages included passureq (people
skilled in massureq). Significant decline came with the Darul Islam uprising to found a Muslim state in
Sulawesi in the late 1950s, under which activities considered to conflict with pure Islam were
prohibited, so that many sureq La Galigo manuscripts were hidden and consequently damaged, while
massureq happened only in utmost secrecy. Although massureq later resurfaced in its role as wedding
entertainment, the obscurity of the language of the text meant that increasingly fewer people learned or
practiced it from then on.
For this project, PSLG organized maggenrang and massureq training in the district capital, Sengkeng
in collaboration with a maggenrang teacher and director of Sanggar Teater Kosong (Empty Theater
Studio, founded in 1982); and with the community of Buloe village, where there were still some
passureq as well as maggenrang musicians. In Sengkang, maggenrang training for children was led by
the Teater Kosong director at his studio and at the residence of the representative of the royal house of
Wajo (March - December 2005). In Buloe, the teachers and students were senior artists and children of
the community, who conducted massureq training at the home of the main teacher, a local passureq, in
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two phases (March - October 2005 and June - October 2006). Maggenrang training also began in
Buloe in phase two, which was in progress when the research took place.
During and after the first phase, the children trained in massureq in Buloe and in maggenrang in
Sengkang were showcased in two high profile public performances, at the office of the district head of
Wajo in June 2005, and at the Jakarta Art Center in December 2005. Less formal performances were
also given on occasions of thanksgiving for new houses, Indonesian Independence Day in 2005 and
the anniversary of Wajo district in 2006. In the teachers' view, the training groups were not yet
autonomous, and the government could not yet take over project management, although it was
committed to opening further opportunities for public exposure, including sureq La Galigo in the
local-content curriculum in schools, and providing public performance space infrastructure in Buloe.
No control case was included in Wajo because plans to observe a children's massureq group in another
district had to be cancelled due to scheduling conflicts during the field research.
As in Toraja, the research indicated there was no single answer to the question of whether the Wajo
project was a success, given the divergent criteria of all the parties involved: while Ford deemed it
successful in that elders taught children and the community was strongly supportive, and PSLG
deemed the training technically successful as a first phase of a longer program, expert local observers
consulted were concerned that the massureq training was merely memorization and questioned
whether it could succeed without transmitting the meaning and philosophy of the text. Beyond this,
available data suggested that the project would require long-term follow-up to enable the community
to develop the skills necessary to take ownership of the project, and gradually develop ways of
integrating the revitalized arts into community life consistent with local needs. If there is no further
funding from Ford or other sources, there is no guarantee that the effort will continue at all.
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SOUTH
SULAWESI
Full Report
Around twenty 10 to 12 year-old kids wearing feather headbands (bulu dati) stood close together to
form a semi-circle, with small round wooden plates called simbong placed knee-high before their
bodies. They were led by a teacher, accompanied by four youths – two standing to his left, two to his
right. The leader recited mantras, followed by a long vocal response from the kids, as a prelude to the
performance.

Torajan child rehearsing Manimbong
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Next, squatting down together, right legs forward, the kids proceeded to sing a melody, pounding out a
steady rythym with the simbong, held at right angles to the ground as they sang. They repeated the
same melody and movement over and over, marking the end of each phrase of the song by holding an
extended vocal note. Meanwhile, another elder guided six girl dancers into the middle of the circle.
They concluded the piece with the rapid spinning of the simbong.
The rehearsal took place on the afternoon of 13 June 2006, in front of the house of Ribka Tanduklangi
(Ibu Ribka) in Toyasa Riu – one of a group of villages known as Lembang Suloaraq in Sesean sub
district, Tana Toraja. Although Tana Toraja is renowned for its rich culture and is one of the most
popular tourist destinations in Indonesia, I was surprised to learn that scores of Torajan traditions are
dying out at a disturbing rate. Ibu Ribka is the coordinator of a revitalization program organized in her
community by Pusat Studi La Galigo research center of Hasanuddin University, Makassar and funded
by the Ford Foundation.
In other pieces the young villagers practiced that day, they used the simbong to make sounds in several
different ways – by bringing them up to their mouths and using them as voice resonators or working in
pairs to strike them together at cross angles or thumping them on their thighs. The song lyrics varied
while the basic melody remained the same. Every once in a while the kids glanced over to their role
models – the teacher and four assistants – for direction. Once the teacher broke out of line to check the
kids’ voices, like a choirmaster.

Village Elder rehearsing Manimbong
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The more I watched, the more enthralled I became. As the rehearsal continued into the evening, I was
captivated by the energy and dedication of the teacher, a village elder who still remembers traditional
songs and dances. The enthusiasm of the students, ranging in age from 6 to 25, confirmed I would
enjoy the chance to learn more about manimbong (the simbong dance), why it was fading and the
efforts being made to ‘revive’ it in this community.
And I wasn't alone. Strategically located along the main town road, the rehearsal attracted the attention
of neighbors as well as passersby. As the practice went on, local residents dropped in and it grew
crowded, as if a feast were in the works. Some who came to watch just sat at the edge of the street
while others stepped right up to the performance space, straddling babies at their hips or in groups of
two or three. Sometimes passing motorcyclists just turned their heads to stare, other times they
stopped; a few even stayed, pulling off their helmets as they watched, transfixed astride their bikes.

PERSONAL NOTE
This revitalization research project has been very interesting and challenging for me, especially
because of the comparative perspective it has afforded me as a civil servant who has worked for the
government for about nine years. My past research experience in government-run cultural institutions
has been limited to the documentation or classification of art forms, whereas this project called for
analysis of the results of artistic revitalization efforts.
Additionally, this project challenged my assumptions regarding revitalization itself. As an employee
of the Cultural Center (Taman Budaya) and a university graduate of music, performance and Asian
studies, I am accustomed to an approach that encourages the production of new creations (kreasi baru)
as a way to modernize traditional art forms. Through this research, I learned about the contrasting
approach of the Ford Foundation, which supports the continued performance of traditional art forms in
and by their communities of origin.
New creations are generally presented not by the original practitioners of the art forms, but by
professional performance troupes or artists mentored by government agencies such as the Cultural
Center. The artists tend to be graduates of academies or university departments where they studied the
traditional art forms as raw materials for artistic creation. They then turn what they learned into
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performance pieces to be presented on a proscenium stage. Thus, the “conservatory spirit” and “culture
center spirit” run deep in the composition of such new creations261.
I learned that the Ford approach emphasizes the internal audience and internal dynamics – the roles of
art and artists within their communities and the dynamics within a community that support a given art
form. Training is done in, by and for the community itself. In contrast, the government approach
emphasizes the external audience and external dynamics – art by composers and choreographers
working outside the original community context of the art form. Training is aimed at preparing artists
to participate in festivals in other places. I see these two approaches – the Ford style of “revitalization”
on the one hand, and the government style of “mentoring and development” on the other – as two
strikingly different ways to support artistic traditions.
After a full month of fieldwork and interactions with those who own the traditions themselves, I could
better appreciate the spirit and pride of ownership they bring to the traditional arts I studied during this
research. At the same time, I was led to wonder whether spirit and pride alone are enough to sustain a
tradition in these times of rapid change.
In working on this project it became clear that while revitalization may be easy to define in theory, it is
not so simple in practice. Further, the problems found in different communities call for different
approaches and resources: there is no one method or 'magic bullet' that may be applied across the
board in efforts to revitalize the traditional arts.
Finally, my prior experience as a field researcher had been limited to Central Sulawesi, where I am
from. It was clear from the outset that conducting research outside my own region would require time
to build trust and develop an understanding of the place of the traditional arts in each new social
setting. You can read or hear about the culture of another region but being there is quite different.
In some of the places I visited, I found that people were reluctant to speak to a stranger at first or gave
only very brief answers, especially when it came to senstive subjects. I soon understood why this
project had arranged for us to work with local coordinators. My coordinators helped me to enter their
communities as a trusted guest and to engage elders, young artists and community leaders in
conversations about things that really matter to them: the loss of their traditions and the impact of that
loss in their lives, today and in the future.

261

These two terms were proposed by Phillip Yampolsky, the Program Officer of Culture, Arts and Media of the Ford
Foundation, during a conversation in Jakarta in April 2006.
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GENERAL OVERVIEW
Introduction to the Region
South Sulawesi is one of five provinces comprising Sulawesi, the fourth-largest island of Indonesia.
As the main gateway to the European spice trade in Eastern Indonesia from the 15th to 18th centuries,
South Sulawesi gained renown for its fierce warriors, sophisticated shipbuilders and shrewd merchantsailors or ‘pirates’, although the people drew their main subsistence from rice farming and fishing.
Despite increasing urbanization, labor migration and the introduction of new industries such as
tourism, South Sulawesi's economy remains largely one of traders, farmers and fisherfolk today.
The people of South Sulawesi belong to many ethnic groups, each with its own distinct language and
culture, all rooted in ancient animistic beliefs and ancestor cults. Well before the spice trade, these
groups had evolved complex systems of governance, in which local authority was anchored in
supernaturally endowed regalia and descent from mythical ancestors. These systems in turn gave birth
to, supported and were supported by a diverse repertoire of cermonial dance, music and visual art
traditions.
The major ethnic groups include the Torajans, who occupy the rugged mountain country in the north,
the seafaring Makassarese in the southwest, the Mandarese in the northwest, and the Bugis, most
numerous, occupying the rest of the peninsula. Much of South Sulawesi’s history was shaped by the
rivalries among these groups and their kingdoms, which included the Makassar kingdom of Gowa and
Bugis kingdoms of Luwu, Bone, Wajo, Soppeng and Rappang. The rivalries between the different
kingdoms extended into political affiliations with the Portuguese, British and Dutch competing for
control of the spice trade.
The Dutch eventually wrested control of the spice trade from the Portuguese and then gained influence
over an increasing amount of land in South Sulawesi – as in other parts of the archipelago, culminating
in the establishment of the Dutch Republic in 1799. However, in the face of colonization, the
indigenous kingdoms largely retained their power and wealth and kept the Dutch on their toes with
incessant rebellions for nearly 200 years. It was only following Indonesian independence, when South
Sulawesi was incorporated as a province of Indonesia, that the royal courts were truly dissolved. Yet
despite this loss of power, the former subjects of these kingdoms continued to hold jealously to their
ethnic and cultural differences.
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The persistence of strong cultural identities has contributed to the ongoing survival and diversity of the
artistic traditions of the people of South Sulawesi. However, because these traditions are also
intimately tied to the worship of deities and ancestors, great shifts in the domain of religion have
influenced perhaps the most significant changes in the arts.
The rulers of the Bugis royal courts adopted Islam in the late 16th and early 17th centuries and Islam is
the leading religion in the province today. The Dutch colonial administration brought Christian
missionaries and schools into the non-Islamic regions of Sulawesi, including Toraja in South Sulawesi,
although it took until the mid 20th century for the majority of Torajans to embrace Christianity. The
cultural layering involved in these slow conversions sometimes resulted in syncretic meldings, other
times, in the loss of earlier traditions.
Given the powerful influence of cultural identity and religion on the survival of the traditional arts in
South Sulawesi, a closer understanding of these factors is essential to understand the dynamics at play
in the local artistic revitalization projects that are the subjects of this research study.
Accordingly, the next part of this overview briefly describes the ethnic and religious background
relevant to the arts being revitalized in the two areas where the research was conducted – the Torajan
district of Toraja and the Bugis district of Wajo respectively.
Toraja

The Lush Rice fields of Toraja with traditional tongkonan
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The first research area is the hamlet of Toyasa Riu, a farming community of about 1,000 ethnic
Torajans in Lembang262 Suloaraq, Sesean sub district, in the northern mountains of Tana Toraja
district.
Torajan culture is complex and subject to great variation, depending on location, family geneology and
social class; therefore it is hard to generalize. However, the most prominent aspects of Torajan cultural
identity are related to clan-house kinship and the performance of rites for the spirits of the dead. 263
Everything is based on aluqta (beliefs, mores, rituals) or aluq to doloq (the way of the ancestors).
Until the Dutch colonized and introduced Christianity to the highlands, Torajans had no separate term
in their language for ‘religion’. The term they did have was aluqta, which means roughly, “the way all
rites should be performed.” This included daily matters – how houses should be built, how rice should
be cooked, how different people should be addressed – as well as rules about how many buffaloes
should be sacrificed at a funeral or what dance should be performed for a ceremony, when and by
whom it should be performed. A basic principle of all aluqta-related ceremonies is that life is an
ongoing exchange of gifts and blessings (as well as curses) between the living and the spirits of their
ancestors.
Figure 1 below outlines the Torajan aluqta system and its related art forms.264 As shown, the system
involves three main kinds of ceremonies: those related to humans, those related to plants and those
related to animals. The human ceremonies are further subdivided into complementary pairs of binary
opposites – ceremonies related to life, fertility and abundance or rambu tuqaq on the left (also known
as rites of the rising sun or rising smoke) and those related to death or rambu soloq (also known as
rites of the setting sun) on the right.265
Both life and death ceremonies involve the sacrifice of water buffalo, pigs and chickens as offerings to
the ancestors and a complex system for distributing the meat among the living, through which an
elaborate network of debts and obligations is maintained and passed down through the generations.

262

Lembang is a local term used to designate an area equivalent to a rural township and consisting of several sub-villages or
hamlets.
263
Ngelow, Zakaria J. (2004). "Traditional Culture, Christianity and Globalization in Indonesia: The Case of Torajan
Christians". Inter-Religio 45.
264
There are many local variations that diverge from the lists in this scheme, so this diagram, based on information gathered
mainly from informants in Suloaraq should not be generalized to cover all of Toraja.
265
Stanislaus Sandarupa 27 June 2006.

Page 467 of 569

Aluqta/Aluq to doloq
System of Toraja Beliefs and
Ceremonies

(Aluqna tanaman)

(Aluq simuane tallang)

(Aluq patuan)

Ceremonies related to plants

Complimentary pairs of
binary opposite ceremonies
related to human beings

Ceremonies related to animals

(Rambu Tukaq)
Human life ceremonies

(Rambu Soloq)
Human death ceremonies

1) Sorosongan tallo
2) Suru’ reresan manuk do lu banu
3) ma’karerang manuk
4) ma’karerang bai
5) massura talang
6) merok
7) bua kasalle / mabua*

1) to lollo’ rara
2) disilli’ batu ba’tu kayu
3) dipasang bongi
4) dipatallung bongi
5) dipalimang bongi
6) dipapitung bongi
7) rapasan

Related art forms:
Manimbong *
Mangandaq*
Maggellu*
Maqarombiq*
Sisempa
Madandan
Massinggiq
Muserang mundane
etc.

Related art forms:
Ma’badong*
Bombongan
Matumbuq
Massuling lembang
Maranding
Madondi
Makatiak
Mareteng
etc.
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Torajan ceremonial/belief system and related art forms
Torajan communities were stratified into four castes known as Tanak Bulaan (nobility), Tana Bassi
(middle class), Tana Karurung (commoners) and Tanak Kua Kua (servants/slaves). Caste determined
which ceremonies and related art forms a person could and should perform. Beyond caste, Torajans
had and still have strong emotional, economic and political ties to several kinds of corporate groups.
One is the rarabuku or extended blood family, with kinship reckoned bilaterally, through both mother
and father. Another is the tongkonan – a group of people who reckon descent from a common original
ancestor and share ownership of and responsibility for a clan house and its lands. The physical clan
house, also known as tongkonan, features ornately carved surfaces and distinctive peaked roofs that
are periodically replaced by the group in ceremonies of renewal accompanied by feasting and dance.
Still another is the saroan, a village-based group for cooperative work exchange in agricultural and
ritual activities, including reciprocal gifts of meat and other foods at ceremonial feasts. A person may
belong to several tongkongan or saroan.

Tongkonan

The spreading of Christianity in Toraja began with Protestant missionaries from the
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Netherlands toward the second decade of the 20th century; Catholic missionaries followed starting in
the 1930s. The missionaries met with strong, sometimes violent resistance and the process of
conversion was slow. It was only in the post-colonial era, under the pressure of national development
policies of the Indonesian government, that the number of conversions increased dramatically.
Towards 1965, about 40% of the Torajan population was officially registered as Christian.266 In 1970,
53% were registered as Christians, 38% as followers of aluq to doloq . By 1994, the number of
Christians had climbed to 86.12% (69.13% Protestant and 16.99% Catholic), while the number of aluq
to doloq followers fell to 6.1%. Nowadays, Christians account for 90% of the population.267
The missionaries tried to outlaw rites in the life ceremonies that involved “raising smoke” or explicit
demands of the spirits, which they viewed as unacceptably pagan. They also challenged the system
that limited participation in religious ritual based on social caste. They were more ambivalent about
and more accepting of death ceremonies. As a result of their interventions, aluqta came to be
conceived as the religious aspect of customary practice; funerary rituals grew more important while
other rites grew scarce; and ironically, overall participation in rituals increased.
Today, commoners and even Christians participate in the highest, most elaborate rites, especially
funerary feasts, which are major social events attended by hundreds of people and involving the
sacrifice of many buffaloes and enormous cash expenditures. In this context, the tongkonan have
become increasingly important as a feature of aluqta that orients and binds people to their ancestors.268
Further, the death ceremonies have also become a main tourism attraction, along with Toraja's
beautiful landscapes and unique architecture. Since the early 1980s, over a million foreign and
domestic tourists have been awed by the pageant-filled spectacle of Torajan funeral celebrations.
Put photo
Stanislaus Sandarupa, a Torajan scholar of Torajan culture who lectures at Hasanuddin University, told
me that Christian Torajans gave the name aluq to doloq to the traditional aluqta of Toraja to
266

The dramatic increases in conversion were related to the fear and unrest brought by the Islamic revolt that swept through
Sulawesi in the 1950s, and then, from 1965 through the 1970s, when the Indonesian government, in the wake of the
communist purge, forced people to identify with one or another of the officially sanctioned monotheistic religions, in order to
avoid being branded as atheists and by implication, communists.
267
Stanislaus Sandarupa, Life and Death in Toraja, (Ujungpandang: 21 Computer), 2000, p.26.
268

Stanislaus Sandarupa, 2000, ibid p. 63.
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distinguish it from the aluqta of Christianity. 269 In fact, aluq to doloq was officially recognised by the
Indonesian government in 1969 as a branch of Hinduism and hence, sanctioned as a monotheistic
religion under the state's Pancasila ideology.270
Christian Tanduklangi, a young Torajan reverend, explained that the beliefs of aluq to doloq are not
secular, for according to these beliefs, nothing is profane and “everything Torajan people do is based
on [these] beliefs.”271 In this report, aluqta and aluq to doloq are used interchangeably to refer to the
whole system of traditional Torajan beliefs and rituals.

Wajo
The second research area includes two sites in the Bugis district of Wajo: Sengkang city, the district
capital, and Buloe, a farming village in Maniangpajo sub district 20 kilometers north of Sengkang.
Historically, the district of Wajo was the Bugis kingdom of Wajo, founded in the late 15th century in
territory previously ruled by Luwu. Wajo was allied with the economically and politically powerful
Makassarese kingdom of Goa at the time when Bone defeated Goa together with the Dutch VOC in
1669. This led to a massive exodus, especially of trade-minded subjects of Wajo, and the subjugation
of Wajo under the power of Bone, which became the leading kingdom in the region until the 19th
century.
One of the most comprehensive sources of knowledge about ancient Bugis belief system and culture is
the sureq La Galigo, an epic narrative recorded in over 6,000 pages of folio pages filled with detailed
information about pre-Islamic Bugis cosmology, beliefs and values. La Galigo describes the divine
creation of the middle world and the geneology and adventures of six generations of royalty believed
to be descendants of the creator gods. For those who believe in it, sureq La Galigo is considered to be
a sacred text and traditional Bugis ritual. La Galigo was traditionally chanted on various ceremonial
occasions including planting and haresting, weddings and other rights of passage. Today just a
handful of Bugis, mostly over the age of 60, are still able to read and understand the text. Others can

269

Interview in Makassar on 27 June 2006.
Interestingly, the government's official recognition of aluq to doloq also coincided with its campaign to promote Toraja,
with its traditional death rites, as an alternative tourism destination beyond Bali.
271
Interview on 13 June 2006.
270
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read the old language but do not understand it. Revitalization of reading and chanting La Galigo is one
of the traditions included in this study.

Page of Old La Galigo manuscript
Photo courtesy of Sirtji Koolhof

In 1610, the king of Wajo, Arung Matoa the 12th, embraced Islam as the official religion of the
kingdom. In the same period, the Totoni, a group of the king's relatives and their followers who wished
to maintain their indigineous religion and belief in sureq La Galigo as a holy text, moved east to settle
in Amparita in the nearby district of Sidenrang Rappang. Their community eventually came to be
called To Lotang or “people who had moved slightly to the east.”272
In Buloe, the numbers of Muslims and To Lotang are balanced: 1326 Muslims and 1382 followers of
To Lotang.273 The overall number of To Lotang in South Sulawesi is around 15,000. They worship the
ancestral gods, Dewata Seuwae, in the ways prescribed in sureq La Galigo and have consistently
refused to convert to any government-recognized religion, claiming their faith is a branch of Shivaism.
Although they have lost many of their precious manuscripts they have managed to preserve their
traditions through oral transmission.274
272

Interview with Andi Syahrul Ali and Sudirman, 23 June 2006.
Pusat Studi La Galigo, Laporan Riset dan Pendampingan Penguatan Budaya Lokal di Sulawesi Selatan (Makassar: Pusat
Kegiatan Penelitian Univeritas Hasanuddin), 2004, p.24.
273

274

Shaifuddin Bahrum (2002) Yang terpinggirkan dan tertekan: kepercayaan tradisional masyarakat Bugis To
Lotang (The pushed aside and opressed: traditional beliefs of the To Lotang Bugis people), Jurnal ATL, vol. 7
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Aside from the To Lotang, other important keepers of the rituals and knowledge of pre-Islamic Bugis
culture are the Bissu – gender-transcendent priests who figure prominently throughout the La Galigo
narrative as guardians of the sacred power of kings and as a conduit between the human and divine
worlds. Well after Islamization, Bissu continued to be housed and employed by most royal households
to protect their sacred regalia and conduct life cycle rituals for them. In the 1950s, when the
Indonesian government initiated a campaign to purge anti-Islamic sects and then disbanded the noble
courts in favor of centralized political power, the Bissu were forced underground. But with the
resurgence of respect for local adat (customary law and practice) since then, the role and position of
the Bissu has regained importance. Today they are frequently consulted and hired by devout Muslims
to conduct rituals of healing, consecrate marriages and give blessings for good harvests, safe
pregnancies and safe journeys – including haj pilgrimages to Mecca.275

Members of the Bissu Community of Segeri, Pangkep District, South Sulawesi

A similar syncretism can be observed in the domain of community leadership in the village of Buloe:
“The government of Buloe is managed by a kepala lingkungan who is charged with
serving community needs in the government sector. Issues connected with matters of To
afl. 8, pp. 53-62
275
Graham, Sharyn (2003) Bissu in La Galigo, in La Galigo: Menyelesuri Jejak Warisan Sastra Dunia, Pusat Studi La Galigo
and Government of Barru 2003.
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Lotang customary law (adat-istiadat) are handled by the local ketua adat. For example,
there are ritual processes of funeral rites, weddings, and the celebration of important
holidays or perrinyameng and so on. … The concept of loyalty and obedience to the
king is still closely followed by the community, especially by the To Lotang in Buloe ...
Additionally, H. Andi Sangkuru (Datu Sangkuru), as a descendant of the last king of
Wajo, is still extremely respected by the community and regarded as the customary
guardian (pemangku adat) of Wajo.” 276

They respect the kepala lingkungan in the realm of government. They also respect the tetua adat who
manages the implementation of important holidays connected with To Lotang religion. At the same
time, they are extremely loyal to Datu Sangkuru,

277

who is at once a figurehead of the ancient

kingdom of Wajo and a devout Muslim.

Datuk Sangkuru, center in brown shirt, attending ritual of massurreq in Buloe, Wajo

We now turn to introduce the specific projects concerning the revitalization of Torajan and Bugis art
genres. While the art forms are different, they have similar histories, in that both retain strong

276

Pusat Studi La Galigo, Laporan Proyek Revitalisasi Kesenian di Sulawesi Selatan Sebagai Upaya Penguatan Budaya
Lokal, (Makassar: Pusat Kegiatan Penelitian Universitas Hasanuddin), 2005, p. 8-9.
277
Datu Sangkuru is the younger brother of the last king of Wajo. After his brother died, he took over his brother's position as
the guardian of Wajo.
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connections with very old beliefs: pre-christian, in the Torajan and pre-Islamic in the Bugis case. As
we shall see, the process and results of artistic revitalization in both cases raise sensitive issues
concerning the relevance of deeply cherished beliefs from the past, and the struggle to find new
contexts for their expression in contemporary community life.
Brief Introduction to the Subjects of Study
The organization that received funding and ran the revitalization program in South Sulawesi is the
Center for La Galigo Studies, Social Sciences and Humanities Division, Center for Research
Activities, Hasanuddin University, Makassar. The head of this department is Dr Nurhayati Rahman.
TORAJA
In Toraja, the names of the four traditional arts selected as subjects for revitalization are: manimbong,
mangandaq, maggellu to doloq and makarombiq. All four genres are music and/or dance forms related
to the rambu tukaq or human life ceremonies (see Figure 1). The first three forms are parts of the
mabua – a harvest thanksgiving and fertility ritual representing the highest level of the life ceremonies
– traditionally performed by members of the family clan hosting the ceremonies.
Manimbong is a combined vocal music and movement form performed as the closure of the first stage
of the mabua. It is characterized by lyrics in high Torajan language and the alternating use of small
wooden plates as percussion instruments and mouth resonators as well dishes to hold tobacco or betel
offerings from the audience.

Mangandaq rehearsal in Suloaraq, Toraja
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Maggellu to doloq is a dance and music form for blessing the tumbang, the clanswoman appointed to
lead the mabua. It features a large double-headed drum played by two to four men, accompanied by
women dancers, some of whom occasionally mount and dance on top of the drum.

Maggellu to doloq

Unlike the first three genres, makarombiq is not part of the mabua, but a kind of music produced by a
mouth harp, traditionally played together with a bamboo flute to entertain sick people and to signal and
celebrate when a sick person was successfully healed.
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Makarombiq

Over the last few decades, there has been a steady decline in the practice of all four art forms, as the
original rituals in which they occurred became increasingly rare or ceased to be performed in certain
areas.
The comparison or control art form selected for Toraja is ma’badong, a type of lament, combining
song and movement, generally performed by a circle of men to express grief during rambu soloq. It
was chosen as a control case because, unlike the above forms, it is a genre connected to the death
ceremonies; it is widely familiar and open to all people in the community; and it is very often
performed by both professional and non-professional community groups across Toraja today.
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Ma’badong

WAJO
In Wajo, the names of the traditional arts selected as subjects for revitalization are maggenrang and
massureq. In the past, both of these art forms were closely connected with To Lotang religious rituals
where the function of their performance was to call the spirits.
Maggenrang is a type of musical ensemble performance that employs drums along with a number of
other instruments. There are two different styles of maggenrang performance: In the first, the players
place the drums in front of themselves and form two or three lines facing the audience. In the second,
two players sit facing one another with their drums before them. These variations will be further
explained when the maggenrang trainings in Sengkang and Buloe are discussed below.
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Massureq is an art form that involves the sung recital of texts from sureq La Galigo. The La Galigo
readers use a variety of different melodies, depending on the style employed. The style of the
massureq recital is also determined by location, such as the Wajo style, known as lawatowajo.

Chanting La Galigo in Amparita

Meanwhile, there is no art form serving as a control case for the genres revitalized in Wajo district.
Initially, there was a plan to visit and observe a children's massureq group established and taught by
Puang Matoa Saidi, the leader of the Bissu community of Segeri in Pangkep, another district of South
Sulawesi. However, due to scheduling conflicts and time limitations, it proved to be impossible to
arrange for this to happen during the period I was in the field.
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Puang Matoa Saidi, Leader of the Bissu Community of
Segeri, Pangkap, photo courtesy of Change Performing Artsh

REPORT BY SUBJECT

HISTORY AND MEANING OF THE ART BEING REVITALIZED
History and Meaning of manimbong, mangandaq and maggellu to doloq
To understand the history and meaning of these three genres, it is best to look at the mabua, the peak
of the rambu tuqaq life ceremonies, where these genres originated and were integral elements.
As shown in Figure 1, rambu tuqaq encompasses many kinds and levels of ceremonies, which are
accompanied by many different types of music and dance. These include rituals of thanksgiving for the
harvest and for the clan house, weddings and highest of all, the mabua: the festival for giving thanks to
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Puang Matua 278 (the supreme God of the ancestors), which a group connected to a given tongkonan or
clan house must carry out for the blessings of prosperity and good lives in the world they have
received, in the form of children, rice fields, livestock and health.
Formerly, the mabua ceremony itself involved a complex series of processes that could take one to two
years to complete.279 The mabua in Suloaraq would be marked by the sacrifice of 1,000 animals over a
12-month period – perhaps including water buffalo, chickens and pigs – in quantities believed
necessary to ensure that one's expressions of gratitude would reach heaven. Within this time frame,
there were breaks of about nine months to give the family a chance to keep tending to their farming
chores. But during the break time, animals would continue to be sacrificed, to ensure that the figure of
1,000 was reached.280
All my informants confirmed that mabua is the highest level of rambu tuqaq. A tongkonan group will
first go through various steps – involving smaller thanksgiving rites and other ceremonies – leading up
to the mabua, and the exact steps vary from place to place.281
Additionally, mabua is distinguished by the role of the tumbang – a woman of the tongkonan who is
chosen to direct the mabua ceremonies. Aside from offering thanks to the gods, a main focus of the
mabua is the inauguration of the tumbang and her elevation to a level of being that is likened to that of
a god. To this end, the tumbang undergoes a process of purification throughout the ceremony,
including the observance of several taboos.282 According to Y. Kamma, it is as if the aim of the
purification of the tumbang and the offering of the animals is to carry the tumbang up to heaven.283
As reconstructed from conversations with my informants in Suloaraq, the major stages of the mabua in
the past were as follows:

278

Puang Matua should not be confused with the use of a similar title, Puang Matoa, meaning leader of the bissu as used in
the Bugis language and community.
279
According to Stanislaus Sandarupa, in South Toraja, the mabua cycle could take as long as six years.
280
Y. Duma, 11 June 2006.
281
For example, according to Batara, a handicraft souvenir seller in Rantepao, the steps include massura’ talang (the
ceremony done when a wish has been fulfilled), meroq and merara (thanksgiving ceremonies at the tongkonan). According to
Stanislaus, mabua is the highest of seven types of thanksgiving ceremonies and it is the equivalent or twin of the rapasan in
the death ceremonies (See Figure 1). In fact, a clan must do a rapasan death ceremony before undertaking mabua (Stanislaus
Sandarupa, Life and Death in Toraja, (Ujungpandang: 21 Computer, 2000, p.38.) Other informants confirmed that the
position of mabua is higher than rambu soloq, including Mama Nani, a living witness of the mabua done in the past. (Mama
Nani, 13 Juni 2006).
282
Y. Dumma, the manimbong teacher, 11 June 2006.
283
Y. Kamma 11 June 2006
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The first step was a meeting to reach an agreement to hold a mabua.284 Once the whole clan agreed to
hold this ceremony, the agreement was marked by a maggelong (a song of prayer by the family in the
clan house).285
This was followed by the appointment of the tumbang, which was blessed with a maggellu dance,
performed by the clan in front of their tongkonan house. If the clan was a large one, the dance became
a mass dance. The dance was accompanied by a big drum played by two to four men. A daughter of
the tumbang climbed onto the drum from time to time. The maggellu dancers wore kandaure (strings
of beads), keris (daggers) and crowns made of aubergines.286
Sometimes up to four maggellu groups might form, each consisting of eight or more participants. Each
group's dance could last anywhere from 15 minutes to an hour. The family clan or their visitors gave
donations to the dancers by slipping money into their headdresses.287
The next stage involved the formation of the tumbang's ‘cabinet’, consisting of her representatives
(bana’a) and helpers (to maria barang); the planting of sandalwood in front of the tongkonan; the
killing of 100 pigs around the tongkonan as offerings to God; and the closing with a manimbong
performance.288
With lyrics in high-level Torajan language, the heart of the manimbong consisted of expressing respect
to the community and religious leaders present, extolling the greatness of the clan giving the mabua,
and giving thanks to God.289
The men of the clan who came to the ceremony performed the manimbong for one day and one night.
It could involve from 40 to 60 performers divided into smaller groups performing in turns: when one
group had finished, another group would continue – they did not perform at the same time.
No special costumes were worn for manimobong; the clothes were neat and simple. The props used
included small wooden plates (sarungsimbong), swords (labo to doloq), feather headbands (bulu dati)
and scarves or stoles (selengka). The sarungsimbong functioned as containers for donations from the
284

Only the major steps of the mabua and those connected with the revitalized art forms are described here.
Y.Dumma and DK Tandukpayung, 11 June 2006.
286
DK Tandupayung, 11 June 2006.
287
Ribka Tanduklangi, 12 June 2006.
288
Y.Dumma, 11 June 2006.
289
DK Tandukpayung, 12 June 2006.
285
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audience, in the form of cigarettes and betel; as resonators, when held up to the mouth; and as
percussion instruments, when struck. Each incoming family member brought his or her own
sarungsimbong.290
Manimbong marked the completion of the first stage of the mabua, called meroq. As mentioned above,
there was a rest break from the mabua for nine months to do farming activities. It was then resumed
after the harvest – signalled by the sounding of a special drum to “reawaken the mabua.” At this point,
people began making horns and training in mangandaq for 15 days in preparation for a big celebration
in the field, in which all groups would enter the field together.291
Mangandaq was performed as an expression of happiness to God upon reaching the final stages of
mabua. The mangandaq performance might involve up to 100 people.292 The word mangandaq itself
means jumping up and down as a symbol of joy at completing the process of conducting a mabua.293 It
was performed for one full day, morning to night, by members of the clan in a field. The mangandaq
lines entered the field in single file and encircled it as spectators from the surrounding community
looked on.
Following the mangandaq came the peak of the ceremony in which the tumbang, her representatives
(bana’a) and burake (aluq to dolo priestess) were raised onto a sort of carrier or float and carried in
procession from the tongkonan to the big field. The name of this procession is mamulle.
There were some other steps after this, but they are not relevant for description here.
The last time a mabua was carried in Suloaraq was in 1971294 with the grandmother of Ibu Ribka, the
local coordinator of the revitalization project, serving as tumbang.295
Because of this, the maggellu, manimbong and mangandaq have lost their original context and
suffered a drastic decline, except for mangandaq, which is still performed at the weddings of nobility
from time to time, albeit not very often.296
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Y. Duma and DK. Tandukpayung, 11 June 2006.
Y. Duma, 11 June 2006.
292
DK. Tandukpayung, 11 June 2006.
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Ribka Tanduklangi, 11 June 2006.
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Yohannes Lippa, 13 June 2006.
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Ribka Tanduklangi, 11 June 2006.
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Y. Kamma, 13 Juni 2006.
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However, according to Reverend Palinoan,

297

in other sub districts such as Rinding Allo, only 10

kilometers away, the mabua has been “baptized” (that is, it has been made suitable for the Church by
omitting the tumbang as a representative of a deity other than the Christian God); this abbreviated
Christian version of mabua is performed there about twice a year.
Similarly, while maggellu to doloq in the context of mabua has faded out, a modern version known as
maggellu kreasi is very often presented at weddings.
According to Y. Kamma,298 in Suloaraq, maggellu to doloq was never performed at wedding parties in
the past, because wedding parties were not held with large numbers of people – it was enough just to
kill a chicken. But gradually, wedding ceremonies have become stronger and have come to take the
place of mabua in the life ceremonies of Toraja. Starting about 20 years ago, weddings began to be
held in churches with a larger number of invited guests. Maggellu kreasi then became part of the
Christian wedding ceremonies.
While the movements in maggellu to doloq were limited to only five types, the repertory of
movements in maggellu kreasi has been expanded, and according to Ibu Ribka, is no longer
authentic.299 Maggellu kreasi are also performed with songs and additional instruments, including
guitars and tambourines, which play rythyms adapted to the existing drumbeats of the maggellu. These
maggellu kreasi are regularly featured in contests for church congregation youth as an outlet for
exploring their interests and talents.300
Lexianus Lintang, head of the Cultural Division of the Toraja District Office of Culture and Tourism,
also mentioned that many dance and music clubs (sanggar) have been cropping up that provide
training in maggellu kreasi to meet the high demand for its performance at weddings. He said that this
is because maggellu is easy to learn and to perform, as it only calls for one big drum and a few
dancers. Further, he said that the aim of maggellu kreasi is to create variations so that it is not
monotonous and boring.301
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History and Meaning of Makarombiq
As indicated in figure 1, the makarombiq is associated with Torajan life ceremonies. Unlike the abovedescribed art forms, it is not related to the mabua ritual. Rather, it is an instrument that was used to
entertain and heal sick people in the time when still many people embraced aluq to doloq. For
example, one of the diseases that makarombiq was used to heal was chicken pox in children.
In addition to its entertainment and healing functions, makarombiq also had a third function. It was
played when when there were quarrels in a family, to express the hope that the differences among
family members would be peacefully resolved.302
When it was used to entertain and to heal sick people, the makarombiq was played together with a
massuling lembang (bamboo flute). According to aluq to doloq, if the sick person got well, the
maqarombiq would keep playing as a sign of the healing, after a chicken or a pig was sacrificed. Then
neighbors and family clan members would come over and join in with their own maqarombiq to show
their joy.303 However, if the sick person died, the makarombiq would stop playing, while the suling
lembang continued, as a sign of sadness. For the same reason, the suling lembang is also played in
rambu soloq ceremonies.
The makarombiq instrument is easy to make so it easy for people to have one. The music requires no
special props or equipment, nor is there a limitation on who may play it based on social
stratification.304
Over the years, as more and more Torajans coverted to Christianity, the makarombiq gradually
stopped being used as a way to entertain and heal sick people. It is only used today to pass the time,
although with the advent of pop music and television, this rarely happens. Makarombiq is sometimes
still played if someone asks for it: Ibu Ribka gave the example of when Patty Sher, an American who
owns a house in Toraja, asked for and made a donation for the makarombiq to be played for her.305
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DESCRIBE THE ART FORMS BEING REVITALIZED
The following descriptions are largely based on performances of the art forms in rehearsals or training
sessions that were part of the revitalization project, with the exception of maggellu to doloq, a
Christian version of which I had a chance to observe. While contemporary Christian versions of
manimbong and mangandaq do exist, the time period when the research took place was a season for
death ceremonies rather than life ceremonies and so, there were no opportunities to see Christian
versions of these art forms.
Manimbong

Manimbong rehearsal in Toyasa Riu

As mentioned above, manimbong has not been performed in the context of a mabua ceremony in
Sesean sub district since 1971. So far, the revitalization project has concentrated on manimbong
training but has not yet led to presentation of manimbong in a new context outside of training
sessions.306 The main focus of the training has been on learning and memorizing the standard lyrics
and movements used in the past.
A typical training session begins with the performers forming a semi-circle and then practicing vocal
patterns and lyrics. They each have wooden plates with bells and strings attached to them as props, and
306
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wear feather headdresses on their heads and stoles placed diagonally across their chests. They sing
vocal music consisting of melodic phrases filled with different lyrics. The end of each phrase was
marked by holding a long note. The melodic phrase also functions as the musical accompaniment for a
set of movements. At different times the musicians bring the wooden plates up to their mouths; they
squat while holding and striking the wooden plates at right angles to the ground or strike their plates at
cross angles to each other to make various sounds. The transitions from one type of movement to
another are marked by the initiation of new melodic phrases. Training in the vocal and movement
aspects of the performance done are simultaneously.

Detail of of Manimbong

The performers include males of three different generations: two adult teachers serving as models,
accompanied by four youths as assistants and around 30 boys ranging from 10 to14 years of age.
Additionally, six female teenaged dancers enter the performance arena doing certain movements in the
middle of the manimbong performance. They then split into two groups of three dancers who do the
same repeated movements. Each dancer stretches her arms out to the sides while swinging them up and
down. When the right arm swings upward the left swings downward and the reverse. They sustain this
arm movement while their bodies slowly turn around 360 degrees.
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Manimbong: older men and children

Mangandaq

Mangandaq rehearsal

The mangandaq features three types of horn: buffalo horns, meter-long horns made of wood and horns
made of palm leaf ribs. At present, only two types of horns are used in the training: buffalo horns,
which are used by the teacher, and palm leaf rib horns, which are used by the children.307 The tops of
the buffalo horns are decorated with coins and chicken feathers. Two of the five horns the project
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owns are still decorated with old coins from the 1700s.

308

Long pieces of cloth are spread out,

extending downward from the tips of the horns. The performers also wear stoles diagonally across
their bodies.
As with the manimbong, the mangandaq is performed by three generations, with the teacher as a
model, three youth as the teacher's assistants, and ten or so younger children. In keeping with the
original context of the dance, when it was performed in the middle of a field, mangandaq begins with
a long single file of performers entering and circling the playing arena several times. They hold bells
called bangkula in their right hands, striking them to produce a sound in pace with their stepping
movements. The sounding of the bells serves at the same time to provide the rythym that regulates the
movement.
Maggellu to doloq

A big double-headed drum beaten on both sides by two to four men provides the musical
accompaniment in this dance. Meanwhile, several female dancers dance on one side of the drum.
Periodically, one of the female dancers mounts the drum and dances on it.
Approximately 12 child dancers ranging from 7 to 13 years of age perform the maggellu to doloq in
the training sessions at Ibu Ribka’s house. They form three lines of four children each around a big
drum, placed in the middle of the performance space that is played by four boys striking both sides of
the drum.
From time to time, one of the dancers climbs onto the drum and dances on it. The movements of the
dancer on top of the drum serve as a guide for the other dancers down below. The movements include
swinging both arms in alternation to the front or stretching them to the sides while swishing them up
and down. All of the dancers do these movements facing each of the four directions in turn. After that
the dancers on top of the drum climbs down and is replaced by a different dancer. During the training,
the children don't wear any special costumes. They have yet to present the results of their training in
any context outside of the training sessions.
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In contrast, new versions of maggellu to doloq known as maggellu kreasi are performed at wedding
parties by performers wearing traditional Torajan clothing (pakaian adat) covered with beads known
as kandaure. I had an opportunity to witness a performance of maggellu kreasi at a wedding party on
10 June in di Tiromanda, Makale, South Toraja. The dancers consisted of only three people who lined
up in straight or diagonal lines or danced in formations where two of the dancers were positioned
behind, one in front.

Maggellu kreasi in Tiromanda, Makale, South Toraja.

The shifts in movement in the maggellu kreasi seemed to be more rapid than those in the maggellu to
doloq. For example, in the movement with both arms stretched out sideways the wrists were
simultaneously struck together with the fingers facing upward and then turned downward and soon
after that, the left hand was placed at the waist or hip while the right moved up, down and sideways.
After going through several repetitions of this movement, it changed into a 360 degree turning
movement with the left hand fixed at the waist and the right placed immobile to the side in line with
the chest, with the elbow slightly bent downward and the palm of the hand facing outward.
Once in a while, one of the dancers climbed onto the drum and danced on it. As in the maggellu taught
at Ibu Ribka's place, the dancer on top of the drum faced toward the four cardinal directions in turn.
The musicians also consisted of three players, two playing one side of the drum, one striking the other
side. Each performer had a different rhythm than the others.
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In the maggellu performed at the wedding party there was a donation box placed near the musicians.
Throughout the dance, preceded by the bride and groom, all of the invited guests present made
contrIbutions to the meggelu troupe, which were later divided up among the players and their manager.
Makarombiq

The makarombiq is a mouth harp made of a thin blade of bamboo with a string attached to it. It is
played by holding it to the mouth, using the oral cavity as a resonator, and vibrating the instrument by
pulling on the string attached to its tip.
In the makarombiq training, three generations – teacher, young males and children, both boys and girls
– sit cross-legged on a mat to play the instruments together, in groups of three to five or more players,
the more players the better.
Makarombiq is classified as an “unpitch” instrument so the beauty of the music is found in the
diversity of dissimilar rhythms played together. A senior player initiates the music by playing a certain
regular rhythm and the other players follow, not necessarily playing the same rhthym. The senior
player appears to play more complex rhythyms and plays continuously without stopping while the
children play simpler rhythms and take frequent momentary breaks.
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There is no limit on which social class can play this instrument and no special props or costumes are
needed to play it. Only if it is played as a performance would the makarombiq performers wear
traditional dress.309

Villagers always gather to watch rehearsals

REASONS FOR THE DECLINE OF THE ART
Reasons for the Decline of manimbong, maggellu to doloq and mangandaq
As discussed in reviewing the history and meaning of these three performance art forms, they were
intimately tied to the mabua life ceremony and stopped being performed in Lembang Suloaraq when
the practice of the mabua itself stopped. Thus, the decline of these art forms was directly caused by the
decline of the mabua due to religious, social and economic factors, as well as the complexity of the
genres themselves.
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As we have seen, the main purpose of the mabua was to give thanks to God and this involved the
inauguration and purification of the tumbang or the clanswoman appointed to lead the ceremony, to
elevate her to a level similar to that of a deity. Additionally, Reverend Palinoan explained, the death of
a tumbang had to be marked by a complete ,rambu soloq feast and a deification ritual. Thus, from the
point of view of the Church, the mabua was contrary to Christian beliefs and the figure of the tumbang
deified and accorded cult status to a woman.310 Mami Nani observed that as the influence of
Christianity grew and an increasing number of Torajans coverted to Christianity, the importance of the
mabua diminished for them.

311

Y. Kamma felt that it was due to the Christian teaching that all people

are equal before God that the mabua and tumbang could not be enacted anymore.312
As previously mentioned, in areas such as Rinding Allo, Christian versions of the mabua have been
organized and supported by the Church. The first was held in Poya village in 1981 and has been staged
twice a year since then. In Ponglu in the same area, all of the families try to perform the ceremony in
the Church at least once a year.313 All of the art genres from the original mabua still occur in the
Christian version. Key differences in these new ceremonies are that the role of the to mina'a (the aluq
to dolo priest) is taken by the Reverend; they are accompanied by Christian services; the time is
shortened from a one to two-year cycle to only three days; and the tumbang as a goddess symbol has
been deleted.314
Such changes are in accordance with the policy of the Church regarding ancient cultures, as described
by the young Reverend Christian Tanduklangi: “the culture may continue to be maintained as long as
it is not incompatible with God’s commandments.” Therefore, aspects of culture that are not
incompatible are accepted, while those that are incompatible are left out. He also said that if there is an
incompatible element of culture this does not mean it should be erased but rather it should be filled
with content from the Gospel to bring it in line, so it is no longer incompatible.315
However, many people in Suloaraq expressed strong feelings that the Christian mabua and its art
forms are not authentic.

Even though the revitalization project coordinators, Y. Kamma and Ibu

Ribka, are both Christian, they still consider the tumbang figure a critical part of the mabua ceremony
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and for this reason, they are not ready to conduct a Christianized version of mabua in Suloaraq like
those that have become popular in Rinding Allo.316
According to Christian Tanduklangi, the people cannot be hypocrites – deep inside, they are still
Torajan. Even though they have become Christians, the ways of their ancestors still remain deeply
rooted in their hearts; this is especially true of people in the villages.317
On a similar note, Stanislaus Sandarupa has observed signs of a growing yearning among people in
Suloaraq and elsewhere in Toraja, to return to the old teachings and perform the old ritual arts again.318
In my own conversations with informants, it became clear that for them, the value of manimbong,
mangadaq and maggellu to doloq is inseperable from the value of the original mabua, with the
tumbang intact, as a direct expression of the teachings of their ancestors. Their dilemma may perhaps
be expressed as follows: to keep doing the mabua in the authentic way would go against the Church,
while doing it in the way of the Church would violate the ways of ancestors. Thus, for the moment,
they do neither.
Beyond this religious tug-of-war, there are also some interrelated social and economic constraints that
prevent any easy reversal of the decline of these traditions.
For one thing, not just any family can organize a mabua ceremony. All informants agreed that a mabua
could only be held by middle and high caste Torajans, for whom the implementation of the mabua is a
means of legitimating the social status of their families in the community. Ibu Ribka added that if a
family conducted a mabua without a tumbang then their social status would go down.319
But according to Reverend Palinoan, the disappearance of mabua in Suloaraq is more due to economic
than social factors. In his view, Suloaraq people would in fact like to conduct mabua ceremonies, even
Christian versions, but the major obstacle they face is financial – there are no family clans here who
can afford to sponsor a mabua.320
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To hold a mabua, the two-storey lodgings that must be built all around the clan house for guests and
family alone may cost hundreds of millions of rupiah (thousands of US dollars).321 Further, for the
very earliest stage of the ceremony, the family must get four or five of the biggest, longest-tusked pigs
they can find, at a cost of five to ten million rupiah per animal ($500 to $1000 US Dollars). And then,
the 1,000 animals to be sacrificed during the rest of the ceremonial cycle would cost at least five
hundred million ($55,000 US Dollars).
As for the artistic performances in the ceremony, they would in principle be carried out as in-kind
contributions by the family clan. However, if family members were unable to do this, they would need
to hire outside performers in exchange for fees in the form of money, rice or animals such as buffaloes
and pigs.322
According to Reverend Palinoan, only one very big family clan could afford to sponsor such
expenditures of hundreds of millions of rupiah, although during the implementation of the ceremony
itself, others from the community may also be involved.
Beyond the extreme costs involved, Stanislaus Sandaruppa is of the opinion that an even more major
economic factor for the decline of this ceremony is the shift of the community from agrarian to more
modern lifestyles. As more Torajans take on occupations other than farming, the function of the
tumbang as a symbol of fertility is losing its importance. 323
Finally, Lexianus Lintang emphasized complexity as a factor behind the decline of the mangandaq and
manimbong genres, in terms of the equipment that the mangandang requires, such as buffalo horns and
other things, while manimbong presents technical challenges related to the complexity of its poetry
arrangements.324
The manimbong lyrics are in high Torajan language, consisting of quatrains or four-line verses
(pantun), along with having certain meanings related to honouring the guests and praising the family
hosting the ceremony, and so on.325 This multiplies the number of manimbong poems. Additionally,
there are those that are fixed as well as those that must be improvised on the spot, depending on the
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situation in which they are performed, which demands a high level of skill on the part of the
manimbong leader.326

Reasons for the Decline of Makarombiq
Based on information gathered from Ibu Ribka there are three main reasons for the decline of
makarombiq that may be summarized as follows: the shift in beliefs among the Torajans from aluq to
doloq to Christianity; the development of modern health service facilities; and the influence of modern
forms of entertainment.327
Once they embraced Christianity, Torajans no longer used the makarombiq as a medium for healing
and entertaining sick people, but instead prayed in the Christian manner when visiting the sick. With
the establishment of government hospitals and public health centers in addition to missionary-run
health services, Torajans came to rely more on these services than on offerings and makarombiq music
in the home in their approach to treating illness.
Ibu Ribka felt that the decline of makarombiq is also due to the influx of modern forms of music and
audio-visual entertainment into Toyasa Riu through radio and television and the films that youngsters
like to watch. As a result of these modern forms of entertainment, the makarombiq lost its appeal for
the younger generations, and so, as time went on, fewer and fewer people were making or playing
makarombiq and children were rarely exposed to makarombiq anymore. 328
BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON THE ORGANIZATIONS AND/OR INDIVIDUALS
CONDUCTING THE REVITALIZATION PROJECT
The mission of Center for La Galigo Studies (PSLG – Pusat Studi La Galigo), as part of the Social and
Humanities Division of the Research Activity Center, Hasanuddin University, is to:
1) Revitalize the creative process of local cultures in a sustainable manner;
2) Arouse community appreciation of local culture;
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3) Provide space for plurity in local culture; and
4) Return cultural works to their communities.
The idea of conducting artistic revitalization (especially in connection with Sureq329 La Galigo) first
occurred to Ibu Nurhayati Rahman (Ibu Nur), the head of PSLG, following the success of the
International La Galigo seminar held on 15-18 March 2002 in Pancana village, Barru district, South
Sulawesi. The seminar itself was focused on discussing Sureq La Galigo traditions and succeeded in
drawing the attention of local, national and international ilmuwan to these vanishing traditions.
Questions about what would be done after the seminar led Ibu Nur to propose the idea of
revitalization, although at first she only conceived revitalization to mean “make it vital again” without
having yet thought through what form this process would take, how it would be done or what
strategies or methods it would involve.
Subsequently, PSLG parties received a lot of input from their colleagues, including Phillip Yampolsky
from the Ford Foundation, in discussions that shaped the direction of the current project. Additionally,
a subsequent workshop on the Revitalization of the Culture of South Sulawesi held by PSLG in
Malino on 25-27 December 2003. Through these discussions and workshop, the concept was refined
and expanded it to encompass not only Bugis art genres related to sureq La Galigo as initially
envisaged but also non-Bugis art genres of South Sulawesi districts with other cultural traditions, such
as Toraja.
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Potential locations and genres for the revitalization project were then identified based on

bringing together the multiple perspectives that emerged from the workshop. These potential choices
were then narrowed down through a year of intensive field research.331
More details about the pre-project research process are discussed in the section, Background
Information on the Organizations and/or Individuals Conducting the Revitalization Project in the
Wajo report.
As formulated by the PSLG parties the broad goal of revitalization is:
“The formation of a young generation that can function as heirs to the arts
of their ancestors, and based on that, act as a stimulus for collective
awareness in appreciation of the original arts of their communities. Thus
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will be formed the self confidence and enthusiasm [necessary] to enhance
the human dignity of the communities concerned.” 332
The specific group PSLG decided to work with in Toraja and the reasons it was chosen are described
in the next section.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON THE GROUPS THAT WERE SPECIFIC SUBJECTS
OF THE REVITALIZATION PROJECT
The group involved with the revitalization project in Toraja is called “Pusat Pelatihan dan
Pengembangan Seni Budaya Dances Center” (Dance Center for Cultural Arts Training and
Development). Founded by Ibu Ribka Tanduklangi and her husband Y. Kamma in their community in
Toyasa Riu village, Lembang Suloaraq, Sesean sub district, North Toraja, the group is still informal,
and was formed only recently, when revitalization efforts first began. Aside from manimbong,
mangandaq and meggelu to doloq, they also do training in flute playing (massuling lembang) as an
independent initiative.

Ibu Ribka front on her house which is rehearsal area
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This community group was picked for the revitalization project because revitalization had already
begun there, through another Ford-funded project that had been initiated and led for one year by John
Palayukan, a Torajan involved in the arts and based in Makassar. Ibu Ribka acknowledged that it was
John Palayukan who originally selected the genres (manimbong, mangandaq and maggellu to doloq)
to be revitalized. She explained that these forms were considered appropriate choices for revitalization
because people in North Toraja in general identified with them and people in Suloaraq in particular
were familiar with them as there were still a few older people in the area who remembered how to
perform and could potentially teach them.
The control groups selected in Toraja are two ma’badong umum333 groups, including one that performs
at large rambu soloq funerary feasts held by noble families in Kepe village, Mengkendek sub district,
South Toraja; and another that performs in rambu soloq ceremonies for commoners in Toyasa Riu
village.

SPECIFICS OF THE REVITALIZATION PROCESS
The first stage of the revitalization project ran for ten months from March to December 2005. PSLG
designed the training, which was the main activity of the project. They planned how many training
sessions there would be, decided how much the honoraria for the teachers should be, and disbursed
funds for food and drink and supplies such as headdresses and sarungsimbong.
Ibu Esti Pertiwiningsih, was the laision between PSLG in Makassar and the local PSLG counterpart,
Ibu Ribka. Ibu Esti spent many months in Toraja during the first phase of the project working closely
with Ibu Ribka. Ibu Ribka's job was to arrange logistics for the training space and refreshments and to
recruit the teachers. Under her coordination, four teachers were hired, one for each genre: Y. Dumma
for manimbong, DK Tandukpayang for mangandaq, Ibu Ester for maggellu and S. Tandi for
makarombiq. According to Ibu Ribka, the teachers enjoyed this activity because they got extra money
to cover their living expenses. They taught twice a week. On training days, they did farming chores in
the morning and taught classes in the afternoon. 334
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Along the way, Ibu Ester resigned. S. Tandi turned out to be the type of teacher who didn't show up
after being paid – often on the excuse of having a toothache – even when a new rule was applied that
the teachers would only be paid after teaching. During the pre-research (13 – 19 May 2006) and
research (10-17 June, 2006) phases of this study, only the other two teachers were left.
The age of the children who joined the training was 6 to 12 years old, while the average age of the
adults was 28, although sometimes much older people, as much as 70 years of age showed up. Ibu Nur
said that the number of children who came to the training could reach as many as 70 children. 335
Ribka’s house is strategically located in the middle of the village and on the side of the road, making it
easy for people to reach. The training became a regular spectacle for locals and other passersby.
After the completion of the first stage of the project, the community continued the revitalization efforts
on their own, holding practice sessions once or twice a week between January and May 2006. Then the
official revitalization project resumed for a second period of seven months in June 2006, focusing on
mangandaq and manimbong. The current plan is to continue the training in these two forms for another
three years.
On the days I observed training in June 2006 there were 30 to 40 children in each session. Aside from
this many people dropped by the house, as if there were a party in progress: family and neighbors, as
well as reverends and youngsters from the church came to watch the training.
There were no changes in goal between the first and second periods of the project. The changes were
that in the second period the number of genres being taught was reduced from four to two; a new
training location was added. Additionally, Ibu Ribka's position shifted from ‘counterpart’ to ‘local
coordinator’, which meant that now she had greater authority in managing the training, including the
management of how the training funds were distributed and the reporting of the training results to
PSLG. However, the overall administration of the project remained the responsibility of PSLG,
including the task of transferring funds to Ibu Ribka on a monthly basis.336
A number of problems arose for the local coordinator concerning these arrangements. One problem,
from the beginning, was that the number of children who came for training exceeded the snacks
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available, and the smaller children who came to watch the sessions were also given snacks. Ibu Ribka
suggested raising the budget for this from rp 300,000 to rp 500,000 but this request was not granted.
Ibu Ribka was also disappointed in the choice of genres for the second stage of the project. She felt
that there were many arts from the mabua that should have a turn being revitalized and since
manimbong and mangandaq had been already been studied, it would have been better to focus on
different genres such as ma’dandan (the female version of manimbong) or maranding (the war dance
in rambu soloq). However, she did admit that the children still had not mastered the manimbong with
its difficult lyrics.337
According to Ibu Nur, mangandaq and manimbong were selected as a follow up to maintain continuity
with the previous period. The choice was also based on results of collective discussions on what
people in the community wanted, to determine which genres were considered vital and should be
continued. It was hoped that by sticking with mangandaq and manimbong, both genres could be
transferred naturally so that people would be able to teach these forms to others by themselves. This
would reduce dependency, considering that the project would only run for three years. Ibu Esti, the
assistant coordinator of the revitalization project on the PSLG staff, also said that the choice of the
mangandaq and manimbong genres represented the voice of the community. However it is not clear
exactly when and how the community consultations to which they referred were conducted. 338
Another reason for the choice of genres given by Ibu Esti was that according to Nek Rangking, a
village elder who was considered to be a master of manimbong and mangandaq,339 some of the
movements in these forms were still being done wrong, so they still needed to be further improved.
Therefore PSLG felt it was better for the time being to first work on perfecting mangandaq and
manimbong.340
As for the discontinuance of training in maggellu and makarombiq, Ibu Nur said that it was felt that
these genres could already continue on their own. Aside from that, the reduction from four to two
teachers was also a matter of funding.341

337

Ribka Tanduklangi, 11-12 June 2006.
Ibu Nur and Ibu Esti did not elaborate details about when the community discussions took place and which community
members were involved.
339
Nek Rangking is an adat leader and native of the village of Tiroan. She had served as a teacher in the revitalization project
led by John Palayukan, then became a teacher again in the second phase of this project in the second training center in Tiroan.
340
Esti Pertiwiningsih, 26 Juni 2006.
341
Nurhayati Rachman, 26 June 2006.
338
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Ibu Ribka’s second disappointment was that even though the first training center was not yet running
well a plan was made to open training in another place. Her disappointment was compounded by fact
that the logistics budget was still rp 300,000 in both places and the costume supplies were
incomplete.342
Ibu Esti confirmed that the training was already running in two places, at Ibu Ribka’s house as well as
in Tiroan, Lembang Embatau. Even though the same two genres were being taught in both places, she
considered the teacher in Tiroan, Nek Rangking, more qualified than the teacher in Toyasa Riu. 343
According to Ibu Nur, the expansion to two centers was based on a request that came to PSLG from
people in the community.

344

As for the costumes, she said that the community's requests to more

costumes was not approved by Phillip Yampolsky at Ford.345
There did not appear to be a formal mechanism in place for addressing and resolving such differences
in opinion between PSLG and the local coordinator. Ibu Ribka brought these issues to my attention in
the hope that they could be communicated to the parties at Ford Foundation.
These issues aside, the revitalization activities implemented by Ibu Ribka and PSLG have certainly
revived community interest in art genres that were once vital for the community but had become near
extinct. The teachers are senior artists teaching children from their own community. They do this in
the hope that later on, these arts will flourish within and serve the needs of their own community.
This approach to revitalizing the arts by and for the community itself is very much in line with the
Ford Foundation's definition of revitalization, which is “broadly defined as an effort to strengthen a
form, style or specific repertoire of a performing art that was once a vital part of its community and is
now in decline,” and whose basic elements include “at least one senior artist with experience in and
knowledge of the art when it was still thriving who is willing to teach his art to younger members of
his community; at least one young person from the community willing to learn and perform the
traditional material; and, a social and economic environment able to play its role in keeping the art
vital within the community.” 346
342

Ribka Tanduklangi, 22 June 2006.
Esti Pertiwiningsih, 26 June 2006.
344
Ibu Esti did not provide details regarding who made the request or how the request was made.
345
Nurhayati Rahman, 26 June 2006.
343

346

This is in contrast to the approach taken previously by John Palayukan in the brief project that took place in
the village the year before the PSLG-managed revitalization project: He frequently brought the mangandaq and
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According to Ibu Ribka, the community consistently responsed with delight to the revitalization
activities in the village. This was especially evident the time when there was a harvest thanksgiving
being held in the local church. She took the initiative to propose to the church congregation that a
mangandaq be presented on this occasion, and they responded enthusiastically to her proposal. Even
the teachers come to join the performance and the performers received payment for the performance as
well. This, Ibu Ribka said, made people realize that if they studied the genre it would also give them
another source of income in the future. 347
I asked a number of people at the training sessions how they felt about the revitalization project going
on in the village and what made it important to them. Here is a summary of some of their comments.
Pak Lexianus Lintang welcomed the revitalization project. He said that together with other
government officers, he was ready to help if outsiders wanted to improve Torajan culture. His view
was that through these revitalization activities, Ford is “not just giving a fish but a fishing rod to the
community.” He hoped that in the future, he could cooperate with the Ford Foundation to publish
written documentation on the arts of Toraja. 348
Meanwhile, the young priest Christian Tanduklangi said that this revitalization project had let him
directly see art forms that he had only read and heard about before. He personally regretted being a
Torajan person who did not know Torajan culture. Therefore, he hoped that through this training,
many other people would gain this knowledge and could then spread it in the community and this
would "turn Torajans back into Torajans again." 349
DK Tandukpayung, the mangandaq teacher, felt happy and grateful for the revitalization program,
because it was helping to maintain his culture. Even though a mabua had not been done for a long
time, he still vividly remembered the steps of the ceremony and some of the arts in it especially
mangandaq, and still had his grandmother's centuries-old mangandaq bell.350

manimbong groups he led outside the village to perform, and tried to convince the village people to go abroad to the
Netherlands, although he failed to win their cooperation in this regard.
347
Ribka Tanduklangi, 14 June 2006.
348
Lexianus Lintang, 14 June 2006.
349
Christian Tanduklangi, 13 June 2006.
350
DK Tandukpayung, 11 - 12 June 2006.
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Suloaraq resident Nek Danggok declared her support for this program. She did not care if the program
was for children or for adults. The most important thing was that would not only benefit community
efforts but also provide a reasonable income to the performers, comparable to what they earned as
farmers.351
Agustinus Bedi Sallang, a motorcycle taxi driver and church youth, objected to the idea that income
should be a goal of revitalization. For him what was important was “how to rediscover the hidden arts
to be cultivated.” He declared his support of the revitalization efforts and desire to join the group. At
the same time, he felt there was a need to hold contests to stimulate the revival of the arts, following
the example of the maggellu kreasi contest held by six different groups of youth from his church to
celebrate Christmas in 2005. They got the idea for the contest after seeing the maggellu to doloq in the
revitalization project. As a result, they put together a meggellu dance that integrated the traditional
drumming with guitar music to accompany a singer who sang a song especially composed for their
performance. Meanwhile, another group used homemade tambourines as musical accompaniment for
their maggellu kreasi. 352

Old and young are intrigued

351
352

Nek Danggok, 15 June 2006.
Agustinus Bedi Sallang, 14 June 2006.
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Others I spoke with included Mama Tanor, a member of the audience who said she was happy with
this program and often came to watch the afternoon trainings.353 Another was 12 year old Yari, one of
the children in training, who was happy to take part in the training that had introduced him to the
mangandaq and manimbong. He felt that manimbong was more difficult than mangandaq, especially
the sound. He was looking forward to doing a performance in Makale the following month.354

THE CONDITION OF THE ART FORMS AND GROUPS AFTER THE REVITALIZATION
PROCESS TOOK PLACE
As discussed, three of the art genres in which training has been provided through the revitalization
project are fragments of the mabua, a ceremony last enacted locally in 1971. Efforts have been made
to reconstruct them based on memories of the original version. Ibu Ribka has not considered making
new creations yet. The focus has been on trying to imitate the old movements, not to create new ones.
355

Original props also continued to be used where possible, such as the horns and coins in the
mangandaq. Two of the five horns are still adorned with coins from the 1700s, while the
simbongsarong and other props were made to imitate the originals, using the funds contrIbuted by
Ford. They also tried to model the costumes on those worn in Suloaraq in the past, such as pants that
were tight at the bottom. Meanwhile, other costumes were based on styles from Sa'dan (another region
in West Toraja). 356
By using costumes based on original models, Ribka wanted the young generation to know their
ancestors' clothing from hundreds of years ago. However she was also open to the possibility of using
more current fashions, since it would be impossible to precisely follow all of the models from 100
years ago. Today's kids do not like wearing the tight-bottom pants model because they restrict their
freedom to move. Modern additions or modifications were fine as long as something of the original
was retained.357

353

Mama Tanor, 13 June 2006.
Yari, 13 June 2006.
355
Ribka Tanduklangi, 16 June 2006.
356
Ribka Tanduklangi, 16 June 2006.
357
Ribka Tanduklangi, 16 June 2006.
354
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Regarding the duration of the performances, it was not possible to follow what was done in the past. In
their original ceremonial context, the mangandaq, manimbong and maggellu could be performed for a
whole day by several groups in turns or together. In the video of the inauguration of the reverend in the
church, mangandaq was only presented as a 15-minute performance piece.
The effort to revive the original differentiates the revitalized maggellu aluq to doloq, which is limited
to only five movements, from maggellu kreasi in Makale (South Toraja) and Rantepao (North Toraja),
which have a greater range of movements (as discussed in the section describing the history and
meaning of maggellu above).
Given the focus on reconstructing the original forms, Ibu Esti was bewildered at some of Ribka's
requests for supplies. For example, the mangandaq required a lot of expensive props and the requests
are still coming, including requests for money to buy unanticipated items such as pig chains. It seems
that gradually, the village community has been remembering and filling in the paraphernalia needed to
complete the faithful reconstruction of the forms.
Beyond efforts to reconstruct and teach the original forms, sustainable contexts for their ongoing
performance in the community have yet to be firmly established. Due to religious concerns as well as
economic constraints (see discussion of the decline of the arts above), there has been no effort to
revive the original religious context for the forms, that is, the mabua.358
Rather, the focus of people involved in the project is on exploring possibilities for giving the
revitalized genres new contexts where they can thrive – unimpeded by conflicts in values or
unreasonable costs.
Reverend Christian Tanduklangi felt that the mabua could be performed during the annual harvest
thanksgiving party at the church. He explained that the church still holds this celebration even though
people are not all farmers any more and the mabua would still be relevant because its purpose is to
give thanks for what had been given and at the same time, ask to be given even better things.359

358

Indeed, according to Phillip Yampolsky the aim of this revitalization project is not to revive old religions. Yet, as I see it,
there is nothing to prevent the community from eventually reviving the aloq to doloq version of mabua in Suloaraq if that is a
direction that people in the community need and want to pursue. Clearly, any effort of this sort would involve a complex and
challenging process from both religious and economic points of view.
359
Christian Tanduklangi 13 June 2006.
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In contrast, Y. Kamma said he would be happiest if mangandaq, manimbong and maggellu became art
shows rather than being performed in Christian versions of the mabua without tumbang.360 This is
already beginning to happen to the revitalized mangandaq, which has been given “new” contexts in
being performed at a wedding party in Makale as well as for the inauguration of the priest at Kayu
Rame Church last May.361 This was the first time that local Church parties (at Ibu Ribka's initiative)
were willing to be open to mangandaq.
In the past, mangandaq and manimbong were also performed in Suloaraq during wedding ceremonies
or celebrations by families of a certain social rank, albeit with a limited frequency and small number of
players.362 What is “new” here is the peeling away of elements of belief and social class previously
attached to the Suloaraq version of mangandaq.
The people who held the wedding party in Makale happen to be from the nobility. However, according
to Ibu Ribka, this does not mean mangandaq can only be performed at noble weddings; it can also be
performed at regular people's weddings as long as they can provide a suitable space and pay for it. Ibu
Ribka said that for the wedding performance they were paid Rps. 800,000 – money that was
distributed among the players, with a portion set aside as organizational funds. She expects that in
being played at the wedding parties of people from any level of society, the mangandaq will have a
chance to live in a new context and what is more, become profitable. 363
Until now manimbong has not yet been presented outside the training context due to technical
problems, namely, the performers' inability as yet to master lyrics in high Torajan or memorize many
lyrics, and the leader's lack of the skill needed to improvise and adapt the lyrics to the situation. As for
maggellu to doloq, most of the young dancers who participated in the first phase of training are no
longer in Suloaraq because they have gone to school or moved to Rantepao. Meanwhile, Ibu Ribka
reports that some people in the community have been playing makarombiq in their free time.364
In front of Ibu Ribka’s house there is now a sign that says “Dance Center for Cultural Arts Training
and Development.” Below this are listed the names of the genres in which training has been offered in
the revitalization project, along with massuling lembang.
360

Y Kamma, 15 June 2006.
I was shown a video of the mangandaq performance in the church. I asked for the video to be copied but it had not been
copied yet by the time I had to go home.
362
Ribka Tanduklangi 11 June 2006.
363
Ribka Tanduklangi 30 July 2006.
364
Ribka Tanduklangi, 12 June 2006.
361
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Ibu Ribka is optimistic that after the Ford-funded revitalization project has run its course, these arts
will continue to be taught and performed as long as the supplies, including a complete set of costumes,
instruments and accessories are available. She plans to use community-commissioned performances
and community donations to sustain the training activities. She envisages various practical alternative
contexts where the revitalized genres can be performed, not only for weddings but also for other
simpler life ceremonies such as tongkonan renewal and harvest thanksgiving celebrations that do not
call for a complex and costly process like the mabua.365 The money this generates will continue to be
distributed to all players and teachers, with a balance kept for operating funds.
Further, she dreams of building a Suloaraq dance-training studio as well as a Torajan Art and Culture
Documentation Center; the latter would not only offer the community training in the performing arts
but also information related to these arts, so people will know what a mabua ceremony is and what
manimbong and mangandaq
CONTROL CASE
Ma’badong in context
Ma’badong is a lamentation song accompanied by movements that is performed by large circles of
mourners at Torajan funeral feasts. It was chosen as a control case because it is one of the most
frequently performed and participatory of the traditional Torajan performance art genres today.

365

Ribka Tanduklangi, 12 June 2006.
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Ma’badong in rambu soloq, Desa Kepe: anyone can join in

Before describing how, when and where ma'badong is performed, who performs it and what it means,
I will give a brief overview of the religious and social context that supports ma'badong and keeps it
vital.
As noted previously (in the section on Toraja in the Introduction to the Region and in the discussion of
the decline of the arts related to the mabua) the rambu tuqaq or life ceremonies have been radically
altered, lost their original meaning or nearly died out, whereas the rambu soloq or death ceremonies
have persisted and proliferated as a robust expression of Torajan religion and culture. One of the
reasons for this is that they were successfully ‘Christianized’366 without a drastic loss of integrity.
As a result of Christianization, both Christian and aloq to doloq versions of the death ceremonies exist
today, though the majority are Christian. In the Christian version, people attend church as part of the
feast of the dead and sacrifice buffalo afterwards. Among both Christians and followers of aluq to
doloq, as a result of both Christian intervention and changes in the socio-economic fabric of Torajan
society, full death ceremonies can now be carried out by all layers of the social hierarchy, although the
specific rules and procedures vary from one caste to another. Today even commoners can carry out a
death ceremony at a scale fit for nobility, as long as they have the means to pay for it. 367

366
367

Stanislaus Sandarupa, 4 June 2006.
Luther Pontiku, 15 June 2006.
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Although current conditions also allow a family to hold a modest death ceremony in accordance with
their means, the display of wealth remains a compelling concern, as the lavishness and scale of the
ceremony a family holds is considered an important way to validate and advance the social status of
the family and lineage.368 In symbolic terms, the display of wealth is connected to the belief that the
souls of the dead will live in an afterworld and that the souls of the animals sacrificed at the funeral
feast will accompany their masters into heaven. More down to earth, the flexibility of people's
affiliations with tongkonan also drives the intensity and extent of their participation in funeral feasts
because claims to descent are based not only on blood relationships but also on social recognition of
the relationships through lavish contributions to a funeral. The social validation gained by this public
display of wealth in turn acts to promote concrete benefits for the living – by strengthening inheritance
claims and enhancing access to economic credit, good marital alliances, social respect and political
influence.369
The cost of a large-scale death ceremony can be as expensive as or more expensive than the cost of a
mabua ceremony. However where expenses for the mabua must be borne by one high-caste
tongkonan, the expenses for a death ceremony are distributed among wider range of parties. Members
of the immediate family (especially the children) of the deceased are assisted by the more extended
family as far removed as fifth cousins 370 as well as receiving contributions of labor and and animals as
gifts (some of which become debts that must later be reciprocated in kind to the givers) from other
corporate community groups with which they are affiliated.371
As a consequence of all of the above, funeral feasts are highly competitive social events. Family
members will postpone a funeral for years until they have saved the hundreds of millions of rupiah
necessary to carry out a suitably grand ceremony 372 – amounts that seem staggeringly disproportionate
with the economic conditions or standard of living of the average Torajan.

368

Pong Jenni, 5 June 2006.
For fascinating, in-depth discussions of the cultural ecology of ceremonial feasting and the past and present relationships
between death ceremonies and the economic and political of corporate groups in Toraja see Stanislaus Sandrupa, 1998, Life
and Death in Toraja, PT Torindo, Ujung, Indonesia, and Bryan Hayden, 2000, Torajan Feasting in South Sulawesi, 2000
Preliminary Report, Archaeology Department, Simon Fraser University www.sfu.ca/archaeology/dept/
fac_bio/hayden/reports/toraja.pdf.
370
Pong Jenni, 5 June 2006.
371
Father Palinoan, 14 June 2006.
372
Pong Jenni, 5 June 2006.
369
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Tourism has developed rapidly in Toraja since 1970 and lavish funerals are a primary tourist
attraction.373 Government policies to stimulate the growth of tourism have included encouraging
people to spread the death ceremonies through the year to attract more tourists as well as applying
taxes on animals slaughtered beyond a certain number in order to keep the costs down. However this
does not mean that the ceremonies are economically sustained by tourism. According to Stanislaus
Sandarupa, tourists do not contribute significantly to the death ceremonies in material terms. Although
there is an occasional tourist who makes a contribution to a feast, such as the donation of a pig,
generally tourists only come to watch. In his view, the community would carry out these death
ceremonies on a consistent and frequent basis with or without tourism.374
Ma'badong, as an inseperable part of these ceremonies, is performed repeatedly to open or accompany
the series of steps that make up a complete rambu soloq.

Professional Ma’badong in rambu soloq, Desa Kepe

In a complete rambu soloq for people of the nobility, ma'badong is performed a) near the home of the
deceased while the body is still laid out in the house; b) when the coffin brought out of the house; c)
during the procession from the house to the rante (a field where the corpse is put) before the funeral
and bull fight, d) when the corpse is in the tongkrongan and the lekian (coffin), e) on each of the seven
373

In 1981, 5,801 tourists visited Toraja and ten years later, the number of tourists was 56,565; the number then peaked in
1998 with a record 102, 138 people, who originated from Italy, Holland, Singapore, Australia, New Zealand, Japan and
China. Stanislaus Sandarupa, Life and Death in Toraja, (Ujungpandang: 21 Computer), 2000, p. 8.
374
Stanislaus Sandarupa, 4 June 2006.
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days that it takes to carry out the rambu soloq, and f) during the procession with the corpse to the liang
(burial place).

375

Meanwhile in the rambu soloq of commoners, which generally last three days and

nights, ma’badong is only performed at night and during the procession of the corpse to the liang.376
While ma'badong is held for several nights and must be preceded by the sacrifice of more than two
buffaloes in these aloq to doloq versions of the ceremony, 377 in the Christian version, it is enough to
hold it for a single night and to sacrifice only one buffalo.378
According to Pong Jeni, an adat leader in Mengkendek, Melkale who served as my key informant
regarding ma'badong, the heart of the ma'badong is bating (men's lamentation); it is a medium through
which men can express their grief at the ceremony. It is unusual for Torajan men to cry at a funeral,
unlike women, who express their grief by crying while holding or hugging the coffin. 379 Nevertheless,
children or women from the family in mourning may also join in performing ma'badong.
There are ma'badong groups that are professional as well as public groups, known as ma'badong
umum. When a professional group plays, not just anyone can join in, because the group is trained to
present its repertory in an ordered series and generally, has been especially invited to come from
another village and will be paid to perform. The payment for a professional ma’badong group is
usually one buffalo for a one day and one night performance. If they play up to two days and nights, it
means they will be paid two buffaloes.380 The presence of a professional ma’badong group in a rambu
soloq ceremony is a sign that the host of the ceremony is a family of a certain caste (not
commoners).381
Professional ma’badong performances, although they feature costumes and specially designed
repertories, are not considered special by those who come to death ceremonies. People tend to just
watch at a distance, from the shelters provided for the guests or farther away. The ones who come
close are usually guests from distant places – tourists or other people taking photos or videotaping.
In contrast, a ma’badong umum will invite people to come close and get involved. It is most often
performed at night and can go on all night long with an unlimited number of participants. Anyone can
375

Pong Jeni, 5 August 2006.
Nek Danggok, 15 June 2006.
377
Titus, 6 June 2006.
378
Pong Jenni, 5 Juni 2006. Pong Jenni also talked about how he quoted from the bible while leading ma’badong, including
excerpts from Genesis or words such as “Let us give thanks to God”
376
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Titus 6 June 2006.
Lhyl-Link Siama, 6 June 2006.
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join in: men as well as women and children of the kin group along with other community members
attending the ceremony.382 Thus, as described by Nek Danggok, who is an indo badong or ma' badong
leader, ma’badong umum is an “open game where everyone can be involved.”

383

(While the

revitalized genres were also participatory arts in their original context, the participating performers
were limited to members of the high-caste clan holding a mabua).
According to Pong Jenni, because of the high frequency of rambu soloq in Toraja, the number of times
ma’badong performances are held in the space of a year is unlimited.384 Professional ma'badong
performer Luther Pontiku gave me a similar answer when I asked how many times he has performed
ma’badong. When I mentioned the figure of 100 to 200 times, Luther said it was much more than
that.385
Although there were no death ceremonies in Suloaraq during my stay, Ibu Ribka told me that they are
held there over 20 times a year.386 Assuming that on average, each time rambu soloq is held in
Suloaraq the ma’badong is performed three times, then in Suloaraq alone, the ma’badong is performed
at least 60 times a year.
During my two weeks in Toraja I witnessed ma'badong umum performances in three different villages
outside of Suloaraq. Two were rambu soloq ceremonies held by tanak bulaan (nobles) in the villages
of Kepe Mengkendek and Rinding Allo (while waiting for an interview with Reverend Palinoan) in
North Toraja. The third was held by tanak karurung (commoners) in Sumpiak, Embatau in South
Toraja, one kilometer from Suloaraq (and in the journey from North Toraja to South Toraja, I also
passed preparations for a huge rambu soloq ceremony for the mother of the Bupati (district
head/regent) of Toraja).
According to Pong Jenni

387

and as I personally observed, the ma’badong umum performance begins

with ngalo, in which a small group of five to seven or more people begins calling out to other people
to participate in the ma'badong. One by one people join them until a full circle is formed consisting of
40 to 60 people with their pinky fingers linked one to the other. Then, throughout the ma'badong, the
composition of the group changes as different members of the local community join, participate for a
382

Pong Jenni, 5 June 2006.
Nek Danggok, 15 June 2006.
384
Pong Jenni, 5 June 2006.
385
Luther Pontiku, 15 June 2006.
386
Ribka Tanduklangi, 29 July 2006.
387
Pong Jenni, 5 June 2006.
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while and then leave the circle to sit around, mingle and watch from different points around the
location.
According to some, when people take part in ma’badong in this way they are ‘donating’ their voices to
the bereaved family.388 According to Yusuf, one of the members of the bereaved family at the
ceremony in Sumpiak, people just come on their own to join the ma’badong when they hear that
someone has died, without having to be paid.389 According to Luther Pontiku, ma’badong is not only a
medium for people to express their condolences to the bereaved family but also serves as a forum for
people to socialize. In fact, if both women and men are participating, it can also serve as a context for
people to look for life partners. 390
The poetic lyrics chanted in ma'badong have different levels of meaning. Pong Jenni told me that the
core of the poetry is the biography of the deceased person. 391 Further, Stanislaus Sandarupa explained
that this includes recounting the journey of the soul to heaven after death with words of hope and
prayer to ensure that the soul of the dead person is received in heaven. 392 Titus added the point that the
poems in aloq to doloq versions of ma'badong contained elements related to the worship of Torajan
deities, while in Christian versions the name of the deity is changed to Tuhan ["the Lord" or "God"].393

Priest in the middle of rambu soloq death ceremony
388

Titus, 6 June 2006.
Yusuf, 15 June 2006.
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Luther Pontiku, 15 June 2006.
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Pong Jenni, 5 June 2006.
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Stanislaus Sandarupa, 27 June 2006.
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Titus, 6 June 2006.
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The lyrics are improvised on the spot by the indo badong (ma'badong leader). After the indo badong
has said it out loud (mabating), the poem is sung by the pasappi (the assistant or accompanist of the
indo badong).

394

Various melodies are used to carry the lyrics, many of which are familiar to the

general community.

395

Participants who are unfamiliar with the song and movements serve as anak

badong (ma'badong followers) by adding their voices to the chorus or just moving to the rhythm in
turn.
All my informants agreed that no special training is necessary for someone to participate in ma’badong
umum. They learn it naturally just by entering the circle and learning the song and movement directly
by following the other players. According to Yusuf, a 12-year old child needs only six or seven years
to master the songs and movements of ma’badong or even less time, depending on how often they are
exposed to ma'badong. 396 Ma'badong leader Nek Danggok said that she began learning ma’badong at
the age of 14 and that she learned not only at ceremonies of her own family but also those of any other
families, whenever she she heard about them and had a chance to participate. 397
ANALYTICAL REVIEW OF THE RESULTS OF REVITALIZATION
The control case discussed above exemplifies how vital and sustainable a performance art form can be
when it is part of a well-established ceremonial tradition whose ongoing existence is tied to strong
social motivations and cultural values. Because ma'badong is so frequently performed and so open to
participation by all levels of the community, there is no need for intervention – whether in the form of
training programs to ensure that young people learn it, information centers to remind people what it
means, funded projects to stop it from disappearing, the invention of new contexts where it can be
performed or monitoring schemes to assess how successful such interventions have been.
As a counter example, the control case shows how important it is for an art form to have a supportive
social, cultural and economic environment to enable it to thrive in a community. It lets us appreciate
the challenge involved in trying to revitalize art forms from the life ceremonies, especially the mabua,
which have lost much of their original relevance. The challenge is all the more daunting since the
long-term mission of this revitalization project is not only for these arts to be reconstructed, taught and
then performed on a stage but for them to somehow regain their vitality as integral expressions of local
culture and ancestral wisdom to be passed on and sustained by future generations.
394

Titus, 6 June 2006.
Luther Pontiku, 15 June 2006.
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Yusuf, 6 June 2006.
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Nek Danggok, 15 June 2006.
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Clearly, this larger goal or mission is not something that can be acheived by a small-scale project in
only two or three years' time. The short-term objectives of the project are more modest, first steps in
the direction of the larger goal. The purpose of this section is to review the results of the project to date
and assess how far it has succeeded in achieving its objectives.
The Ford Foundation does not prescribe any special monitoring procedure or detailed indicators for
measuring project success although it does suggest some general guideline indicators, which will be
discussed in turns below. PSLG parties, on the other hand, designed a formal monitoring protocol for
assessment purposes and conducted regular activities to monitor progress in the field. Throughout the
course of the project, Ibu Esti, the project coordinator, periodically came to Toraja to check on the
project's activities and make reports, once a month or at longer intervals as needed. Every couple of
months PSLG held a briefing with staff from different project locations regarding their fieldmonitoring activities.

398

Additionally, Ibu Nur and project consultant I Wayan Dibia came several

times to observe the revitalization process.
Aside from gathering information for assessment and reporting purposes, the aim of the field
monitoring visits was to ensure good communications between PSLG, the local coordinator, the group
receiving assistance and the community to support the success of the project and prevent
misunderstandings from arising. However, the unresolved differences of opinion between PSLG
parties and Ibu Ribka, as the local coordinator, (concerning the genres to be revitalized in the second
period of the project and the additional training location), show that despite the regular field
visits,communications were not well maintained. Although they held opposing views, both sides
claimed to be speaking on behalf of the “aspirations of the community.” (See discussion of the second
revitalization period in the Specifics of the Revitalization Process).
The monitoring concept was designed by PSLG and examined and revised in consultation with I
Wayan Dibia. Once agreed upon, the formulas and standards were taught to the field associates. The
forms created for evaluation remained to be filled out by the associates while observing the results in
the field. The field associates were given a brief workshop on scoring before they went into the field
and equipped with daily logs to fill in.399 The community has not yet been asked to assess the results of
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Ribka Tanduklangi, 16 June 2006.
Nurhayati Rahman and Esti Pertiwiningsih, 26 June 2006.
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revitalization from their own point of view, although the teachers could see and comment on the
scoring done by the associates during their field trips.400
The method for scoring a training session started with the filling in of a table listing the people present
and consisting of specific columns for:
1. age;
2. attendance;
3. performance at the start of the training session;
4. performance at the end of the session; and
5. the number of spectators/community members present.

Based on the monitoring results, Ibu Nur considered the training in Toraja to be a success from the
point of view of the transfer of technique. 401 The scores that PSLG gave in evaluating the project were
3.80 (out of 5.00 points) for makarombiq, 3.75 for maggellu to doloq, 3.70 for manimbong and 3.60
for mangandiq training, indicating that all were considered relatively successful. 402
Based on these scores, the highest level of success has been accorded to the makarombiq and the
lowest to mangandaq. This reflects the fact that the main focus of attention in the project was on
facilitating a technical transfer from older artists to children of the community and so, the main
indicators of success had to do with how many children had technically mastered what they were
taught.
This matches the first general indicator for success proposed by Ford, whereby members of the
community, especially the young, study and perform the art. This is consistent with the main goal of
PSLG (as quoted in the Background Information on the Organization Conducting the Revitalization
Project) for the revitalization project to form a generation of young people who own their traditional
artistic heritage and can later serve as a moving force for maintaining that heritage in their community.
Clearly, any true assessment of the achievement of the above goal will have to wait until the children
who have been trained grow up. In other words, the current acheivement is but a step in a much longer
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Nurhayati 26 June 2006. In another part of the same interview, Ibu Nur viewed it as something still in process.
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process and the real success of this project in achieving this goal will depend on the contribution these
children may make to the survival of the revitalized arts ten to twenty years from now.
However, if we go beyond the aspect of technical transfer and consider Ford's second indicator of
success – concerning how far the community itself accepts the revitalized art back into the community,
and then look at the frequency of performance of the four genres following and apart from the training
sessions, we would have to rank their levels of success quite differently. From this perspective,
mangandaq would rank highest, as it is the earliest genre to be absorbed by the community, having
been staged twice, at the celebration to inaugurate a priest in May 2006 and at the wedding in Makale
in June 2006.
In its project report, PSLG stated that the makarombiq was the easiest and quickest art form to be
mastered by the children, and for this reason was deemed the most successful. Ibu Ribka also claimed
that makarombiq was already being used in the daily life of the community. However, during the time
I was in the research location, I never came across anyone playing a makarombiq to fill spare time. As
for maggellu to doloq and manimbong, neither have been performed in public since the training took
place.
Another measure of success from Ibu Nur's point of view is the feeling of self-confidence that the
project has fostered in the community. The data collected from those interviewed in this study support
her claim that revitalization efforts have raised the awareness of community members and encouraged
them to cherish their unique cultural values and identity as Torajans. Additionally, the revitalization
activities have had reverberations and are much discussed in the community both in and beyond
Soloaraq. The proof is that many people have approached PSLG to ask that revitalization be done in
their regions as well. 403
The third indicator of success of the Ford Foundation is that available information gives the impression
that the art that has been revitalized will continue in the future after the grant period ends. The research
data presented in this report certainly indicate that this revitalization project has succeeded in attracting
the attention of the community, in stimulating their enthusiasm and in generating a number of ideas
about how the revitalized genres can be sustained in the future.
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We have seen that various church parties, including the young priest, Christian Tanduklangi and
church youth, Agustinus Beddi Sallang, have shown their support by visiting the training sessions.
They have also contributed ideas about where the revitalized genres can be applied in church settings
and provided an opportunity for the mangandaq to be presented to the public as a performance art
piece at the priest's inauguration ceremony.
The high enthusiasm of the general community for learning the revitalized genres was evident from the
abundant number of children who attended the training and the crowds that regularly came to watch
the training sessions. The teachers are eager to continue offering training and have the potential to
teach other genres as well, and according to Ibu Ribka, there are still many other genres to be
studied.404 Thus, it can be expected that a future studio would be in no danger of running out of
students, teachers or teaching material.
On the topic of project sustainability, it was interesting to note that not one of the respondents ever
mentioned the government as an expected or necessary source of financial support when the training
program ends. Ibu Ribka is optimistic that once the equipment is complete, her group will be able to
continue with the revitalization activities on a self-funding basis, supported by payments received each
time someone invites them to perform.405
Beyond all of the above, Ibu Ribka has her own personal criteria for success. When I asked her
whether the revitalization has been a success, she said, “not yet.” In her view, it would be a success
only once the community understood the true meaning behind the revitalized genres. She felt that the
children only came to the practice sessions but did not yet know why the art forms exist. “The kids
haven't been told what manimbong and mangandaq were for…they don't know yet what mabua is.” 406
From Ibu Esti's point of view, Ibu Ribka's response is understandable because the deeper aim of Ibu
Ribka's family is for these arts to live in their original context, the mabua. If the family were to
conduct a mabua, their status would automatically rise. Ibu Esti reads in Ibu Ribka's answer a longing
for the golden age of the past.407 This interpretation suggests that the revitalization project in Toraja is
not free of bias, that is, that Ibu Ribka's family has a private, vested interest in implementing the
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training. This is not necessarily negative as it can serve as a personal motivator for Ibu Ribka that has
the potential to strengthen the continuation of the revitalization efforts.
Beyond the motive of enhanced social status, Ibu Ribka is very pragmatic in seeing the potential
economic repercussions of the trainings she is managing, as shown by her frequent statements about
how the people involved are becoming aware that the arts training can generate money. She clearly
sees the efforts she has made in opening the dance training center in her home as an economic activity
that could fill community needs for artistic performances at events such as weddings and thanksgiving
and other ceremonies as well as supplying performances for the tourism market. In these contexts,
there is no need for the genres being presented to carry religious content or for those sponsoring
performances to meet prerequisites related to social class.
These are the personal aspirations of the local coordinator herself and no one has the right to judge
them. Given that the objective of the revitalization project is to mediate training in genres once
considered vital and facing the threat of extinction, it is the people of this village in particular and the
people of Toraja in general who will determine the direction and valuation of these genres after the
grant period is over.
If it turns out in the future that the sustainability of these genres depends primarily on the economic
returns and/or social status they bring people, then this will be a reflection of Ibu Ribka's search for
lucrative new contexts for performing the genres from the training sessions and of the community's
own response to the training and performance opportunities her center offers.
From the above analysis it is evident that there are notable differences in how the success of the
revitalization project is seen by the Ford Foundation, PSLG and Ibu Ribka. PSLG considers the
training a success in the short term from the point of view of the transfer of technique. However, even
this assessment was based on a singular interpretation and did not incorporate the views of teachers or
community members who are more knowledgeable about the technical matters.
Meanwhile, Ford's second indicator of success – where the community itself accepts the revitalized art
back into the community itself – so far applies only to mangandaq and none of the other genres that
were taught. Apart from monitoring the number of community members present at the training
sessions, the extent or quality of community involvement and acceptance were not measured by the
PSLG monitoring system.
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Nor did the monitoring system focus on indicators relevant to Ford's third indicator of success
concerning the future sustainability of the revitalization efforts. Whereas Ibu Ribka's personal view –
that success will only be proven when these art forms can thrive in the community and at the same
time, when the community appreciates the meaning of these art forms – are directly concerned with
issues of economic and social sustainability.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that the efforts are likely to be sustained if the current level of local
community interest in training is maintained and continues to increase, and if the potential new
contexts for performance of the genres taught prove viable enough to fund continued training
activities. Only time will tell if this turns out to be the case.
Therefore, if we want to answer the main question of this study: “Is the revitalization project a success
or a failure?” then there is no single answer to this question. Success cannot just be decided from one
perspective, in this context, the perspective of PSLG alone, but must involve others as well. Neither
can success be generalized to all of the genres that have been revitalized as each genre has its own
issues, different from those of the others.

PERSONAL OBSERVATIONS , OPINIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
One aspect of the project with which I very strongly resonate is the involvement of children. What is so
positive is that by involving the children, the revitalization project has from the onset taken on the task of
“audience development”. Not all of the children involved in the training have to become direct practitioners.
Some will become supporters of the arts; minimally they will be spectators who can appreciate the arts. The
experience of attending the training will leave an imprint and serve as a gateway for all of them to begin to
know themselves, their own arts and culture.
I like the fact that in making children the object of training we are placing our hopes for the future on their
shoulders and equipping them to serve as the moving spirit behind the arts in their community. Therefore,
this revitalization project is a forward-looking investment in a long process that will hopefully succeed as
these children grow up. The form of the children's contributions and their roles in the future are not things
that we can plan because we cannot predict the religious, social and economic conditions of times to come.
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The task of revitalization is only to provide an opportunity for the solid transfer of techniques and
information to the children.
I found that the Torajans have a refreshing attitude to what will happen after the grant period is over,
especially regarding how they see the role of the government. That is, unlike people I have met in other
regions, they do not appear to be depending on the government to take initiative; rather they are ready to take
the initiative themselves. In addition to wanting to establish a training center in Suloaraq, Ibu Ribka is
thinking like an entrepreneur, planning ways to fund it by selling performances in local community contexts
and using a simple approach to financial management, involving the distribution of the earnings among the
performers with a certain portion reserved for operating expenses. At the same time, the local coordinators
also realize the need to keep learning; they are always asking for input and have even begun learning how to
use the Internet to enable them to communicate with the public beyond the village.
I expect that tourism will also offer promising prospects as a context for the arts resulting from the
revitalization project. In Toyasa Riu, there are several points of potential interest as tourism attractions, such
as the old stone graveyards just across from Ibu Ribka's house and the beautiful mountain landscapes and
tongkongan clan houses spread through the area. The training activities or performances done in front of Ibu
Ribka's house could serve as shows for tourists to watch.
Throughout the period I spent observing this project in Toraja I was struck by how important a role
monitoring and evaluation play in informing the direction and development of activities from one
phase to another. I believe that the method employed by PSLG is a good start that could be maintained
with a few improvements.
First, I believe it is important to ensure that monitoring visits do not yield only single-party reports
from the points of view of the associate and local coordinator / counter part. Rather they should be
aimed at producing in-depth evaluation of the progress achieved and the obstacles faced, based on
listening to the views of the community as well. One way to do this is to hold open dialogues with the
community to give them a chance to contribute their input to the process. Another way is to involve
the community directly in routine monitoring activities, yielding data to be discussed together later on.
While certain data, such as the ages of training participants or the number of people in the audience,
can be easily collected and recorded by the associates with objectivity, others, such as levels of
performance before and after training could be very inaccurate if only the associates give the scores.
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Since the associates are not people who have precise technical knowledge of the art being taught, how
could they accurately assess whether progress has been made in atraining? Further, every teacher has
his or her own method of teaching and criteria for assessing student progress that an associate might
not grasp.
For example, for the manimbong training, which involves lyrics in high Torajan, at first glance the
associate might have the impression that the training showed good progress. Yet it could be that from
the perspective of the manimbong teacher, there was no progress yet because the lyrics had not yet
been mastered. In actuality, manimbong has not been presented up to now for this very reason.
Another example is the assessment of Nek Ranging, as a local community leader and expert in
mangandaq and manimbong, that the training in these forms called for much improvement because
there were still many errors in the movements. Her assessment showed that what PSLG and Ibu
Ribka's group deemed successful in terms of transfer of technique was not necessarily valid.
Therefore, it would be best for assessments of student performance to come not only from the
associate but also from the teacher, the local coordinator and people from the community considered to
have a deep understanding of the art. If these people were unable to write, the associate or local
coordinator could help them through an interview. The resulting scores would reflect multiple
perspectives, which could then be analysed and compared to form the basis for a balanced and
comprehensive assessment.
Additionally, I feel it would be good to expand the ‘community attendance’ category to cover
‘community involvement’. This way, the assessment would not just be limited to counting how many
community members came to watch training sessions; rather it would attempt to measure how actively
the community was involved in the training/rehearsal process. This could serve as an important
indicator of how likely the community was to continue the revitalization process following the end of
the grant period.
Since the arts being revitalized are all participatory, if there were people who came to watch and
straightaway wanted to get involved in performing (as happened in the maggellu training when an
elderly person in the audience spontaneously got up and danced on top of the drum) then this would
receive a high score for ‘community involvement’. Community involvement could also be measured
in terms of loans of equipment such as instruments and props (as happened with the mangandaq horns)
and incidences of people helping to prepare the snacks or coming to visit to give ideas for development
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(as done by the young reverend, Christian Tanduklangi and the young church activist, Agustinus Bedi
Sallang).
Overall the above examples aim to show that if monitoring and evaluation are only done by the
associate and do not involve the others concerned with the project, and if community involvement is
not carefully considered then the results may not provide a true representation of how well the project
is working in and for the community.
REPORT BY SUBJECT
HISTORY AND MEANING OF THE ART BEING REVITALIZED
History and Meaning of Maggenrang
Maggenrang, a form of ensemble music using drums, along with some other instruments, is closely
tied to the ancient Bugis religion known as Attau Rioloang or To Lotang. Maggenrang was performed
in rituals to call forth the spirits of the deities and ancestors and in ceremonies such as building a new
house, weddings and madewata or voicing thanks to the gods.408
According to Christian Pelras, a French expert on Bugis history and culture, the music produced in
maggenrang had important sacred functions. This was especially so in the rituals of the bissu
(transvestite priest) where it was used among other things, to accompany maggiri, a dance in which the
bissu attempt to stab themselves while in trance, and in a ritual, known as ma’palili, to “wake up” the
sacred plow before it was brought down for the first time in the planting season. 409
In addition to its role in activities of a sacred nature, maggenrang was performed, primarily among the
nobilility, for secular purposes to accompany dances such as pajaga (a dance by young women of the
nobility on palace grounds), pajoge (a male-female couple dance), ma’reja-reja (a dance performed at
weddings) and mang’aru (a war dance) as well as sepak takraw, a traditional ball game using aplaited
rattan kickball.410 According to maggenrang teacher Herman Syam, maggenrang was also used to
408

Sudirman, 21 June, 2006. Pak Sudirman, formerly a counterpart, is now a local coordinator for the revitalization program
in this area. His relationship with sureq La Galigo is interesting. His father formerly took part in DI/TIII Kahar Muzakar (the
Islamic rebellion led by Kahar Muzakar in South Sulawesi in the 1950s), but after DI/TII was defeated, joined TNI (the
Indonesian Armed Forces). Sudirman said that formerly, when members of his family wanted to read I La Galigo, they would
do so in secret, fearing that their father would find out. He himself is an expert in reading lontaraq and knows different types
of chanting, melodies for singing recitals of the sureq. Furthermore, he has a broad general knowledge of the history of Wajo.
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accompany pencak silat (martial arts) and the welcoming of guests. 411 Royal activities that continue to
use maggenrang today are the rituals for purifying heirlooms (maccera arajang) that take place once a
year.412
Today, anyone who wants to may use maggenrang, as long as they are able to afford it. In the Buloe
community in particular, maggenrang is consistently performed, usually by older performers, at rituals
including guest-welcome ceremonies and harvest celebrations.413 Aside from continuing to appear in
these traditional contexts, maggenrang has also been played as a performance art in itself either as a
music ensemble or to accompany dance.
History and Meaning of Massureq
The art of Massureq is basically the art of reading and chanting text from one of the hundreds of p
manuscripts that make up the Sureq La Galigo.

414

According to La Galigo scholar, Christian Pelras,

the Sureq La Galigo tells the story of the hundreds of descendants of the gods who lived over a period
of six successive generations of the various kingdoms of South Sulawesi. Written in the ancient Bugis
script, the Sureq La Galigo is written in a specific hightly literary style of the ancient Bugis language
known as ‘bahasa Galigo’ or the Galigo language.

415

The Galigo language is written in the same

script as modern Buginese and shares some vocabulary and grammer. However, the majority of
the words in the Galigo language are no longer understood and the extensive use of medaphor
and other poetic conceits makes it difficult to comprehend even when individual words can be
understood.

Massureq was formerly part of the To Lotang system of religious beliefs, so that doing massureq was
sacred in character, associated with reverence.

Reading of La Galigo took place weekly, preceeded

by a small ritual and the burning of incense. After the entry of Islam into South Sulawesi, massureq
continued in some families, although at a much reduced frequency. According to Christian Pelras,
even in modern times well after Islam was firmly established, there are Bugis who perceived La
Galigo as a sacred text and believe the stories it contains.
411
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According to Palippui, an educator and cultural figure in Wajo,416 passureq or readers of Sureq La
Galigo received the knowledge of how to read and chant the texts from their parents as knowledge that
had been passed down from generation to generation. Formerly, during its heyday, massureq was also
performed in contests before audiences of aristocrats.
For members of the Buloe community who still follow both To Lotang religion and Islam, massureq
continues to be performed, especially at housewarming ceremonies and to initiate traditional festivals
for raising seedlings or after the harvest.417 According to Marewangeng, a sub-village community
leader and To Lotang follower, massureq reading ceremonies are voluntarily financed by the
community itself. And if there is noone available to read the manuscripts, copies of the Sureq La
Galigo are placed beside the rice seedlings or harvest tools being blessed.418

DESCRIBE THE ART FORM BEING REVITALIZED
1. Maggenrang

Maggenrang rehearsal with Herman Syam, director of
416

Palippui, 23 June 2006.
Sudirman, 29 June 2006.
418
Marewangeng, 22 June 2006.
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Sanggar Teater Kosong, Sengkang, Wajo

a. Maggenrang in Sengkang
The maggenrang training I observed in Sengkang was attended by eight boys. They sat cross legged in
three rows facing the audience, each with a small gendang (drum) on his lap. The first row of
paggenrang (drummers) was made up of two children who appeared to have a lot of skill. The second
row was taken by four and the last row by two children.419
Each of these very young performers held a small black wooden drumstick in his right hand. To
produce different sounds , the children beat the drums, either with or without their sticks, by striking
the middle and edges of the membrane. Meanwhile there were three additional children playing a laelae (a bamboo percussion instrument), and a bacing ( small hand cymbals ).420
Before the drumming started, they shouted out in unison the words, “Ya Belae!” (a shout to stir up the
spirit). Each child played a different rhythmic pattern producing a complex musical composition,
shaking their heads back and forth in sync with the rhythms. Shifts in the type of rhythm were marked
by momentary abrupt pauses. A child seated in the front row would begin a new beat, followed by the
paggenrang behind him. The children played four different types of rhythm, known as gandrang
tellu,421 tundrung pakanjara, 422 waleang sumange and labobo.
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The arrangement of the rows changes according to the situation. In the following evening's presentation, the children were
organized into only two rows, four in the front and four in the back.
420
At other performance sessions I had seen prior to this research, these three instruments were not played together with
maggenrang. On a subsequent evening, the ensemble described here was also accompanied by pui-pui (a wind instrument)
played by an adult.
421
Originally, according to Pak Herman Syam, this beat was played with two gendang and one gong.
422
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b. Maggenrang in Buloe

Maggenrang reharsal in Buloe village, Wajo district

The maggenrang performance in Buloe was different than the one in Sengkang. Here two drummers
sat facing each other. The gendang were not held on the lap but placed in front of each drummer. The
drums had a string tied to one of the drummer's legs to hold it in place while it was played.
The two young paggenrang, before playing, stroked the membranes on either side of their drums.
Then they played the same rhythmic pattern a few times, after which one or the other in turn did a fillin or improvisation, while the other player maintained the base rhythm.
Four pairs (eight players) demonstrated their abilities in turns. They continued playing one kind of
beat, called labobo – of the same name as but different from the labobo beat played by the
maggenrang group in Sengkang city.
Zamzam, the coordinator for the Ford study, and I also had the opportunity to witness a maggenrang
demonstration performed by adults in Buloe village. On that occasion, two gendang were played by
Pak Sudirman (the maggenrang teacher) and We Turu (one of the associate massureq teachers) while
two women played lae-lae (bamboo percussion) and another woman played kancing (a metal sheet or
plaque with strings attached to it).
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Now and then one of the musicians would improvise in a burst of movement. The two adults playing
lae-lae would strike one of the big joints of bamboo wound in white cloth while another played the
kancing. They demonstrated a range of different rhythms found in Buloe, including genrang passere,
gendrang labobo, gandrang talu and gandrang biasa.423 The children were still learning the most basic
of these beats, gendrang biasa.
2. Massureq in Desa Buloe
This massureq training session in Buloe was attended by 14 children. They sat crosslegged, forming a
circle around a book in placed on a pillow before them. The book contained a copy of the mulatau
episode of Sureq La Galigo (about the origin of the middle world) written in Bahasa Galigo script. As
each child took a turn to massureq or read or chant the text. He or she would read both sides of a page
made up of 12 lines, so the child would read aloud 24 lines.
The next child in the circle would continue reading from where the previous child had left off. And so
on and so forth, until, through the course of the day's lesson, the children, taking turns and building
upon each other's contributions, completed the recital of 10 pages.
As each child read, all the others stayed quiet and listened. The teacher, Indo Masse, sat close by,
correcting if there were errors in reading or pronounciation. Occasionally, when a child made a
mistake, the others would laugh together with the one who had made the mistake.

Massureq instructor

423

Sudirman, 21 June 2006.
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Due to the complexity of the Galigo language, it was determined that initial training the children
would be asked to simply pronounce the text and learn the chants associated specific passages. In a
sense the children were being taught to read La Galigo with the same system used to teach the Koran.
They learned sounds and meter of passages before learning the meaning.
DESCRIBE THE REASONS FOR THE DECLINE OF THE ART
Reasons for the Decline of Maggenrang
Formerly, in the age of monarchy, maggenrang had to be performed in connection with the activities
of the king and other ritual activities, especially those associated with the pre-Islamic, Lo Tolong
belief system. Today, members of the aristocracy of Wajo continue to use maggenrang in heirloom
purification ceremonies, although these ceremonies are very infrequent. Beyond that, while Bugis
from any social class may commission a maggenrang performance today, interest in doing so is
limited.
This may be generally related to the spread of Islamic religious purism in South Sulawesi, as a result
of which the majority of people in the Wajo community no longer consider maggenrang as important
as it used to be when it functioned as a way to call forth spirits or to pray to the gods. Thus, only very
few people still perform it as part of their ceremonial lives. Those who do tend to be from outlying
villages, such as Buloe, where maggenrang is still performed for the local community for certain
rituals – such as the harvest festival or welcome receptions for members of the aristocracy. However,
because these occasions arise so infrequently, maggenrang performances are few and far between.
In some circumstances, such as weddings, maggenrang may serve as a symbol of Bugis identity,
although for pragmatic reasons, it may not actually be performed. Marewangeng, the head of one of
the hamlets comprising Buloe village, told me that when one of his children married recently, he did
not organize a maggenrang performance because he felt it involved too much fuss; during the wedding
party, the drums were just set up in the space without anyone to play them.
According to Herman Syam, the maggenrang teacher in Sengkang,424 the period of decline in interest
in maggenrang began in the 1980s and was due to socio-economic factors as well as developments
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within the arts themselves. The Wajo Regional Secretary and Pak Sudirman pointed to lifestyle
changes that are influencing people to forget their traditions.
From Herman's perspective, people today are simply so preoccupied with economic issues and so
focused on how to earn money that they have little time for or interest in cultivating traditional art
forms like maggenrang. As Sudirman describes it, the contemporary Wajo community is largely
composed of traders and migrant workers whose desire to imitate the ways of the big city is especially
strong, and this may be leading them to forget their traditions. The Wajo Regional Secretary agreed,
noting that people in Wajo are inundated by a steady flow of information from the outside world that
encourages them to adopt modern lifestyles and leave their traditions behind; he offered the example
that these days, when people celebrate the New Year, there are no traditional art performances, only
electone or electric organ, guitar and other non-traditioinal instruments and music.
According to Herman, the appearance of electone on the music scene in the 1980s and its increasing
popularity since then has had an especially strong influence on the decline of maggenrang. Lita
Bonasari, an ex-electone singer in Wajo, told me that in the 1990s, her group used to perform
anywhere from 15 times to 30 times in a month. Then electone kept mushrooming; groups from other
districts expanded their territories to invade Wajo district; and her group's performance frequency was
reduced to only three times a month.425 Today there are dozens of electone groups in Wajo district.
Herman estimates the number is around 30 groups while Sudirman says there are at least 50.
The Regional Secretary of Wajo426 said that electone developed into an art that crossed permissible
boundaries and tended to be vulgar. According to Lita Bonasari, starting from 2003 electone shows
began to feature candolenndoleng (female singers who perform in the erotic manner of dancing),
possibly influenced by the many house music CDs that were circulating around the district by that
time. The electone bands with candolengndoleng sold extremely well compared to those without
them.427
While in Wajo, I personally attended a wedding party that featured electone music as the
entertainment. A special stage was set up, equipped with lights and amplifier. The entire show
consisted of Bugis and Indonesian pop tunes and medleys of music clips from European and American
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supergroups packaged in house-music rhythms. Some female singers appeared wearing fairly sexy
costumes.
Bugis identity was represented at this ceremony only by the clothing of the bride and the local
costumes worn by some of the family along with the party decorations, but not by traditional music or
dance. When I asked one of the members of the family hosting the party, Ridwan, about this, he
informed me that “electone has been the ‘traditional’ music in Wajo since the 1990s.”428
The exact nature of the relationship between the rise of electone and the demise of maggenrang is
something that calls for deeper exploration and is beyond the scope of this report. However it is clear
from the views of my informants that traditional music like maggenrang simply cannot compete with
electone as the preferred form of musical entertainment for the masses.

Reasons for the Decline of Massureq
Based on available data, following the entry of Islam in the 17th century, massureq did not disappear.
It remained a passion of kings and the aristocratic entourages surrounding the royal palaces included
passureq or people especially skilled in massureq. According to Wajo historian Palippui, when the
palaces lost their power, the passureq continued to pass down their skills and knowledge to their
children and grandchildren. Although they were now ordinary people, they were still respected as
descendants of the nobility and it was still only people with traces of noble blood who could keep La
Galigo manuscripts. Palippui himself often heard people performing massureq when he was a child in
the period before the Japanese occupation in 1939.429
Some scholars, such as Fahruddin Ambo Enre, a La Galigo expert based at one of the Universities in
Makassar, feel that it was the gradual, overall development of Islam in South Sulawesi that caused
interest in massureq to decline in the post-World War II and independence period.430 Others attribute
the most significant decline in massureq to the DI/TII uprising (EXPLAIN) in South Sulawesi led by
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Interview with Ridwan, 17 June 2006. The party itself was the wedding of the former Wakapolres Kabupaten Wajo
(Deputy Director of the Wajo District Police).
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Kahar Muzakar in the 1958 to 1962 period.431 DI/TII prohibited all traditional activities that in their
view conflicted with the purity of the teachings of Islam.
This led to the storage of many sureq La Galigo manuscripts in boxes or metal safes, hidden away in
the forest or in the attics of houses. This caused many of the manuscripts to become damaged or
illegible. Massureq activities too were conducted secretly at night, in rooms that were especially
insulated to ensure they could not be heard, or only by “chanting in one's heart.”432
Massureq activities began to resurface after the end of the struggle of Kahar Muzakar was declared
and he was thought to have died. The Sureq La Galigo manuscripts that had been hidden away began
to be opened again. Andi Sahrul Ali, an Islamic scholar and Deputy Secretary General to the Director
of As' adiyah University (the first Islamic university in Wajo, founded in 1930) remembers hearing
people conducting massureq in the 1960s as entertainment on occasions of dampengi – the evening
before a marriage ceremony.433
Another major factor is the obscure nature of the Galigo language itself. In order to truly continue the
massureq tradition, students must learn new vocabulary, sophisticated poetic styles and become
familiar with the complex use of metaphor.
According to Mohammad Salim, a La Galigo expert, transliterator and translator and devout Muslim,
another reason why interest massureq and La Galigo has declined in the last few decades is that there
are already so many other things to read such as comic books, magazines, even porno magazines. Why
bother to learn an ancient lanuage in order to read stories. He has also observed that massureq has
begun to be forgotten by the To Lotang people themselves. He offered the evidence that when Sureq
La Galigo was put together with a translation into Indonesian and published, none of the younger
generation even of the To Lotang bought it. For them, he explained, it is a set of old stories of little or
no interest. The stories of La Galigo, Salim maintained, are interesting primarily to older people,
whether of Islam or To Lotang, who read La Galigo as if they were reading a comic.434
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It appears that there have been efforts from within Islamic circles to preserve the massureq tradition –
sometimes by reading original excerpts from Sureq La Galigo, perceived as the literature or
storybooks of the ancients, at other times by altering the content. For example, the Muslim community
in Wajo created Indral Fattera as an Islamic counterpart for Sureq La Galigo. The letters and manner
of reading and singing the text are the same, but the stories concern Muslim leaders who fought for the
spread of Islam.
Meanwhile, As' adiyah Islamic University has its own approach to the massureq tradition. “I want to
Islamicize my culture, not make it disappear,” said Andi Syahrul Ali. The university is preserving
Bugis letters by making it compulsory for khatib (religious lecturers) to be able to write and read the
old language. These learning activities are carried out through an informal learning process outside of
the classical Islamic education curriculum.
The school has created an As' adiyah version of massureq in which the sureq La Galigo is replaced by
a translation of the history of the prophets. They have started to do brief public recitals of this text
during Maulid (the celebration of the birth of the Prophet Mohammad) and Isra Miraj (the celebration
of the ascension of the Prophet to heaven to receive the teachings on shalat, the performance of daily
ritual prayers).
BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON THE ORGANIZATIONS AND/OR INDIVIDUALS
CONDUCTING THE REVITALIZATION PROJECT
The organization that conducted the revitalization projects in South Sulawesi, including both Toraja
and Wajo, was the Center for La Galigo Studies (Pusat Studi La Galigo – PSLG). A description of the
mission, goals and people responsible for the revitalization program at PSLG can be found in the
Background Information section of the Toraja report.
One important thing to reiterate here is that the seminal idea behind the PSLG revitalization project
was the idea of taking La Galigo traditions as a point of departure. As previously noted, this idea
evolved out of the International La Galigo seminar held on 15-18 March 2002 in Pancana village,
Barru district and the Workshop on the Revitalization of the Culture of South Sulawesi held in Malino
on 25-27 December 2003. At first revitalization was going to be focused solely on massureq –
considering that different districts had their own versions, with different rythyms and ways of chanting
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– with the objective of raising public awareness and appreciation of the fact that La Galigo is not only
literature but also a richly varied oral performance tradition.435
At the 2003 workshop, which was also attended by people involved in the arts from many locales,436
there was a lot of input that the focus should not be limited to massureq. So the theme expanded to
cover the idea of strengthening the roots of local cultures by taking rapid action to preserve arts that
were once vital to their communities but currently facing the threat of extinction.437 The choice of
specific genres to be revitalized was then made based on bringing together the multiple perspectives
that emerged from the workshop and narrowed down through the follow-up research described
below.438
For the arts related to La Galigo, an initial survey was conducted in 16 districts by the Director,
Nurhayati Rahman and the person who is responsible for the activities and doubles as the assistant
coordinator, Esti Pertiwiningsih. They then selected four districts as locations for more intensive
research, namely: Pangkep, Barru, Wajo and Luwu, in keeping with the funds available and based on
the information that those four areas most strongly held the La Galigo tradition in their hearts.439
PSLG then sent its staff to carry out “an intial survey, the organization of letters, approaches to the
community and an inventory of the existing traditional arts” in the selected locations. The researchers
stayed with various village communities for a few days at a time so they could capture opportunities
for informal discussions with local people and make field observations that would inform the
development of a questionnaire.440
Once the questionnaire had been created, researchers returned to the locations to distribute the
questionnaires and hold interviews with community members, young and and performance artists to
help fill out the questionnaires. Audio recordings were used with respondents who could not write
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Nurhayati Rahman 26 June 2006.
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Additionally Ibu Nur and Ibu Esti, together with Ford consultant Prof. Dr I Wayan Dibia, visited the
locations to hold discussions with villagers and explain the mission and vision of revitalization
The main focus of the questionnaire was to find out what kinds of art forms existed in each community
and what performers were still to be found there. It asked when, how, and in what capacity the
respondents knew of a given type of art; what was important about these genres; whether they felt the
practice of these arts had been disrupted and if so, why; and finally, what hopes they had regarding its
future development.
The extended research process resulted in the selection of, among others, Buloe and Sengkang in Wajo
district as places where revitalization activities would take place and maggenrang and massureq as the
art forms that would be revitalized. More details on the reasons for these choices and the specific
groups and individuals involved are discussed below.
Before moving on to that, it is worth noting here that the research process consumed a full year's time
because the research staff worked not only on the administrative aspects of the project but also wrote
reports, made presentations and did community advocacy.442 For example, before the project in Wajo
was conducted, a memorandum of understanding (MoU) was developed and then signed by the Wajo
District Government and PSLG. Some of the points covered in the MoU were that once the
revitalization program ended it would be continued by the local government

443

and that the Sengkang

local government would do advocacy for artistic revitalization in the community444
BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON THE GROUPS THAT WERE SPECIFIC SUBJECTS
OF THE REVITALIZATION PROJECT
According to Marewangeng, the head of one of the hamlets that make up Buloe, massureq was chosen
for revitalization in Buloe because from the Buloe community's perspective, massureq is still closely
tied to the adat or customary practices of the village and forms an important part of the community's
system of life.445 Massureq was considered to have great potential as a genre for revitalization in
Buloe since there were still villagers between the ages of 33 and 70 who knew and read Sureq La
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Galigo in local ceremonies and competitions.446 Maggenrang was also considered to have potential
since there were still some artists in Buloe who could still perform it. However, at the beginning of the
project there were not yet any teachers interested in pursuing maggenrang training in Buloe so that in
the first phase of the project, training was conducted only in massureq, while in the second phase,
training in massureq continued and training in maggenrang was added.
The group that formed around the activities in Buloe was not an established arts organization but an
informal group of villagers who only began getting together for training upon the initiation of the
revitalization project. The teachers and students were senior artists and children, respectively, from the
community itself. They conducted their activities at the home of Indo Masse, a respected local
passureq and the main teacher for this genre in the project.
The decision to carry out training activities in Sengkang as well as Buloe was based on the
recommendation of Datu Sangkuru that this should be done to ensure that the training program would
be better distributed across the district. Datu Sangkaru's recommendations carried a lot of weight
because the Buloe community is still very loyal to the Wajo royal family, bringing tributes to the
palace each year. Datu Sangkuru played an important legitimating role as a guide or escort for entry
into the community and to make the training program run smoothly. He worked closely with the local
project coordinator, Sudirman who is a civil servant in the Office of Culture and Tourism and a expert
advisor on local culture in the office of the Bupati (regent/or district head). In addition to facilitating
access for PSLG researchers, Sudirman has volunteered his own time and made the baruga
(performance pavilion) in the royal palace available for practice sessions in Sengkang as well as for
performances when Phillip Yampolsky, Pak Wayan Dibia, Rhoda Grauer, Zamzam and I came to visit.
In Sengkang, training activities were led by Drs. Herman Syam, maggenrang teacher and director of
Sanggar Teater Kosong (Empty Theater Studio), an informal group founded in 1982. Training was
focused on maggenrang and conducted in two locations, namely, Saoraja Mallangga, the residence of
Datu Sangkuru, and the Teater Kosong studio, which is located in Pak Herman's home.
According to Dimas, one of the managers of the sanggar, Teater Kosong is one of five such dance and
music studios in Wajo. One important reason why this particular group was selected to participate in
the project is that its director, Pak Herman is a dedicated maggenrang musician and teacher and a
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specialist in teaching gendrang Tellu (one of the main types of maggenrang beat). Additionally, he had
access to and was offering training in the schools. 447
Some years earlier, Pak Herman had become concerned about the decline of traditional music genres
and set out to preserve them through an education program in sub-district schools and through
activities to develop the form for new performance contexts. His repertoire included several types of
maggenrang rhythms that he had learned from existing traditional groups. He used maggenrang in
combination with other forms of music known as toriolo (the music of the people in the past) to
accompany the staging of adat dances as well as new creations. Additionally, his sanggar
experimented with collaborative fusions of traditional and modern music.

448

By creating a

performance repertoire and training syllabus that were mainly (but not exclusively tradition-based),
Pak Herman hoped to inspire young people to want to learn and preserve their own culture.
Thus, maggenrang training constitutes just one of the programs of Sanggar Teater Kosong, which also
include training in traditional dances such as Lalosu and kreasi baru (new creation) dances,
collaborative theater and music, and the integration of traditional and modern music like electone. The
sanggar sessions, which take place a few times a week, integrate a variety of modern methods, such as
the introduction of floor patterns to warm up before dance practice and instruction in Western musical
notation to accompany the practice of traditional music such as kecapi and maggenrang for adult
students (although children are not taught notation).
As previously noted, there were no art groups serving as control cases for the genres revitalized in
Wajo.
SPECIFICS OF THE REVITALIZATION PROCESS
Maggenrang Training
In the first phase of the project, which ran from March to December 2005, maggenrang training took
place twice weekly in Sengkang, with the training location alternating between two places, one week
447

The Buloe community are still loyal to the king. Each year they still come into the palace bringing trIbute to the king. Ibu
Nur added that there is also the consideration that up to now, it is the king who has facilitated for PSLG research people,
spending time that has yet to be compensated, and using the baruga for performances when Phillip Yampolsky or Pak
Wayan Dibia come to visit.
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Herman Syam, 19 June 2006. However, according to Pak Herman, these efforts just could not compete with electone and
his troupe only got jobs twice a month at most, sometimes not at all. There were also several groups of maggenrang
drummers in his network who did not yet have their own instruments. For these reasons, he wanted to appeal to the
government and other arts organizations and art lovers for support. Aside from becoming involved in the PSLG project, he
has also sought support for a drum-making program for several drummers' groups, such as the ones found in Sitolo and
Belawa, and for drummers for silat (martial art).

Page 538 of 569

at the residence of Datu Sangkuru in Saoraja Mallangga449 and the next week at Teater Kosong (Pak
Herman's residence).450

Teater Kosong also received a donation of one large drum and two small

drums from PSLG in this period. At the time the research for this report was conducted, the sanggar
was waiting to hear from PSLG to confirm the logistics for the second phase of the project.
According to Syaiful, a PSLG field associate involved in monitoring activities in Sengkang, the
maggenrang music that was taught was simple and ordinary at first but became increasingly more
complex as time went by.451 The participants in the training sessions were all children. They told me in
our interviews that they were motivated to do manggerang training as a hobby and that it was on their
own volition. They felt that maggenrang was a difficult instrument to learn, especially, the kinds of
rhythms involved in accompanying creative dances (tari kreasi). Yet even the children who had only
been learning for a month could already play something.452
Local musicians from other sanggar in South Sulawesi were consistently impressed by the progressive
results of the training. Daeng Basri, a Macassarese musician and composer associated with the Batara
Gowa studio, had an opportunity to observe Teater Kosong training sessions and commented that the
results were extraordinary, all the more so since the drummers were young children and as far as he
knew, maggenrang training for children, or for that matter any kind of serious training in traditional
music for children, was unprecedented in South Sulawesi. One of the traditional reasons why children
were not taught how to play the drums at an early age was the belief that if they even got close to the
drums they might get hurt or sick.453
Regarding teaching methods, Daeng Basri said that it was proper to teach by direct example, adding
that in his own studio, training was split into two parts, giving the basic rythyms first and then only
later, their variations. What was unusual and impressive about the maggenrang training by Teater
Kosong was that the children could already play variations on the basic rhythms, something that was
considered difficult and unlikely for children to master.
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Although the children in training in Sengkang were not completely fluent in their performance, the
form of the rhythm was clear, they could already play compositions and had memorized four different
types of rhythm.454

Magenrang Performance in Sengkang, Wajo

The style of maggenrang taught at Teater Kosong is based on the Macassar style of maggenrang,
where the performers all face in one direction toward the audience, use drumsticks and produce strong,
loud beats. This is different than the style taught in Buloe, which is Bugis in style, where the
performers sit facing each other in pairs, do not use sticks and produce beats that are not as strong.455
As previously noted, maggenrang training only began in Buloe in the second phase of the project
shortly before the time the research for this report took place. One of the reasons for the delay was that
although there were several adults in the village who could play, the drums were widely perceived to
be sacred and the village children were reluctant to sound them for fear that they might be possessed
by spirits.456 Additionally, Marewangeng also said that maggenrang training did not take place in
Buloe at the beginning because, “There were no petunjuk [guidelines/instructions] at that time that it
would be good if [both] massureq and maggenrang [training were offered] here”.457
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It was when the massureq students from Buloe worked together with the maggenrang students from
Sengkang in preparation for their show in Jakarta in December 2005 that they became motivated to
start maggenrang training in their own village. (The Jakarta performance is discussed in the section on
Conditions of the Art Forms After the Revitalization Took Place, below). At Pak Sudirman's initiative,
maggenrang training was finally started in June 2006 in Buloe in the same place where massureq
training was happening, the home of Ibu Indo Masse.
One thing I consistently observed in the maggenrang training sessions in both Sengkang and Buloe is
the playful relationship of the children to the instruments. It was obvious that as instruments,
membranophones or percussion instruments are extremely attractive to children because they are loud
,fun and easy to play. They provide a perfect outlet for the children to channel their high energies,
make loud sounds and have fun while they learn.

Students enjoying a break after their maggenrang performance

Massureq Training
The massureq training was slated to take place in Buloe for two phases. The first ran from March to
October 2005 while the second phase is from June to October 2006.458

word “petunjuk” strongly reflects the condition of the community waiting for instructions from their superiors, or the topdown system.
458
Sudirman, 20 June 2006.
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The training was headquartered in the home of Indo Masse, the principal teacher in the training
although the children were occasionally brought to the home of Datu Sangkuru to massureq before
Datu. Lessons were held a few times a week and consisted of children sitting in a circle around the
text and taking turns reading while the teacher offered corrections (as described above in the section
Describe the Art Form as it Looks Today).

Massureq training in Buloe village, Wajo district

Indo Masse was chosen to lead the training because she has a way of reading massureq that is
considered good.459 Two additional teachers also took part as associate or assistant teachers: We Turu
and Indo Dote.
Unlike Indo Masse, who is Muslim, We Turu and Dote still practice To Lotang religion.
At first I wondered whether the selection of a head teacher who follows Islam rather than To Lotang
was intended to ensure that PSLG would avoid touching the area of To Lotang religious faith.
However, according to Ibu Nur, the choice of Indo Masse was based on nothing other than the fact that
her voice was better than those of the other passureq in Buloe. 460
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At the same time, Ibu Nur strongly agreed that the area of faith was extremely sensitive. On the one
hand, PSLG's revitalization project was in no way meant to promote religion. On the other hand,
PSLG, with its multicultural views, respected whatever differences in faith there were in the
community and that space must be allowed for these differences.461
According to the local coordinator, Sudirman, the criteria for the teachers was that they be fluent in
reading and singing as well as capable of translating the La Galigo language, which he said comes
from Luwuk Kuno (ancient Luwu language), the language of the bissu or the language of the gods. The
appointment of one principal teacher and two assistant or associate teachers was intended to ensure
that if the principal teacher was unable to attend, the others could temporarily replace her.462 The
difference in the teachers' positions made for a difference in the teachers' honoraria as well.

Child reading from a text of he old Galigo language surrounded of
traditional offerings of multi-colored rice, eggs and betel nut

As for the students, in the first phase of the project, seven village children participated in the training.
For the second phase, some of those who had attended the first period of the training were reluctant to
attend further training because they felt they could already massureq, were not interested anymore or
were 'too old'. They were replaced by a new group of children. Indo Wero, who is Indo Masse's
461
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daughter and a parent to one of the students, said that quite a few of the training participants were from
the immediate or extended family of Indo Masse.

463

By the time this research was conducted, the

word of the training had spread and many children as well as adults came to watch and sometimes join
in the training sessions.
From the perspective of the project organizers and coordinators, one extremely positive and innovative
aspect of the training was the creation of an umbrella for transferring massureq skills from older
people to young children, something that had never existed before. In the past, the transfer of massureq
knowledge usually happened only in the environments of certain families, from parents to children
and/or just by listening and learning when readings were going on. The revitalization program would
make it possible for massureq to be learned by many more people both those who come from families
who continue the massureq tradition and those who don’t.
However, Syaiful noted that there were some concerns within the Buloe community regarding this way
of training, particularly among some of the followers of To Lotang religion. They were sceptical about
massureq being taught through formal group-training sessions because massureq ability is something
that was traditionally acquired through wahyu (divine inspiration) and it was wahyu that would ensure
that there were people who could massureq when the older generation had passed away. 464
Additionally they were concerned that many people knowing how to read Sureq La Galigo could
reduce its sacredness.465
According to Mohammad Salim, who personally learned massureq in an autodidactic manner without
any special training, people can massureq as a result of listening to it continuously on cassettes and
memorizing it.466 According to Indo Wero this was also the case with Indo Masse, who learned how to
massureq from listening to the cassettes of I Ganda reciting massureq that her grandmother owned. 467
Meanwhile, Puang Matoa Saidi, the leader of the Bissu in Pangkep, thought that the method being used
in Buloe –where the teacher teaches by sitting side by side with the children with Sureq La Galigo
books before them and having them take turns reading one by one – was as it should be.468
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While Mohammad Salim acknowledged that the training has made the children good at chanting the
words, he expressed doubts about whether their recitals were anything but memorization and
wondered whether the older people themselves knew the meaning of what they read.469
In a similar vein, La Galigo expert and university lecturer, Fachruddin Ambo Enre said that although
the Buloe training was positive, in that it was contributing to the preservation of the old language,470 he
had more faith in the formal classical system. By the formal classical system he meant the ways things
are taught in schools using a curriculum with large classes of 30 to 40 people. In an academic setting,
the lesson content would involve Bugis grammar and the interpretation of meaning and not just
mimicry and memorization of the teacher's words.471
Indeed, the teachers in Buloe acknowledged that their massureq training was focused only on reading
and chanting, that the meaning of what was read aloud was intentionally not taught. One of the reasons
given for this was that sureq La Galigo contained myths and spiritual beliefs and ideas that children
could not understand. The teachers felt they must wait until the children were at least 15 before they
could teach them the meaning.472
Others felt it was dangerous for the children to learn the meaning of the words as La Galigo deals with
beliefs that are shunned by Islam and it would confuse them. Some passureque refused to participate
at all as they believed that simply voicing the Galigo text could be dangerous.
Puang Saidi felt that it would be better if the children were immediately taught the meaning so that
they would know that what they were reading was part of a story. He added that in the training he has
led in Segeri, the children are told the meaning. Ibu Ummu Tunru, a senior choreographer and cultural
observer, 473 and Puang Mama, an adat leader in Pangkep also agreed with this.474
The main episode of sureq La Galigo taught in the Buloe training sessions was the mulatau episode,
which tells the story of the origin of the middle world. According to Fachruddin Ambo Enre, this
469
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Additionally, Palippui pointed out that certain concepts in La Galigo, such as the concept of the origin of the first humans
on earth, differ radically from the concepts taught by Islam.472
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episode is actually very loaded with beliefs not suitable to be taught to children, 475 while Puang Matoa
Saidi felt that not only this, but all episodes could be taught to children, depending on their
capabilities. Although Puang Saidi did acknowledge that there were certain things in sureq La Galigo
that children could not yet grasp (such as the episodes about Sawerigading's love affairs or how I La
Galigo is cast away and brought up people other than his birth mother

476

) he felt that explanations

concerning these particular parts could be ommited or cut short.477
Saidi and Ibu Ummu emphasized that it wasn't the literal meaning that was important to transmit in
massureq lessons, but the deeper meaning behind the story, for example, the virtue of honesty.478
Meanwhile, Mohammad Salim was of the opinion that the mulatau episode was being taught because
this was all the people in Buloe had; he doubted whether they had any other texts.479
Regarding the chanting style practiced in Buloe, there are three existing massureq styles in the village,
related to three passureq readers who were recorded in commercial cassettes that were circulated in the
1970s: I Ganda, I Susang and I Tasik.
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Indo Masse mainly emulates and teaches the style of I

Ganda, whose recordings she most often heard when she was young.
According to Mohammad Salim, the style learned by the children in the Buloe training is typical of the
lawatowajo style (of the school of the Wajo people), which relies on the repeated use of one maat
(melodic phrase/scale). The melody covers three sentences and then is repeated over and over again,
similar to what happens when people bersanji or sing songs of praise for the Prophet Mohammed.481
This is different from the more poetic or declamatory style of massureq followed in Pangkep, where
the melody is more variable and is adjusted to match the meaning of what is being recounted. 482
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another. Meanwhile, Ibu Ummu said that there is also sex in La Galigo.
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Puang Saidi gave the example of how we read war stories compared to ordinary stories. When there is a war
scene, the voice grows loud, stressed and with a quick tempo. For a regular scene, the voice is even, soft and
slow in tempo. He said that this exemplifies the style of Hj. Abang found in Pangkep.
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THE CONDITION OF THE ART FORMS AND GROUPS AFTER THE REVITALIZATION
PROCESS TOOK PLACE
As the revitalization project was still in progress when the research for this report was conducted, this
section reports on the conditions of the art forms and people's expectations regarding their continued
revitalization based on the completion of the first phase of the training.
During and after the first phase of the revitalization training took place, the children who had received
training in massureq in Buloe and and in maggenrang in Sengkang were showcased in two highly
public performances. The first took place at the office of the Bupati (regent or district head) of Wajo
during a Ministry of Art and Culture (Deparsenibud) event to socialize traditional organizations that
was attended by muspida (council of district and sub district level government officials) in June 2005.
The second was at Taman Ismail Marzuki (the Jakarta Art Center) in December 2005.483
Additionally, some less formal performances were also given on several occasions of thanksgiving for
new houses as well as on Indonesian Independence Day in August 2005 and on the anniversary of
Wajo district in April 2006 .484
The Sengkang District Government Tourism Office covered the costs of sending the two groups to
perform in Jakarta. At the performance, the Bupati received an award from the Badan Komunikasi
Kesenian Nasional Indonesia (Indonesian National Arts Communication Agency) for the conservation
of the narrative arts (seni bertutur). According to Datu Sangkuru, a high point of the event was that the
Minister of Culture took the time to meet the children on that occasion.485
Indo Wero, when asked how she felt about her child's participation in the massureq training, answered,
“… I'm happy my child took part in massureq and what is more, went to Jakarta.” She also said that all
the parents of the children involved in the massureq training, both Muslim as well as To Lotang, were
right proud of their children's involvement in the training and ability to massureq.486 As a result of the
massureq training, the children of the village had performed at an exhibition and in practices at the
home of Datu Sangkuru five times, as well as giving public performances at the office of the Bupati
and in Jakarta. All of these performances served as a powerful incentive for the children to learn.
483
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Little passureq preparing for ritual in Buloe, Wajo

Indo Wero added that the children were very happy to be visited by Datu and often asked when he
would come to their village again. When they appeared at the office of the Bupati, she said, many of
the employees at the office were surprised by their arrival.487 According to Sudirman, local residents
regard the office of the Bupati as if it were a holy place because they so rarely have an opportunity to
go there. The associate teachers and other parents told me they were moved when the children got to
perform at the Bupati's office because they had a chance to directly meet with the officials of Wajo
district.488
Before leaving for Jakarta, the two groups practiced together twice in Sengkang for “penyesuaian” (to
adjust to one another). Herman Syam said that although massureq is never accompanied by gendang,
he combined it for this occasion with strains of gendang in order to make it more interesting. For

487
488

Indo Wero, 24 June 2006.
Sudirman, 20 June 2006.
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example, during massureq, the drums were sounded softly in the background and during the breaks in
the massureq recital, the voice of the drums grew louder.489
While maggenrang was also performed as part of the ceremonial process to welcome Datu Sangkuru
at a massureq recital staged in Buloe in June 2006, it was not performed as part of the massureq recital
itself. Mohammad Salim said that he has never seen people doing massureq accompanied by
maggenrang. He added that maggenrang was in the program of the massureq recital in Buloe not
because of the massureq but because of the welcome ceremony. All ceremonies in the Bugis
community employ gendang.490
Sudirman said that the combined performance of the maggenrang and massureq groups was not
intended to fuse the two forms but to add some ‘art’ so that Jakartans could stand listening to a full
massureq recital. He was concerned that the Jakarta public would be bored because they could not
understand the ancient Bugis language of the massureq recital. Adding the drum sounds was intended
to make the performance more interesting for the audience.491
It is too soon to tell what the conditions of the art forms will be once the grant period is over.
However, it was clear that project participants and observers felt very encouraged by the public
interest in the revitalization results shown by audiences in Wajo and Jakarta.
Indo Wero said that in the future she would like the art forms to keep advancing, not only to become
known in the villages but also to to outsiders. When she was asked whether she wanted to form some
sort of cultural institute or organization, she answered, “Just thinking about that is scary …” Sudirman
explained that this fear has to do with the complications of dealing with bureaucracy and
bureaucrats.492
Meanwhile, Herman Syam said that he would definitely continue to provide coaching. Indeed, he had
already begun teaching maggenrang to 10 to 12 year old children in some elementary schools around
Sengkang city. He hoped that in future, there would be invitations from communities that want to
have traditional music performances, to ensure that the training program keeps going.
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Although he is a civil servant as well as a music teacher, Herman Syam aims to avoid dependence on
government.493 In contrast, nearly all of the other informants cited government support as a critical
factor for the continuity of the revitalization efforts.
Daeng Basri was concerned that after the program was done the training would end. He hoped the
government would provide an umbrella in the form of some kind of festival each year in Macassar to
motivate the children to appear.

494

Datu Sangkuru said that for cultural development to take place the

government must act as a buffer or support (penyangga) in cooperation with adat functionaries.
Palippui said that the training would keep on continuing as long as local goverment ordered both the
Department of Education and sub district and village officials to organize massureq in forms similar to
koran recitals. 495
Meanwhile, the Wajo Regional Secretary said that local government would continue to endeavor to
showcase massureq and maggenrang performances on occasions of welcoming guests. Additionally,
he said that there were plans to create a massureq festival or contest once the massureq potential of
various sub districts is even. He thought that other programs could be established through village and
sub district-level organizations in coordination with the Lembaga Keamanan Maysarakat Desa
(Village Community Security Institutions). He also hoped for government cooperation with PSLG to
continue, because in his view, when there is outside assistance the rate of development can be four
times as fast.496
Sudirman said that in his view the training program could not yet be autonomous or generate public
appearances on its own. He envisioned the possibility of establishing a sanggar in Buloe community, a
formal institution complete with statutes (AD) and rules of association (ART) to function as a
permanent massureq group.

He was concerned that the government could not yet match the

management of revitalization provided by Ford Foundation because, unlike Ford Foundation, the
cultural division of the government bureaucracy was not managed by experts. Therefore, he felt that if
even if the government were to adopt and continue the development assistance system initiated by
Ford, those providing assistance might not have the necessary knowledge or skills to succeed.497
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However, both Sudirman and Ibu Nur confirmed that the government of Wajo district is already taking
some positive steps to support the revitalization program in the future, through efforts that include the
publication of books on local history, containing sections of Galigo manucripts in the original
language and their translations, for distribution to local schools.498 This is consistent with one of the
points in the MoU signed by PSLG and the Wajo district government on the inclusion of massureq in
the local content curriculum of the public schools. According to Sudirman, the challenge here will lie
in having teaching staff who are prepared to teach the material to their students.
Additionally, Ibu Nur has had talks with the Wajo district head about what contribution the
government will make to the community and recommended that the government provide the
infrastructure that the community needs, such as a baruga (a stage- or raised-platform building that
serves as a community meeting place for problem solving as well as a performance space).499 The
intention of her continuing advocacy to the government is to ensure that the government feels it is a
part of the evolving revitalization process. She also felt that it was important at this stage to establish
strong leaders in Buloe, following the model of Pak Sudirman, who began acting as the local
coordinator in Buloe in phase 2 of the project. Thus, inadvertently, the project is setting the stage for a
revitalization of human resources as well as a revitalization of the arts in the village.
CONTROL CASES
As previously noted, no control cases were included for the research in Wajo.
ANALYTICAL REVIEW OF THE RESULTS OF REVITALIZATION
Information about the PSLG concept of monitoring and an analysis of how the revitalization results
were formally measured and scored is covered in the analysis section of the Toraja report. As in the
Toraja project, regular PSLG staff briefings were held regarding interim monitoring results and
obstacles in the field and the training sessions were routinely scored to provide data for the assessment
of the results. As in Toraja, PSLG assessed the revitalization efforts carried out in Wajo to be
successful in terms of the technical transfer of skill. In its evaluation, PSLG gave the massureq
revitalization efforts a score of 4.0 or highly successful, whereas the score for maggenrang was 3.8 or
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successful.500 In more personal and subjective terms, the evaluations of the different project
participants and observers varied.
Ibu Nur felt that the revitalization efforts were successful, at the same time acknowledging that this
initial success was just one stage of a long process, since the children had so far only read sureq La
Galigo and showed their ability to read in public.501 In other words, the children did not yet understand
the values or qualities behind La Galigo, such as honesty and courage, which could later form parts of
their personal identities.
Similarly, Ibu Esti, the project activity coordinator, said that the revitalization project had been fairly
successful in achieving its targets but had not yet captured the sukma or the spirit or soul of the art
form – something that would require a much longer process.

502

However, if capturing “sukma” –

which I understand would include the performers having a fuller understanding of the meaning of the
art – is to serve as an additional indicator of success, it would be difficult to determine criteria or
standards for its measurement.
Sudirman, as the local coordinator of the project, considered the training to be very successful in the
sense of 'rescuing' ancestral arts and traditions,

503

whereas Syaiful, the field associate from PSLG,

refused to make any comments out of fear they would not be objective.504
Buloe community members clearly measured the success of the revitalization efforts mainly in terms
of whether the art form is performed in venues outside the village, such as at government-sponsored
events at the Bupati's office, exhibitions and so forth.
For example, we have noted the opinion of Indo Wero, who wished for the results of the training to
advance by becoming well known not only in the village but also to outsiders. This and other similar
views indicate that the community tends to be pragmatic. The fact that the outside market already
exists in their minds as a key external motivator is a sign of a longing that is hard to hold in check.
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In this sense, the sending of the maggenrang and massureq artistic team to Jakarta may be viewed as
something both positive and negative. Positive, because performances like these can provide a
stimulus and validation for the training process. Negative, because of the tacit assumption this
supports, that if one practices massureq and maggenrang one is sure to go to Jakarta as a reward. This
could create big problems later on if the community were unable to market such performances on the
strength of their own management and promotion skills, which would make them increasingly
dependent on the government or sponsor organizations in terms of economic viability.
What of the project's success from the point of view of the Ford Foundation guidelines? The first
indicator of success of the Ford Foundation, where “members of the community, especially the young,
study and perform the art” was evident in the involvement of the children in the maggenrang and
massureq training. The second indicator, where “the people of the community itself accept the art that
has been revitalized back into their community” was also apparent from the number of times the
results of the massureq and maggenrang training have been presented to the public in several events
and the immense pride that the children, parents and others in the community showed when they talked
about these performances.
Meanwhile, the third criteria for measuring success according to the Ford Foundation is that “available
information gives the impression that the revitalized art will be sustained in the future after the period
of funding aid ends." This resonates with the mission of PSLG as reflected in their definition of
revitalization. Although it was quoted previously, it is worth re-quoting here to refresh our memory.
According to PSLG, revitalization is defined as:
“an effort to revive or bring back to life a culture that is threatened
with extinction. Reviving or bringing to life means providing as
widespread an opportunity as possible to agents of culture to
collectively think about what strategic and operational steps we can
take to ensure that a given tradition can flourish and be accepted back
into its community, although in a different context.” 505
In terms of these criteria, we have seen that the existing data indicates that the revitalization program
has so far succeeded in eliciting community interest and that it has also been legitimated by adat
505
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leaders as well as receiving attention from local government. It will be a long time before we can
assess whether these results will be sustained to make the art forms truly vital and strong again in the
community but in the short term, we can look more closely at the methods being employed to move in
this direction and how successful they promise to be.
The PSLG definition reflects a view of revitalization that is in sharp contrast with the cultural policies
implemented by the government, which have tended to aim for cultural development in the interests of
tourism and thus, have operated using a top-down approach rather than “providing opportunities for
agents of culture to resurrect their culture out of their own desires.”506
According to Ibu Nur, there was a sincere desire to apply a bottom-up approach in the Ford
revitalization program. In line with this bottom-up approach, she said, “if the conditions for
revitalization were fulfilled but the community were unwilling because the program no longer
fullfilled local community needs, then the program could not be sustained. A community can be seen
to have its own resistence, its own resilience.”507
In line with its mission, PSLG endeavored to serve as a facilitator. The system of assistance that was
applied emphasized the importance of not going to the point of teaching and dictating to the people
what should be done. Gradually, those to provide the assistance would be drawn from the community
so that the community was not dependent and ultimately, could be autonomous. This concept reverses
the concept of top-down development applied by the government.508
Although the initial concept was to reverse the government paradigm, this does not mean that the
government was no longer involved. To the contrary, Ibu Nur reported on all activities undertaken to
the district heads to inform them of the existence of activities like this happening in their areas.
Moreover, in Wajo district, an MoU of cooperation was signed between PSLG and the Government of
Wajo on the revitalization program in the hope that after this revitalization program, the government
would give its utmost attention to activities to continue the program.
Further, if we revisit the responses from the community concerning the post-project continuation of
revitalization efforts, it appears that there were only two respondents (Indo Wero and Pak Herman
506
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Syam) who did not mention the element of government. This gives some indication of how strong the
position of the government is in the Wajo community. Indo Wero implied the existence of an internal
motivation on the part of the community to continue with the revitalized arts and grow beyond what
already exists. However she had no clues to offer about how the community could do this.
The great dependence of the Wajo community on their government and community leaders was also
clearly indicated by the important role played by the local government of Wajo as well as Datu
Sangkuru in legitimating, supporting and assisting the implementation of the project. The local
coordinator himself is a civil servant who works at the Office of Culture and Tourism and serves as an
expert in the field of culture on the staff of the Bupati. Additionally, the attitude of governmentdependence was especially evident from Marewangeng's response that “there were no instructions yet”
when asked why maggenrang training was not being given in Buloe but in Sengkang. His comment
reflects a perception prevalent across Indonesian society, that all programs designed outside of the
community are government programs. In fact, during the pre-research phase, when I travelled with
Rhoda Grauer and PSLG staff to Buloe, some of the community members automatically assumed that
we were connected with the government.
Thus, Ibu Nur's approach to the government, in terms of reporting on activities and inviting
government participation, is consistent with the common view that government participation is
essential to make a success of the revitalization program in the future.
At the same time, the revitalization program is designed to serve as a kind of training to change the
community mindset of forever waiting for the government to act, by showing them an alternative
model designed to enable them to autonomously manage their own culture.
One important characteristic of this model is transparency. It was clear that efforts have been made to
apply transparent management in all of the PSLG activities. The project proposal was publicly visible.
The amount and allocation of the funds comprising the grant – which seems enormous to local people
at around 500-600 million rupiah – was known to all 28 of the PSLG staff. Contracts with the program
associates included highly detailed job descriptions that were carefully studied before being signed.
Another characteristic is control or management through good, ongoing communication among the
parties involved. Communications between PSLG and the Ford Foundation were intensive, with all
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changes happening in the field regularly communicated to the Ford Foundation as the donor.509
Further, according to Pak Herman, the degree of financial and organizational control and ongoing
communication exercised by PSLG parties with the community was fairly high. Andi Syaiful, a PSLG
associate who lives in Sengkang came to attend practice sessions there nearly every day of the training.
510

Syaiful himself once told me that he also often went back and forth between Sengkang and Buloe,

spending two weeks in Sengkang and two weeks in Buloe.511
Yet the focus of the ‘control’ was not to create dependency but to progressively nurture a spirit of
independence among the subjects of the revitalization program. According to Ibu Nur it was
intentional that the field associates were not always to be found in the beneficiary village. They had to
return once a month but the times they visited were up to them. The flow of the project was mainly
controlled by local people from the community acting as counterparts. The 'counterparts' were
discontinued because they were perceived as brokers or intermediaries (makelar) for PSLG in the
community, and in the second phase of the project, the counterparts were instead guided to become
local coordinators as a measure to gradually reduce dependency and enable the community to get used
to operating independently of the associates, since otherwise, dependency could result and the
activities could die out when they were left on their own later on.512
Clearly, the process of fostering independence is complex and requires the support of a long and
sustainable program. The conditions of the art forms and expectations of those involved in the project
to date suggest that in order for this program to be successful, there must be a follow-up program to
support continued revitalization activities in the community.
The expected role of the government in this ‘post-Ford’phase is to continue opening opportunities for
public exposure of massureq and maggenrang. For example, using massureq and maggenrang in
ceremonies to welcome guests, including massureq and maggenrang in the local-content curriculum in
schools, holding festivals and providing infrastructure, such as building a traditional baruga for the
community.
Meanwhile, the role of the community will be to figure out how they can put the arts that have been
revitalized into service in keeping with their own needs, whether in their original contexts or in new
509

Ibu Nur described how Philip Yampolsky came to invite all the kids to have dinner and chatted until dark to hear directly
from all staff.
510
Herman Syam, 20 June 2006.
511
Syaiful, 22 June 2006.
512
Nurhayati Rahman 26 Juni 2006.

Page 556 of 569

contexts that they themselves create. At this level, the approach of the PSLG – in seeking to avoid
entering sensitive areas such as To Lotang beliefs – is to maintain neutrality. For the moment, the
villagers of Buloe depend on Sudirman, the local coordinator, as the “pembina” or cultivator
responsible for program development and I have yet to meet anyone from the village who would be
capable of filling Sudirman's role. Thus it is likely that the role of an outsider like Sudirman in the
Buloe community, both in terms of esthetics as well as management, will continue to be needed for the
time being, and that some training, for example, to develop the skills of the village people in
performance arts management, would need to happen to enable them to take over this leadership role.
We return to the fact that there is no one answer to the question of whether this program is a success,
once we integrate the multiple criteria of PSLG, the community and the Ford Foundation. The training
was technically successful from the point of view of PSLG. According to the expert observers I
consulted, the training was good although there were concerns that the massureq training was merely
memorization. Beyond this, careful
analysis of all available data suggests that the true success of the program will depend on a long term
process in which the community mindset of waiting for and depending upon the government gradually
changes. For this, a supportive follow-up program would appear to be necessary to give them the skills
they need to manage revitalization initiatives on an independent basis. ZAMZAM maybe we need
something here about HERMAN and the infiltration of the need to ‘improve’ things and make them
more ‘interesting’ to the community and to outsiders.
PERSONAL OBSERVATIONS, OPINIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS
My concluding comments in the Toraja report concerning first, the very positive value of focusing
revitalization efforts on children, and second, the improvements that could be made to the existing
PSLG monitoring system, apply equally to the project in Wajo.
In Wajo as well as in Toraja, the arts that were revitalized were once intimately tied to a religious
context. The revitalization program has never been intended to resurrect the old religion or beliefs of
the communities where the projects took place. Yet at the same time, there is nothing to prevent a
community from reviving the ritual ceremonies that form the original context for the revitalized art
form, if that is a direction they want to pursue, following from the availability of a new generation
artists able to perform them. This is very much a matter to be left up to the communities themselves,
according to their needs.
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Meanwhile, I have no doubts that the people will continue to create new 'secular' contexts or
opportunities for the performance of the revitalized arts, according to prevailing social and economic
conditions. In both Wajo and Toraja, I saw that these new contexts can grow organically from within
the community itself.
This is one of the reasons why I was impressed by the Ford approach especially as it was implemented
by Pusat Studi La Galigo, and I highly recommend that in the future, the government of Indonesia
imitate or adopt a Ford-style revitalization program in its approach to cultural development. This
would be most useful as a way to design programs based on community needs, to provide the
community with opportunities to teach and present their traditions in meaningful contexts and to place
the government in the role of a facilitator of cultural development.
It would allow the government to find out what communities really need and invite them to collectively think
up suitable programs for themselves. In collaborating on such programs, the government and communities
would become accustomed to accommodating different views, debating which art form can represent the
community, who has the right and the power to represent it and how it should be developed and performed.
The result would be genuinely ‘bottom up’ programs that address real community aspirations and conditions.
This does not mean that the approach to revitalization applied up to now does not have potentially negative
aspects to be minimized. For example, revitalization in a certain village or group can result in jealousy from a
neighboring village or group. Additionally, revitalization brings new systems of learning and management
into a community. For example, we saw that the process of transferring expertise in massureq from one
generation to another historically happened in a natural way, whereas the revitalization project introduces a
formal training system into the community. This is understandable when the genre being revitalized is no
longer being performed. However, if a revitalization project takes place for a long time, perhaps different
systems for transferring expertise can be explored once the art is again functioning in its community.
The revitalization project also relied on external funding to provide cash payments to compensate the
teachers and other people involved, so it cannot be considered a “traditional” transaction. My experience in
interviewing and interacting with rural village residents in South Sulawesi taught me that betel or cigarettes
can bring you closer to people than money and that the enthusiasm and pride of the teachers and students in
what they were doing suggested that a large grant is not the key prerequisite for a revitalization project to
succeed.
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What I want to propose through these remarks in this concluding section of the South Sulawesi report is that
it is best that the existing approach to revitalization not be considered as something final, but as a work in
progress that may be gradually improved. Further, the existing approach need not be applied in a uniform
way in all places because each will present different social, economic and cultural conditions. Therefore,
having an in-depth understanding of local conditions is essential for the development of an appropriate
system for learning and communication, community involvement, project management and monitoring to
optimize the success of revitalization efforts in each place.
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AFTERWORD
At a certain point in the research process, the future of the traditional and local arts seemed bleak
indeed. It seemed that the fitting title for this report would be:
THE EDGE OF THE END
The Fate of the Traditional and Local Performing Arts in Indonesia
But as the work continued, I began to see small triumphs in even the most disappointing cases. I began
to realize that the people doing revitalization in Indonesia right now are pioneers clearing the brush
and paving the way for new work. Old masters, once forgotten, are being recognized and honored
locally, nationally and even internationally. Broken musical instruments are being restored and played,
costumes remade, texts chanted and stories told again. The first generation of teenagers reintroduced to
their traditions though revitalization are now adults passing on their knowledge to the next generation.
They, their students and communities are the advocates and living proof of the rewards and value of
revitalization. Things are happening.
Unfortunately there is not yet a coordinated effort at the national, regional or even local level to
brainstorm about revitalization let alone act on it. There are people and organizations who care and are
doing all they can, however, they are, for the most part, working alone in small pockets scattered all
over the country. The same mistakes are being made in many communities while successful projects
that could serve as excellent models are unknown outside their own area. There is little or no financial
support for revitalization and no centralized place where experiences can be shared and fresh strategies
developed. Ford and Kelola appear to be the only foundations with programs specifically geared to
revitalization.
While many traditions have been lost and will never be revived, many are still alive. If action is taken
soon, much of what exists can survive and thrive into the future … but action must be taken. The case
for revitalization is strong.
Though there are as many failures as successes in this study, the successes are substantial and the
‘failures’ have valuable lessons to offer. Each case was a first and each had to make all its own
mistakes. Future projects should benefit greatly from these examples and the field of revitalization
will to grow and improve.
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Though Indonesia itself may not have a long history in revitalization, there is a wealth of successful
examples to guide the way. Countries all over the world have recognized the inestimable value of their
traditions and taken action. Programs in Japan, Cambodia, the United States, Australia and Korea, to
name just a few, have been under way for decades and have generated excellent results. These
examples confirm not only that revitalization is possible, but that it is vital; that the past and the
present, the traditional and the modern, are not mutually exclusive but also are, in fact, mutually
beneficial.
The wisdom of maintaining the unique cultural wealth of Indonesia is self-evident.

The question is

when.
Revitalization requires awareness, commitment and resources. If the great wealth of Indonesian
culture is to survive as an integral part of the society, revitalization must become a major focus for
everyone. It is the hope of all involved in this project that the Ford Foundation will maintain and,
indeed, increase its efforts on behalf of Indonesia’s traditional and local performing arts and encourage
others to join in their efforts. While the challenge of revitalization is daunting, it is not impossible. It
won’t be easy, it won’t be fast and it won’t be cheap, but it can be done…and because it can be done,
the title of this report is:

THE FUTURE OF THE PRESENT
Traditional and Local Performing Arts of Indonesia
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TERMS OF REFERENCE
Research on Revitalization of Traditional and Local Performing Arts
Ford Foundation working definitions:
-

Revitalization is broadly defined as an effort to strengthen a form, style or specific repertoire
of a performing art that as once a vital part of its community and is now in decline.

-

Basic elements for revitalization should include: at least one senior artist with experience in
and knowledge of the art when it was still thriving who is willing to teach his art to younger
members of his community; at least one young person from the community willing to learn
and perform the traditional material; and, a social and economic environment able to play its
role in keeping the art vital within the community.

-

Indicators of success include: members of the community, especially young people, are
learning and performing the art; the community itself welcomes the revitalized art back into
their society; available information suggests that the revitalized art will continue into the
future well after the grant period is over.

Focus of Research:
-

Each location in this study has been selected because it is the site of at least two, and often
more, revitalization projects supposed by The Ford Foundation, Yayasan Kelola, Asosiasi
Tradisi Lisan (ATL) and Pusat Studi La Galigo (PSLA). The primary focus of the Research
on Revitalization of Traditional and Local Performing Arts is to assess the extent to which
these projects have satisfied the Ford Foundation’s indicators of success. In each case, the
study will also include a review of the goal of each grantee and an assessment of whether or
not the grantee feels they met their own criteria of success as well as the Ford Foundation’s
criteria.
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Control Cases:
-

In each research area at least one, ideally two, ‘control cases’ will be identified and studied.
The purpose of this is to see how other performing arts groups are dealing with the same
factors that have contributed to the demise of the local traditional performing arts. One
‘control case’ should involve a group that is still strong; the other a group that is not strong.
More than two cases can be included depending on the area.

Tools of Understanding:
-

Research must start with an understanding of the art form itself and its historical function
within its community.

-

Internal and external social, political, economic, religious and other factors that contributed to
the decline of the art. What role have the government, tourism, changing belief systems,
changing from agrarian to ‘market culture, etc.

-

What aspect of the tradition was identified for ‘revitalization’? In some instances ‘forms’ live
on but their old repertory has been replaced by modern repertory and it is the old repertory that
is being revitalized. In other instances, the form itself has deteriorated. In other instances the
old context is no longer functional and a new context for the form must be created or defined.

-

Was the revitalization process initiated from within or from outside the local community?

-

Who designed and executed the revitalization project?

-

Who are the project stakeholders? What role did they play in the revitalization process?

-

Over how long a period of time was the revitalization conducted? Is it ongoing?

-

How much support, over how long a period of times, did the grants provide?

-

What were the internal and external social, political, economic, religious and other factors that
contributed to the success or failure of the revitalization effort?

-

What are the opinions of the grantees, artists and communities themselves of the success or
failure of their revitalization efforts? How, in their opinion does their experience address the
Ford Foundation’s indicators of success? What are their own definitions of revitalization and
their own indicators of success?

-

What recommendations do those interviewed have for future revitalization work in their own
community or in general?

-

In addition, ask questions and pursue issues not identified in these “Tools of Understanding”.
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Training/Rehearsal/Costumes/Musical Instruments/Texts/Stories etc.
In order to fully understand why an art is ‘healthy’ or not, it is essential that the art form itself be
understood to the fullest both in its traditional and contemporary form. Research must include:
-

Observation of training sessions between senior artists and students;

-

Observation of rehearsals;

-

Participation in rehearsals if appropriate.

-

Attendance of performances, ideally in their traditional location;

-

Understanding of the physical elements as well as the meanings of the traditional sets,
costumes, musical instruments and other ‘production’ elements central to the performing art.
What are the implications if these materials cannot be provided, have been replaced with nontraditional materials, have been altered or eliminated altogether?

-

Understanding the aesthetic as well as financial implications of adding ‘contemporary’
elements to performance: proscenium stage, sound and lighting systems, flashier costumes
(brighter colors, bigger jewelry, more makeup), borrowing elements from other forms (the
Balinese golden hair adornments are now seen in dances in Sulsel and Flores), etc. Why are
these elements ‘added’? Because they ‘know’ the public wants them or because they ‘think’
the public wants them.

-

Why have traditional performance locations and traditional technical elements been
abandoned?

-

Are there changes in the art forms itself as a result of the revitalisation process?

-

What are the limits beyond which something is no longer being ‘revitalized’ but actually
‘reconceived/re-choreographed’ specifically for the stage or other purposes. Is this being done
by the community itself or by ‘outsiders’?

-

Is the art form being revitalized within its traditional community and context or is it being
‘saved/protected, etc.’ by groups outside the original community.

-

What if the community itself doesn’t want the old form but outsiders do?

Another major factor in the research is to gather first-hand information through interviews,
informal meetings, meals, and relaxation with members of the arts group, community members,
audiences etc.
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Interviewees should include:
-

Grantee: person representing the group that received funding from Ford or Kelola or direct
support from ATL, PSLG and local ‘control’ groups.

-

Artistic director/leader performing arts group.

-

Senior artists (dancers, actors, musicians, etc)

-

Young artists (dancers, actors, musicians, etc.)

-

Organizations/individuals involved with the group or other groups performing similar work or
other traditional work in the community.

-

Researchers or experts on the art forms and local culture.

-

Audiences for the performance arts.

-

Community leaders: head of local ‘adat’; religious leaders, educators, government officials
including tourism and culture.

-

Other community members that might include foreigners resident in the region, residents from
other parts of Indonesia etc.

-

Historians

-

“Orang biasa” young and old, male and female, leaders, workers, and other members of the
community or adjacent communities whether they are familiar wit the art form or not.

-

Person in charge of the program that made the grant: Philip Yampolsky for Ford, Ibu Amna
for Kelola and Ibu Pudentia for ATL.

Material Examples/Illustrations:
‘A picture is worth a thousand words’ …but also more expense.
While time and money do not allow for extensive, if any, audio/visual documentation, the researcher
must provide still photographs (digitally generated) and digital sound documentation. Interviewees
should be told you are recording and agree to being recorded.
-

Audio should include recordings of interviews, and whatever else is possible: music?

-

Purchase of available audio/visual recording and/or music CDs.

-

If group itself has audio/visual materials please ask for copies, or pay for copies. Purchase any
commercial recording they should be purchased.

-

Photographs should include documentation of key individuals; sets, costumes, props, musical
instruments, ceremonies, audiences, locations etc. Each should be identified: what is the name
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and position of the person photographed, what group are they with, locations, etc. The sets,
costumes etc. belong to what group. Are they ‘traditional’ or are they ‘modern’, etc.
-

If the researcher has access to their own video camera, the cost of videotape and the making of
copies for the final report will be reimbursed.

Research Results: Interim and Final Reports
Each researcher will submit four Interim Reports and a Final Report. The Interim Reports should
contain objective, factual information based on pre-research and field research. They should cite
specific examples, quotes from interviews and written materials, notes from personal observation of
performances etc.
The Interim Reports should follow the format outlined in the Interim Report Structure Guidelines
(attached).
The design of the Final Report will be done after Interim Reports come in and are reviewed by the
project director and coordinator and discussed with the researchers.

CONCLUSIONS and RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE FUTURE
In some cases the project director and coordinator agreed with the conclusions and recommendations
arrived at by each individual researcher in other instances they did not. This is a result both of having
spent time in the field prior to the field researches visits; and, because they had the benefit of
comparing the conditions of all the locations and groups. In this sections the director and coordinator
offer their own opinions and recommendations
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RESEARCH TEAM
Mohammad Amin Abdullah, M.sn, MA (SOUTH SULAWESI) was born in Palu in 1968. He
finished double master program from ISI-Yogyakarta in Performing Art Study and University of
Hawaii in Asian Studies in 2005. He also a founder and music director of ‘Ensemble Modero Palu’, a
collaborative ensemble of traditional and non traditional musicians, founded in 1998 in Palu. While he
was studying at University Of Hawaii, Honolulu (2003-2005), with others ethnomusicologist from
Vietnam, Argentina, Jalan and USA, he also initiated a music group called ‘The Hawaii Kakula
Ensamble’. More than that, since 1996 until now, he organizes an institute of music education and
studies, called
‘Modero’ that recruit more than 1000 youth who interested in traditional and western music.
Now he is working as a civil servant at Taman Budaya Dinas Kebudayaan dan Pariwisata Provinsi
Sulawesi Tengah (‘Cultural Park, Culture and Tourism Department, South Sulawesi Province).
Rucina Ballinger (BALI) was born in Indiana in 1952 and moved to Bali permanently in 1985.
She came to Bali as an undergraduate in l974 to study the relationship of dance to religion, she kept on
returning to further her studies, culminating in a MA in Asian Studies/Dance Ethnology from the
University of Hawai’i. One of the founders of Gamelan Sekar Jaya in the San Francisco Bay Area in
1979, Rucina was one of their major dancers until 1985 when she moved to Bali to head the
Experiment in International Living’s Academic Semester Abroad program. In 1974-75, she studied
Gambuh dance intensively with the late I Nyoman Kakul in Batuan, Kebyar dance with Ni Ketut Arini
Alit and legong with Sang Ayu Ketut Muklin. In the interim, she has studied with numerous teachers
as well as taught both in Bali and aboard. With I Wayan Dibia, she has written Balinese Dance, Drama
and Music: An Introduction to the Performing Arts of Bali (Singapore: Periplus Editions, 2005). Her
articles on Balinese dance and culture have appeared in numerous magazines in Indonesia. She is a
member of the all women’s gamelan troupe LUH LUWIH, the founder of the comedy group GRUP
GEDEBONG GOYANG and has performed on Bali TV as a comedian in Balinese. She has been the
CEO of the foundation YKIP
in Bali (working with the bomb victims) since 2003.
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Rhoda Grauer (PROJECT DIRECTOR) was born in Poughkeepsie, New York and graduated from
Vassar College. She has been a producer, writer and director in theatre, television, radio and
documentary film. Ms. Grauer has held executive positions with The Asia Society (Director, Media
and Performing Arts), Thirteen/WNET, the New York Public Broadcasting Station (Director, Arts and
Humanities Programming and Associate Director, Performance Programs), American Ballet Theatre
(Director, Media Development), The National Endowment for the Arts (Director, Dance Program),
Twyla Tharp Dance Foundation (Executive Director) and The Spoleto Festival of Two Worlds in Italy
(Associate Director, USA). Ms. Grauer’s recent work has taken place in Indonesia where she
conceived and developed I LA GALIGO, a theater work inspired by the creation epic of the Bugis
people of South Sulawesi; and directed two films on marginalized Indonesian traditions: RASINAH:
The Enchanted Mask; and, THE LAST BISSU; Sacred Transvestitesof South Sulawesi. In 2006 Ms.
Grauer became the Dean of the School of Visual and Performing Arts on the C.W. Post Campus of
Long Island University.

Aton Rustandi Mulyana (RIAU), Ethnomusicologist, born in Subang in 1971, a lecturer at
Department of Karawitan, ISI Surakarta and redactor of GONG Magazine; Media of Art and
Education.
Mubarika D.F. Nugraheni, (CIREBON) born in Yogyakarta in 1974. BA in Social Anthropology at
Gadjah Mada University in Yogyakarta, Indonesia. Master thesis: Audience Experience in
Contemporary Ethnic Staged Music Performance. MA. In Social Anthropology at SOAS(School of
Oriental and African Studies), University of London. Course ended on 15th September 2005. Master
thesis: an analysis on a contemporary dance composition in relation to efforts on cultural heritage.
Joko Suranto (aka. Joko Gombloh) (FLORES) was born in Klaten in 1969. He graduated from
Department of Ethnomusicology, STSI Surakarta, in 1995. Now, he enrolling post-graduate program
in Cultural and Religion study at Sanata Darma University Yogyakarta. He is active as a musician,
free-lance journalist, and researcher on the field of performance art. From 2003 until now, he works as
chief redactor of ‘GONG Magazine, Media of Art and Education’
Muhammad Zamzam Fauzanafi, (PROJECT COORDINATOR) born in Tasikmalaya, West Java,
in 1977. Master of Art in Visual Anthropology, graduated from University of Manchester, United
Kingdom. Now, he is working for two non-profit organization; ‘Rumah Sinema’ (Cinema House) as
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visual and media researcher and trainer and ‘Yayasan Kampung Halaman’ as a coordinator of
community-based education program using audiovisual medium (video and Foto) as a popular,
participatory tool of education for youth and teenagers.

Page 569 of 569

