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ABSTRACT

This article traces the musical responses to the Acehnese people’s trauma, i.e., the emotional wounds caused by their stressful and life-threatening experiences resulting from (1) the conflict between the Aceh independence movement and the Indonesian army in 1976–2005 and (2) the tsunami that hit its western and northern shores in 2004. Some devastated performing groups were reformed, or new ones created, by key people who initiated them and taught children to perform the traditional dances and music. After the conflict ceased in 2005 joyous villagers started performing again at weddings and other life event celebrations that they had postponed due to the frequent curfews. Convinced of the healing properties of the arts, performing groups performed war and tsunami-related songs and composers wrote songs to poetry that expressed the victim’s trauma. In the years following the tsunami the national and local media broadcast emotional songs expressive of the people’s losses and grief, and government organised commemorations and festivals to encourage the victims and others from all over the province to perform therapeutic music and dance. This Acehnese study suggests that when a people experience not just one but two disasters that the effects of the second can partly displace the first and bring about gradual resolution of both trauma, but only if determined, prolonged efforts are made to resolve them over time.
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INTRODUCTION

In 2004, the people of Aceh were suffering from severe social deprivation and widespread trauma due to their civil conflict between the Indonesian Army and the Free Aceh movement (Gerakan Aceh Merdeka, GAM), beginning in 1976. Constant fighting and frequent curfews had greatly reduced the amount of time and energy that the affected communities could spend on rehearsals and performances of the traditional music, dance and bardic arts. Many weddings and similar events that usually included artistic performances had been cancelled or postponed in the hope that they would someday enjoy a period of peace. The emotional and psychological wounds that had led to the people’s trauma resulted from decades of extremely stressful, life-threatening experiences and the seeming despair that peace would ever be achieved.2

To compound the Acehnese people’s war-induced misery, the Indian Ocean tsunami struck Aceh’s west and north shores on 26 December 2004. Populations of some coastal villages disappeared, while others counted only a few survivors, and the horror of the event left many in a more fragile psychological state than ever. As expressed in the song Indonesia Menangis (Indonesia Weeps, Transcription 2), many devout ulama (Muslim religious leaders) and other Acehnese saw the disaster as being Allah’s punishment for their sins, especially for killing other Muslims in the armed conflict. Some community leaders also blamed the people’s reduced respect for Acehnese traditional customs, quoting the Acehnese proverb: “If we lose our children we at least know where they are buried, but if we lose our traditional customs (adat), we shall never find them again.”3

The Meulaboh choreographer and dance pedagogue Ibu Cut Asiah also put the traumatic dual disaster down to the people’s neglect of reusam nibak Meukuta Alam (the traditional customs) whose roots go back to the Golden Age of Sultan Iskandar Muda in the 17th century (pers. comm., April 2010).4 As she expressed it, not only the glorious past but also optimism for the future are encapsulated in Aceh’s performing art traditions performed at life event ceremonies and national and Muslim holy day celebrations. Whatever disasters may befall the Acehnese, she said, their customs and religion must remain strong.

The great tsunami waves were caused by a large earthquake that measured 9.3 on the Richter scale, the fourth largest in a century. It jolted a 1,200-kilometre expanse of ocean floor and shook the entire planet by up to a centimetre. The blast that was unleashed created a wall of water three storeys high and it travelled a fifth of the way around the earth at speeds of up to 600 km/hour (Hume 2009: 17). An estimated 167,736 Indonesians—mostly Acehnese—died, including almost a third of the population of the capital, Banda Aceh. The tsunami, like the war, resulted in a massive death rate, the widowing of thousands of men and women, and the orphaning of thousands of children. In 2008 there were an estimated 80,000 orphans in Aceh, that is, 3% of the population. 69,000 children lost their fathers and 7,000 lost their mothers, with the motherless orphans being worse off by far (Vignato 2008: 3). An estimated two-thirds of deaths from the tsunami were female; and 21.1% of tsunami-related deaths were under 10 years of age (Rofi 2006: 340–350). Almost a thousand registered artists died, and most of the personnel and equipment of scores of art troupes and schools on the west and north coasts were wiped out.

The unprecedented international response to the disaster raised more than $7 billion in aid (Thorburn 2008: 1–3). For the first time in decades, Aceh opened its borders to foreign expertise to help in the rebuilding. Sixteen thousand foreign personnel entered the formerly closed province, bringing ships, aircraft and a floating hospital. In many cases, foreign and Indonesian military forces had to make amphibious landings and then to bulldoze roads to reach communities who were suffering from a state of shock, grief and bewilderment. Barracks and tent cities were established to house the 400,000 homeless, who were so dispirited that many were barely able to function. Apart from the mammoth task of rebuilding immense areas that the tsunami had razed to the ground, the survivors had to grapple with problems caused by the collapse of the economy and social and marital breakdown. Many health professionals and aid workers reported widespread post-tsunami trauma that stemmed from feelings of guilt based on the traditional belief that a body must be buried by a family relative, yet in many cases no body remained for the relative to bury.

Beyond Aceh, the massive loss of life so shocked the world that international pressure was applied to end the fighting and to allow the post-tsunami reconstruction to proceed. After the separatist movement had declared a cease-fire on 28 December 2004, the Indonesian government and army did the same, whereupon the two parties resumed their peace talks. On 15 August 2005, they signed a peace agreement, citing the tsunami as a major factor that allowed the talks to succeed.

To manage the many aid commitments that followed the tsunami, the Indonesian government established the Agency for Implementation of the Rehabilitation and Reconstruction of Aceh and Nias for the period 2005–2009 (Thorburn 2008). Hundreds of Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) were allowed to bring in extensive resources to help reconstruct the people’s housing and the roads and other communications, and to take measures to restore the people’s physical and mental health. The national and international media expressed sympathy for the people’s misery and helped to raise funds for the victims by performing, broadcasting and televising traditional Acehnese laments, traditional dance music, and popular songs with appropriate texts.

The aid, however, was distributed unevenly and often failed to reach the very poor and bereft. Very few schools that had lost their teachers, pupils, plant and equipment received any aid. They had to start again from scratch, replenishing their membership with novice artists and less experienced teachers, and replacing their lost equipment with anything they could make, or find.5 Some NGOs provided opportunities for teenage and child survivors in the camps and barracks to engage in music, dance, and art therapy by local Acehnese and foreign artists. For example, the International Medical Corps aimed to help some teens and children to heal by preparing them to participate in a festival of arts for 4,500 participants on 6 July, and the UNESCO office in Jakarta engaged in similar activity, including sponsoring a cultural performance on 9 May 2006.

Due to the war, the Acehnese had been prevented from properly practicing their arts and traditional customs. Yet as is argued below, it was largely through the arts and traditional customs that the conflict and tsunami survivors were able to heal.

Some mechanisms that the Acehnese used to cope with their trauma, such as accepting aid and attending therapeutic classes of art, music and dance are applicable in principle to those applied in traumatic situations elsewhere, as in Kosovo in the 1990s (Pettan 2003). However, the explosion of world publicity about the tsunami and the Indonesian government’s all-out effort to help Acehnese in their plight were unusual by world disaster relief standards. Unlike in Sri Lanka where the tsunami did not bring the war to a halt (and it still continues at the time of writing), the Acehnese experience of the tsunami and war-weariness led to their acclaimed peace accord and a strong desire to overcome the trauma and maintain a lasting peace. Another distinctive facet of the Acehnese situation after the tsunami struck was the widespread expression of sympathy from other Indonesians, as expressed in the song “Indonesia Weeps” (Transcription 2). Such outpourings of grief and offers of help from across Indonesia certainly helped the Acehnese people to resolve the anti-Indonesian feeling caused by Army abuse among their ranks during the conflict, and to regain a sense of being part of the nation of Indonesia as they accepted the peace accord. Ever since the tsunami, Acehnese leaders stressed that the road to recovery lay in greater adherence to religion and the teachings of the ancestors.


Acehnese artists and some Indonesian and foreign music therapists employed by NGOs also acted on the assumption that music, dance and other arts that express tenets of traditional customs and religion can communicate with and heal trauma sufferers where words fail, even among those who are thought to be unreachable due to their unspeakable traumatic experiences. As music therapists have shown through many international case studies (e.g., Sutton 2002: 2),6 trauma victims can achieve closure and overcome their fears through carefully planned exposure to the sensory experience of music and other arts, whether performing themselves or simply responding to artistic expressions through listening or watching. Like the performing arts, particular visual art works can represent the effects of trauma in a tasteful, creative fashion, as shown by the imaginative drawings of child victims of the tsunami in the Tsunami Museum in Banda Aceh.

How is it, then, that works of art afford human beings solace and comfort in times of need? As trauma is an extremely sensory experience, its victims can be particularly sensitive to the emotional effects that are obtainable through artistic creativity, expression and experience. Human beings can in fact view works of art as “objective versions of our own pains and struggles, evoked and defined in sound, language or image. They present our experiences more poignantly and intelligently than we have been able…they explain our condition to us, and thereby help us to be less lonely with, and confused by it” (De Botton 2001: 199).

The few scholarly publications that touch on music and trauma in a Southeast Asian context are limited to peripheral aspects of the study of wars in the region. They include Jamieson’s references to a leading Vietcong musician in the Vietnam War (Jamieson 1993: 326), Wang Feng Ng’s Singaporean perspective on music therapy for war trauma and peace (Wang 2005), and Kartomi’s study of music used by government, the resistance, civilians and NGOs who tried to de-traumatise and reintegrate ex-combatants, widows and orphans during wars in Aceh (Kartomi 2010b: 456–473). Vignato (2008) briefly mentioned the arts in her discussion of efforts made to reintegrate female ex-combatants and orphan children into post-conflict Acehnese society, while a team of scholars have assessed the psycho-sociological needs of select conflict-affected districts in Aceh (Good et al. 2007). Other writers have focussed on music therapy for children as victims of trauma in other areas of the world appeared (e.g., Gilbert 1996; Grinblat 2002; Hussey et al. 2008). Acehnese and foreign authors have written extensively on aspects of Aceh’s religious and secular performing arts (e.g., Isjkarim et al. 1980–81; Amir 2005; Kartomi 2006; 2010a), but apart from Acehnese laments that have been sung in wars throughout the past 130 years and sung non-stop on the media after the tsunami (Kartomi 2010b: 460–466), very little has been written on their role in trauma therapy, despite the fact that religion and the religious-oriented performing arts have played an important role in societal recovery after the tsunami and the conflict.

I shall now discuss some examples of arts therapy that NGOs engaged in as they tried to treat, relieve or heal the trauma of victims living in the displaced persons’ camps and among communities more generally. I shall then discuss the private, local troupes of artists’ (sanggar) efforts to restore their music and dance activity and teaching, noting that the hundreds of NGOs and government agencies operating in post-tsunami Aceh needed to focus primarily on providing housing, road- and bridge-building services (Thorburn 2007) and were only occasionally able to devote resources to assist in the artistic redevelopment. After commenting on some commercial groups’ successes in selling performances and recordings of tsunami- and conflict-related songs, I shall discuss some newly created films about the tsunami and the trauma it caused. Finally, I shall comment on the government’s arts- and religion-led activities, including the annual tsunami commemorations and the “Program for the Socialisation of Peace and Reintegration in Aceh” in 2008–2009, which aimed to “restore the energy for the growth and development of Acehnese culture which almost died out in the decades of conflict,” partly through a “songs for peace” competition.


NGO ACTIVITIES

From 2005 Indonesian and foreign NGOs used music, dance and art therapy in the enormous task of aiding the recovery of survivors from conflict or tsunami trauma, or both, especially in the displaced persons’ camps7 and in peace advocacy work. However, national economic and political conditions directly reduced “…the requisite support for music therapy services” (Wang 2005: 1), and the great majority of direct and indirect victims of Aceh’s war and tsunami failed to receive any arts therapy at all.

Some of the NGOs that employed traditional artists to perform for and teach the arts to tsunami victims also commissioned instrument-makers, especially frame-drum (rapa’i) makers, to produce replacement instruments. They also employed seamstresses to make and embroider new dance costumes for the depleted troupes in many villages. Aid from the Turkish government reconstructed a destroyed village, providing a meunasah (male prayer or meeting house), mosque and new rehearsal and classroom space among the new houses for homeless families. However, in most villages buildings that could be used for rehearsals and classes were not reconstructed, which severely limited the return to normal music making and dance classes for young artists.

As local Acehnese and foreign teachers in the 21 United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) child centres testified, over 1,800 children who had lost one or both parents in the raging tsunami waters wrestled with unimaginable trauma in the ensuing months and years. The centres that were set up in refugee camp tents by local and foreign volunteer staff looked after around 3,000 tsunami and war orphans, who were provided with opportunities to perform the Acehnese ratôh duek, meuseukat, and rodat sitting song-dances with rapa’i (frame drum) accompaniment, to tell stories and draw, often choosing to draw their memories of the tsunami, or of their deceased parents (Leila Bukhari Daud, pers. comm., July 2008). UNICEF child protection officer Frederic Sizaret wrote that the children’s resilience seemed high, but “You wonder what they are repressing…Their long-term future is uncertain given the rudimentary child welfare system and the lack of a formal foster care program and trained social workers” (Jerome and Rubin 2005: 1).8 As time passed, however, “the children’s dark days became fewer,” as the following anecdotes show (Jerome and Rubin 2005):


When disaster struck on 26 December, 10-year-old Sufrisah, and Sufrine her 20-year old sister, were at home with their father, a fisherman, and their mother, who was hobbled by arthritis. Sufrine said: “Mom, let’s run,” but she replied: “I can’t—just go and take care of your sister. My father said he was going to stay and guard Mom. We didn’t say goodbye. We just ran.” The girls raced up a hill to safety as raging waters swallowed their home and their parents forever. “Everything was gone,” she said, clapping her hands together, “like that.”



Like many other orphans, Sufrisah could join in the activities of a child centre. “At the beginning, we were just trying to get the kids playing—acting like kids,” said Sizaret. “Now the centres, in concert with local organisations, offer sports, games, art, music and massage and dance therapy. On a rotating basis these groups also bus children to Lampnuk, once Aceh’s finest beach, now strewn with debris, in order to get terrified children used to the sight of the sea again.


On one morning about 200 children swarmed Lampnuk in 100 degree heat. Ten adolescent boys in white shirts sat cross-legged in a row. Shouting “Praise Allah” in Acehnese, they knelt and put lyrics all their own to a Muslim prayer chant.9 “We got swept by the waves, we got thrown here and thrown there,” they sang, before launching into a tune about an angel “with red lips and a beautiful smile” who waits in heaven. Then they jumped up and scampered off to join the others. All, that is, but Fajari, 13, who lost both his parents. He ran toward the sea. “The water is closer now,” he said uneasily. “I don’t want it any closer.”

Elsewhere, “a cluster of teenage girls in white head-scarves perform a traditional dance—one of the activities designed to draw children out, engage them, and perhaps allow them to express their emotions through the arts.” “I’ve been working on this dance for a month,” says Yusnita Dewi, 14. She lost both her parents, and now lives with some old neighbours. “The first time I saw her, she just wanted to be left alone,” says Gunawan, her dance therapist. It took six weeks to get the girl to the beach. “The worst times are when I’m alone and at night,” Yusnita says. “That’s when the memories come.” The good days come more often now. Later, Yusnita can be heard gabbing with the girls about scarves and caftans she can’t afford to buy, “My favourite things,” she says, “are being with my friends and dancing.”

Many, like 13-year-old Samsul, still struggle. While 15 children take art therapy in a broad white tent, Samsul sits apart and draws near the water’s edge. The others chatter and sketch brightly colored trees and other subjects unrelated to the tsunami. But the silent Samsul, an orphan haunted by images of the disaster, uses only black pencil to draw monstrous waves …



Another testimony tells of a group of boys in Lampnuk who benefited from song-dance therapy led by an NGO. Each group was taught to perform a partly improvised ratèb duek song-dance with Muslim texts. Kneeling close together in a row they swayed back and forth while the song leader improvised texts such as Allahu Akbar (Allah is great) and Lailahaillallah (There is no God but God), to which the group responded by singing the same texts in chorus to a well-known Acehnese melody, sometimes with Acehnese body percussion including clapping and thigh-slapping (Ibu Laila Bukhari, pers. comm.)

SELF-HELP BY PRIVATE GROUPS OF ARTISTS

The NGOs may have succeeded in using the arts to treat the trauma of many victims, especially women and children, but the restoration of the activities of private groups of artists (sanggar) after the war had a much more widespread effect throughout the province. This was despite the fact that the tsunami had caused an incalculable loss of artists’ lives, musical instruments, costumes and rehearsal spaces. Formerly active sanggar in coastal communities who had lost virtually all their artists were initially hard-pressed to find anyone to perform the usual traditional music and dances at their weddings, circumcisions, and holy day celebrations. Nor could they easily find teachers for their children’s music and dance classes. In beachside villages such as Lampnuk the whole community was wiped out, but in Lokna one ratōh duek (sitting dance) performer, Hamid, survived. He showed how the arts and adat could be saved in extreme circumstances by assuming the artistic responsibilities of the former troupe leader, seeking out and teaching young artists in the village how to perform so that the former troupe would again have sufficient players for such performances.10

One day in 2005 I visited a sanggar named Narul Alam (founded in 1980) in a village on the outskirts of Banda Aceh. It had lost some of its members and all its rapa’i geurimpheng (medium-size frame drums) to the tsunami. However, the sanggar survived by virtue of the resilience and musical ingenuity of its leader, who decided that his players would work out how to substitute traditional body percussion techniques for the playing of the frame drums. So they beat out a version of the complex frame-drum rhythms on their bodies, producing interlocking patterns of sound by clapping, snapping their fingers and beating their thighs, breasts, and shoulders. Although the sound quality and rhythmic details naturally differed from those of the original rapa’i and vocal performances, the musical result was electrifying. The body percussion episodes alternated with the solo and group unison singing of secular and sacred lyrics, accelerated and became louder and louder till their very fast final cadence, whereupon they came to a sudden end.11 Pieces featuring accelerated endings are typical of many Acehnese genres, including those played on the rapa’i, but they sound like new creations when it is the human body rather than inanimate drums that produce the sound textures.

The story of another sanggar’s submergence in the tsunami is remarkable not because of its leader’s heartbreak, which was normal, but because of the sanggar’s survival against all odds due to international assistance. Its leader—Ibu Cut Asiah was a famous choreographer and director of her own sanggar—Pocut Baren, operating from a rehearsal pavilion built on her home property near the beach, with her husband handling the government contacts and private invitations to perform. On the day of the tsunami, however, she lost her rehearsal pavilion and all its musical instruments, costumes, and stage properties, and worst of all, the troupe manager—her husband. With him, she said, died her primary source of artistic influence and all hope for the restoration of the sanggar. Every subsequent effort that she made to lobby for token help at least from an NGO or government failed, mainly because she was a woman living in a male-dominant society. She desperately wanted to re-start her group, teach, and choreograph new dances. Prospects for recovery were dim. However, a foreign visitor succeeded in securing sufficient funding, with voluntary local labour, to rebuild the facility, and classes and rehearsals re-opened in 2009.12 After a few despairing years, Ibu Cut Asiah’s private sanggar survived.

Most sanggar, however, survived only if attached to the governor’s or regents’ offices, and moreover were the preferred performing groups for functions such as official tsunami memorial services.

COMMERCIAL MUSIC GROUPS AND THE MEDIA

From the late 1990s to the present a few commercial music groups created new pop songs and revived old classical Acehnese songs reflecting the trauma of human loss in the war, including Kande Saweu Syedara, led by the well-known west-coast Acehnese singer, Rafly. His emotional lyric about Acehnese children orphaned by the war: Lagu Aneuk Yatim (Orphan Song) (Transcription 1), became famous. After the tsunami created countless new orphans, the song was recycled under the title: Lagu Tsunami Aneuk Yatim (Tsunami Orphan Song). Its Arabic-sounding, minor-key melody and thin harmony is felt to be tragic to Acehnese ears because of its alternation of tone 7 and raised tone 7, leaps of sixths and fifths (perfect and tritonic), and melodic slurs which are perceived as expressing deep emotion. Because its text applied equally to orphans from the war and the tsunami, this ready-made song was played incessantly on various radio stations after the tsunami because it matched the general mood.13 In the lyric an orphan cries for his/her mother and asks Allah to prevent further bloodshed.

Born on Aceh’s southwest coast near Tapaktuan around 1970, Rafly has a powerful, high-pitched singing voice that is typical of the loudly carrying, high pitched jantan (“masculine”) voices of west-coastal fishermen who sing songs to call the wind at sea. His high-pitched, ornamented melodic style and poignant modifications of intonation, evokes a strongly emotive response among contemporary Acehnese listeners.

Immediately after the tsunami struck, Rafly’s and other singers’ performances of heart-rending classical laments (ratok; B.I., ratap) began to be broadcast virtually non-stop for weeks on end, and on the Acehnese-owned channel Metro TV, for months,14 as part of a nation-wide effort to secure private donations to help the survivors. The Blangpidie (west-coast)-born Acehnese singer Marzuki Hassan of the Jakarta Arts Institute (Institut Kesenian Jakarta) also sang tragic, high-pitched west-coast laments on Metro TV. Troupes of dancer-musicians in Indonesia and overseas performed Acehnese and Gayo sitting dances, ratōh duek, meuseukat, and saman, to raise money for the victims. Artists took part in the intensive efforts made to alleviate the trauma of the tsunami survivors and the conflict through music. Rafly’s “Tsunami Orphan Song” was also widely distributed on cassette, DVD, VCD, ringtone, and other media. Local, national and international audiences heard songs performed by orphan choirs, poetry readings, and sermons by religious leaders at tsunami commemoration ceremonies. In both Aceh and Jakarta, regional folk and pop style songs by members of the Nyawoung group that were formerly set to pro-Acehnese Independence texts were given new texts sympathising with the tsunami victims and were popularised on the internet.
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Transcription 1 Lagu Tsunami Aneuk Yatim (Tsunami Orphan Song)
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Transcription 2 Indonesia Menangis (Indonesia Weeps)




In Jakarta the superstar Sherina Munaf (born in 1990 in Bandung) sang Indonesia Menangis (Indonesia Weeps, Transcription 2), which expressed the widely felt Acehnese belief that the tsunami was Allah’s punishment for engaging in their protracted war, for killing other Muslims, and for not paying sufficient heed to their religious duties.

The Qur’an and several hadiths (Commentaries on and Sayings of the Prophet) make mention of the hand or finger of Allah.15 Thus, the image of the finger of Allah in the lyric carries powerful emotional meaning: it points to Allah’s fury and almighty power, like that believed to cause the Great Flood in the Old Testament. However, the song ends with the healing thought that Allah is love and will help and forgive the survivors of the tragedy.

NEW FILMS ABOUT THE TSUNAMI AND TRAUMA

Of the foreign and local films on the tsunami made in 2005, Nyanyian Tsunami (Indonesian, Tsunami Song), shows how a few surviving villages restored their artistic heritage in the year after the tsunami had destroyed almost all they possessed. It shows a bard (tukang hikayat) in the seaside village of Pudang (in Kecamatan Lhong, Aceh Besar) singing an excerpt from a legendary epic (hikayat) and inserting stirring episodes to revive the semangat (spirit, will to live) of the villagers after the terror of the tsunami. It also mentions that a legend told on Aceh’s offshore island Simeulu about the Krakatau eruption and tsunami in 1883 saved many Simeulu inhabitants from death during the 2004 tsunami because the local people knew to flee from the coast up to higher land. This story underlines the traditional saying about the importance of the people maintaining and nurturing their knowledge of the adat, implying that they should run to higher land immediately after a future tsunami is announced.

The film narrator then portrays the self-doubt of the Pudang villagers as they attempt to restore the practice of their local artistic heritage following the death of members of 800 of their 900 households, including the leader and all but one of their dabōh performers, a shy, young man. Diffidently he assumed the most difficult role in the dabōh genre—a religiously inspired awl-dancer and troupe leader—and eventually succeeded in acquiring the necessary skills and re-forming the troupe with novice performers. The 30-minute film also tells how the villagers restored the rest of their formerly rich traditional cultural practices, including the dikè mauluk (zikir Maulud, i.e., singing about the Prophet’s birth) and ensemble music played on a seurune kalèe (shawm), geundrang (cylindrical drums), and rapa’i (frame drums). The film makers, Maulana and Afeed Afifuddin at CV Layarkaca Intervision in 2006, employed song composers Jamal Abdullah and Maulana Akbar who wrote the evocative Lagu Tsunami (Tsunami Song) accompanied by a simulated Western orchestra and assisted by a group of musicians named De Atjehers (“The Acehnese,” in Dutch). The film project was supported by the daily newspaper Serambi Indonesia, Caritas Czecho in Lamno, and the traditional art troupe Talo, and it included interviews by journalists from Regional Asia and USAid.

In 2005, National Geographic made a film titled Meusare-sare (Acehnese, “Working Together”) that illustrates the arts-led resilience and music therapeutic activities among tsunami victims. In the seaside village of Kampung Cokna in Aceh Jaya, a man named Teungku Sofyan appeared who lost his artist-wife and children to the waves. He overcame his trauma by reviving his wife’s troupe and teaching a new generation of young singer-dancers to perform Cokna’s main sitting dance, ratōh taloe (lit., “net-weaving chattering [song-dance]”). A row of dancers sang texts about fishing with the added Islamic phrase Assalamulaikum (Peace be With You), and engaged in sitting body percussion as they clapped and beat out repeated rhythmic motifs on their thighs and shoulders, then wove a piece of rope into a fishing net.16 Finally, they kneeled up on their forelegs and sang about the birth of the Prophet, accompanied by a shawm (seurune kalèe), cylindrical drums (geundrang) and frame drums (rapa’i). The Islamic references in the lyrics and the Arabic-sounding melodies served as powerful therapy for the survivors.

The film also showed how the musical arts can help a team of newly arrived foreign aid workers communicate with a traumatised local community. The NGO, Aloe, gained the trust of the people in its chosen village by first asking their artists to teach them about their artistic and cultural activities. This surprised and pleased the people, raised their determination to find ways to restore their livelihoods, and made them receptive to learning ways of cooperating to improve their farming and fishing pond techniques for full recovery. The film showed them performing their sitting (duek) song-dances with stirring body percussion (ratōh duek); a bamboo flute (serdam) player accompanying tragic footage about the fate of the many orphan children; and a shawm, drum (geundrang) and frame drum (rapa’i) ensemble accompanying some traditional standing and stepping dances. Some scenes were accompanied by newly-composed music “with a Muslim flavor” (yang bernafaskan Islam), which used Arab-sounding tonal materials played on an electronically simulated Western orchestra.

GOVERNMENT ACTIVITIES

The government also tried to resolve tsunami trauma by holding annual tsunami commemorative ceremonies (Peringatan Tsunami Resmi). They took place on the anniversary of the tsunami—26 December—at the mass graveyards (Kuburan Massal) in the seaside village of Ulhe-lèe (in the Meuraksa subdistrict), in the cemetery in Kecamatan Lamburu just outside Banda Aceh, and near the beach where the tsunami struck at Meulaboh. At each location the Governor or other high officials were present. During the first annual commemoration on the beach where the tsunami struck in Banda Aceh, an orphan choir sang regional Acehnese songs and Rafly’s “Tsunami Orphan Song”, and Rafly sang a lament between the prayers, Qur’an-reading, and speeches.

Soon after the tsunami, the national government’s Planning Body for National Development (BAPPENAS) launched a Program for the Socialisation of Peace and Reintegration of Aceh, with the aim of invigorating the growth and development of Acehnese culture after the damage caused by decades of war. It included a Peace Song Competition for composers, poets, dramatists and choreographers. A selection of the resulting works that combined traditional Acehnese and Western pop attributes were performed by leading Acehnese musicians in Aceh and the diaspora, recorded and distributed on VCD, cassette, video and ringtone. For example, the song Tajaga Damée (Watch Over the Peace)17 begins in bardic-style free metre and then launches into a quadruple metre section with a characteristically Acehnese hexatonic melody in harmonic minor with an alternating tone 2 and lowered tone 2, accompanied on frame drums (rapa’i) and an Acehnese shawm (seurune kalèe) (Transcription 3). The classical Acehnese pantun (rhyming quatrain) text draws attention to the joy felt by the people at the achievement of peace after “a crazy war when impossible things happened, such as a robbery in the sky”.
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Transcription 3 Tajaga Damée (Watch Over the Peace)




CONCLUSION

Since the tsunami and the signing of the peace accord, many Acehnese trauma victims were able to resume normal life again, mainly through distinctively Acehnese-style coping mechanisms, including—though in a limited number of cases—through music and art therapy that was provided for children and adults by NGOs and the government.

The essentially Acehnese mechanisms were two-fold: people’s participation in Muslim religious activities and worship, and as artists or onlookers in traditional functions at which group music and dance is normally performed, such as weddings, circumcisions, passing of Qur’an-reading examinations, new house celebrations, Muslim holy day observances, and performances at local and provincial art festivals (e.g., the Pekan Kebudayaan Aceh [PKA, Acehnese Cultural Festivals] held in 2004 and 2009).

On the personal level, there was a great upsurge in family ceremonies involving traditional group performances in the years following the peace accord, largely because the security problems and frequent curfews during the lengthy conflict had forced people to postpone or cancel their celebrations. In local regions (kabupaten) and districts (kecamatan), there was also an upsurge in art festivals and competitions, which galvanised the artistic activities of hundreds of groups throughout Aceh, who travelled substantial distances by road to attend.

Across the whole province, the obvious joy felt by the population from 2005 at being able to hold their life-event ceremonies and religious holidays again with the usual artistic performances after years of curfews and violence translated into a surge of creative activity, with enormous benefits for many deprived young people and children who were able at last to receive training in the arts. As all group dances feature rhythmic beating of the body parts and singing, they have a social bonding effect on novices and seasoned performers alike, and because they strengthen group solidarity they have proven to be ideal activities for curing trauma. When artists sit close together in a row and beat out rhythmic patterns on their bodies in virtually perfect entrainment, they experience a heightened sense of solidarity in the aftermath of the massive tragedies they have experienced together. Acehnese children learn to perform the sitting song-dances with Muslim texts (ratèb duek) and the traditional customs-based song-dances performed at family celebrations that have either mystical Acehnese-Animist or secular lyrics. The newly composed peace and disaster-related songs and dances created for competitions, festivals and schools stressed healing and togetherness.

The fact that national and local television channels played Acehnese lament songs for months on end also promoted the feelings of togetherness. The pop songs and films about the tsunami and the armed conflict created by professional and semi-professional groups served to reduce the trauma of some victims by means of their media and commercial distribution, including by cassette, VCD, DVD, ring tone, and the internet, thus reaching younger consumers. These Indonesian-language songs helped to raise sympathy for Acehnese victims among the whole population of Indonesia, and this was followed by massive private and public donations. Also contributing to the reduction of trauma were performances of traditional and popular tsunami-related performances that stressed healing and togetherness at government functions and art competitions. Songs that combine traditional Acehnese styles with an Islamic message and style have grown in popularity and commercial success.

Despite the war and the tsunami, the people’s belief appears to be as strong as ever that Aceh’s adat and artistic identity must be maintained and developed. Only now, common wisdom says, can the devout properly practice their religious duties, such as safely joining in evening praise-singing sessions in the local meunasah (men’s meeting houses).

Most commentators have expressed the view that the trauma-resolving and reconstruction efforts by government and NGOs have been remarkably successful. The 2009 International Tsunami Legacy Project reviewed the lessons learned by the international aid and government sectors and concluded that Indonesia’s approach to rehabilitation and reconstruction was the most effective of 15 countries affected by the tsunami. Aceh-specialist political scientists such as Aspinall (2011) also agree that there are clear signs that the peace will last. Once the Indonesian government swallowed its pride, negotiated peace with the insurgents, acknowledged its deficiencies, invited in foreign expertise, and adopted a visionary policy to rebuild Aceh under an elected, ex-GAM governor, it succeeded better than any other country at removing the scars of the tsunami and the conflict.

Among the reasons for the relatively quick psychological recovery was that the Acehnese people’s coping mechanisms were already highly developed through decades of armed conflict, based on their firm belief in their religion and traditional customs. Despite the fact that corruption, rehousing the homeless and providing work for the unemployed still remain problematic, the recovery has been remarkable. Life is still imperfect, but it is better than most people can remember in terms of having access to land, education and the arts, and the people are therefore unlikely to want to resume armed conflict again. Assisted by arts therapy offered by the NGOs and modern communications, the applications of specifically Acehnese solutions to their widespread recent trauma, including their universal adherence to the tenets of Islam and traditional customs and their expressions in the traditional and popular arts, have on the whole, worked.
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NOTES

1.      This article is based on data gathered on my annual field trips to Aceh in 2005–2011, when I recorded artists’ performances and interviewed traditional and pop musicians, poets, filmmakers and government arts officials in many urban and rural areas of the province. I had useful discussions about aspects of the arts and society with victims and personnel in the tsunami relief barracks and camps, the Governor of Aceh Bp. Irwandi Yusuf (in 2006 and 2008) and Bp Yarmen Dinamika and Bp Dino Umahuk of the Government Peace Campaign in Banda Aceh (in 2008 and 2009). Thanks to the Australian Research Council for a grant to study the topic, to Hidris Kartomi and Iwan Dzulvan Amir for permission to reproduce their photos, and to Bronia Kornhauser for her valued research assistance.

2.      Although the Greek root of the English word trauma means “a physical wound”, in modern English parlance it may also imply serious psychological wounds.

3.      This Acehnese proverb reads: Matèe aneuk meupati di jeurat nyoe gadoeh adat ho tajak mita.

4.      While the Acehnese phrase reusam nibak Meukuta Alam means “customs originating from Sultan Iskandar Muda” (Aceh’s seventeenth century “King of the World”), reusam nibak entu gata means “customs originating from the ancestors.”

5.      Only 2 of the 41 sanggar heads whom I interviewed in 2005–2009 had received any funding, and that was from NGOs who had commissioned traditional instrument makers to replace rapa’i (frame drums) lost in the tsunami.

6.      Sutton’s book contains chapters on such topics as the neurological, social and cultural perspectives on trauma and music, and the contextualising of contemporary classical music and conflict. Other authors have mentioned the therapeutic effects of music in treatment of the traumatic ordeals of Jewish victims during the Nazi Occupation, including how music helped a pianist and composer survive in the Warsaw ghetto (Stein 2004).

7.      In 1988, Edith Hillman Boxill founded the organisation Music Therapists for Peace which opened up a systematic dialogue among music therapists, music educators, musicians, psychologists, physicists, physicians, and other health professionals to explore the unique potential of music to affect the health of victims of war and other disasters, including communicating with young children, as reported in Carolyn Kenny’s editorial in Voices: A World Forum for Music Therapy (Kenny 2005: 1). Also see Boxill’s Letter of Invitation in Music Therapy, the journal of the American Association for Music Therapy (Boxill 1998).

8.      The policy was to try and connect the children with family members, but there were some unscrupulous child operators. International adoption is banned. Social workers are in short supply: only one Indonesian university trains social workers (Jerome and Rubin 2005: 1).

9.      This was clearly a ratèb duek song-dance, where ratèb implies use of a religious text and ratōh a secular one.

10.    Material in this paragraph is based on interviews with artists during my four trips in Aceh in 2005–2009.

11.    I recorded these performances in the Arts Center in Banda Aceh in July, 2005 (also see Kartomi 2006).

12.    Philip Visser, a facilitator and trainer in conflict resolution in civil society, raised US$12,000 from guests at a wedding he attended in California in 2007 (Visser, pers. comm., Banda Aceh, March 2008).

13.    See Rafly 2007. Atjeh Loen Sayang, Rafly Special Edition VCD.

14.    This is according to my own experience, both in Aceh and on satellite Indonesian television stations aired in Australia.

15.    For example, an English translation of a sentence in Hadith 510 reads “O Muhammad! Allah will hold the heavens on a Finger, and the mountains on a Finger, and the trees on a Finger, and all the creation on a Finger, and then He will say, ‘I am the King.’”


16.    “Sitting body percussion” (peh badan duek) in Aceh is an umbrella term for music made by a group of male or female singer-dancers kneeling closely together in a row who clap, snap their fingers and/or beat their thigh(s) and shoulder(s) and may also clap their neighbours’ hands in short and sharp rhythms or interlocking rhythmic episodes.

17.    The songs Tajage Damée and Aman Duniaku, performed by the Nyawoung Group, may be heard on Compact Disc AMAN (Album Dame Aceh, Acehnese Peace Album) published by Badan Perencanaan dan Permbangunan Nasional (National Planning and Development Body), Banda Aceh, no date.
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ABSTRACT

Lampung’s ethno-lingual groups turned their attentions to reviving their performing arts more than two decades ago, activities which gained momentum after 2004 when the newly elected governor of the province Sjachroedin ZP instigated a revitalisation (revitalisasi1) cultural program. Lampung’s minority indigenous population resulted from large-scale transmigrations especially from Java that began under Dutch rule from 1908 and continued well after independence and into the present. With encouragement from the government regents (bupati) in the province’s regions sought concrete ways to revive and promote the local arts. In West Lampung they arranged the staging of both traditional and modern contemporary forms in ceremonial processions and festivals that take place on significant holidays such as Independence Day celebrations, regional government official welcoming ceremonies, and other large-scale local festivities including the week leading up to the end of the Muslim Fasting month (Idul Fitri or Lebaran).


The indigenous people of Lampung (ulun Lampung) divide into Saibatin and Pepadun categories. The Saibatin group consists of the Peminggir (coastal) people, as they have been known since the Dutch colonial period (Funke 1961). Groups living inland and in the mountainous areas known as Abung and Pubian, when grouped together, are also referred to as Pepadun (other spellings include Papadun and Papadon). The effects on the performing arts of the directive from Lampung’s governor through to the regents of Saibatin ethnic groups in the Skala Brak area in the province’s mountainous northwest are examined. All of Lampung’s ethno-lingual groups recognise Skala Brak—located around the province’s highest Mount Pesagi—as their ancestral homeland. It is Skala Brak’s distinctive performing arts—including the sakura masked theatre and its variations, and two well-known local female dances, muli sembah (welcoming dance) and sigeh pengutin (long fingernail dance) that have been revitalised and refashioned as new Saibatin creations (I., kreasi baru).2

Keywords: West Lampung performing arts, masked theatre, female dance, Sumatra Indonesia

INTRODUCTION

In an age of modernisation and globalisation, the current governor seeks to preserve Lampung traditional custom (adat) and to support efforts that value indigenous Lampung culture through a focus on architecture, history, traditional symbolism and the performing arts (Eryani 2012: 136–141). He fully endorses the efforts driven by the Council of Traditional Lampung Elders (Majelis Penyimbang Adat Lampung, MPAL) to restore and protect traditional cultural practices, and increase understanding of Lampungese and Lampung script through primary school education. One of his aims as stated in his biography by Hesma Eryani, is to improve domestic and international relations specifically with the aid of the performing arts, which at his request and in accordance with traditional processes (I., proses adat), are incorporated into ceremonial receptions organised for official parties of domestic and international visitors. For example, official ceremonial receptions include processing in public parades, riding the ceremonial “chariot” (rata or I., kereta kencana), wearing traditional Lampung costume consisting of woven cloth (tapis) and head-dress (siger for females or kikat kepala for males), and being welcomed and received with performances of male martial arts (I., silat) dance duels and specific female welcoming dances. A desire to advance domestic and international relations in part motivates the government’s focus on reviving Lampung’s performing arts. Holding such lavish ceremonial festivities for visitors from overseas in his opinion makes way for a “new tradition” (I., tradisi baru) of revitalising Lampung culture.

A second more underlying challenge that the governor faces is a redefining of Lampung identity due to the province’s minority indigenous population. At the 2000 census recorded by the Indonesian Bureau of Statistics (Badan Pusat Statistik) the indigenous ethnic groups combined totaled just 11.92% of Lampung’s entire population after more than a century of transmigratory arrivals from other parts of Indonesia settling in Lampung.3 This has resulted in the view that a concerted refocus on upholding and maintaining Lampung’s (performance) traditions as well as societal values such as being hospitable towards guests and newcomers to Lampung, maintaining self-respect (pi’il pesenggiri), offering mutual assistance (beguai jejama), and other values mentioned later, is required to help prevent indigenous groups from being placed on the margins of society and instead to reinvent a legitimate indigenous voice. The marginalisation (marginalisasi) of the indigenous ethnic groups has long been occurring due to their minority numbers relative to other immigrant groups (Sinaga 2012: vi). Incidents described by Mustika such as the unlawful behaviour of some Saibatin sakura masked groups in a few West Lampung villages in the mid 1980s only exacerbated their minority social standing (Mustika 2011: 214–220).4 The sakura festival and preparations leading up to this annual event from the late 1980s onwards became an arena in which to encourage socially acceptable behaviour. It became an opportunity to build up indigenous pride by focusing on traditional Lampung values, and to help the indigenous Lampung people to reestablish a social standing that is at least equal to that of immigrant communities. Artists, together with the local population worked to revive the Saibatin performing arts and to recreate elements, such as motifs and devices of traditional performance in new dance and theatre forms. Government directives received at local and provincial levels to revitalise indigenous art forms, prompted the Head of Culture in the West Lampung Department of Tourism, Art and Culture (Dinas Pariwisata Seni dan Budaya Lampung Barat), Nyoman Mulyawan (a dancer, musician and choreographer who happens to be of Balinese descent) in 1995 to lead the cultural, performance-based developments in and around Liwa (Mulyawan, pers. comm. 11 April 2012).5 The revitalisation efforts have continued to bring Lampung performance culture to the fore. With every rendition, these efforts reassert the existence of indigenous symbols that come alive in the theatrical performances of processions held at various levels of society—from official government events and ceremonies, to those held in villages described in this study. The refashioned forms of the performing arts continue to reignite with each performance the potentially potent cultural hegemony of Lampung culture that the government perceives will lead and play a part in unifying a multi-cultural and multi-ethnic population and assist in its political leadership on a local, national and international scale.

In the following sections I describe several male and female forms of Saibatin theatre and dance presented at sakura festivals (pesta sakura) that are held as ceremonial processions in villages around the Skala Brak area of West Lampung. A genre of masked theatre that finds its roots in traditional ritual is investigated. I also trace some of the changes in style, content and reception, which have resulted in new creations of masked theatre and dance. I examine the function of the theatre of sakura and the artistic modifications it has undergone since the 1990s. Finally I discuss the introduction of new female dances and their links both to traditional female Lampung dances and to the long established ceremonial role of the young adolescent female and male couple (muli maranai).

The origins of the indigenous West Lampung masked tradition6 and its name sakura (also spelled sekura), are unclear. However orally transmitted legends (warahan) from both Lampung’s Saibatin and Pepadun traditions and passed down through the generations, indicate that the people of Liwa believe that their ancestors, the animist Tumi ethnic group (buay Tumi) led early on by a female ruler Ratu Sekarmong (also spelled Ratu Sekerumong) lived in the ancient kingdom of Skala Brak in the 13th century CE at the end of the Hindu period (Mustika 2011: 6). The area of Skala Brak surrounded the esteemed Mount Pesagi and included the mountainous region of northwest Lampung and the town of Liwa. In order to protect themselves against natural and supernatural forces, they wore sakura masks and costumes of leaves and other plain clothes in their worship rituals when calling up ancestral spirits (I., roh nenek moyang and roh leluhur), and also performed barefoot in order to maintain direct contact with the earth through which benevolent spirits entered the human world.7 Elders state that sakura performers sought the assistance of the gods (I., para dewa), spiritual ancestors (I., nenek moyang) and nature spirits (I., penguasa alam semesta) to protect the village and its inhabitants during harvest season, healing rituals, and rites of passage (Mustika 2011: 149).

PROCESSIONAL MASKED THEATRE

After preparations leading up to a West Lampung sakura festival are complete, hundreds of adults, teenagers and children converge in one of a small number of villages (pekon) located near Skala Brak in the Liwa area that participate in masked events. Participating villages include, Kenali (in the Belalau district), Canggu, Balak, Sukau and Kotabesi (in the Batu Brak district at the foot of Mount Pesagi), and Gunung Sugih Liwa and Way Mengaku (in the Balik Bukit district). With the assistance of the village leader (I., lurah), the festival is organised and presented to the community annually and on a rotational basis. Casts of sakura actors, musicians and dancers, are drawn principally from local pools of young males who are artists and musicians from communal performing arts studios, such as “Sanggar Seni Setiawan,” “Sanggar Stiwang,” or “Sanggar Andan Mupakat dan Karang Taruna” based in Liwa and surrounds. A sakura festival normally begins mid-morning and may last up to seven days. Males with frame drums (redap, and I., rebana) in hand gather together in a designated area such as at the home of the village leader or at Liwa’s Square of Independence (I., Lapangan Merdeka) in order to participate in the ceremonial procession (Photo 1). The masks they wear conceal the true identity of each actor to prevent threatening spirits from entering their bodies and hence the village community. Depicting various types of characters, the masks function as an integral part of the production of entertaining comedy skits and fast martial arts duels with daggers (I., kris) and spear-like rods (payan). The loud music of the indigenous ensemble (talo balak) accompanies masked actors as they invite benevolent spirits from the supernatural world to attend the event. The intention of the masks and the characters the actors portray is to impress the two kinds of audiences present, the humans of the mortal world—men, women and children from local villages—and the protective spirits of the supernatural world.7
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Photo 1 Sakura kamak masks are characterised by their distorted, grotesque features. Sakura actors perform interlocking rhythms on the frame drum as they sing bebandung quatrains.

Source: Azzuralhi (2011b).




The masked actors and musicians sing (menyambai) rhyming quatrains (bebandung) often in response to each other (I., membalas pantun). The verses composed in an a b a b rhyming scheme may contain advice (I., petuah) that accords with traditional Lampung teachings, or they may be about feelings of love and longing as in the following verse in Lampungese that features Kenali in the district of Batu Brak:


Maghamek di Kenali

Tayuhan Batu Brak

Maghamek rasa mangi

Mani niku mak ku liyak

The people gather together in Kenali

A festival in Batu Brak

But a gathering feels lonely

If you’re not here



At sakura festivals, the male masked performers proceed in procession around the village playing loud interlocking rhythms while performing humorous songs and skits for the community of families and visitors from neighbouring villages. Apart from the frame-drums, the instruments played consist of two double-headed drums (gindang), kettle gongs (kulintang, kelintang or kelenongan). They accompany their singing with hand-clapping (tetabuah terbangan) interlocking rhythms in two parts, or by beating the same, fast-paced rhythms with their hands on the edge of and the middle of the head of the frame drum. Sometimes the men carry upturned buckets (Mustika 2011: 225) instead of frame drums and beat their hands on the edge or middle of the bottom of the bucket. When accompanying themselves on the frame drum initially they do so on all four beats of each quadruple-metric measure. The rhythmic density doubles after the first eight beats, and a syncopated rhythm of edge- and mid-head beats in unison, follows. An example of interlocking rebana rhythms in two parts notated in Indonesian solfa number script is given in Figure 1.
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Figure 1 An example of interlocking frame-drum rhythms in two parts notated in Indonesian solfa number script.

Source: Margaret Kartomi, pers. comm., March 2013.



The drum sounds are depicted by the abbreviated onomatopoeic syllables used to refer to them, i.e., the syllable tum notated “t” designates a deep, resonant undampened sound beaten with the left hand near the centre of the drum head, while the syllable ba, notated “b,” denotes a sharp, relatively high-pitched right-hand stroke near the rim (Kartomi 2012: xi). A dot indicates a rest. The pairs of eighth notes are denoted by a line drawn under them and enclosed with repeat signs //: and ://.

Moving from house to house in ceremonial procession, the sakura cast stops periodically to invite viewers to laugh at their buffoonery and antics. The activities of singing, drumming, dancing, joking, and performing skits and martial arts duels conducted by the processing masked males are believed to assist in the cleansing the village (I., bersih desa) of lurking evil spirits. In return for the sakura entertainment, village onlookers offer the amateur actors food and drink. Villagers pay their respects to one another, an activity that nurtures kinship ties and forges strong communal bonds (ajang ngejalang) as they come together to watch the sakura parade (Mustika 2011: 389).
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Photo 2 Sakura kamak masks. The mask on the left is a humorous clown-type, while the other is a warrior type. Both masks, along with hundreds of others are housed in the Museum Negeri Provinsi Lampung (Lampung Museum), Bandar Lampung, Indonesia. More examples can be viewed in the catalogue of Lampung masks, Museum Negeri Provinsi Lampung (Lampung Museum), 2009.

Source: Photograph by Karen Kartomi Thomas, Bandar Lampung, 2012.



While audiences regard the old wooden masks (sakura kamak) in either their painted or unpainted form as ugly, they nevertheless understand the masks to be friendly, humorous, and harmless to humans. As in the old traditional sakura rituals, members of the theatre’s cast intentionally wear grotesque and deformed-looking, carved wooden masks. The masks on the whole depict the faces of one of several character-types including male or female aristocrats, peasants, farmers, soldiers, old men, legendary heroes, children, babies, various animals such as monkeys, tigers, civets (luwak) and other animals, as indicated by the colours and the shape of the facial features (Museum Negeri Provinsi Lampung [Lampung Museum] 2009: 2). An ogre character, depicted with distorted or lop-sided facial features, might make broad sweeping leg and arm movements, laugh crudely and jeer; an elderly grandfather caricature might walk with the stylised stoop of an old man. Masked actors wear full-body costumes that also cover the entire neck and back of the head.

The wooden mask shown on the left of Photo 2 is a humorous, clown-type with an oval face, downward drooping eyes, and a wide laughing red-painted mouth. His broad nose is painted a light-blue colour, which indicates that he is a royal character. The other mask is a warrior (I., kesatria) type as shown by his more slender nose and finer eyebrows. His blueness means that he too is of royal stock, and his red painted eyes and slightly parted lips show his serious nature.

Aside from carved wood, masks may be made out of cheaper materials such as pieces of cardboard or cloth rags with cut out holes for their eyes. Some actors assuming ogre or animal characters wear fresh leafy coconut or coffee branches or thick vines as wigs that match the intentionally messily thrown together costumes of sarong and old batik material or ripped empty rice-sacks made of canvas or nylon. Once the mask is put on and held in place with elastic tied around the head, the actors cover the back of their heads and necks with scarves (silindang) or a piece of material (I., kain) tied securely together.

A second type of sakura mask, a cloth mask known as sakura helau (clean mask) may also be worn. Performers wrap batik or plain cloth around the entire head—back and front—and neck leaving an opening for the eyes. They put on a pair of dark sunglasses. Apart from concealing the actors’ eyes from the audience and keeping individual identities hidden, masks also assist with increasing actor levels of confidence (Mulyawan, pers. comm, 11 April 2012). Masked actors are given the freedom to make jokes (I., senda gurau), shout out loud, and show their sense of humour. The actors feel that they can act in an outlandish manner or hide their shyness without the audience knowing their identity. At the same time their individual identities remain unknown to the audience of malevolent spirits too, which the masked actors seek to repel from the vicinity.

The Theatre of Climbing Sacred Poles

The wooden mask worn in ceremonial procession described so far is additionally worn at a very different kind of sakura occasion known as the climbing of sacred poles (sakura nyakak buah or sakura cakak buah). Up to dozens of poles measuring nine or ten metres high are planted in an open space. Masks worn by adolescent males range from the wooden aristocratic, ogre or animal types, to variations of the cloth masks and a pair of dark sunglasses. (Pre-adolescent boys are not permitted to climb the sacred poles.) Once the barefooted climbers on their vertical ascent reach the top, they may retrieve a small gift (such as a bag of peanuts or an umbrella) hanging from either horizontally attached bamboo bars or metal wreaths, before returning back to the ground.

The significance of these sacred poles carries across from traditional wedding or title-giving ceremonies (pemberian adok) in which dozens of young men prepare the traditional ceremonial stage (lunjuk, a temporary structure or sesat, a permanent building) by planting tall posts at its entrance, in its centre, and at each of its four corners. Gifts of household wares such as pots, umbrellas and utensils that suspend from the top are presented as gifts to the spirits and to the bridal couple or the recipient of a title (adok) at the end of the day retrieved by adolescent males (Van Dijk and De Jonge 1980: 37–38). The presence of the posts and suspending gifts from poles alludes to the animist activity of pleasing the benevolent ancestral spirits and of inviting them to descend to help protect participants and members of the audience in the ceremonial space. They also allude to the traditional motif of the tree of life (kayu ara) introduced into Southeast Asia in the Dongson era (Van Dijk and De Jonge 1980). The community views the poles as a way of reaching the higher spiritual world and also of keeping intrusive and potentially dangerous spirits at bay.

Since the early 1990s, events of climbing the sacred poles have been organised by such groups as the local government (I., pemerintah daerah or pemda), together with local village communities and other groups such as, the “Andan Mupakat and Karang Taruna” performing arts’ studio in Gunung Sugih Liwa, and the “Canggu Village Forum for Youth Communication” (Forum Komunikasi Pemuda Pekon Canggu) in Canggu village of the Batu Brak district.8 As part of the efforts to revitalise Lampung’s performing arts, masked theatre, female dances discussed below, distinct objects such as items of costume and the sacred poles, continue to feature at local West Lampung celebrations and anniversaries including end of the Muslim fasting month and Independence Day festivities.

THE ADOLESCENT MALE-FEMALE PAIR

On both sakura occasions—in which masked male adults and adolescents circle around the village beating rhythms on the frame drum and performing martial arts duels, and at the climbing of sacred poles events—the audience of adults, teenagers, and children bears witness to masculine displays of skill, talent, and physical and spiritual strength. The structured environment of sakura in both instances validates the important and accepted social category of adolescent males and females (muli maranai; muli [female] maranai [male]). The culture of West Lampung has traditionally valued the adolescent male and female pair highly (Van Dijk and De Jonge 1980: 18). Lampung is the only province in Sumatra whose society recognises this as a social category to whom the elders formally assigns the social responsibility and function of receiving guests on important ceremonial occasions. The tradition of significant events that punctuate the lives of most individuals in Lampung include the transitional life stages of birth, late childhood, adolescence, marriage, obtaining rank, and death. Their formalised and functionary role of receiving guests at the gates of the ceremonial arena or the door of the hall or stage where ceremonies commemorating life stages take place, constitute a public recognition and celebration of their position and importance in West Lampung society. As a social category, their legacy persists in people’s daily lives and ceremonies today.9 They carry out their tasks in full traditional costume each wearing the respective male or female Lampung costume consisting of the headdresses (kikat kepala for males and siger for females), the prized, gold or silver threaded cloth (tapis) worn around the waist, numerous accessories such as gold bracelets, armlets, and necklaces worn at ceremonies throughout Lampung, and a Malay pants-suit (I., teluk belanga) for males or long-sleeved bodice (I., baju kurung) sewn with Lampung lace (sulam khusus) for females. Once the welcoming of guests is complete, the young males and females provide entertainment by singing alternate verses and performing social dances one by one or in groups for each other and the community audience. They do so freely while enjoying each other’s presence in an unconstrained way (Van Dijk and De Jong 1980: 19).10

The Lampung tradition of celebrating the young male and female pairs on the one hand, and the controlled social conditions in which ceremonial performances take place before the witnesses of village elders and adults on the other, provide the context in which adolescents are permitted to socialise with one another. A masked male adolescent in a sakura procession may wear a batik scarf as a signal that he seeks a sweetheart (I., jodoh). Alternatively he may wear a specific scarf that enables the young female who gave it to him to identify him easily. A sakura male may sing a rhyming quatrain aimed at a specific adolescent female (muli bathin) whom he knows is in the audience.11 Oftentimes pairs of mature adult males carry an heirloom dagger or shield and perform mock martial arts duels that shows their courage and protective role in the community, especially towards young women and new brides (anak pangeran) as they participate in ceremonial processions.12


NEW CREATION (KREASI BARU) MASKED DANCE

Two new versions of sakura masked dance choreographed by Mulyawan emerged in the mid-1990s in Liwa (pers. comm., 11 April 2012). Dancers perform these new compositions in a marked out stage area in a public space during the course of the procession. Unlike the processional sakura in which actors create free and unstructured movement, the new sakura creations consist of sets of choreographed dance routines and formations performed in unison by 10 to 15 male dancers to the accompaniment of fast-paced ensemble music. The new versions are increasingly performed at state, regional and private ceremonies as well, such as those held on Independence Day, regional and religious (Idul Fitri) anniversaries. The design of the new shaman-like sakura helau mask is inspired by the old wooden masks. It is worn around the head with elasticised straps, and the actor conceals his entire body down to the ankles and wrists with tight-fitting pants worn beneath his modern costume. He covers his head with long pieces of cloth or other synthetic material attached to form a wig, which flops around his shoulders and half way down his back. A belt around his waist from which a multitude of strips of batik hang, gives him a larger than life presence when he performs energetic spins. The character’s long staff also decorated with strips of batik and reminiscent of one with magical powers belonging to healers (I., dukun) during healing rituals, enforces the effect of the choreographed frenzied movements that suggest communication with the spiritual realm.

The design of the second kreasi baru mask (sakura helau) like the existing cloth style mask described earlier, consists of modern Lampung batik that covers the entire back and front of the head as well as the neck and often the top part of the shoulders (Photo 3). The rounded shape at the top of the head is achieved by wearing a black velvet Indonesian fez hat (I., peci) and wrapping batik cloth tightly around it. The performers mask their eyes with a pair of dark sunglasses. Batik scarves run from each shoulder across the chest to the opposite hip to decorate the matching Malay-style trouser suit worn underneath, and a folded sarong is tied around the waist. Some perform with long swords as if to assert a show of strength and power, and as if to fend off evil forces from the stage. Their choreographed movements intended to project masculine strength, are quick in tempo and exhibit local style large leg stances, poses and movements of the traditional martial arts routines and movements. Performers always dance bare-foot in such outdoor spaces as open fields, village streets that are cordoned off by police, and/or the front yard of the home of the village leader. Some sakura dancers may also stand or sit in specific formation to create a human fence that sets out the performance area for the presentation of sakura martial arts duels, and other modern sakura or female dances described below.
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Photo 3 A new creation of a West Lampung sakura helau warrior-like dance with a cloth mask and sunglasses performed in Kenali village, Belalau district, West Lampung, 2012.

Source: Photograph by Karen Kartomi Thomas, Bandar Lampung, 2012.



Islam, Links to Traditional Saibatin Performance Practices, and Women

The sakura festivities held at the end of the fasting month are not dominated by strict Muslim beliefs and practices. Colonial-era writers in the 19th and 20th centuries viewed celebrations in Lampung such as at the end of the fasting month more as “folk festivals” (Funke 1961: 262) or “feasts” (bimbang) (Marsden 1986: 266). Preparations for big events such as sakura and their performances in Skala Brak, illustrate the ready integration of Lampung custom with Muslim-related activities. For example, the fundamental societal value of self-respect (pi’il pesenggiri), the traditional communal attitude of mutual help and of working together (beguai jejama or nengah nyampur), and nurturing kinship ties (ajang ngejalang or sakai sambaian), merge effortlessly with some of the main Muslim obligations (I., wajib) of visiting each other’s homes to pay respect to immediate and extended family members (I., silaturahmi), and asking each other for forgiveness (I., mohon maaf lahir dan batin). On the morning of a sakura village procession, official opening speeches by government representatives may be followed by Islamic chanted expressions of praise to Allah (I., zikir). The reading or chanting of the Islamic opening formula for any noble activity, such as Bismillah al-Rahman al-Rahim, bismillahi rahmani rahimi (With the name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful) mark the beginning and end of the event, as do prayers of thanks for the community’s prosperity (I., kemakmuran) and sense of wellbeing (I., rasa syukur, keselamatan) (Mustika 2011: 278). In many societies Islamic phrases are read; however in West Lampung the use of the word chant is appropriate when referring to Islamic singing. The West Lampung people take no interest in bans on music as expressed by some orthodox Muslims. Traditional customs and values are strongly maintained and they have long found ways of integrating and combining Muslim values into their daily lives.

Conversions to Islam in some coastal areas of Sumatra are likely to have begun from the 17th century (Funke 1961: 261–267). Up until the arrival of Islam in the mountainous and internal areas of Skala Brak which occurred later in the 18th and 19th centuries, the West Lampung indigenous population largely adhered to Hindu-Buddhist beliefs that over time integrated with the local traditional customs (I., adat). Both males and females most likely took part in sakura masked village cleansing processions and ceremonies though these remain unknown. To this day sakura theatre performed by males only continues to enchant13 (I., pesona) village audiences whose search for protection from roh (animist spirits) has persisted in their daily lives and ceremonies. The Muslim influence deemphasises the adolescent male and female social category in the community, but as I have argued, it nevertheless remains a significant component in West Lampung traditional ceremonial Skala Brak practices.


It is likely that women in the Skala Brak region once wore masks during the pre-Muslim period as they performed in the original animist healing or harvest rituals. Ceremonial processions, such as those at transitional rites including weddings and title-giving ceremonies, were also led by a pair of male and female masked clowns (Van Dijk and De Jonge 1980: 21). However, as Islam became more widespread in later years, the division of roles occurred and females were excluded from participating in masked ritualised performance.

Though they have not returned to wearing sakura masks, since the 1990s female dancers have played a more active role in the sakura procession. New versions of Lampung’s well-known traditional female dances, the female welcoming dance (muli sembah) and the long-fingernail dance (sigeh pengutin) that choreographers have reworked and transformed, were introduced and inserted into the sakura program (Photo 4). For example, the beautified physical appearance of kreasi baru female dancers and their choreographed dance routines performed to the melodies of the orchestra, compliment the deliberately grotesque and unhuman-like appearance of the sakura masks and costumes. While they do not don wooden or cloth masks, the female dancers make up their faces with thickly painted black pencil makeup and long false eyelashes to accentuate the eyes, and they apply similar black makeup around the outline of the face to enhance the hairline.

The new version of the female welcoming dance is performed in groups of eight or more females in circular and/or triangular formations within a defined area. A male and female dancing pair follows and performs fast paced movements together as the procession slowly continues to move forward. The dance is accompanied by sung quatrains, and the music of the ensemble consists of six kettle gongs in a frame, a large gong (talo balak) and a smaller gong suspended from a wooden frame (talo lunik), two small handheld gongs (canang), a frame drum, a two-headed drum, a small pair of cymbals (rujih). The female dancers wear their hair in a bun arrangement (I., sanggul melati) special to West Lampung and dress in costumes of red velvet bodices and Lampung woven cloth (tapis khusus) skirts; the male dancer partnering one of the females wears a sarong of matching woven cloth. The females each hold a tray as they perform which imitates the traditional brass tray (talam) and is decorated with gold-trimmed and gold-tasseled red and black square pieces of velvet cloth. The tray carries betel nut (I., sirih), cigarettes or sweets, which are offered to select guests during the course of their performance.
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Photo 4 This kreasi baru male-female dance was performed with fast paced movements as the sakura procession moved slowly forward, accompanied by the talo balak ensemble. Canggu village, Batu Brak district, West Lampung.

Source: Mulyawan (2011).




The special new creation female dance introduced to the sakura procession, a variation of the traditional long fingernail dance (sigeh pengutin), belongs to one of Lampung’s most well-known groups of dances, which is commonly performed at official and traditional ceremonial occasions, and in which the female adolescent dancer dominates. Adolescent females and males from performing arts’ groups around Lampung learn the traditional version of this dance in pairs. This is a very popular and well known traditional dance studied and performed by male and female adolescents across Lampung as far as Sukadana in the east, Pakuanratu in the north, and Bandar Lampung in the south.14 This dance is presented to audiences attending state and religious functions, and also at rites celebrating any of the life-stages. Two females stand balanced on top of brass trays raised about 30 centimeters off the ground while performing swaying arm and circular hand movements. A pair of young males kneels or crouches down next to the tray and holds it steady. Since the 1990s, new variations of the long-fingernail dance are regularly performed by young female and male pairs for tourists at five-star hotels in the capital city of Bandar Lampung, including the performance I saw at a five-star hotel in Bandar Lampung in April 2012.

In contrast to the grotesque wooden masks, the special female character based on the traditional female long fingernail dance just mentioned and introduced to the sakura procession, is an image of a youthful deity or a princess processing slowly around the streets of the village while maintaining a slight smile on her face at all times. Her allure is made all the more striking and her presence all the more royal-like as she sits poised high on a carriage-like wooden sheet supported on the shoulders of her four sakura masked servant guards. Her slow, circular hand movements accentuate her long, gold fingernails. Her many accessories commonly found throughout Southeast Asian female dance costumes include the gold metal-shaped flowers decorating her tall bee-hive hair-style, small gold-coloured garuda bird shapes protruding from her armlets, numerous gold bracelets worn on both forearms, and a gold necklace. Unlike the traditional costume consisting of a headdress, a bodice, and Lampung woven tapis skirt, the modern costume consists of generous lengths of artfully folded and pinned gold satin material fastened securely around her waist with a gold metal belt. Around her neck hangs a small gold-coloured cloth neckpiece of Lampung lace. A piece of gold-coloured cloth several metres long, drapes around her neck and shoulders, and spills over the edge of her platform and falls to the ground dragging along the road for some distance behind her. As the sakura actors present her in procession before the eyes of the community audience, her elevated height encourages viewers to look to the sky and to catch glimpses of the sacred poles bearing suspended gifts. Children crowd around her everywhere. Men, women and children watch from the verandahs and front yards of selected homes and from the street. Sakura musicians walking ahead and accompanying her, wear wooden masks as they beat their rhythms on their frame drums together with 20 or so other sakura actor-musicians.

Unlike the sakura actors whose feet remain in contact with the earth at all times, her feet do not once touch the ground, which indicates that she represents a royal personage. The dancer’s slow, circular, repetitive hand movements make her long fingernails all the more alluring to the eye. Her character, dance movements, costume and accompanying music suggest that she is an offering to the spirits who are invited to feast on her vision.

CONCLUSION

Processional masked theatre of Skala Brak is a festive occasion, an example of a pre-Muslim performing art tradition that has been adapted to include Muslim spirits, and that is preserved and passed on to the next generation via key celebrations of the year including Independence Day, regional anniversaries, and Idul Fitri. As a form of cultural heritage, sakura helps define the Saibatin identity of West Lampung, the ancestral homeland of the Lampung people. As they have done in all likelihood for centuries, village communities come together to attend sakura events to watch and participate in the performance-based activity of cleansing the village through ceremonial parades consisting of theatre, dance and music. The adolescent males wearing sakura masks may also participate in the climbing of the sacred poles. The processions and activities become all the more powerful before the eyes of an engaged community; the charm of the males’ masked theatrics and the accompanying music, by my observation, enraptures large village audiences. In recent times the inclusion of female dances in the sakura procession has lifted the profile of the event. It not only presents images of beauty that balance out with the grotesque (masks) but also highlights the social standing assigned to adolescent males and females by the indigenous community. The tradition of sakura, probably dating back centuries, continues to the present day reemerging as a significant genre of celebratory performance connected to an animist past.

Since the early 1990s the revitalisation of West Lampung’s performing arts in new versions of old theatrical styles and dance routines has seen an enduring core of traditional Saibatin elements that lie at the heart of the people’s identity come to the fore. Lampung’s performing arts including masked performance and traditional dance such as mock male martial arts duels- and female long fingernail-2dances continue to provide culturally meaningful performance genres of celebration, wrestling to maintain their fundamental elements of structure, content and style. Modern, contemporary Lampung artists have selected theatrical motifs and devices of traditional performance from Saibatin masked theatre, martial arts routines, and female dances, and have reintroduced these elements into the modern performing arts in a province with an ethnically disparate collection of indigenous and transmigrant peoples and traditions. Each performance event constitutes an assertion of a redefined Saibatin identity that with its minority voice, endorsed by the governor and the council of elders, seeks the acknowledgement of Lampung’s mainstream, multi-cultural and ethnically diverse society.
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NOTES

1.      All foreign words are in Lampungese unless otherwise stated I = Indonesian language.

2.      My descriptions in this study are based on ethnographic fieldwork carried out in 2011 and 2012, interviews with artist Mulyawan, many performers, dancers and musicians whom I met in Kenali, Sukadana, Pakuanratu and Bandar Lampung, and various other cities and villages in West, East and South Lampung, as well as information from Mustika’s (2011) scholarly study of sakura. I include my own observations of specific performances that I saw and those of a recording of a sakura festival provided to me by Mulyawan held at Idul Fitri in Canggu village, Skala Brak, that unfortunately I did not attend (Dokumentasi koreografi lingkungan “beguai jejama” dalam Pesta Sekura sebagai identitas masyarakat Lampung Barat).

3.      The majority of transmigrants are Javanese (61.88%), Sundanese (11.27%), and others (15%). Due to space constraints, the important topic of the impact of their settlements on the Lampung performing arts do not feature in this study and must remain a subject for future research.

4.      From 1986 to 1990, the behaviour of sakura groups in four West Lampung villages that reportedly included infighting, theft, carrying weapons, and vile public conduct by masked and therefore unidentifiable young males, was shunned by elders as failing to abide by the standards of traditional values and bringing disturbance and shame to the community (Mustika 2011: 214). In the early 1990s the elders instigated a return to traditional values specifically at sakura festivals: communities and their leaders were encouraged to come together, collaborate and find ways of eradicating displays of questionable values and behaviour, aided by police presence and the many artistic activities organised in preparation for the event.

5.      Balinese choreographer and artist Nyoman Mulyawan who gained a master’s degree (S2) from the Indonesian Institute for the Arts (Institut Seni Indonesia) in Jogjakarta came to Liwa at the invitation of the regent of West Lampung to assist in developing and revitalising the local performing arts in the early 1990s, and has lived there in this capacity with his family ever since. He has studied the traditional Lampung arts for over 20 years and is well regarded and accepted by the local community as shown by the continual involvement in festivals and performances organised by him, and the training, preparation and commitment that he requires of them. Interviewing some of the performers after attending a rehearsal of his kreasi baru dances in April 2012 confirmed his high standing amongst his peers and students.


6.      A related form of masked theatre, tupping, emerged in Lampung’s southeast coastal region of Kalianda. Migrations from Skala Brak travelled on foot and by boat via the complex network of rivers probably including along the Semangka River to Kota Agung in the Tanggamus district (kecamatan), and on to Kalianda (Funke 1961). Actors in both regions intentionally wore deformed-looking masks to depict a range of grotesque character-types as well as animal characters. Tupping of the southeast differs from sakura in the northwest in style, content and meaning, and is a topic for a separate study (see also Anggraeny 2012).

7.      The Lampung worldview consists of an upper world, a middle world and an underworld (Van Dijk and De Jonge 1980: 36). Humans live in the middle world, and are surrounded by good and bad spirits of the upper and under worlds as shown in Lampung’s famous ship cloths that typically depict a ship carrying humans and land-based animals journeying across the underworld sea of sea serpents (naga) and other animals and below the upper world of mythical garuda birds and other creatures (Totton 2009: 86)

8.      Recent pole climbing events have been reported in numerous internet sites, for example by Karzi (2010), in the Tribune Lampung site (2011), and in the “Liwa Kota Berbunga” blog (n.d.).

9.      The distinct role that the adolescent male and female pair is given on ceremonial occasions is supported by my own observations, when I attended the second night of a traditional wedding in Pakuanratu in Way Kanan regency in 2012, a title-bestowing ceremony in Belambangan Umpu in Way Kanan regency in 2012, and another title-bestowing ceremony in Bandar Lampung in 2011. On each of these occasions guests were greeted at the entrance hall or gate by a costumed adolescent male and female pair.

10.    In Abung ceremonies in the early 1960s as described by Funke, “love pantun” (Liebes-Pantuns) were sung by adolescent males and to which adolescent females responded in kind (Funke 1961: 213). The British explorer Marsden first published in 1783 describes similar activities of pantun singing and social dancing between adolescent males and females in Lampung (Marsden 1986: 298).

11.    As noted by Mustika, sakura males may also display behaviours and emotions, such as rebelliousness or mischievousness (I., kenakalan) though this is not condoned by elders (Mustika 2011: 388).

12.    At a circumcision and tooth-filing ceremony I attended in Pakuanratu (Way Kanan regency in the north) in 2012, mock martial arts duelers led the parade as a sign of protecting the participants (two boys and a girl) processing with a male-female muli maranai pair, and their parents and other family members.

13.    See for example Azzuralhi’s blog entry, “Pesona Topeng Lampung” (The Charm of Lampung Masks) (Azzuralhi 2011a). The ways in which the effects of sakura masked theatre is built up to enchant the audience is described in Thomas (2013).

14.    In April 2012, I visited each of these towns and local performance groups welcomed us with traditional dances performed by mostly female and some male adolescents.
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ABSTRACT

This article examines the creative stages of Didik Nini Thowok (1954–), a female impersonator and cross-gender dancer based in Java, Indonesia. In addition, it discusses his endeavours of crossing gender boundaries by focusing on his use of costumes and masks, and analysing two significant works: Dwimuka Jepindo as an example of comedic cross-gender expression and Dewi Sarak Jodag as an example of serious cross-gender expression. The findings indicate three overall approaches to crossing gender boundaries: (1) surpassing femininity naturally expressed by female dancers; (2) mastering and presenting female characters by female impersonators and cross-gender dancers; and (3) breaking down the framework of gender itself.

Keywords: Didik Nini Thowok, cross-gender, dance, Java, Indonesia


INTRODUCTION

This article examines the creative stages of Didik Nini Thowok (1954–), a female impersonator and cross-gender dancer based in Java, Indonesia.1 In addition, it discusses his endeavours of crossing gender boundaries by focusing on the human body’s role and Didik’s concept of cross-gender dance, which he has advocated since his intensive study of the subject in 2000. For the female impersonator dancer, the term “cross-gender” represents males who primarily perform female roles and explore the expression of stereotypical femininity.

Through his artistic activity and unique approach, Didik has continued to express various types of femininity to deviate from stereotypical gender imagery. Didik’s concept of cross-gender dance is not only the realisation of femininity but also the “subversion” of existing gender imagery. Among the numerous gender studies, Judith Butler criticised the essentialism and advocated the concept of “performative subversions” (Butler 1999: 107–193). While Butler’s focus was mainly on the “social body” that functions as the basis of reproduction or labour, in the study of performing art forms, we need to consider the body as the basis of performance or display. It is important to consider the way of description of construction of the body in studies of performing arts. In fact, the most characteristic aspect of Didik’s activity is his unique use of masks and costumes. Therefore, this article describes the effective use of costumes and masks in Didik’s works as the external elements of the human body, and considers his manner of “subversion” with regard to gender imagery. Although it is difficult to analyse the human body, the author investigates the characteristic dance movements in Didik’s works and examines his discourses on gender expressions.

Several informative articles about Didik’s dance activities exist. For example, Mrazek analysed the artist’s works and performances as reflections of his unique personality and life experiences (Mrazek 2005). He also discussed Didik’s identity and conducted an analysis of gender boundaries, ethnic boundaries, and Didik’s use of various masks (Mrazek 2005). Subsequently, Hughes-Freeland examined Didik’s work in relation to an analysis of cross-cultural collaboration and gender in performance culture (Hughes-Freeland 2008). When examining the differences between the Western concept of “drag” and the Asian concept of “cross-gender,” Hughes-Freeland noted that Didik’s performances needed to be analysed in relation to local contexts and culturally defined spheres (Hughes-Freeland 2008: 7–33). She also considered Didik’s work titled Budhoyo Hagoromo from various viewpoints (Hughes-Freeland 2010; 2012) and described its creative process, particularly with regard to interweaving established practice (tradition) and invention or innovation (Hughes-Freeland 2010: 42–43) as well as the framework of “hybridity” in this work (Hughes-Freeland 2012). In addition to these studies, Janarto, an Indonesian journalist, wrote Didik’s biography in the Indonesian language (Janarto 2005). This publication, which included numerous images, provided valuable information about Didik’s artistic activities.2

Studies regarding this extraordinarily talented dancer have now arrived at a point in which it is appropriate to focus on more detailed descriptions and analyses of more specific topics such as the expression of gender imagery in his recent pieces, expression of the artist’s identity as a member of an ethnic minority in Indonesia, and the quest for the revival of “tradition.” In addition, we need to focus on the changes in his artistic activity, especially in his transition of becoming a mature artist.

This article examines Didik’s cross-gender endeavours and the expression of gender imagery in his representative works to reveal any changes in his artistic activity. In addition, it analyses two of his significant works: Dwimuka Jepindo and Dewi Sarak Jodag. With regard to the first work, the author examines Didik’s process of wearing makeup and costumes as well as focuses on the work as an example of comedic cross-gender expression. While comedy has been dominant in his works, Didik has also created serious works, especially after his study in other Asian countries. The second work, created in 2005, utilises three types of masks and it is discussed as an example of serious cross-gender expression. Through an analysis of both works, the author compares the deconstruction of the gender stereotype in the first work and the female impersonator dancer’s expression in the use of various masks in the second work. In addition, the author considers his diverse expression of cross-gender, which includes his approach of “subversion” in gender imagery.

The following sections in this study will discuss Didik’s cross-gender activities and his expression of gender imagery by first providing a brief biography followed by an examination of his performances, costumes, and masks used in his two significant works. In addition, the meaning of gender and various methods adopted for crossing gender boundaries in the performing arts will also be the subject of focus. Gender rules in dance are usually related to those that apply in everyday social life. Clothing, physical characteristics, poise, and behaviour established as gender “rules” within society are related to various elements in dance. However, in dance, such societal gender representations are somewhat abstract and they are conventionalised to a significant degree using costumes, makeup, and physical movement. This is apparent in performing arts fields such as dance and theater that create their own fictitious worlds and exaggerate real-life gender rules to an extreme degree.

According to Hughes-Freeland, we need to consider the concept of gender in relation to local contexts and the culturally defined spheres (Hughes-Freeland 2008: 7–33). Gender in Javanese dance is not restricted to simple male-female division. Instead, it is classified into representations of multiple “characters” or watak. In other words, for males, the characters range from sophisticated to violent, while females are viewed in several variations3 even though they are generally portrayed as sophisticated characters. In addition to these characters, there are demons, monsters, gods, animals, and clowns. The reason for these diverse characters can be traced back to the history of Javanese dance and its development based on epic poems or stories. The deciding factors of gender, including character representation, are not only the contributors of particular visual expressions (such as makeup, costumes, hairstyles, headgear, and masks) but also the dancers’ physique and physical movement. With regard to the physique of male dancers, a slim and slender figure is suitable for a sophisticated figure such as a prince, while a large and stout physique is better suited to a violent character such as a demon king. However, characters cannot be determined by their physical qualities alone. Concerning physical movement, factors such as posture, stance, angle of the head, hand positions, length of stride, and momentum are also determining factors.

PERFORMANCES BY DIDIK NINI THOWOK

Brief Biography

Didik Nini Thowok was born in 1954, in Temanggung, Central Java, Indonesia. In 1974, he entered the Academy of Arts in Yogyakarta (now known as the Indonesian Institute of the Arts, ISI Yogyakarta) to study Central Javanese dance. He derived his stage name from a traditional Javanese performance in which a doll named Nini Thowok appears.4 While at the academy, he garnered critical acclaim for his part in a performance based on this ritual play, and ever since, he has been known as Didik Nini Thowok. He subsequently founded the Bengkel Tari Nini Thowok (bengkel means workshop and tari means dance) dance company with fellow performers of the work, and appeared in numerous performances. By the time he graduated from the Academy of Arts in 1982, he had gained a good understanding of numerous genres of dance, including female dance forms (Janarto 2005: 77). Among the many dance types and characterisations, he felt that his physique was best suited toward sophisticated male characters, especially during his early days at the academy (Janarto 2005: 39–63).

Outside of the academy, Didik became a disciple of the contemporary dancer Bagong Kussudiardjo (1928–2004), who was actively staging creative performances in Yogyakarta at that time. Meanwhile, within the academy, Didik developed his skills in Western Javanese dance under the tutelage of Endo Suanda. After graduating from the academy, he continued to acquire knowledge of several dance genres beyond that of Central Java and he traveled to various locations to learn traditional dances of different genres in more detail. For example, in Cirebon, Northwest Java, he studied traditional mask dance under Mimi Sudji (an inheritor of the Palimanan style). He also traveled to Bali to study the female dance, Legong Bapang Saba under I. Gusti Gede Raka. Furthermore, in East Java, he learned a female dance called Beskalan Putri Malangan. In 1980, Didik established his own dance studio called Natya Lakshita. In addition to managing a modern dance studio, he taught juniors and continued to perform (Janarto 2005: 71–75; Kazama 1994: 248–254). As of this writing, Didik performs as a cross-gender dancer in various parts of the world (including Japan) in addition to appearing as a comedian and actor in a television series (Fukuoka 2006: 86).

High Regard for Traditional Dance

Dance education at Indonesian art institutions place importance on “creativity based on tradition” as well as learning about local, traditional dances. In addition, the influences of Indonesian cultural policies aimed at developing a new national culture based on the cultural traditions of various regions are apparent (Sutton 1991; Fukuoka 2002; 2010). Yogyakarta, the home base for Didik, is not only the center for traditional royal culture but also the birthplace of many types of contemporary art. In this thriving artistic environment, many creative dancers have staged performances based on traditional Javanese dance. While a number of these creators were influenced by concepts of Western art, Didik not only mastered dances from Indonesia, India, Japan, and China but also combined these dance forms in his creations. This mastering of various traditional arts had become a rich source of his creative activity. However, such acquisition of knowledge has not limited him to using it as a behind-the-scenes inspiration for his new creations. He is also a highly professional on-stage performer of each traditional dance form (Mrazek 2005: 253, 271). The traditional elements of each dance are enriched by Didik’s various movements that characterise the dance styles. While visiting Japan in 2000 on a fellowship from the Japan Foundation, he studied classical Japanese dance and Noh-play movements, which resulted in the 2001 performance of Bedhaya Hagoromo (Hughes-Freeland 2008: 7–20).5 Didik’s ultimate goal, in addition to creating a catalog of dance techniques, was to understand individual dance forms by properly learning and mastering each of them (Janarto 2005: 66; Mrazek 2005: 253, 271).

Cross-gender Endeavours

In addition to his deep respect for various traditional dances, Didik was intrigued by the genre of cross-gender dance seen in many parts of Asia. According to Didik, such endeavours of male dancers date back to a sacred court dance called bedhaya semang during the reign of Sri Sultan Hamengku Buwono I in Yogyakarta (Janarto 2005: 191). However, what specifically caught his attention was the tradition of trans-gender portrayal (also seen in Javanese dance forms) in which a female acts as a male and vice versa. For example, in ludruk, a popular theatre in East Java, male actors appear as female actors and singers (Peacock 1968).

Typically, both male and female dance forms are required in Javanese dance. In fact, both male and female students at the Institute of the Arts study the basics of these dance forms. On stage, it is quite popular for a female dancer to pose as a male before an audience and in theater, a “sophisticated male character,” such as a prince, is frequently portrayed by a female dancer.6 However, while a male dancer has the opportunity to teach female dancing, it is still rare for one to perform as a female role in front of a live audience. Didik hopes to pass on the tradition of female impersonation, which has diminished significantly in recent times.

As mentioned earlier, Didik felt that he was best suited to the role of a “sophisticated male character” during his time at the academy. The physical movements of a “sophisticated male character” are similar to those of female dancers, thus making the transition to a female role relatively easy (Janarto 2005: 63–69). In addition, Didik often performed female dances during his childhood, as seen in a photograph of him performing for his high school classmates (Janarto 2005).

Didik became seriously interested in creating female dance works during the late 1970s, and produced several female dance performances for students at his dance studio. After these works were performed at an Indonesian dance contest and they received excellent reviews, he was encouraged to establish his career as a cross-gender dancer. In addition, his visit to Japan in 2000 and his acquisition of classic Japanese dance and Noh-play genres had left quite an impression on him. While the term onnagata can be found in classic Japanese dance, its equivalent term did not exist in Javanese dance. Therefore, Didik proposed the concept of “cross-gender” in 2000, and he is proactively staging performances that cross-gender boundaries (Janarto 2005: 187–188) and collaborating with dancers from other Asian countries who are involved in the tradition of female dance. Some of his representative cross-gender performances include Topeng Nopeng (1997), Panca Muka (2000), Bedhaya Hagoromo (2001), Kipas (2001), Impersonators (2003), Trance-formation (2004), and Dewi Sarak Jodag (2005). As discussed later in the article, Didik’s notable performances include several that effectively use masks.

CREATIVE USES OF COSTUMES

Traditional Dance Costumes

It is rare for male dancers to act as female dancers in Javanese dance, as opposed to the tradition of female dancers portraying sophisticated male characters. There is little evidence to suggest why there has been a decline in numbers of female impersonators but, according to Didik, one factor could be the costumes worn in Javanese dance. Javanese female dancers wear upper-body garments that are rather revealing, baring the neck, arms, and shoulders.7 While it may be possible for a male dancer to acquire the techniques of female dance, transforming his figure or physique to suit such costumes is obviously difficult. Hence, only a few dancers are physically capable to successfully enact such roles to an audience.

Both classical and creative forms of female dance can be seen in Didik’s works. When performing classical female dance, it is important to dress and act “feminine.” To be seen as a female, not only the costume but also the body must be transformed into a female form. Didik is naturally blessed with an appropriate physique, and through weight control and exercise, he has maintained an amazingly slim body for a man in his 50s. Under his stage costumes, he wears undergarments that help to accentuate feminine lines, and he keeps his hair short so that he can easily wear a wig for each situation. In addition to these aspects, makeup is also an important factor. Didik both mastered and taught makeup skills while studying at the Academy of Arts. After graduation, he became well-known as a makeup artist upon winning the grand prize in a makeup contest. Furthermore, he has naturally narrow eyes with a slim nose, and he utilises his makeup techniques to emphasise these features to complete the overall “feminine” effect (see Photo 1).
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Photo 1 Pre-stage makeup




Creative Dance Costumes

Performing creative dance onstage requires not only the skill to quickly change costumes but also a physical regime that helps to develop and maintain an appropriate “feminine” physique when using the undergarments required for classical female dance. Didik’s choreography includes numerous dancers and his stage is replete with creative ideas ranging from solos and duets to multiple dancers. The accompanying music is usually a pre-edited recording and scenes are changed quickly during the musical interludes. When performing solo, Didik wears layers of costumes and reveals them in sequence (based on the different styles of dance) and he changes behind a screen placed on stage.8

Wigs are worn on stage, as seen in traditional Javanese dance performances. Unique wigs (specially made or store-bought) are also used for various purposes such as disguising the dancer as an old woman, a demon, or an animal. In addition to the wearing of wigs, a particularly notable characteristic of his creative performances is the frequent use of masks (Mrazek 2005: 254–261). It is possible to transform oneself by altering the facial appearance with makeup, but it is also time-consuming. Therefore, a mask provides an excellent and effective solution, which not only saves time but also enables the actor to become an instantly recognisable character. Mask dance is a genre in Javanese and Balinese dance, and the distinct characters that masks represent are important. Didik effectively balances the use of masks and dance in traditional dance works. His performances are not limited to following the rules of mask representation in traditional dance, but he occasionally deviates from traditional mask usage and deconstructs such representation.


PERFORMANCES

Dwimuka Jepindo and Use of Costumes in a Comedic Work

Many of the works created by Didik Nini Thowok are comedic in nature. This fact is also related to the negative perception in Javanese society of male dancers who perform female roles. According to Mrazek, Didik has had experiences of being ridiculed by some people following his performances (Mrazek 2005: 264). In the Javanese society, there is a category of persons known as banci (or waria), which are cross-dressing males. This concept of banci represents unisexual persons, which are not the same as homosexual men in Western society (Oetomo 1996).

Didik is not banci since his cross-dressing is completely reserved for his performances. However, he is conscious about the negative images of banci (or waria). In an interview Didik stated as follows:


Cross-gender performer is actually different from banci. Banci, especially in modern life, in their everyday lives have a tendency towards prostitution. Not all, but usually they make themselves up and at night sell themselves. The image of banci in society is that of someone who tends towards prostitution. And in the performing arts there are cross-genders who may be banci, but they do not prostitute themselves because they already have a position or profession in society as a stage artist. And there are also those who have the profession as beauticians, they work in or own beauty salons, and so forth. The same as in society, it is a personal choice; there are banci or waria who choose to prostitute themselves or those who look for a profession that is respected in society.9




According to this discourse, Didik is conscious about the negative images of cross-dressing males and he intentionally presents comical elements related to these images on stage such as behaving in an exaggerated feminine manner. Part of his strategy is to raise questions regarding gender framework and shatter stereotypical gender perceptions.

Let us now focus on Didik’s costumes and dance performance considerations, as seen in one of his representative works titled Dwimuka Jepindo. This dance incorporates aspects of Javanese, Japanese, and Balinese dance, and its title is a compound word derived from Jepang (the Indonesian term for Japanese) and Indo (a common abbreviation for Indonesian).10 The performance consists of six acts: (1) a dance with a Javanese mask; (2) a dance with a Japanese woman’s mask; (3) an Indian or a Balinese dance without a mask; (4) a Javanese dance without a mask; (5) an act with an ugly woman’s mask; and (6) an act with an old woman’s mask.

When performed in Indonesia, especially in Bali, a Balinese dance is staged in the third act. For the purpose of this article, the order of costumes is based on an August 2008 performance in Bali.11 First, the makeup for the Balinese dance in the third act and the Javanese dance in the fourth act was applied before donning the appropriate costumes. For easy layering of the costumes, a tank-top-like shirt and a calico-turned skirt were worn beginning from the third act (see Photo 2).

Over this costume, another layer created especially for the first and second acts was worn. The front of this costume is a Japanese kimono while the back is a Javanese dance costume (see Photo 3). To match the costumes, the face mask is a Japanese woman while the back of the head is a mask of a Javanese woman. Appropriately, the unique wig includes a topknot in the front and long black hair in the back.
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Photo 2 Wearing a necklace
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Photo 3 Wearing a two-sided dance costume




The performance begins with Didik’s back toward the audience as he performs a dynamic folk dance in the Javanese costume and mask. Accompanied by drums, this particular dance is extremely difficult since the performer must complete the various movements while facing away from the audience (see Photo 4).

The music changes in the beginning of the second act, and Didik performs a classical Japanese dance while slowly facing the audience. At this point, the audience realises that Didik actually performed the first act while facing backwards. To enhance the contrast of tempo and movements in the first and second acts, the music changes accordingly, and the dancer turns back and front while performing both dances (see Photo 5).

At the conclusion of the second act, the lights are dimmed and the outer layer of the costume, mask, and wig are removed on stage. Beneath this layer is the costume for the subsequent acts including the Balinese female dance titled, Legong Kraton, which consists of an accessorised wig, costume, and no mask. At the conclusion of the third act, the dancer moves upstage to remove the costume and accessorised wig. He then dons a wig with a Javanese woman’s topknot, and performs a West Javanese Jaipongan dance without a mask in the fourth act. In the fifth act, Didik wears a mask that depicts an ugly woman and a wig with a shaven hairstyle. The initial appearance alone causes the audience to giggle, but the subsequent comical performance causes outburst of laughter. In the sixth and final act, he dons a long cloth (that covers the head) and a mask of an old woman. While emulating the stiff movements of an elderly person, he then performs a surprisingly aerobic dance routine, which inspires laughter from the audience.

In this performance, we see Didik’s creativity, especially with regard to changing costumes on stage. This concept of quick-change on stage is a characteristic of the classical Japanese dance with an element of traditional Javanese mask dance in which performers typically change masks or parts of their costumes while still on stage. It is possible that Didik borrowed such techniques from traditional dance forms, but the idea of wearing contrasting costumes and masks on the front and back of the body is Didik’s creation.
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Photo 4 Performing the Javanese dance while facing away from the audience
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Photo 5 Classical Japanese dance



With regard to comical aspects that inspire the audience’s laughter, we can see the various devices in this performance. In the first act, he wears a Japanese Otafuku mask on his face and a Javanese mask on the back of his head as he presents his extraordinary dance skills to the audience. Then, he causes the audience to laugh by changing on stage and turning his back to reveal his cropped hair and the undergarment beneath the costumes. Indeed, it appears that he is deliberately evoking the comedic aspect of cross-gender dancing.


Regarding the physical dancing movements, Jepindo is essentially based on conventional genres of dance and it requires a high level of skill to perform such traditional dances. The Javanese folk dance in the first act is characterised by dynamic movements in which Didik convincingly performs them with his back to the audience. In the classical Japanese dance in the second act, a comical mask of a Japanese woman is worn and graceful movements are achieved by utilising the sleeves of the kimono and a fan. The Balinese dance in the third act accentuates Didik’s physique and virtuosic technique as he performs a highly energetic Balinese Legong Kraton with a technique comparable to that of a female Balinese dancer. In the fourth act, he acts as a traditional Javanese dancer and demonstrates his technique in that particular dance form. In the fifth act, he dons a mask and wig of an ugly woman while performing a comical act, while in the sixth and final act, he disguises himself as an old woman and brings the audience to laughter by pretending to be breathless during an aerobic dance (see Photo 6).
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Photo 6 Old woman’s act




The fifth and sixth acts are liberally choreographed compared to the first four acts. For example, Didik performs the amusing movements of an ugly woman who gets her arms entangled with one another and a tottering old woman who suddenly bursts into disco-style dance moves. This expression represents Didik’s endeavors to challenge gender stereotypes by breaking down the perceptions of “beauty” and “youthfulness” that are typically associated with notions of femininity.

Didik often performs Jepindo as his representative work of comedic expression of cross-gender in Indonesia. According to Didik, in an interview, he attaches significant importance to his comedic performances:


Comedy is actually higher or at a different level than serious art. A comedian can undertake the serious, but it is not necessarily true that a serious artist can perform comedy. I experienced this and also in dance. I became a comedian dancer but I went through studying serious dances, traditional dances. Once I had well and truly mastered the technique of the serious dances, then I could perform it in the direction towards comedy, because I knew the rules, so it was easier to play with it.12



While Didik often presents comical works in Indonesia, he also produces and performs works with a serious tone, especially abroad. According to Didik:


When I studied onnagata in Japan, it turned out that onnagata as an artist or as a branch of the performing arts is highly valued by the public. An onnagata artist performs a female character who is perfect; there is no joking at all. So for me, that was something new to learn and very interesting.13




After this experience, Didik began to create the serious dance works such as Bedhaya Hagoromo (2001) and Dewi Sarak Jodag (2005). While the former was based on both of Japanese and Javanese traditional dance, the latter was based on traditional Javanese folktale.

Dewi Sarak Jodag: Masks and Performance

Among Didik’s creative performances, Dewi Sarak Jodag, produced in 2005, is a serious dance based on a traditional Javanese tale. In this dance, Didik wears the traditional kebaya-style blouse and long skirt with no subsequent costume change. This performance is based on the Panji cycle of stories, a 15th century anthology from East Java. Dewi Sarak Jodag is a princess who falls in love with Prince Panji Asmoro Bangun. Dewi hides her ugly appearance and disguises herself as Panji’s sweetheart Candra Kirana to get closer to Panji. However, as she loses herself in the excitement of Panji’s touch, she accidentally reveals her identity. Dewi, in shame and chagrin, subsequently transforms into a demon.

Three masks are used as the story progresses. The first mask depicts Candra Kirana, who, in Javanese mask dance, represents a character with a beautiful and smart personality. The hair is drawn on the top of the white mask, together with long, narrow eyes and a slender nose (see Photo 7).

The second mask, which depicts Dewi Sarak Jodag, represents an ugly face (see Photo 8). This mask is also white, but the eyes are large and round, and the nose is broad and flat, which is in stark contrast to the features of the first mask. This type of mask is typically worn in a dance by a person performing as a clown.
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Photo 7 Mask of Candra Kirana
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Photo 8 Mask of Dewi Sarak Jodag



The third mask represents Dewi’s anger. Didik borrowed the idea from the mask worn by a prajna or Hannya in a Japanese Noh-play, and he had it specially created by a mask technician. The design is derivative of a Hannya mask to express sadness, anger, shyness, or jealousy. Although it does not include demonic horns, the color of the mask is similar to the vivid red of a “violent” demon’s mask, but the wide-open mouth and the shape of the eyes resemble the features of a prajna’s mask (see Photo 9 and Photo 10).

The part in which the first mask is worn is accompanied by traditional gamelan music from Central Java. Here, Didik performs the first segment of a representative dance titled Gambyong, which primarily consists of acts of grooming, such as applying makeup and brushing hair in front of a mirror. The scene represents Dewi’s excitement as she prepares to meet Prince Panji.

The second scene, in which the next mask is used, includes a Javanese folk dance that is freely choreographed and does not adhere to conventional mask dance styles. In addition, some parts are performed through acting rather than dancing. Didik’s portrayal of Dewi is emphasised as “she” calls out to Panji and sings in a frantic search for the prince. The smooth and comical female voice used to lure Prince Panji reveals Didik’s excellent skills in mimicking female expressions. The dance is a combination of Central Javanese folk dance and Jaipongan, a form based on West Javanese folk art accompanied by the dynamic sounds of drums. To perform Jaipongan, Didik invited drummers from West Java to participate in a recording session.
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Photo 9 Mask of anger



The final scene consists of a “violent character” mask dance. This is the climax, and a dance representing Dewi’s transformation into a demon depicts her shame and chagrin after her identity is revealed to Panji. To express these emotions, Didik performs a Javanese mask dance titled Klana displays unsuppressed, fierce emotions that represent Dewi’s darker side. The image of a violent character evoked by traditional techniques of expression is that of an ego lost in desire and uncontrolled emotions. With these images in mind, Didik expresses the shame and anger of a woman who is lost in such emotions. The third scene expresses the evil side of a woman through a dance that requires masculine and violent movements. However, it is not the expression of male dancer but of female-impersonator dancer.
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Photo 10 Performance of anger




He mentioned about this expression as follows:


In the last part of Dewi Sarak Jodag, I express the character of a female ogre, or the idea of the mask, but the idea or power is that of woman playing a strong, rough character. This is a feeling I applied when I studied topeng Cirebon (the masked dances of Cirebon), because most of my teachers for topeng Cirebon were women who could play male characters extraordinarily well, but they were still women playing men, not men playing men. Because I am an onnagata artist, my power is perhaps different than that of a masculine man. My masculinity when playing a strong character is that of woman playing a strong male.14



This discourse indicates that he confirms the construction of female impersonator dancer’s body not of male body or female body.

In traditional Javanese and Balinese dance, it is considered important to have a method of expressing different “characters” through mask changes, and in Dewi Sarak Jodag, this method is effectively incorporated. When a traditional mask is used in a creative performance, the expression is limited to the “character” represented by the mask. This does not necessarily indicate that the means of expression is faithful to tradition. Assuming that the audience is somewhat aware of the expressive use of the masks, the expressions may be changed. On the other hand, when a clown’s mask or an original mask is used, its meaning or expression usually deviates considerably from the limitations of traditional mask dance.

The first mask used in this performance represents the Javanese concept of an “alert character”15 and effectively used to enact the delicate movements and poise of a beautiful woman. Interestingly, some masks in Javanese mask dances are ambiguous in gender, and it is possible to use such masks to express a male, such as a prince with an “alert disposition.” In this case, Didik dons a wig of a traditional Javanese female dancer and uses this mask to represent a beautiful princess. In addition, by adding a “female” interpretation to the unisexual mask of an “alert character,” Didik performs an original piece based on a traditional Javanese female dance. In the second scene, the mask of a clown is used to express an ugly woman. By using a mask that allows free methods of expression, the dynamic movements of Javanese folk dance and a comical representation of an ugly woman luring a prince is effectively presented.

Finally, in the third scene, which expresses Dewi’s anger, an original mask constructed with a Noh-play’s prajna is used to perform a mask dance depicting a demon’s “violent character.”16 Originally, this dance of a “violent character” usually represents a male demon, but Didik uses this dance to represent an angry and horrifying woman. This method of using the mask of a clown to express the comical side of an ugly woman, as well as performing dance of a “violent character” to express a woman’s demonic aspects is an attempt to cross the conventional gender boundaries in traditional Javanese dance.

As previously mentioned, Didik’s creation of this serious work based on a Javanese fable is a result of understanding the significance of cross-gender roles in Asian countries. Although Javanese dance formerly incorporated roles that corresponded to Japanese onnagata, this tradition had all but disappeared in Java. From Didik’s acquisition of Japanese dance and Noh-play, he realised that many artists challenge cross-gender roles in Japanese performing arts. He also recognised the existence of audiences that could empathise with such practice and using his artistic experiences to create a serious work was his statement to the negative perceptions of cross-gender dancers.

CONCLUSION

As shown in this article, Didik Nini Thowok, as a cross-gender dancer, undergoes several approaches in his creative performances. The first approach is an attempt to surpass the femininity that is naturally expressed by females, which can be seen in his performances of traditional and conventional Javanese and Balinese dance forms. Several examples include the first scene in Dewi Sarak Jodag, as well as popular traditional Javanese female dances titled Gambyong and Golek (not mentioned in this article). When performing conventional female dances, Didik expends significant effort being “more feminine than female dancers” by demonstrating his expertise in transformation using costumes, makeup, wigs, and even body structure.

The second approach is his endeavor to master and present various femininities as a male cross-gender dancer. This attempt is frequently seen in Didik’s creative performances, especially in the mask dances in which gender is expressed through characters. For example, the first and fourth acts in Dwimuka Jepindo include a Javanese folk dance, while the third scene in Dewi Sarak Jodag expresses the evil side of a woman through a dance that requires masculine and violent movements.

The third approach, as seen in Didik’s creative performances, is an attempt to break down the framework of gender. A wide array of characters can be found other than those that represent stereotypical female personae such as queens and princesses. By portraying an old woman, a witch, or an ugly woman, Didik demonstrates the diversity of the characters as well as various types of femininity. According to Didik, “By having an ugly woman appear on stage, I try to show that, in reality, many aspects besides beauty live inside of every woman.” This comment explains the multiple facets of females depicted in his performances and reminds us of the comparative equation noted in the Snow White Complex by Elissa Melamed (Melamed 1986) in which beauty = youth = good while ugliness = old = evil. In the folklore, the comparison between a beautiful young princess and an ugly old woman (or a witch) typically concludes with a “happy ending” for the princess. However, both sides reside in a single woman, and Melamed elucidates that life feels lengthened after youth is lost (Melamed 1986: 10–68). Didik possesses deep insight into such feminine reality, and he frequently includes an ugly or old woman in his productions using masks and gestures to express everything from female ugliness and evil to comical figures. In addition, by expressing animals such as monkeys and the elderly, Didik attempts to make gender boundaries ambiguous in dance. For this purpose, dance forms such as jazz, modern, and aerobics are often incorporated instead of traditional dances, which is an attempt to break free from the conventional framework of traditional dance expressions.

Finally, by combining gender expressions established by traditional dances with traditional art and various genres of dance from different cultures, Didik has successfully accomplished a new form of gender expression, which is perhaps most noteworthy of his staging.

This article primarily focused on external elements or visual presentations such as costumes, makeup, masks, and hairstyles. Not included was the actual physical transformation into a cross-gender dancer such as sculpting the body’s lines and acquiring the physical movements necessary to look like a female. Therefore, I hope to examine the physicality of cross-gender dancers and the actual process of transformation and construction in a future article.
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NOTES

1.      In 2004, I had an opportunity to see Didik Nini Thowok perform. Although his works have been observed by a number of researchers since the 1990s, I am mostly familiar with his activity from 2004 to the present.

2.      In this biography, Didik Nini Thowok’s descent as a Chinese Indonesian was also mentioned. This was the first time he had publicly disclosed his Chinese ancestry.


3.      These characters are called watak or karakter. More specifically, the characters range from “sophisticated” (halus, lenyep) to “violent” (gagah, danawah).

4.      “Nini Thowok” is the name of a traditional Javanese ritual game in which young girls make a doll named Nini Thowok with the help of an old woman.

5.      Hughes-Freeland conducted a detailed analysis of this work as the product of complex creative negotiations from various viewpoints.

6.      Examples of typical “sophisticated characters” include Prince Rama in the epic Ramayana and Prince Arjuna in the epic Mahabharata.

7.      Javanese female dance costumes differ based on genre, but the arms and neck are usually revealed in all cases.

8.      The changing process is deliberately displayed on stage. The method of displaying a shadow on a stage screen is derived from the traditional Javanese shadow puppet show (wayang kulit).

9.      Interview with Didik Nini Thowok on 19 September 2011 in Yogyakarta, Indonesia.

10.    The name of this work was changed from Dwimuka (meaning “two faces”) to Pancamuka (“five faces”), and various masks and dance traditions have been and are still being used in this work.

11.    In 2004, he performed the Indian “Bharatanatyam” dance in Japan.

12.    Interview with Didik Nini Thowok on 19 September 2011 in Yogyakarta, Indonesia.


13.    Interview with Didik Nini Thowok on 19 September 2011 in Yogyakarta, Indonesia.

14.    Interview with Didik Nini Thowok on 19 September 2011 in Yogyakarta, Indonesia.

15.    This character is known as lanyap.

16.    This character is known as gagah or danawah.
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ABSTRACT

Dain Said’s name is synonymous with Bunohan, his second feature film that has won several awards, both locally and internationally. This conversation with Dain Said pivots around several matters or issues, namely, the critical reflection of Bunohan itself, the creative process of filmmaking and the Malaysian film industry in general.
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INTRODUCTION

His award winning film Bunohan: Return to Murder (2012) has catapulted Dain Iskandar Said’s (henceforth Dain Said) name in the Malaysian film industry. Although the audience’s initial reception of the film was lukewarm, positive reviews gradually proved that this film is a slow burner and destined for greater heights. John Anderson from Variety (11 September, 2011) (http://variety.com/2011/film/reviews/bunohan-1117946050/) applauds the film and writes:


With a list of ancestors that includes Shakespeare, Tran Anh Hung, “The Godfather” and the Bible, “Bunohan” serves up a feast of archetypes and violence amid a story that twines like a basketful of cobras to deliver a movie that’s ripe as a mango for a U.S. remake.



Dain Said was born in Kuala Lumpur and then grew up in Tumpat, Kelantan, Cairo and London. He graduated in film and photography from the University of Westminster, London in the 1990s. His first feature film is Dukun (2006), which is still banned in Malaysia due to uncertain reasons. One possible reason could be the legal request made by the family of the parties involved in the murder case involving Mona Fandey, the eponymous traditional doctor that the film is said to be based on. Dain is also the recipient of the Nippon Foundation Asian Public Intellectual award in 2007, which triggered the documentary Cinema of Terror. He has also directed award winning documentaries, short films, media content as well as advertisements locally and abroad.

His critically acclaimed Bunohan manages to rejuvenate the industry by getting Malaysian film fans excited about Malaysian films again. The film was submitted to represent Malaysia at the 85th Academy Awards in the Best Foreign Language Film category. It has won several awards including the Network for the Promotion of Asian Cinema (NETPAC) award at the Taipei Golden Horse Awards and the Golden Hanoman Award at the 7th Jogja-NETPAC Asian Film Festival in Indonesia in 2012. Bunohan was premiered in the U.S.A, Canada, South America and Europe.

The narrative of Bunohan centers on a feuding family—Pak Eng (an emasculated and pusillanimous father), Ilham (the estranged eldest son and a contract killer), Bakar (a school teacher cum businessman) and Adil (a Tomoi fighter—whose blood relation offers a criticism of the failure of the father as the head of the family. Such central conceit allows Dain Said to introduce a veritable alphabet of personality traits related to the characters’ monikers. Ilham, the first son from a different mother, is a quiet—indeed closeted—moralist, who dies for what he believes in; thus functioning as an embodiment of the archetypal theme of “blood is thicker than water.” Bakar, connotes the idea of the burning primal desire, of wanting so much that he is willing to engulf anyone who comes between him and his ambition. Adil or fairness is the classic arc of cinematic renewal for he epitomises his father’s dream for a better, i.e., ideal, future as a family. Ilham sees this sense of existential renewal in Adil; hence using his brother as a way of redeeming his path albeit via death. Pak Eng is constantly evoking his youngest son’s name to contrast with the scheming Bakar. The exploration of these themes through intimate examinations of the narrative about fractured father and fatherhood resonates as a universal theme of the mythologised sense of redemption.

With such eventful and colourful achievements, Dain Said is now seen as a respectable and an important Malaysian contemporary filmmaker who has reached beyond Malaysian shores. Therefore, it is significant to listen to his discourse about film and filmmaking as it mirrors his contemporary critical view of this country and region. Indeed, it is crucial to know the influence of his work on the Malaysian film industry.

The interview reveals a few crucial matters related to the creative process of filmmaking. The importance of having an idea that lingers long enough is foregrounded by Dain Said, which he concatenates with the centrality of exploring one’s own cultural psyche. Here lies the need to understand one’s subjectivity, of how the social construction of one’s understanding of the world is perceived as dialogic, in the Bakhtinian sense of the word. The creative process, according to Dain Said, continues without the need to conform to Sergei Eisenstein’s idea of locating the audience at the heart of filmmaking. In effect, for Dain Said, a good storyline can determine a good quality film.

I met Dain Said at his quiet office and asked him questions that pivot around three themes: his award winning Bunohan, his creative filmmaking process and the Malaysian film industry. The conversation is edited for clarity, cohesion and space but remains verbatim.

THE CONVERSATION

I: How do you feel about the reception of your film after winning a few awards abroad?

DS: Of course we are happy that it’s gone that far. And I think for a Malaysian film to go that far, that’s good. And it’s not just good for us, but hopefully it’s also good for the industry. And in many different ways, not just in terms of showcasing and recognising, that there is an industry in Malaysia. Although, of course there had been other films that have also travelled abroad, coming mainly out of the independent sector such as the Da Huang people. Chinese filmmakers have been doing this for the last ten years. And so that’s a good thing, I’m happy.

I: What and who has been your major influence?

DS: Film is a moving medium and deals with time and space. It’s a temporal medium that deals with time. So for me, it’s people like Tarkovsky who always deals with time (he’s a Russian filmmaker) and Kieslowski, who also deals with time. His name is Andrei Tarkovsky. And then there’s also Krzysztof Kieslowski, a Polish. And I also like (Alejandro Gonzales) Inarritu, who deals with time. And of course, great filmmakers who deal with memory and time from the documentary segment, such as Chris Marker. In terms of stories and structure, I particularly like the Iranian cinema, and I do like films coming out of China. But of course, in the past, I’ve liked the old time Hollywood directors like Elia Kazan, and I do like people like Raoul Walsh. I do like a lot of narrative films like those from Hollywood and Europe as well. So, my taste in films is quite specific, but it is also broad so that it goes across a lot of cultures. I have always been a fan of Terence Malick’s films, from Badlands onwards. And then, of course, don’t forget the early Hollywood people—the New Hollywood as they called them—people like Martin Scorsese (he’s been in since the 70s) and (Francis Ford) Coppola. So they have been two of my favourites, actually, since time immemorial. But Italians, I do love Francesco Rosi more than all the others. And I love the German cinema. I always love the German cinema, the early days…

I: It strikes me as I was watching Bunohan that it is quite similar to German expressionism and also to the noir genre as well. Were they in your mind then?

DS: Yes, noir and Western were very much at the back of my mind. It did show through in terms of the German cinema simply because, as you notice, in Bunohan, I don’t have people who express themselves emotionally almost melodramatically. It’s quite cold, it’s quite distant, it’s quite broody and distant…which is, like, a lot of German cinema…quite distant. I don’t get into…emotional melodrama. And that was a conscious decision on my part. I’m thinking more of actually, people like…the early works of Fassbinder. Well, the works of (Michael) Fassbinder and the works of Wim Wenders and Werner Herzog. You hardly see any of those films, they are kind of like shutting each other, it’s just going to get involved emotionally and very intense. It’s a quiet intensity that I prefer rather than an overblown intensity.

I: What comes to your mind first in the process of, let’s say, “I want to make a film”?

DS: It’s always the idea. The idea can be triggered by many, many different kinds of things in different ways. An idea can come from any different source at any given time. And then I work on the idea.

I: How do you decide that that idea is the very idea that you can actually start with, or is worth pursuing?

DS: I don’t know. To be honest, I don’t know…the idea speaks to you, you begin to work on the idea, and then it unfolds…of course, there is a point when you think it’s worth looking at or it’s worth doing, because you are grabbed by it, it holds you. For me, what’s important is that the idea is worth pursuing and when I look at something, which might strike me as having a story…that can carry the idea…that’s strong enough. And whether the idea can actually tap into areas of my own culture.

I: Do you think of the audience at this stage?

DS: I don’t think of the audience or anything at this stage, but I just think of an idea, and that that idea is interesting enough, and I think I can make something interesting out of it. And it provides a different angle. It’s not something we automatically think about, but it develops and it’s a process. And in the process…after Bunohan, and especially after Dukun, we know that there’s an area or territory that I would like to carve out in terms of things relating to my culture. And at the same time, as a filmmaker, I also have to be aware (my producer too)—there’s the company and a brand we think about—how they work within the context of our market, and our context as well in the society. So the process becomes a whole package that needs to be thought around the idea. But I do the ideas, and the thinking around it. I work very close with my producer, but she takes care of all the other aspects.

I: You are also the scriptwriter for Bunohan. Do you think this formula always works?

DS: Yes I am. But, no, there are two ways actually how this formula works. In the West, you have a long-standing relationship with the writer. But that comes much more out of an independent tradition. People like Inarritu, for example, in Mexican cinema, and there are others from the European tradition elsewhere in the world, who continue to work with the particular writer that they like. But it doesn’t always mean that those are the perimeters. One, because we are independent. And two, given the context of certain places, like, for example, Malaysia, where, I have to say this, I don’t think there are a lot of good writers. And so therefore…you have a writer and you find somebody that you can work with, because your references are the same, your intellectual and cultural references are the same. Meaning, we like the same books, we like the same artist, we like the same musicians—there is overlapping. And that makes the process of writing easier. So if my reference is Dostoyevsky, or my reference is Albert Camus, then that other writer will know what I’m talking about. So that’s the premise.

Now, outside of that, of course, there’s the big studio system, where they get writers for hire. And those writers are darn good. And so therefore, then, within the group of writers that they have, there are genre writers. You have genre writers who are particularly good at horror, or you have genre writers who are particularly good at thriller (stories). But then, there are also writers who come across the board, so then you team up (with them). And sometimes they are not even there. Writers come and go, and writers will come with a specific project to the studios. And then they will choose a director that they feel can fit that bill. But fitting the bill also depends on many different things. One, whether or not, for example, you have something like Postcards From The Edge or (What’s Eating) Gilbert Grape, which is created by Lasse Hallstrom. You can see why they choose him, that is, because of the kind of films he makes. Or they will choose someone like Michael Mann. It’s a different matter, but there are other writers, directors, who are chosen for the project. But, having said that, there are also writers who come up with their own work, as much as there are film studios that come up with their own ideas for projects, and then they choose the writer. So it’s a very well developed industry, because you have a lot of writers to tap into.

Now, the reason I write: I like writing, I enjoy writing, I think I can write. But at the end of the day, I’m not necessarily a good scriptwriter or a great one. I think I can do well, but it takes time for me. Put it this way: in a landscape where there aren’t particularly many good writers, I think if I’m going to work with somebody, and I’m going to have to hold their hand, I might as well write it myself…one. And two, I have had writers that worked with me, and they don’t challenge me. They agree with everything. And that doesn’t help me. So therefore, what I’m saying is my primary aim is to make the film. But the process of writing is towards making that film. So whereas, if you have an industry that’s very highly developed…the main objective of that writer is to write a good story. And then a director works on it. You know, so constantly I’m wearing two hats.

I: Where do you situate creativity in that process?

DS: I think there are two things. One is the creativity and another is the discipline of writing… and so the culture of writing itself. The culture of writing concentrates and focuses on what writing actually is. And therefore you learn structure, for example. And you learn all the things pertaining to writing: characterisation, structure, and then dealing with themes etc. You can still do that within a very tightly formulated structure like a genre, or you can still do that in a non-genre. But where is the basis, on the education of writing, and being able to do good writing? Understanding that as a basis, so we go back. So there’s the cultural idea or the cultural condition. But then there must also be an educational one, which is also the practical one, such as the ideas being taught in schools…in colleges, or whatever. Now I’m not saying that I don’t know what the state is like, how the curriculum is and how good the teaching is. Likewise, the capability of the teachers or even the universities, which actually produce writers.

Now for a good quality film, you need a strong storyline. How you structure that storyline is up to that writer, or up to that director…at the end of the day, it’s the story, a good story. But what does “good” mean? Is it written in a very tight structure? …if you go with genre, then yes. If you go with non-genre, you’re open to a lot more flexibility or, shall we say, looseness, for lack of a better word. But looseness also doesn’t mean…it’s bad writing… basically it is empty. The structural prescription of what is tight writing, you know what I mean? Within the art house also, you still get good writing…tight writing. A recent example would be A Separation, the Iranian film. Or you can see in some European films or even some Chinese films where they don’t adhere to genre categories.

I: What do you think is still lacking in Malaysia?

DS: Well, intellectual production, I mean, not just research and books. But actually in terms of the abstract, or the things that you cannot really put down. But it’s actually creating a culture of discussion, a culture of knowledge, between various institutions to be able for them to discuss films. And discuss films analytically, critically. So therefore, then you build upon this idea of cinematic culture that goes beyond just making films and putting out celebrities.


I: Do you have a checklist of what makes a good film?

DS: No, we don’t. I don’t work that way. But it’s just how the film is constructed. In hindsight, in hindsight only…now that we can look at where Bunohan sits within our own cinematic culture, you can see that: One, why is there déjà vu in our films? I think, partly, because time passes that people try to preempt time. People don’t come up with original ideas. What they do is they see something and they try to imitate it, or emulate it, but that thinking actually comes from…what the problem is…already inscribed within the culture itself, within education. Because essentially, the idea of creativity starts from literature, starts with painting, with all those other elements…and people can then actually imagine, people can then work creatively on their own, and try and bring up their own idea. I get my ideas, for example, from research. And that always triggers ideas…Over the last 20 to 30 years, people have looked at film… from a marketing angle. So therefore, they put the horse before the cart. And I think that’s the problem. They aimed at a certain market and then (say) let’s do it for this market. There are people, without naming names, who…churn out films every month and that’s fine. They want to be a factory. But the saddest thing is…that…has set the standard and the way of thinking. And therefore you can’t get out of that box.

I: My last question, do we have a proper film industry?

DS: In Malaysia, we are following something…which we have no basis. So it’s not a highly developed industry, and not highly developed in the sense that it has everything in place, right down to the logistics of production…So that’s my point, not having the logistics of production and the right people and the skill set to make what is what I can call probably an industry.
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This edited volume breaks new ground in the historiography of the Southeast Asian region through its examination of formative and historically significant events and circumstances among popular music “taste makers” and consumers. Unlike the typical chronological unfolding of events associated with traditional historical studies, this volume examines “multiple modernities” across temporal divisions. This multiplicity is expressed in the ever-evolving popular musics of the Malay world. The authors make claims to avoid the pitfalls associated with nation-state rhetoric and they do so convincingly. This rhetoric results when subjecting musical styles and cultural developments to a largely politically constructed framework (late colonial period, Revolution, Independence, New Order, Reformasi, etc.) where historians may not be able to “problematize” nation-centered narratives” (p. 6). That is not to say the dynamics of governmental policies, economic shifts, or international cultural flows have little relevance towards framing the history of popular music in Southeast Asia. Rather, the authors in this volume cast their gaze upon an array of possible modernities embedded in two broad periods: late colonial to nation state (1920s–1960s) and the peak of authoritarian rule to emergent democracies (1970s–2000s).

The editor of this volume, Bart Barendregt, positions their approach as a departure from Western-based popular music studies. According to him, these studies often rely on solely synchronic intersections between popular expression and larger contemporary social, and political developments. Barendregt points out that this approach lacks the temporal perception of what precedes and thereby shapes and informs popular music in its social context. Instead the authors present diachronic depictions of popular musics as they traverse temporal boundaries and provide, “alternative conceptions of modernity as they surface in the realm of the popular and the everyday” (p. 6).

This collection of stimulating essays covering Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and neighbouring countries is divided into five parts: Part 1: An Emergent Entertainment Industry; Part 2: The Sound of Melayu; Part 3: New Subjectivities and Unofficial Ideologies; Part 4: Musical Nationalisms; and Part 5: The Ethnic Modern. Perhaps rightly so, Part 1, together with an introductory chapter by the editor, constitutes almost half the contents of the book. I did not find this disproportionate, but rather a necessary ground laying for the essays that follow, which include discussions of genres such as pop Melayu, dangdut, dugem and ronggeng within the “modernities” discourse.

In Part 1, Philip Yampolsky provides a thorough account of Dutch East Indies radio broadcasts as a formative force in shaping the popular music industry towards the end of Indonesia’s colonial era. He reminds readers that researching radio broadcasting, “uncovers musicians who did not make it onto record, and situates music in a localized and day-to-day temporal context” (p. 49). One case study presented from late 1930s Surabaya, Java speaks to local popular music tastes and Radio’s response. Yampolsky has trolled through historical documents such as Soeara Nirom, a government controlled radio program guide. In it we learn that the NIROM broadcasting network has been “inundated with letters and reports from all corners of the colony” (p. 48). The guide attests to an overwhelmingly positive response in favour of regular live broadcasts of two gambus groups, Gamboes Orkest Alhambra and later, Gamboes Orkest Assoffa. As I read this passage, I felt transported back to a 1930s Central Java to encounter the daily lives of a small but significant demographic: Arabic listeners and their tastes made evident through Yampolsky’s passionate research into Indonesia’s early music industry.

In Part 2, a “duet of research” surveys more than 30 years of Pop Melayu and Pop Indonesia. In Chapter 5, Andrew Wientraub explores the impetus for the creation of Pop Melayu, an urban Jakarta 1960s fusion of western pop and local Malay-based songs. This crossover genre helped unify divergent social formations under the banner of modernity, while maintaining traditional emblems and roots. For 1960s urban Indonesian youth culture, “Pop Melayu grounded the present in the past” (p. 165). Pop Melayu was consumed by cross sections of a rapidly modernising Indonesian society who were negotiating traditional stratified social hierarchies, gender issues, changing sacred and secular values to the backdrop of polarising political agendas. Among this motley mix of world views, Pop Melayu appealed to many modernising pop culture consumers because it, “mediated the contradictions and ambivalences of everyday life” (p. 165). Weintraub astutely delimits his discussion to a brief but potent period of time (1968–1975) just prior to the dangdut wave led by artists such as Rhoma Irama. In Chapter 6, Weintraub’s “duet” partner, Emma Baulch takes up the discussion of Pop Melayu and positions it against Pop Indonesia. She problematises the two genres and how they serve as emblems for a dichotomy between rural and urban views and tastes. She does this by following the trajectory of Kangen Band, a “rags to riches” group from Lampung, South Sumatra who started on the streets and traversed the Sunda Straight to stardom in the Jakarta metropolis. However, their strategically marketed image of kampungan or “backward and village” was simultaneously intertwined with the gedongan refinement of the urban modern thereby situating the group in between genres. In this way Baulch aims to, “rework existing scholarship relating to Indonesian pop genres and modernity, as well as interrogate some broader theories of genre” (p. 187).

Part 3 and 4 contain refreshing case studies of the ordinary, the ambiguous and various music genres of political potency including rave music, dangdut and karaoke. Lars Gjelstad explores Central Javanese musics that stand in contrast to classical gamelan traditions. Instead of palaces and pendopos, the reader learns of raves and discos that help situate Jawa Tengah modernity through the life worlds of “localized networks of ordinary youth living in rapidly transforming Malay worlds” (p. 245). His chapter, based on fieldwork during the 1990s in Surakarta, introduces the Suglay boys, a gang of Iwan Fals-following youth whose “ideals of explicitly expressing their emotions, needs and personalities in many ways break with deeply grounded Javanese conceptions of respect, etiquette, seniority, and hierarchy” (p. 245). In Chapters 8 and 9, the highly addictive dance driven genre of dangdut plays out as both, “an ephemeral celebration of collective bodily euphoria” (p. 264) and a genre entangled in its, “lived experiences that lie beneath the multi-faceted and contentious cultural politics of dangdut music in Indonesia” (p. 272).

Part 5 contains two illuminating essays that deal with ethnicity and modernity. The first on the musical aspects of Pop Sunda in West Java is a welcome change from previous chapters because its primary concern are “local colour” musical structures i.e., tonal systems, melodic embellishments, timbre, rhythm etc. I found this particularly relevant. The author poses the question, beyond language, what makes Pop Sunda different from other popular musics? The essay analyses musical structures to identity – what makes popular music sound Sundanese. After an informative historical survey of jaipongan, tembang, Sunda Cianjuran, degung kawih and other genres, the essay is concerned with the structural aspects of, “time and melody, and also performative aspects, such as instrumentation, some vocal qualities, absolute pitch and tempo” (p. 335). The author, Wim Van Zanten, observes that, “keyboard synthesizers have a standardizing effect on the pitch of popular songs”. But he goes on to say tone systems, musical phrases and singing ornaments envoke, “an enchanted form, musically coloured ‘Sundanese’” (p. 349).

The final essay of the volume takes the reader to Malaysian indigenous communities who grapple with tense negotiations in the discourse of periphery and cultural change. By embracing the commercial and controversial “World Music” genre, orang asli or “original people” have self-empowered and “generated a new interest and cultural revitalization among its younger generation” (p. 355). The author, Tan Sooi Beng, introduces us to Akar Umbi, a group with cultural collaboration at its core. Mak Minah Anggong, a Temuan orang asli singer is their leader and she is accompanied by other Malay, Chinese, Indian and Eurasian musicians. Their music has been disseminated along with their message that has, “generated awareness that the survival of Temuan culture is dependent on the forests, rivers, and land around them” (p. 361). This essay demonstrates how modernity may be consciously taken up, owned, and enlisted as a force to empower and revitalise marginalised social formations in Southeast Asian nation states.

Despite its price tag being almost beyond the reach of scholars in the region it represents, this book makes valuable contributions to the scholarship on Southeast Asia. The authors have presented case studies that cross disciplinary boundaries between ethnomusicology, popular music studies and historiography. Recently, “historical ethnomusicology” was elevated by the Society for Ethnomusicology Board members from an “interest group” to an official “section”. This endorsement is telling as books like “Sonic Modernities” will become models for hybridising research methods and approaches to this (re)emerging discipline.
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The year 2014 marks the seventh year of Universiti Sains Malaysia’s Community Music Program (CMP) which provides a platform for music learning and teaching within the campus ground. The core operation of this program offers piano instruction, music classes and performance opportunities to its participants. Spanning a period of 10 weeks, one of the programs consists of nine weekly lessons, culminating in a performance concert. This concert showcases what was learnt and honed during the course of nine lessons. At its inception, this program was envisioned to provide teaching experiences to pre-service teachers comprising both final year undergraduate and graduate students. The program coordinator, who is also a member of the music faculty, supervises all lessons conducted in addition to providing demonstration lessons. These demonstrations enable trainee instructors to model and observe instruction given by an experienced member of the music faculty. In essence, this program offers invaluable training and inspiration to university music students as they prepare to teach in the real world upon graduation.


The feedback obtained from the participants of this program has been truly encouraging. The CMP has afforded many young children the opportunity to experience the joy of music making, particularly through piano lessons despite many parents’ skepticism over their children’s musical aptitude. Under normal circumstances, the duration of 10 weeks is sufficient to gauge a child’s interest and affinity towards learning the piano. In a nutshell, this program has attracted many interested members from inside and outside the university campus and has established a reputation of being a splendid program with a waiting list for enrollment.

CMP has brought considerable visibility to the School of the Arts, in particular the Music Section of the school. Through its annual intake announcement via the internet and also through verbal recommendation by parents of the existing participants, the program has witnessed exponential growth in its enrollment. The attraction of a program that offers initial 10 free piano lessons coupled with a concert to showcase the achievement of the students to family and friends is very much welcomed and supported. One unique feature of this concert is that it is deliberately combined with performances by the university’s music students. CMP hopes that in such an unusual setting, both the young students and university music majors will be inspired by the respective performances given by these two groups of students.

For participating children who decide to continue learning the piano after the 10-week course, CMP has expanded its program offering to provide a repeatable short course. In this three-month short term course, the young students receive three individual lessons and one group lesson each month. These lessons are taught by a member of the music faculty from USM’s music section, together with two music student assistants. While individual lessons are catered to each student’s learning ability, group lessons provide exposure to cooperative learning with an opportunity to perform to an audience on a monthly basis.

Another tangible benefit of the programs offered by the CMP is that student participants are given the opportunity to bi-annually perform in a public hall setting. In many respects, this is an invaluable experience as formal performing venues equipped with a grand piano such as the one available in the School of the Arts are not commonly found and are inaccessible to the general public. Recitals and concert events are excellent avenues by which young performers are carefully guided to perform at their best. They are simultaneously groomed to observe performance and spectator etiquette. This rewarding experience is a motivational force to all involved in the process of preparing the students – namely support rendered by the instructors, parents, family members and friends.

During the school holidays at the end of the year, CMP offers a music camp catered to children in the lower primary school age group. Through carefully designed and structured lesson plans, children get to participate and enjoy a four and a half-day music group instruction. Participants receive an average of five contact hours of lessons on each day of the camp. For the past two years, a USM music lecturer has run these camps with graduate students serving as assistants. For the graduate students, the camp provides an excellent training medium to teach, manage and work with children in a group setting. Other subsidiary benefits include the experience of working together with their peers in matters of professional development such as organisational skills, planning, teaching material and content. On the other hand, the children are exposed to music through a myriad of exposure and medium such as movements, singing, dancing, drawing, and listening. At the conclusion of the camp, a presentation is given, incorporating all the skills and knowledge acquired during the time spent at camp.

As part of the educational outreach vision and community network program of the School of the Arts, CMP organises a Piano Achievement Day on an annual basis. Students from pre-school to 20 years old are given an opportunity and encouraged to perform as soloists in a designated hall in the School of the Arts. Each participant is required to prepare two contrasting classical pieces and thereafter receive critical comments from three different evaluators comprising either USM music lecturers or graduate pedagogy students. Students who receive an excellent rating from the evaluation panel will be given the honor to perform again to acknowledge their commendable achievement.


The Community Music Program at the School of the Arts has played and will continue to serve a pivotal role in reaching out to the community through its programs. With its humble beginning of approximately just five participating students, this program has expanded its borders and continues to attract students from USM’s campus community and those around Penang. This has brought about greater awareness of the function of music making and has fostered closer ties between the different schools within the university campus and members of the community alike.
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Photo 1 Music Camp for lower primary school children: Playing rhythms with cups.

Photographer: Kam Li Suang.
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The Weekend Sessions, an online platform for independent music in South East Asia kicked off Cross Border Showcase – their first effort at bridging the musical gap between neighbours – for the very first time, in Penang. They came with a goal to provide two-way exposure. For Southeast Asian bands, Penang, a boutique centre for the arts undergoing an artistic revival seemed like the right place to gain new audiences; and for the monochromatically-attired, beanie-wearing and batik bag-clad audience who came out in the rain, this was a rare opportunity to discover new music from somewhat familiar territories.


Namely, the music of Dirgahayu, Two Million Thanks, Pandai Besi and MonoloQue. Those aren’t words that necessarily make sense, or that can be strung together in one sentence. But, those are the names of four Southeast Asian bands that wowed music lovers on a gloomy Friday evening in the Hin Bus Depot, George Town, Penang.

The Hin Bus Depot was partly enclosed and partly outdoor. The enclosed space served as an art exhibition space, whereas the outdoor enclosure housed pillars that demarcated structures from the past that had been torn down during the depot’s renovation. It was in the furthermost corner of the outdoor enclosure that a performance stage was tucked into. On one side, it was backed by Times Square and Sunway Hotel, and on the other, it was fronted by Kompleks Tun Abdul Razak (KOMTAR). In addition, soon after the gig began, the prying eyes of pajama-clad old uncles and aunties began to peep out from their shop houses, which backed the performance space. The unintentional yet tasteful spatial clash was a wonderful backdrop for the night’s sonic landscape – not quite foreign, not quite local; not quite past, not quite present.

The first band, Dirgahayu’s sound was robust and energetic, punctuated by unexpected transitions. Their progressive riffs and fluctuating rhythms were a good way to get the crowd excited and on their feet. All the way from Thailand, the next band, Two Million Thanks serenaded the crowd with just enough playfulness and warmth in their folksong-influenced vocal introductions to complement their energetic rhythms and beats. These introductions were sung a capella, alternately in parts and in unison. It was unfortunate that evening showers abruptly interrupted their set just as the crowd was almost ready to celebrate the night of Southeast Asian independent music.

There was a brief moment of pandemonium as the rain refused to halt, but the loyal crowd, either hypnotised by the previous two bands, or committed to make the most out of their RM30 entrance fee, waited patiently. In fact, as the rain intensified, the anticipation for the next band too intensified.


When they finally came on stage, Pandai Besi, possibly the highlight of the night, was firstly a nice relief from the all-male lineups of the previous bands. Their entire ensemble consisted of the standard six-piece band, with the addition of a flautist cum trumpeter and two female vocalists that made all the difference. Secondly, their lush sound had hints of Javanese traditional music, namely alternated clapping and gamelan scale-inspired melodies. This was hardly a surprise as the group hailed from Java, and even recorded their debut album at Lokananta Studio, the recording studio which was home to many a great gamelan recording session. Thirdly, they were performers first and foremost, who adapted their surroundings into their performance. For example, it was a nice touch when the vocalists raised their hands, almost in prayer, as they sang quite appropriately, Hujan jangan marah (Oh rain, don’t be angry). A short disclaimer, Pandai Besi is actually a newly formed band which was born out of an experiment by Efek Rumah Kaca, one of the oldest indie rock bands in Indonesia, to reinvent their own music into an edgier, more psychedelic and immense sound.

Pandai Besi seemed like a tough act to follow, but the next band, MonoloQue, an alternative rock band with traditional Malaysian and nusantara influences, were not to be eclipsed. The band lead, Loque, was a Butterfingers guitarist and lead songwriter. MonoloQue began as an outlet for this Berklee College of Music graduate to experiment and expand his own potential. Self-proclaimed to be influenced by early Malaysian pop by the likes of R. Azmi, Saloma and P. Ramlee, MonoloQue quite successfully resolved the archetypal conflict between traditional and contemporary. That night, they wove together rock and roll with Indian-influenced beats, traditional Malay scales, and call and response melodies reminiscent of orang asli rituals. Loque also donned a Malay tanjak (Malay headwear, customarily worn by men for weddings and other ceremonies), perhaps as testimony to these influences.

The concert which was meant to last three-hours, ended up going on into the early hours of the next day. Nevertheless, there were no complaints, just endless curiosity. At the end of the day, the sounds of these bands that fuse present with past, foreign with local, may no longer be novel in the independent music realm, but the coming together of so many Southeast Asian independent sound makers that utilise similar methods is. Whether this musical identity pivot is a growing trend in Southeast Asian indie, or whether it is other influences, sharing music is definitely one platform through which Southeast Asians are able to explore these reasons, and find their feet, together.
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Photo 1 Performance space at the Hin Co. Bus Depot, Penang.

Photographer: Sara Loh.
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Indonesia Menangis, sung by Sherina Munaf (born 1990, Bandung)

Tuhan marah Kan pada k
Sungguh deras curah murka Mu
Kauhempaskan jari M jung Banda
Tercenganglah selurh i

Enghau yang berkiasa
Janganlah marah lagi

Biarkanloh kami

Engha yang pengasih ampuniah dosa

Memang semuain kesalahan kani
Oh Tuhan ampun kani

Oh Tuhan tolonglah hami

OB Tiikaw oo sl

God You are angry with me

Trly Your fury has poured down

Youlashed Your fingers out on the tp of Banda (Aceh)
Astonishingal the world

Youwho are all poverful
Don't be angry agein

Letusbe

You who love, Pardon our sins

Certanly all o his is our it
Oh God forgive us

Oh God help us

Oh God forgive us
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Verse 2 Englih on)
There isa child who is crying where is my mother?
long fo her, 1 can' see her anywhere.

Ieshe s alive where s she?

Whre is my fiher?

Verse 3 (English only)
Our fate depends on Allah. God willng we'l b patient
Yes Allah, ptient, 50 we can be happy again

We ask,ob Allh, that there be no more bloodshed
AN Thae ToIAECa, I St LB Bo DS
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