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THEME III – NEW RESEARCH: REVITALIZING AND C ONSERVING TRADITIONS  
 
 

The theme New Research spans the topics of music and healing, arts education, Thai music, 
and revitalizing and conserving traditions.  Several reports (in the form of short ‘lightning’ papers) on 

activity and progress of on-going field research projects by graduate students as well as full-length papers 
by other scholars are presented to inform the membership of the continuing research efforts by the 
members of this study group.   

An early session in the Symposium opened with a paper and a lightning report on new research. 
Made Mantle Hood presented a paper entitled ‘Towards the Applicability of Musical Terrior to the 
Context of Dwindling Sonic Structures’.  The lightning report was given by Elizabeth Clendinning 

(Emory University, USA) on ‘Innocents Abroad: Edutourism and the Balinese Performing Arts,  while 
a report on Thai music was presented by Bussakorn Binson (Chulalongkorn University, Thailand) on 
‘The Folk Music of Southern Thailand’.  

Additional New Research examined the performing arts and traditional healing. Sarah Anais 
Andrieu (IRASEC, Thailand) spoke on ‘Where is Kala? Few remarks on a contemporary ritual 

performance’. and by Wei Xin-Yi (Thunghai University, Taiwan) speaking on ‘Is this Real? The 

Performing Mechanism of the Healing Ritual “Kisaiiz” of Kavalan tribe in Taiwan’.   
Further new research featured Chow Ow Wei (Universiti Putra Malaysia) speaking on ‘Musical 

Parodies for Everyone? A Hermeneutical Study of the “Listen, Listen, Listen” Phenomenon in Malaysia’. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



PROCEEDINGS OF THE 3rd SYMPOSIUM OF THE ICTM STUDY GROUP ON PERFORMING ARTS OF SOUTHEAST 

ASIA (PASEA) 

224 

BUSSAKORN BINSON 

(Chulalongkorn University, Thailand) 

 

 

THE FOLK MUSICS OF SOUTHERN THAILAND 
(Lightning Paper) 

 

 

 

For  Proceedings published see article 



THE FOLK MUSICS OF SOUTHERN THAILAND 

225 

For  Proceedings published see article 



BUSSAKORN BINSON (Chulalongkorn University, Thailand) 

226 

For  Proceedings published see article 



PROCEEDINGS OF THE 3rd SYMPOSIUM OF THE ICTM STUDY GROUP ON PERFORMING ARTS OF SOUTHEAST 

ASIA (PASEA) 

227 

CHOW OW WEI 
(Universiti Putra Malaysia) 

 

 

MUSICAL PARODIES FOR EVERYONE? A HERMENEUTIC STUDY ON THE ‘LISTEN, 

LISTEN, LISTEN’ PHENOMENON IN MALAYSIA 

(Lightning Paper) 

 

 

Listen, Listen, Listen: Phenomenon and Parody 
 

On 14 January 2013, a video1 depicting a public forum in a Malaysian national university 

unexpectedly went viral over social media2, turning two protagonists, namely Sharifah Zohra Jabeen and 

Bawani KS, into an overnight sensation. The most memorable speech was Sharifah’s lines, ‘Listen! 

Listen! Listen!’ and ‘Let me speak!’ that repeat for a number of times.  Within days, the ‘Listen, Listen, 

Listen’ phenomenon escalated with netizens’ participation3 in producing numerous graphical internet 

memes, parodies as well as parodies of other existing parodied works. One of these creative works was 

a musical parody by Yuri Wong that features an electronic dance beat accompanying a catchphrase, 

“Listen! Listen! When I speak, listen!” Other features are prominent visual loops that depict Sharifah 

seizing Bawani’s microphone, ‘dancing’ with exaggerated body movements and commenting on animal 

problems.  

 

Definition and Framework 

 
A parody refers to ‘the process of recontextualising a target or source text through the 

transformation of its textual (and contextual) elements (Harries, 2000: 6) while ‘a critical distance is 

implied between the backgrounded text being parodied and the new incorporating work, a distance 

usually signalled by irony’ (Hutcheon 1985: 32). French literary theorist Gérard Genette distinguishes a 

parody as a form of hypertextuality when hypertext is alluded, derived or related to an earlier work or 

hypotext (Martin & Ringham, 2006: 99). 

This paper exploits the YouTube online commentary on Yuri Wong Music’s parody video 

“Dance Remix: Listen! Listen! When I Speak, Listen!” as the framework of a hermeneutic study on a 

musical parody in the Internet. The online commentary by netizens serves as the main studied data, while 

an observation of popularity measurement is drawn as well.  

 

The Data 

Video title Dance Remix: Listen! Listen! When I Speak, Listen! 

Uniform resource locator https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xL25dpv_cg0 

Publisher Yuri Wong Music 

Date published 14 January 2013 

Date analysed 24 January 2014 

Time span  376 days 

Duration 122 seconds 

View accumulated 1,384,312 

Subscription accumulated 5,271 

Like accumulated 12,719 

Dislike accumulated 305 

Comment accumulated 3,402 

Table 1: Basic facts and figures (as of GMT+8 15:26, 24 January 2014) 
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Category of Netizen’s Reactions 
Comment 

Count 
Percentage 

Appreciation and amazement over musical or visual creativity, 

overall presentation, view hits and media hype   

1,613 47.4 

Dislike of the video or the producer 9 0.3 

Scrutiny of Sharifah, BN, UMNO or the government; defence 

or sympathy for Bawani 

525 15.4 

Scrutiny of Bawani; defence or sympathy for Sharifah BN, 

UMNO or the government 

27 

 

0.8 

Scrutiny of UUM or students appearing at the forum 113 3.3 

Satirical speculation or parody of Sharifah BN, UMNO, the 

government or netizens who dislike the video 

268 7.9 

Discrimination of race, religion, gender or nationality 47 1.4 

Behaviours of describing audiovisual features without 

commenting, asking questions, giving suggestions, responding 

to other netizens or giving opinions in other contexts 

767 22.5 

Commercials, irrelevant comments or comments not shown 33 1.0 

Total 3,402 100.00 
Table 2: Comment distribution according to netizen’s reactions from 14 January 2014 to 24 January 2014 

 

 

Keywords on Music and Dance Keyword Count 

“remix” 236 

“song”, “lagu” 226 

“Gangnam”, “Psy”, “Listen Style” 118 

“ringtone” 93 

“download” 47 

“dance”, “dancing”, “joget” 46 

“music”, “muzik” 42 

“dubstep” 28 

“lyrics”, “lirik” 20 

“FM” 20 

“DJ” 16 

“MP3” 14 

“parody” 9 

“Beyoncé” 9 

“Skrillex” 8 

“autotune” 7 

“rhythm”, “rentak” 6 

“rhyme” 1 

“chords” 1 

“melody” 1 

“lullaby” 1 

 
Table 3: Counts of selected keywords related to music and dance appearing in the online commentary 

 

Some interesting comments:  

 Yayy, 1 million in 4 days. (lovemama house, 1 year ago) 

 This song is so freaking good it gives me eargasms. (Joseph Voo, 1 year ago) 

 Paling best: Number 1 ark Number 2 ark ark Number 3 ark ark ark (Fizz Zoule, 1 year ago) 

 Chords Cm Bb Ab (Gloson123, 1 year ago) 

 Yuri Wong don't stop making music, “kangkung” and “listen” so fun to hear all the times, thanks. 
(Muhammad Ibrahim, 5 days ago) 

 Compared to the original, this video makes sense! (Huda Diaz, 1 year ago) 

 Seriously this would be 2013 top song. Boleh kalah oppa gangnam style xD (cikcarol, 1 year ago) 
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 Malaysia’s Gangnam Style lol (Lavindra J. Gudy, 1 year ago) 

 Waaooh, nice remix...Well done...very creative!! But u got to be careful, our country don't like 

creative ppl like you... they will halau you keluar... “Pergi....Pergi.... Pergi ke negara lain…!!!  (C 

Jasmin, 1 year ago) 

 Imagine if u ever watch circus… when d clown appear there’s applause… that explains why they 

clap. (Yuki Liow, 1 year ago) 

 Mempersiasuikan UUM. (KL Tan, 1 year ago) 

 Only in Malaysia!!! Malaysia boleh (Kiro Sstar, 1 year ago) 

 Song of the year 2013 <3 but, shame to be Malaysian -.-" (Ken94225, 1 year ago) 

 Kalau tak suka kerajaan malaysia, boleh keluar dari Malaysia. (lol) Kalau tak suka hukum Allah, 

boleh keluar dari bumi milik Allah ni. (said that to our gov.)(hasell usiby, 1 year ago) 

 Hey mr. uploader, i enjoyed listening to yr video sound remix. It's truly an artistic ability from u. no 

disrespect to u o people, plse stop the ad hominem arguments among yrself. just listen to the rhythm 

of the remix, doesn’t it make yr life more enjoyable? (Alcompono S, 1 year ago) 

 

Interpretation 

 
The following statements are the result of data interpretation:   

1. 47.7% of the comments show that netizens who responded to the hypertext appreciated this musical 

parody and felt amazed by the creativity of the producer, the overall video presentation, the view 

hits it received and the media hype it has henceforth created.  

2. 28.8% % of comments are referring to the hypotext. 

3. 23.5% of the comments show mixed and irrelevant reactions towards the hypertext or the hypotext. 

4. In comparison with the excessive use of sound expression (such as “hahaha” or “wakakaka”), 

emoticons, internet slangs (such as “LOL” and “OMG”), the considerably low counts of keyword 

related to music and dance reflects netizens’ relatively low interest in the discussion of music and 

dance. 

5. Only 13,024 (or 0.94%) netizens indicated publicly whether they liked or disliked the video, 

assuming that 1,384,312 netizens have viewed the video once. Among them, 97.7% liked the video.  

6. Only 3,402 (or 0.24%) netizens joined the online commentary and posted their opinions, feelings, 

concerns or simply nonsense on the YouTube page, assuming that each netizen did not write 

multiple comments. 

 

Deriving Questions as Conclusion 

 
Probing the supposed huge number of netizens visiting YouTube daily to access many video 

feeds and make commentary, the attention earned online by this 122-second musical parody has been 

overwhelming. Based on the interpretation, more questions can be derived for further consideration:  

1. Do netizens appreciate a musical parody more when it has socio-political content? 

2. Do netizens appreciate a musical parody more when it gains the status of popularity or fame? 

3. Do netizens appreciate a parody more when it is made musically? 

4. In the digital era, how would the Internet help to multiply the impact of a musical parody? 

5. Do netizens care for the music or dance elements in a musical parody, despite expressing their 

amusement? 

6. How would a musical parody intensify the socio-political engagement of netizens if a 

participatory approach is rendered (despite the apparent commercial values a parody can bring? 

7. Do netizens from Malaysia tend to address their obsession on race, religion, gender and 

nationalities on seeing an event, even though it is out of these contexts? 

8. How possible a musical parody is banned or musicians are persecuted for the ethical reason of 

‘national security concerns’?  

 

These questions are yet to be answered in this study. Netizens may become more radical and 

fearless to question or tell every truth behind issues surrounding them. Their reactions cannot absolutely 

reflect the reality, just as a netizen cannot represent an individual within a community or an institution. 

Therefore, even though the musical parody is well-received, it is still not possible to see if everybody 

within a community or an institution could receive the idea of a musical parody. However, in the 
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hermeneutics of the YouTube comments, crossing over a variety of languages and mindsets between 

netizens unavoidably takes place. If we see the Internet media as a mediasphere of collective ideas, we 

could further explore a society for its openness in receiving questions and opinions, and discover new 

possibilities to intellectually interpret music as humanly organised sound in the digital age without 

restraint. 

 

Endnotes 

 
1 The video was a live recording of Forum Suara Mahasiswa (Forum of the graduates’ voices) 

entitled “Seiringkah Mahasiswa dan Politik?” (Are graduates and politics aligned?), which took place 

on 8 December 2012 at Universiti Utara Malaysia (UUM), Sintok, Kedah. The video was split and 

uploaded in four parts. 
2 1,388,238 views, 12,741 likes, 305 dislikes, 5,751 subscriptions and 3,600 comments as of 19 March 

2014. 
3 At least 20 parody videos were produced. The most prominent examples, being satirical and humorous, 

are Namewee’s “Tokok 009: Listen”, Mat Lufti’s “Parodi Forum Suara Mahasiswa”, which have both 

rocketed over 600,000 views as reported on 18 January 2013 (Netto, 2013), and also a so-called ‘memetic 

video’ (Shifman, 2011: 189–190) that shows Adolf Hitler ranting in the Austrian–German dialect 

juxtaposed with reworked subtitles in the Malay language narrating an imagined state of mind of 

Sharifah’s political leader (N .N., 2013). 

 

References 

 
Harries, D. (2000). Film parody. London: 

British Film Institute.  

 

Hutcheon, L. (1985). A theory of parody: The 

teachings of twentieth-century art forms. New 

York: Methuen. 

 

Martin, B. & Felizitas R. (2006). Key terms in 

semiotics. London & New York: Continuum.  

 

Netto, A. (2013, 18 January). 'Listen! Listen!' 

dance remix surges past 1 million views. 

http://anilnetto.com/society/arts-and-

culture/listen-listen-dance-remix-surges-to-1-

million-views/. Retrieved 23 March 2014.  

 

Shifman, L. (2011). An Anatomy of a YouTube 

meme. New Media and Society. 14 (2): 187–

203. 

 

Videography 
 

Namewee (2013, 15 January). Namewee Tokok 

009: Listen听我说15-01-2013 [video 

presentation]. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Qcd6GkP

M-k. Retrieved 27 Feb 2014. 

 

N. N. (2013, 14 January). Listen! Listen! Listen! 
– Sharifah Zohra Jabeen [live recording]. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cV2-

IrTKt3o. Retrieved 19 March 2014.  

 

N. N. (2013, 15 January). “Listen! Listen! 
Listen! Hitler Version”. [film clip] 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4mx6K32

O6hY. Retrieved 28 September 2014. 

 

Mat Lufthi (2013, 16 January). Parodi Forum 
Suara Mahasiswa [video presentation].  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RCjsMr658

ZQ. Retrieved 27 Feb 2014. 

 

Yuri Wong Music (2013, 14 January). Dance 

Remix: Listen! Listen! When I Speak, Listen! 

[music video]. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xL25dpv_c

g0. Retrieved 19 March 2014. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 



PROCEEDINGS OF THE 3rd SYMPOSIUM OF THE ICTM STUDY GROUP ON PERFORMING ARTS OF SOUTHEAST 

ASIA (PASEA) 

231 

ELIZABETH A. CLENDINNING 
(Wake Forest University, USA) 

 

 

INNOCENTS ABROAD: EDUTOURISM AND THE BALINESE PERFORMING ARTS 
(Lightning Paper) 

 

 

Since the 1970s, a mode of tourism—educational tourism, or edutourism—has emerged in Bali, 

Indonesia, catering specifically to foreign students who wish to come learn the Balinese performing arts, 

primarily gamelan music and dance. Generally more structured than the itineraries of study pursued by 

individual foreign arts researchers, these programs allow students to both immerse themselves in the 

Balinese arts as well as gain a perceived “insider’s” view on Balinese culture.  

This preliminary research report investigates the development and structure of performing arts 

edutourism in Bali. It draws on in-depth observation and interviews with individuals involved with some 

Balinese arts edutourism organizations as well as published statements from others and represents a small 

facet of my ongoing research on transnational pedagogical gamelan communities constructed between 

Indonesia and other nations. Here, following a brief history of Balinese performing arts interest abroad, 

the report contextualizes the history and present diversity of performing arts edutourism in Bali with a 

focus on organized study programs, primarily those oriented towards Western students. Initial 

conclusions suggest that through their studies within Balinese communities, which may include 

performing within those communities, foreign students of the Balinese performing arts are not only able 

to provide economic stimulus but also to contribute culturally both within Balinese communities and 

upon returning home. This research provides a foundation for further analytical studies of musical-

pedagogical choices in teaching the Balinese performing arts and ethnographic studies of individuals 

who work within these edutourism scenes. 

The recent development of formal Balinese performing arts study programs has largely been 

directed towards Western, English-speaking audiences. Although formal Balinese performing arts study 

programs for foreigners are a phenomenon of the last fifty years, artists and scholars have come to the 

island to study for nearly a century. In large part following growing international awareness of Balinese 

culture due to Dutch colonial touristic literature in the 1920s and 1930s, the island became home to 

researchers, artists, and composers such as Jane Belo, Walter Spies, Margaret Mead, Jaap Kunst, and 

Colin McPhee, among many others, whose academic and artistic work inspired subsequent generations 

of Western students. 

Interest in traveling to Indonesia to study gamelan was fueled further by the foundation of 

actively playing gamelan groups around the world. Each country has its own history with gamelan, with 

strong traditions in some nations of Western Europe, in Australia, in Japan, and in North America. In the 

United States, which is currently home to the most gamelans outside of Indonesia, ethnomusicologist 

Mantle Hood who established the first active, performing gamelan ensembles in the United States—

Javanese, Sundanese, and Balinese—at the University of Los Angeles in 1958 and 1959, tying the history 

of gamelan in that country directly to education from the start (Conner, 2011). Similar ensembles were 

founded in academic and non-academic communities across the world, often in partnership with or taught 

by musicians from Indonesia. Today, there are approximately 450 active gamelans in the world outside 

of Indonesia, some 190 of which are Balinese (American Gamelan Institute, 2014). 

Although not all who visit Indonesia to study the performing arts have studied previously in 

their home countries, foreign gamelans frequently provide musicians’ first exposure to this music and 

influence their future pursuit of Indonesian arts study. Hardja Susilo, emeritus professor and 

distinguished instructor of Central Javanese gamelan at the University of Hawaii at Manoa since 1971, 

has described his role in teaching as a “bridge to Java,” his pedagogy and connections preparing 

American students to study further in Indonesia (Harnish, Solís, & Witzleben, 2004). If resident gamelan 

teachers abroad are the “bridge,” then what is it that students find on the other side of this bridge? In 

Bali, where cultural tourism is highly emphasized, it is a diverse set of study opportunities tailored to 

different groups of students’ needs. 

Across Indonesia, non-Indonesian students enrolled at institutions of higher education can 

pursue study of Indonesian performing arts through the Darmasiswa Scholarship. Established in 1974 by 

the Indonesian ministries of Education and Culture and Foreign Affairs, Darmasiswa enrolls students 

directly at institutions of higher education (including ISI-Denpasar), giving them the same classroom 
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experiences as regular Indonesian students for a half or full-year term (Darmasiswa Secretariat, 2013). 

However, many people interested in studying the Balinese performing arts cannot devote months or a 

year abroad to their studies. Personal communications with some students as well as written scholarly 

accounts (Bakan 1999) reveal that many students independently arrange private lessons with music and 

dance teachers across the island. They may stay at instructors’ houses, study according to a mutually-

agreed upon schedule, and pay an agreed-upon amount that might include a monetary fee and also, in 

more established relationships, reciprocal favors over an extended period of time. While this model 

allows students to form close connections with their teachers’ communities and work on their own 

performing skills, it is also limiting; the Balinese performing arts are primarily group endeavors, and 

most single teachers cannot host an entire group themselves, nor can they always place students within 

local groups. Balinese arts group study programs have emerged to fulfill this need. 

The first of these large-scale programs began at Giri Kusuma (Flower Mountain) in Payangan, 

Gianyar, in 1971, coinciding with a general resurgence in tourism following political reformations in 

Bali in the late 1960s. The program was sponsored by the Center for World Music, a San Francisco-

based institution founded by Dr. Robert E. Brown in 1963, and continues to this day. Students in this 

program reside for two or three weeks in housing specially built for them in the village, and take group 

lessons from teachers from across Indonesia, focusing variously on traditional Javanese, Balinese, and 

Sundanese gamelan and dance as well as lessons in theatrical forms and Indonesian language (Center for 

World Music 2014; Flower Mountain 2014).  

Ethnographic observation of other groups and personal communications with their proprietors 

and students yielded similar but distinctive learning configurations. In a program offered by Gamelan 

Çudamani, an internationally renowned performing sanggar (performing arts organization) in 

Pengosekan, Gianyar, students live in a hotel between Pengosekan and Ubud and travel to the Çudamani 

compound each day to study Balinese gamelan or dance, supplemented by study of other Balinese arts 

and field trips to local sites of interest. Other groups, such as Mekar Bhuana and the ISI-Denpasar and 

University of Essex-affiliated Bali Module for the World, offer more custom-tailored and flexible 

programs for individuals and groups focusing on a variety of Balinese performing arts traditions. Finally, 

programs such as Sanggar Manik Galih, founded by I Made Lasmawan in Bangah, Tabanan, integrate 

aspects of all the approaches described above. Lasmawan and his family host individuals and college 

study abroad groups on a flexible schedule, integrating beginners and experienced gamelan players and 

dancers in a variety of individual and group lessons, and performs at local events such as temple 

ceremonies.  

 

 
Plate 1. Foreign Musicians Practice Gender in Bali 

   

Benjamin Brinner and Lisa Gold have posited an ecosystemic model for gamelan interactions; drawing 

on the biological definition of “ecosystem,” they argue that gamelan communities comprise a complex 

interrelated set of organisms—ensembles—inhabiting different musical habitats and filling different 

musical niches (Gold 2013). One could look at study abroad programs in general as fulfilling a certain 

niche within both Balinese and transnational gamelan communities. Additionally, in terms of approach, 

these programs individually provide a wide range of opportunities for foreign students in terms of setting, 
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length and intensity of study, approachability for novice and experienced players, and repertoire taught. 

These different programs thus fulfill different ecological niches based on the needs of their students.  

 

 
Plate 2. Balinese Arts Edutourism Program Comparison 

 

Those who come to study in Bali leave better able to appreciate the Balinese performing arts 

and equipped with new skills to bring to their own artistic communities. In addition, many of these 

Balinese teaching groups have a stated mission to use funds from these study programs to financially 

support their local communities—some examples include Mekar Bhuana’s commitment to preserving 

historic gamelan repertoires and Çudamani’s free lessons for children in Pengosekan. 

Study in some of these programs also affords non-Balinese students the chance to perform their 

new skills within Balinese communities. Once choice venue is at local village temple ceremonies where 

performing serves as an important devotional offering—ngayah. In a practical sense, this situation is 

ideal for such a performance because intention, not perfection, is valued. Beyond giving the students the 

experience of a lifetime, however, these performances also allow them to do something meaningful for 

their Balinese communities. For some students, that final performance in the host community may be 

their last, but for others, it is one more step in their continued study of the Balinese performing arts, a 

development of lifelong musical kinship that positions both foreign students and Balinese locals as a part 

of a larger global village. 

 A “tourist” is often defined as “a person who travels or visits a place for pleasure.” Although 

edutourists certainly fit within this description, performing arts edutourism in Bali allows for much more: 

increased foreign literacy in and patronage of the Balinese performing arts; financial support (not only 

of teachers but also their local communities); and opportunities for students to contribute directly to daily 

life in host communities. As such, these connections through arts education have the potential to continue 

to strengthen the Balinese arts, both in Bali and abroad. 
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MADE MANTLE HOOD 

(Universiti Putra Malaysia) 

 

 
TOWARDS THE APPLICABILITY OF MUSICAL TERROIR TO THE 

CONTEXT OF DWINDLING SONIC STRUCTURES 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Within the discourse of music ecology and sustainability there are arguments for the dynamic 

maintenance of potentially threatened or endangered musical traditions (Titon 2009).  Related to this 

discourse are earlier theories on soundscape design (Schaffer 1977) and more recent re-examinations of 

the importance of musical experience within the traditions of indigenous peoples (Simonett 2014). This 

discourse often combines music terminology with loan words and concepts from the sciences such as 

'sustainable soundscapes, 'sonic environment' and 'musical bio-diversity' among others.  While there are 

limitations to the analogy of ecology (Keogh 2009), this interdisciplinary approach to music studies 

continues to develop with such platforms for debate as Jeff Todd Titon's online music and sustainability 

blog.1 

In 2009, I conducted my own debate with my three brothers in a rugged four-wheel drive jeep 

as we toured Tasmanian wine country.  We were in search of small boutique wineries for their distinct 

flavours and fine bouquet that 'taste of place'.  During our trip we had lengthy conversations over glasses 

of red and white with boutique vineyard wine growers. Repeatedly in our conversations, wine makers 

referred to the term terroir, a French word that refers to the distinct ecological characteristics, the subtle 

but significant variations in location-specific climate, soil, and sunlight, that have a direct affect on 

vineyard production.  

In Plate 1, each label on these bottles of wine represents a specific region and place. The bamboo 

and PVC tubes in the photo below also have labels.  These tubes belong to gamelan instrument makers 

and contain xylophone-like bamboo tuning sticks.  Because Balinese gamelan tunings are not 

standardized, the tuning sticks help instrument makers uphold and maintain the distinct tuning 

characteristics of regional gamelan orchestras.  Both the wine bottles and the bamboo tuning sticks are 

products of artisans who make conscious articulations of difference through clear reference to place and 

origin.  

 

 
Plate 1. 
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While tasting fine Australian wines, my brothers and I learned the term terroir is as much an 

ecological and agricultural approach to growing grapes as it is a wine grower's philosophy.  Terroir 

means 'a sense of place' where a wine's bouquet, body and taste reflect the specific environmental 

conditions where the grapes have grown.  As an 'Old World' philosophy, small vineyard wine growers 

tend to use terroir to position themselves in opposition to 'New World', large-scale industrial wine 

companies.  These companies often bypass the risky, single vineyard approach and source their grapes 

from numerous vineyards.  The result is that regardless of changing environmental or ecological 

conditions, they produce wines that taste the same year after year because they must satisfy the demands 

of the market.  By contrast, terroir wines may not produce as much and vary from year to year, but they 

are valued because they 'taste of place'.   

I found this concept immediately applicable to describe the specific musical environments that 

have nurtured the great diversity of tunings systems in Bali.  Like small vineyards, tuned bronze gongs 

and metallophones are the product of place and that is evident in the bamboo tubes containing the tuning 

pegs.  Specific environmental conditions in the musical evolution of Balinese gamelan, together with an 

unwavering local and inter-regional competitiveness, have yielded a bounty of gamelan orchestras tuned 

to reflect the tastes of diverse communities, regions and even the individual artistry of a long standing 

professional troupe. For example, right down the street from us now at the National Radio Station is 

'Gamelan RRI'.  Its tuning has been broadcast over the airwaves for decades and is immediately 

recognizable to both connoisseur and lay musician alike.  However, like changing aesthetic tastes, 

preferences seem to be shifting and changing. The overly used trope, "No two gamelan are tuned the 

same" may have been true decades ago but today requires a bit of unpacking for it really glosses the 

current ecology of Balinese orchestral tunings.   The conversations I have had with gamelan makers, 

tuners and composers indicate the diversity of Balinese tunings seems to be dwindling. 

In this paper, I explore the applicability of the term terroir to Balinese tuning systems. I do this 

by first examining previous studies of gamelan tunings. Then I will provide a more in depth ecological 

analogy of the terroir concept by discussing its processes and approaches.  Finally, I will introduce three 

individuals: a gamelan maker, a freelance tuner, and a composer.  Each, in this ethnography of 

individuals who are close to the topic of fine tuning instruments, are concerned about gamelan 

consumer's tendency to abandon their existing tunings or worse, are indifferent to the topic of tunings 

altogether.  I am particularly interested in this 'sense of place' in the terroir concept and whether or not 

gamelan troupes are as concerned with how their gamelan is tuned, or more interested in having their 

gamelan conform to mainstream aesthetic tastes, and even diatonically tuned gamelan. 

 

Early Tuning Studies 

 

Early European researchers established the comparative approach to studying musics of the 

'Other' largely through the measurement of intervallic structures and tonal systems. Deemed 

'vergleichende Musikwissenschaft' or 'comparative musicology', it was led by pioneers such as Eric Von 

Hornbostel, Curt Sachs and A. J. Ellis among others (Vetter 1989).  In this early form of 'world music' 

studies, researchers often favoured going into the field, recording exotic instruments, only to return to 

their laboratories in isolation to analyse scales, melodies and tuning systems.  This approach to cross-

cultural research would eventually be enlightened by, and merge with related disciplines such as 

anthropology and sociology to form the interdisciplinary field of ethnomusicology. 

Some of the earliest tuning system ‘species’ captured by early ethnomusicologists on wax 

cylinder recordings were the vibrant diversity of tuned bronze gongs and metallophones from Indonesia.  

Field recordings were analyzed, tested and dissected for their potential clues to solve musical 

evolutionary theories (Hornbostel 1911; Kunst 1936).  These recordings complemented the 'live 

specimen' gamelan orchestras held in captivity in museums such as the Royal Tropical Institute in 

Amsterdam.  Whether recorded or real gamelan instruments, early ethnomusicologists were obsessed 

with the diversity of gamelan tunings.  In subsequent decades there have been studies of the evolution of 

tone systems, such as Roger Vetter's ‘Retrospect on a Century of Gamelan Tone Measurements’, and 

Andy Toth's acoustic and aesthetic study of more than 46 Balinese gamelan orchestras (see Table 1).  

For decades the pursuit of documenting different tuning systems was justified in the literature through 
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the following trope: "no two gamelan are tuned the same".   This may have been true decades ago but 

generalizing about gamelan tunings as 'not the same' begs to be critiqued because glossing gamelan 

tunings as diverse and varied through the above trope does not take into account degrees of similarity or 

'sameness'.  In ethnographic terms 'no two gamelan are tuned the same' does not tell us in ethnographic 

terms what degrees of difference exist and more importantly, the culture-specific meanings ascribed to 

a multiplicity of gamelan tunings.   

My aim in this article is neither to remeasure scales (Toth 1993) nor to further 'redefine' slendro 

or pelog (Hood 1966).  Instead I examine ethnographic data on perceptions of difference as articulated 

by gamelan makers, tuners, practicing musicians and innovative composers.  Each contributes to the 

narrative of diversity that may or may not actually exist when it comes to local, regional and national 

variants of gamelan tunings.  

 

Year  Researcher Topic 

1927 Hornbostel, E. M. Musical Tone Systems 

1944 Bukofzer, M. The Evolution of Javanese Tone-systems 

1963 Jones A. M. Towards an Assessment of the Javanese Pelog 

Scale 

1966 Hood, M. Selendro and Pelog Redefined 

1989 Vetter, R. A Retrospect on a Century of Gamelan Tone 

Measurements 

1990 Schaareman, D. H. The Power of Tones: Relationships Between 

Ritual and Music in Tatulingga, Bali 

1993 Toth, A. Selera Yang Selaras: Papatutan Gong Ditinjau 

dari Segi Akustika dan Estetika 

2013 Kartawan, M. Tuning in Gender Wayang: Voices, Concepts and 

Analysis 

Table 1. Partial summary of principal research on Indonesian tuning systems based on Vetter, 1989 p.220. 

 

Terroir and Tuning Diversity  

 

Balinese approaches to tuning have evolved to reflect this 'sense of place' inherent in the term 

terroir.  Bronze gong and metallophone tuners in Bali do not employ a single standardized intervallic 

system.  Rather there is a diversity of individually tuned gamelan orchestras according to instrument 

makers, individual musicians and specific groups all identified, differentiated and located according to 

place.  And in line with the definition of terroir, and similar to the Australian vineyards I visited, tuning 

identities are formed through association to groups or regions. For example, some orchestras are 

immediately recognizable from their overall sonority and specific tuning.  Those familiar with Balinese 

gamelan who hear a recording of the famous Peliatan semar pagulingan associate it with its village of 

origin. 

 But has the association of place in tunings diminished in recent decades?  The usual Spector of 

expanding modernity may be implicated (Stokes 2004; Appadurai 1996).  Trans-national and locally 

produced popular musics have proliferated since post-New Order media privatization and expansion. 

But modernity alone and popular diatonic musics have not necessarily supplanted the association of 

place in tunings. As will be revealed in this paper, popular gamelan tunings seem to be dominating 

aesthetic preferences as 'musical invasives' and as David Harnish has observed, "...unique tunings have 

consequently disappeared over recent decades" (2005:114).  

 Jeff Todd Titon makes the analogy that, "Music cultures behave as ecosystems".  If tunings are 

disappearing from Bali's ecosystems, is this a step towards the "cultural greyout" Alan Lomax warned 

us about or a natural part of changing aesthetics and preferences in Balinese gamelan evolution?  The 

disappearance of tunings does draw our attention to imbalances in the soundscape.  In order to address 

these imbalances, I interviewed several key informants to get their views on tuning. 
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Three Tuners 

 

The first interview I conducted was with Juniartha, a son of Pak Sukarta of Banjar Tubuh, one 

of the more prolific gamelan forgers from the village of Blahbatu in the district of Gianyar.  In our 

interview, Juniartha implicated both the power relations and culture politics of the Bali Arts Festival as 

one of the contributing factors towards the increasing dominance of saih Badung, a tuning style 

associated with the regency of Badung.  Perhaps not coincidentally, Badung is the seat of Balinese 

government and is the largest benefactor of taxes yielded from tourism.  The popularity of the tuning 

called saih Badung, according to him, standardizes regional tuning variation, and puts pressure on the 

multiplicity of periphery styles to conform to the popularity of a single, dominant tuning.  Its important 

to point out that within the Badung regency itself there exists a diversity of tunings further specified 

through place (Geladag, Pemecutan, Belaluan, etc.):  

 

Whether its a gamelan from Karangasem, Klungkung or Tabanan, the Bali Arts Festival is a 

measurement of popular tunings. Most of the gamelan that appear during the Festival's gong 

kebyar competition are moving towards using a Badung style tuning. Most groups have 

retuned their instruments to saih Badung.  That said, it is normal to have some that are tuned 

a bit lower and with minor variations. But the preference for almost all festival entrants is 

Badung tuning (Juniartha pers comm. 2013).2 

 

Carrying the topic of tuning diversity further, I speculated on a future scenario where all Balinese 

gamelan gong kebyar were tuned the same. Juniartha immediately rejected my menacing but not too far 

fetched proposition that someday all gamelan would share the same generic intervallic pattern glossed 

as Badung style and said, " "kan...hilang jadinya ya?" meaning the diversity of tunings would 'vanish 

and disappear' impliying the eventual extinction of tuning diversity. Juniartha continued, "If all gamelan 

were tuned to saih Badung, people would forget what they have.  Where would that leave Klungkung's 

tuning style or Singaraja's style...they would simply be extinct" (Juniartha pers. comm. 2013).  The 

hypothetical scenario entertained during our casual conversation about the current state of tuning in Bali 

where tuning all gamelan the same would result in a loss of diversity, echoes the reality of terroir 

arguments for a sustainability of musical structures.  

While Juniartha forges gamelan and tunes bronze metal keys, his principal experience draws 

from the art of making instruments, not playing them.  In my next interview, I sought out a professional 

musician who composes and trains musicians in his village of Mengwi.  With years of practical 

experience as a tuner, Wayan Widia runs and operates his boutique tuning and instrument manufacture 

centre from his home office in Br. Guming, Penarungan - Mengwi, Badung.  Unlike Juniartha, Widia 

performs and teaches gamelan but also has a penchant for fine-tuning instruments, both in house, but 

more frequently as a freelance tuner who travels to villages to retune orchestras.  As expected, Widia 

specializes in tuning gamelan in the popular saih Badung style because he comes from the district of 

Badung.  

  However, not everyone appreciates his work.  He related to me a telling anecdote about his first 

encounter with the often tense territorial negotiations that surround many gamelan practitioners who 

debate about how best to safeguard the identity and tonal character of their gamelan.  With almost a 

terroir-like consciousness, Widia related to me how he gained a sense of place in the early 1990s while 

tuning a gamelan in Legian, Kuta in the southern part of the island.  Of particular note in our interview 

was Widia encountering difference and the rejection and resistance he was subjected to while trying to 

impose his saih Bandung style upon a technologically informed customer. 

 

I remember I was tuning gamelan in Legian, Central Kuta for Anak Agung Raka, a talented 

gender player and musician. After I had retuned much of his gamelan, Mr. Agung 

commented, "Why does this not sound like I remember it? When we have someone like this 

comment, its called a complaint. I asked him, "Gung do you remember exactly how the 

gamelan sounded?"  He answered, "I won't be able to answer your question with words". He 

went away and quickly returned with an audio recording of his gamelan. I learned a great 
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lesson that day. I began retuning and carefully produced 'reference keys' (petuding) by 

tuning a single metallophone. Mr. Agung had a machine for measuring frequencies. He said 

stop...stop after I had tuned a few pitches on a metallophone he said, "Stop"! After that, he 

said, "Its a match" and I proceeded to tune the entire orchestra based on the reference keys 

derived from his audio recording.  As tuners, we must consider whether to bring our own 

tuning, or use the existing gamelan as a reference for creating what our client desires (Widia 

pers. comm. 2013). 

 

There were lessons learned for Widia through the rejection of his initial attempts at tuning the Kuta 

gamelan.  These include gaining an awareness of styles beyond his own to include the myriad of regional 

variations.  Widia's customer inadvertently also taught him the importance of referencing the tuning of 

existing instruments and any available sound recordings as a resource for maintaining an orchestra's 

deretan nada or particular intervallic tuning structure.  Through this experience Widia has become 

extremely conscious of how to uphold, maintain and preserve regional tuning styles should this be the 

desire of his customers.  Often customers of gamelan tuning are more or less indifferent to the fine 

details and subtle nuances surrounding their gamelan's particular deretan nada.  In these instances Widia 

attempts to replicate an orchestras tuning to the best of his ability. 

But within the generic 'saih Badung' designation there are multiple permutations that also 

contribute to tuning diversity. Both Belaluan and Geladag are easily distinguishable for their orchestra's 

tuning and overall sonority, which includes timbre, tone colour, unique bronze metal mixture which add 

to the complexity of individual gamelan 'vocality'.  Both these gamelan have been active for the better 

part of the 20th century and have undergone several tuning phases in the history of their orchestras.   

Do well known tunings stay the same or change over the years? According to Widia, they most 

certainly change subtlely with each phase of tuning.  Widia is of the opinion that generational tastes 

differ and this allows for tunings to be modified suiting the differing tastes of generations. He mentions 

few musicians can maintain the integrity of an entire orchestra and all its intervallic relations by ear 

alone.  Therefore the 'deretan nada' or intervallic structure may change over time.  Therefore it is 

important to note the degree to which the identity of deretan nada can be preserved over the years.  

Not all musicians are interested in the discourse of sustainability and preservation when it 

comes to tuning systems.  In my last interview I talked with Dewa Alit from Pengosekan village, a 

composer in demand as much in his native island as he is abroad.  Teaching and performing gamelan in 

Japan, the USA, Australia and Malaysia among other countries, he advocates for gamelan groups to 

make an informed choice when considering the manufacturing, construction and tuning of an orchestra.  

He feels creativity is an important part of the planning stages in gamelan creation.  As Dewa Alit 

explains, it is important not to just limit choice to standard examples of tunings that already exist and 

carry sonic associations to groups, places and regions:   

 

If we talk about selecting tuning systems, How do we choose one? We cannot just say, "This 

is my choice...that's his preference". The reality today is most gamelan groups choose to 

emulate existing tunings and inturn replicated tunings from prominent gamelan such as 

Cudamani or Kaliugu. There is also a sense of limited choice of instrument tuner and maker 

because its either Sukerta or Pak Beratha that makes the gamelan. This in itself may be 

considered a kind of standardization. This is certainly the case with earlier kebyar tunings 

where people would differentiate between gamelan tunings according to place and say this 

is Geladag's tuning, this is Peliatan or Belaluan among others. Its for this reason I took on 

the challenge to innovate new tunings for my gamelan compositions. Not only to enrich the 

sound pallette...but indeed to seek out a gamelan's essence. What is its essence?  Its 

Sonority!! (Dewa Alit pers. comm. 2013). 

 

According Dewa Alit, when considering tuning diversity, it is just as important to consider creative 

innovation, as it is dynamic preservation.  His own private orchestra named Salukat represents 

innovations with new sonorities, new scales, that even challenge the paired tuning system called 

ngumbang/ngisep that creates the shimmering, vibrato-like sonority of Balinese gamelan.  By 
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acknowledging innovation in tuning, Dewa Alit resists saih Badung as a totalizing form and 

problematizes the binary between centre and periphery tuning styles.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Bali's diversity of tuning systems constitutes an articulation of difference among today's 

increasingly homogenized urban soundscapes. Because gamelan orchestras evoke their terroir 'sense of 

place' through orchestral specific tunings, those groups with tuning systems endangered by the 

popularity of more dominant forms may benefit from cultivating an awareness of their sonic 

individuality and consequently nurture what they have and contribute towards musical sustainability. 

The bamboo tubes in Figure 1 above are labelled with place names such as Br. Puseh, Geladag, Intaran 

and Mas.  The tubes contain tuning sticks that help gamelan makers remember specific intervallic 

relationships in the fine-tuning of gongs and metallophones.  In this way, each tube symbolizes a system 

within itself, just as viable and relevant as its neighbour, who employs its own intervallic arrangement.  

As gamelan tuners continue to employ tuning pegs they contribute to the dynamic preservation and 

innovation of tunings by referencing the particular musical terroir of Balinese soundscapes.   

 

Endnotes 

 
1 http://sustainablemusic.blogspot.com accessed September 12th 2014. 
2 Walaupun di Karangasem, Klungkung, atau Tabanan, kalau biasanya kan PKB adalah ukuran [saih] gamelan. 

Kalau festival gong kebyarnya kebanyakan [saih] gamelan sekarang sudah menuju ke saih Badung yang pentas 

seperti itu. Kebanyakan sudah ke saih Badung yang misalnya lebih rendah lagi pengumbang biasa. Tetapi sudah 

hampir-hampir semua ke saih Badung seleranya. 
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WHERE IS KALA? 

FEW REMARKS ON A CONTEMPORARY RITUAL PERFORMANCE 
 

 

During the most intensive period on my fieldwork about wayang golek in Sunda (2006-2009), I was 

never able to observe ruatan. Only once, in the regency of Subang, a Cirebonese puppeteer performed a 

ruatan with wayang kulit Cirebon. And suddenly, back on the fieldwork in 2010, I was able to follow 

six of these rituals… So what happened? And where was Kala? 

Wayang golek is a rod puppet theater, deriving from javanese wayang kulit (shadow puppets 

made of leather). Wayang golek is mainly played in the Western part of Java island, known as Sunda. It 

is performed by a single dalang (puppeteer) playing the wayang (puppets). He is accompanied by sinden 

(female singers) and nayaga (musicians), playing on a gamelan (mainly percussive collective 

instrument). The group is completed by peralatan (technicians) who carry and set the gamelan and the 

sound system. The audience participates actively and is large, never limited in age, sex or social status. 

A wayang golek performance usually starts at 8.00 in the evening and lasts until 3.00 or 4.00 in the 

morning (it used to last until dawn). The classical repertoire borrows episodes (lakon) from the great 

Indian epics of Ramayana and Mahabharata (more or less derived) as well as from the local cycle of 

Babad Lokapala. They are performed in Sundanese and Kawi (old Javanese). Wayang golek is generally 

played for life-cycle events celebrations (wedding, circumcision), large scale public and political events 

as well as for rituals such as propitiatory events and… ruatan.  

 

What is Ruatan? 
 

Ruatan is thus a particular wayang golek performance. It is shorter in duration (four hours in 

general) and starts usually at 1.00 in the morning, at the hour when Batara Kala is supposed to be hunting. 

Ruatan is generally performed after a regular wayang golek performance (that lasts between 8.00 pm – 

01.00 am). The lakon Murwa Kala tells the story of Batara Guru’s (Shiva) son Batara Kala, who was 

born from the spilt seed of the god that fell in the ocean. Discovering his appetite for human flesh, Batara 

Kala comes to his father in order to ask for his permission to eat humans. Batara Kala receives a list of 

allowed victims and a weapon to kill them, the machete Simantawa. Nonetheless, Batara Guru sends god 

Vishnu down to earth as dalang (puppeteer) Kanda Buana in order to protect and “ngaruat” the people 

threatened by Batara Kala through a wayang performance. Disarming the malevolent god and giving him 

food and the means to produce more of it through the multiples offerings present on the stage, Vishnu is 

one more time re-balancing the world. 

A performance of wayang golek ruatan is thus a ritual in itself, aimed at purifying or 

strengthening a person or a place that would otherwise fall under one of the five following configurations 

and hence become threatened or potential victims by Kala (mapag Kala) (Foley, 1984):  

 

1. Configuration of children in a family 

2. Conditions surrounding the individual’s birth 

3. Conditions resulting from breaking taboo (pamali) 

4. Conditions establishing a new endeavor 

5. Individual’s misconduct 

 

Nowadays, it is more often performed in a preventive way, and it is still supposed to protect 

every person present in the audience. There were times when leaving a ruatan performance before the 

end would be considered as extremely dangerous since Batara Kala is prowling around the stage. 

Ruatan performance is particularly focused on the specific role of the dalang, along with the 

story within the story about God Vishnu becoming dalang Kanda Buana. The genealogy of the dalang 

is essential: the puppeteer has to be from a dalang descent. In certain areas of Java, he has to prove seven 
generations of dalang at least (Headley, 2000). He uses a sacred keris (dagger) and turns the water form 

seven different sources into holy water that will be used for bathing or even drinking by the person 
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concerned by the ruatan. For this, the dalang must pronounce four or five (depending on the dalang) 

specific invocations or mantras (Kidung) he reads from a book handed down from his master puppeteer.  

The dalang is seen as a mediator between the seen and the unseen world, and as such, his prestige 

is on top as well as is the risk of accident if something goes wrong during the performance. The price for 

such a ritual performance is out of value, as rich entrepreneurs would pay until half a billion rupiahs for 

it in 2012 (about 50.000 USD at that time). Sponsors include individuals and communities, families who 

want to protect their children before marriage or circumcision, businessmen and head of religious 

communities. 

 

 

 A ruatan performance requires complex offerings, including a complete set of food, clothes, 

cooking and farming tools for the final “domestication” of Batara Kala by the dalang. As for non-ritual 

wayang golek, the important thing is not only the story performed or the textual message delivered by 

the puppeteer, but the way it is performed is also expressing and addressing the participants in their outer 

and inner selves (lahir batin), according to Sundanese definition of the human being and worldly 

perception (Zanten, 1997). 

 

Water, everywhere: Rebutan or not Rebutan? 

 

Water is the physical center of ruatan as it concentrates the power expressed by the different 

Kidung or mantras. The ritual assumes that this water has to be from seven different sources. A 

jajambaran (clay pot) of water is situated close to the dalang on the stage, under the banana logs where 

the dalang fixes wayang during the performance. This water, mixed with seven different flowers, is 

going to be used by the person for whom the ritual is performed and eventually his/her family. It is the 
closest to incense too, and the dalang puts the keris inside when it is not on the wayang stage. A big 

barrel is set in front of the stage with the same water. This is meant for public use and the audience will 

For  Proceedings published see plates 
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get closer and try to get few drops or a full bottle as soon as the performance is over. This water used to 

be used for drinking and bathing, but nowadays dalang advise the population not to drink it anymore, 

for health reason. In 2012, one of the seven sources’ water smelled so bad and the dalang decided to look 

for another one rather than adding it to the general container. Finally, people from the audience as well 

as from the wayang group like to put mineral water bottles on the stage next to the dalang. They put their 

names on it and open the cap in order to let sacredness fill them through the mediation of the dalang 

invocations and incense that burns continually. 

Rebutan is an act of struggle and dissemination, where one tries to grab some of the benefit of 

the event. It echoes fertility rituals and seems to constitute the dark side of the coin of the polite and 

ordered slametan ritual (also called syukuran in Sunda). Rebutan was ritually repressed during New 

Order era (1967-1998) (Pemberton, 1994). 

 

On 3 December 2010, in Purwakarta regency, I witnessed a ruatan performed during the day for 

a bride who was about to get married the same day. During the last Kidung (Kidung Panundung), as 

Batara Kala is satisfied and ready to leave the stage by getting wrapped in a white cloth, the audience 

was ready for the rebutan that consists in getting some holy water and grabbing some of the offerings 

hanging around the stage. However, there are strict rules concerning the very moment the rebutan is 

allowed and members of the wayang group had to retain people from the audience from climbing onto 

the stage. As the tension increased while the dalang was finishing the last mantra, musicians gathered 

around him. People from the audience asked for water from under the banana log, as the bride was 

installed in front of the big container, dressed in red. Finally, as the audience jumped on the stage and 

literally ripped of the hanging offering, the bride was given the holy water. After she was bathed with it 

by an elder woman, everyone else could access the barrel freely. Members of the audience then tried to 

wash their face or get a glass or a bottle of the precious liquid, in a loud atmosphere.  

Two years after, I observed two other ruatan, one hold for a successful entrepreneur in Jakarta, 

the other for the leader of a marginal religious community in Sukabumi regency. For both of these 

occasions, offerings were displayed on the stage, next and in front of the banana log. On the end, no one 

tried to get the offerings except the family of the dalang. In Jakarta, the participants queued politely with 

empty bottles in order next to the big container where the sister of the dalang would fill them one by 

one. In Sukabumi, the holy water was guarded by watchers in combat trousers and again, participants 

would queue in order to get some water.  The ritual seemed to have been domesticated, just as Batara 

Kala did few minutes before. 
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Interpretations and Contemporary Interrogations 

  

When asked about ruatan, dalang tend to give three complementary interpretations: 

- Ruatan is a mean to distinguish what is right (benar) from what is bad (salah) and doing so, to 

distinguish humans from jinns (according to Muslim vocabulary). 

- People, and especially leaders, have to be conscious of their own place and role in the world (and in 

regards to God) and in the society. For this reason, they should refrain to be pretentious (sombong), as 

ruatan reminds us that Batara Kala will come anyway. The terrible god is actually embodying the time 

threatening everyone. (Basset, 2011) 

- Ruatan is the essence of wayang golek, the oldest practice. For this reason it should remain fixed, the 

same as “dulu” (before). In this sense, ruatan provides a perspective on tradition and cultural heritage in 

a changing context, or how to bring the past into the present. 

 Although many political, religious and aesthetics interrogations revolve around wayang golek 
ruatan in Sunda, no one actually seems to be questioning its efficacy for the participating people. Indeed, 

the general setting of the performance is changing, as ruatan can be played during day time or in the 

early evening (as observed between 2010 and 2014). Some dalang also like to introduce the performance 

by the Maktal character scene that is emblematic of the regular wayang golek performance but used to 

be absent from ruatan. Maktal is a dancing character that represents the dalang himself and introduces 

him as well as displays his manipulation skills.  

Islam is predominant in the Sundanese region since the 17th century, but ruatan has been 

questioned in its relation only in recent years. Kidung are nowadays pronounced in Arabic, in addition 

to traditional Jangjawokan and Kawi. Usually understood as a mantra or invocation, many dalang speak 

nowadays about Kidung in terms of prayers (do’a) or in pronouncing the ninety-nine names of God 

(Allah). The use of the ritual keris as such is questioned, as religious ustad (religion masters) are afraid 

that the population will believe in the keris’ power rather in God’s power. Finally, ruatan displays new 

techniques of power, as a new meta-discourse is now also legitimating the practice in terms of heritage 

and cultural identity. 

 

Ruatan as the Source: from Social Adaptation to Innovation  
  

I have argued somewhere else that wayang golek can be considered as the missing link between 

the Hindu Pajajaran kingdom and the Islamized Sundanese society while recovering from Javanese 

domination during Dutch colonisation (Andrieu 2014). Following a similar search for continuity, wayang 

golek ruatan as such was part of the modernization process in Indonesia during the 1960s and 1970s, as 

it was performed frequently before the opening of new factories in the industrial suburbs of Bandung 

(Foley, K., Abah Sunarya, & Gamelan Giri Harja I, 2001 and Andrieu, 2014). In the 2010s, ruatan can 

be seen as a way to answer and deal with globalization, facing world crises such as the 2008 financial 

etc. In October 2013, an article in Kabar Priangan, a local newspaper, mentions a ruatan performance 

held for the new office of the Regent of Tasikmalaya (West Java), in order to protect the local civil 

servants from magic and evil forces that would drive them into corruption, collusion and nepotism.  

Always, the emphasis is put on continuity and doing so, on the renewed valorization of 

“Sundanity”. The latter can be seen as parallel to the decentralization process at stake in Indonesia since 

1998 and the development of regional television and radio channels. The valorization of Sundanity can 

also be considered as a cultural revival: indeed, in the past four years you can find traditional clothes 

(pangsih), headdress (iket), symbolic weapons (kujang) and bamboo objects considered as authentically 

Sundanese everywhere in the street of Bandung and its periphery. I also argue that the different taboos 

and adventures told in Murwa Kala actually represent a description as well as a prescription of social 

Sundanese rules as well as everyday life guidelines in a historically dominantly agricultural society such 

as ways of growing rice, building houses etc. 

 Finally, ruatan is regarded as a source for inspiration for the creation of new plots and as 

increasing efficacy and power. In Batara Kala Gugat (Batara Kala complains), a lakon created in the 

2000s and commercialized in 2007 as a set of four audio cassette tapes by Panama Production in 

Bandung, superstar dalang Asep Sunandar Sunarya depicts the Gods as worried and upset for the 

mankind, as humans are the cause for natural disasters, corruption and individualism. Batara Guru is 
looking for a solution, when his son Batara Kala arrives and suggests: 
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« Kumaha upami ijinan ayeuna mah Ala ngahakan jalema ? Moal anu saroleh, moal 

nu jarujur, menta nu baredegong wae… arek dihakan ku Ala… » 
 “And what if you allow me to eat people now? Not the good ones, not the honest 

ones, I just ask for the naughty ones… I will eat them…” 

 

Referring explicitly to the lakon Murwa Kala and the ruatan at an earlier time, be it in Batara Kala’s life 

or in social Sundanese life, Batara Guru declines Batara Kala’s offer, since only God (Allah) has the 

right to judge humans. One more time, ruatan and wayang golek performers prove their ability to adapt 

to changing contexts and keep control over their practice, which allows them to remain efficient and 

powerful, within the Sundanese context at least. 

 

B. Guru  Cing ingat. Ama geus nurunkeun dalang Kandabuana baheula 
nyaritakeun pagelaran wayang.  
Kala  Ya!  

B. Guru  Dina eta jero pawayangan teh aya jelma nu pangjehatna Dasamuka 
[another name for Rahwana in the Ramayana epics].  
Kala  Ya.  

B. Guru  Maling pamajikan Batara Rama. Eta nu lalajo nepi ka keseleun 
nempo Dasamuka kalakuanana… malahan nu lalajo hayang ngaduruk kana eta 
Rahwana. Padahal aing dalangna mah kapankalakah dicat deui dicat deui […]. 

Malahan dimana dipaling wayangna oge moal teu ngamuk eta dalang. Jadi ku 
Pangeran geus disediakeun hade jeung goreng teh geus diayakeun. Urang teu perlu 
benci tapi eta teh eunteung cermin pikeun urang sararea supaya urang ulah kitu.  
B. Guru: Remember. I, your father, already asked dalang Kanda Buana to go 

down to Earth a long time ago for telling the wayang performance. 

B. Kala:  Yes! 

B. Guru: Within the art of wayang, the most evil character is Dasamuka. 

B. Kala: Yes. 

B. Guru: He abducted Batara Rama’s wife. The people watching are so 

irritated to see Dasamuka’s behavior... until the audience want to burn Rahwana. But 

nevertheless, as dalang, I paint it anew sometimes. […] Whatever is the wayang [the 

puppet], the dalang is not angry. Thus the Lord (God) has already anticipated, good 

and evil already exist. We don’t need to hate, but it becomes a mirror for everyone, 

so that we don’t behave like this. 

  
So where was Kala all this time? Is Batara Kala back in Sunda now? I would rather think that he never 

left. 
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ABSTRACTS 
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1. Chiara Formichi  “Performing Religion: Commemorating the Family of the Prophet in Java and 

Sumatra” 

 

The presentation will illustrate different forms of Islamic ritual performances dedicated to ʿĀshūrāʾ, the 

commemoration of the martyrdom of Husayn (grandson of Prophet Muhammad), in Java and Sumatra. 

Identifying three different waves of transnational influence, the paper will investigate how 

performers/religious practitioners have first embodied and now explained these multiple trends. Yemenis 

and Persians were amongst the first and most assiduous traders to reach Sumatra and Java in the 9-13th 

centuries (and beyond); it is well established that what started as commercial connections rapidly evolved 

into religious and cultural exchanges, also affecting ritual practices. I here focus on one specific aspect 

of this transmission, that which helped the diffusion of pre-sectarian devotion towards the ahl al-bayt - 
i.e. the immediate family of Prophet Muhammad - and its subsequent transformations. We see evidence 

of this in prayers, manuscripts, and local traditions across the archipelago, paintings, batik motives, 

keraton culture in Java, etc. In the 18th century piety for the “people of the house”, and more specifically 

ritual performances marking the period of  ʿĀshūrāʾ, were imported to Sumatra (Aceh, Pariaman, 

Bengkulu) by South Asian sepoy soldiers and convicts, under the brief era of British rule there. The 

drums, hymns, and performative structure that is still today revived in Pariaman and Bengkulu as tabot 
or tabuik find in fact their roots in North India. Lastly, in the past decade, the archipelago has experienced 

a rise in commemorative events for ʿĀshūrāʾ inspired by rituals developed in the greater middle eastern 

region, and more specifically Iran; we see this emerging, for example, under the form of the tazieh, a 

Farsi musical and theatrical act re-enacting the martyrdom of Husayn. The presentation will include 

audio-visual material, and will conclude with a reflection on the relation between “local traditions” and 

religion, as well as the process of re-inventing traditions. 

 

2. Shahanum Md. Shah & Hamzah Abd Hamid  “The Malay Gamelan: Alternative Interpretations 

of its Music” 
 

During the time the Malay gamelan was in the purview of the royal court in Terengganu, it has been 

reported that at least 95 compositions for the gamelan was produced (Harun & Siti Zainon, 1986). It is 

difficult, if not impossible though, to determine the actual composers for each one of the music, and the 

origins of those that may be derivatives from the Indonesian repertoire.  In adition, as the gamelan is, by 

nature, an oral tradition whereby the transfer of skills and knowledge was carried out orally within the 

community of musicians, the possibility of there being different stylistic interpretations of the repertoire 

would be expected. Today, there seem to be  a general concensus on how Malay gamelan repertoire is 

played, not only in how each instrument functions within the ensemble but also in terms of stylistic 

interpretation. However, based on selected writings, documents, audio visual recordings of gamelan 

performances obtained, alternative interpretations of playing the Malay gamelan which is not widely 

known appears to exist. This is further supported by the personal experience of one of the researchers 

who learned to play the Malay gamelan from the elder generation who were part of the royal court 

musicians, the late Abdul Jabar bin Abdullah (Pak Bor) as well as the late H.E. Tengku Hilmi Tengku 

Abdul Halim, grandson of Sultan Sulaiman Badrul Alam Shah and Tengku Ampuan Mariam, two 

prominent patrons of the Malay gamelan in Terengganu. This study will discuss the alternative 

interpretations of playing the Malay gamelan according to the different sources by comparing them with 

the interpretation that is commonly heard today. 

 

3. Andrew Terwilliger  “Case Studies in Political Re-tunings: Negotiating Nationality and 

Ethnicity in Performances Abroad” 

 

This paper analyzes the ways in which traditional musicians choose to represent themselves as they 

perform abroad. I first examine the problematic issues of nationalism and ethnicity.  I develop a situation-
dependent framework for negotiating identity using my data collected from my fieldwork with 

Taiwanese musicians in Europe. I propose that identity is an ever-shifting concept, which is chosen to 

adapt to one’s environment. More specifically, I posit that musicians navigate their politically 
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complicated positions by expanding and contracting the scope of their identities to accord with their 

situations.  I then present three case studies: (1) a Chinese orchestra touring Europe, (2) a zhongruan (a 

Chinese lute) player sharing the stage with a sitar player in the UK, and (3) a dizi (bamboo flute) player 

in a rock band in Germany.  I will then expand this theory to performances by traditional Indonesian 

musicians in the United States, exploring the ways that Indonesia’s more complex political and cultural 

divides were negotiated and manipulated. The diversity of these case studies allows me to vividly 

illustrate the applications of the ways musicians in all diasporas choose to shift the scope of their 

identities in accordance with the pressures of their performance environments. 

 

4. Thaneerat Jatuthasri  “Keris Dances in Inao, the Thai Panji Story: The Transformation of 

Javanese and Malay Tradition Into Thai Court Dance Drama” 

 

Thai court dance drama or Lakhon Nai was developed around the eighteenth century. The popular 

repertoire for Lakhon Nai is the story of Inao derived from Javanese and Malay Panji stories. Inao, 

composed by King Rama II (1809-1824), is the most well-known version that has been used to perform 

Lakhon Nai to this day. In composing Inao and producing the performance, King Rama II uses many 

techniques to transform the Panji stories including Javanese and Malay culture so that they are 

appropriate to be performed in Lakhon Nai. The keris dances in Inao are outstanding examples of the 

transformation of Javanese and Malay tradition into Thai context. The use of keris and the keris dances 

are from Javanese and Malay traditions which are generally presented in the Panji stories. Inao preserves 

the tradition and presents the keris dances in various scenes. This paper aims to examine how the keris 
dances in Inao are presented and transformed from Javanese and Malay tradition. The paper suggests 

that the choreography, music, and scenes of the keris dances in Inao are transformed to serve Lakhon Nai’s 

tradition. The choreography of the dances combines Thai court dance style and Javanese and Malay 

dance techniques. The dances are accompanied by the classical Thai ensemble mixed with Javanese and 

Malay music instruments.  Some scenes of the keris dances in Inao are unique from those in Javanese 

and Malay tradition, such as the scene that the hero radiates his keris to attract the heroine and the scene 

that the hero uses his keris to cut a flower for the heroine. The romanticization of these keris dance scenes 

might be Thai creations. The keris dances in Inao indicate the influence of Javanese and Malay culture 

on Thai court arts as well as the ability of Thai poets and artists in transforming foreign culture to suit 

Thai tradition. 

 

5. I Made Lasmawan  “Sanggar Manik Galih” 

 

With a multi-purpose goal of positively contributing to the village and community of Bangah di Baturiti 

while developing a community of international musicians and dancers with intercultural perspectives in 

the United States, SanggarManikGalih houses a transnational community of musicians and dancers. This 

paper traces the creation, development, founding, and philosophy of SanggarManikGalih, examining the 

reasoning behind its creation and the realization of the sanggar in its varied forms. From its localized 

influence in a small Balinese village, to the sanggar’s representation of Balinese culture and community 

in the US, this paper addresses the immediate and important impact on Bangah di Baturiti, the 

development of a Balinese community group in the US, and the inherent link between both worlds. 

 

6. I Putu Hiranmayena  “Diasporic Offspring: Second Generation Balinese Musicians in the 

United States and the Impact of Interculturalism on the Children of Bangah” 

 

Building on the formation of SanggarManiGalih, this paper examines how transnational identities are 

experienced through second-generation Balinese musicians in the United States. Drawing closely on my 

personal experiences, as well as those of my brothers and the second-generation diasporic gamelan 

community at large, I relate the practice of lineage, the creation of community, and the impact of heritage 

to the meaning and impact of the sanggar. In doing so, I will examine the role of the children’s gamelan 

in Bangah and the establishment of next-generation village identities for the developing gamelan 

community. While analyzing the hierarchy already set among the village children in Bangah, I will 

address the role of Balinese children who grew up in diasporic communities, thereby elaborating on the 
notion of cross cultural exchange in similar traditions. Furthermore, this paper looks at the way village 

children in Bangah perceive and relate to second-generation diasporic Balinese children, and the way 
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both groups interpret and adapt to different learning devices. 

 

7. Elizabeth Mclean Macy  “Communitas, Kinship, and Lineage in SanggarManikGalih” 

 

In summer 2011, with Pak I Made Lasmawan, I team-taught a course on the arts and culture of Bali, on 

location in Bali, Indonesia. Our eleven students from Colorado College were thrust into a community of 

musicians and dancers from the village of Bangah di Baturiti, alongside students and scholars from 

around the US and the UK. Mirroring my own experience from summer 1997 (when I, too, was first 

immersed into Balinese music, culture, religion, and village life as a student of Pak Lasmawan), my 

students’ first-hand experiences of Balinese life were highlighted by the simultaneous founding of 

SanggarManikGalih. Through rehearsals, performances, temple ceremonies, and informal evening 

gatherings, a sense of communitas was created. This paper traces the development of an intercultural and 

transnational community of musicians and dancers fostered by the formation of SanggarManikGalih. 

Addressing how students, scholars, and cultural tourists from the US and the UK embrace and adapt to 

Balinese culture both in Bali and at home as members of the sanggar, I examine the formation of kinship 

and lineage for non-Balinese performers of gamelan and dance. Moreover, I explore the importance of a 

“Balinese” identity for Western practitioners associated with both Pak Lasmawan and 

SanggarManikGalih. 

 

8. Khanithep Pitupumnak  “A Meta-study of Lanna Music Knowledge” 

 

Lanna state - including the Kingdom of Chiang Mai, Principalities of Lampang, Lampoon, Nan, and Prae 

- was an old kingdom centered in Chiang Mai, a province in present-day northern Thailand, from the 

13th to 18th centuries. Although the state has been part of the Kingdom of Thailand, Lanna people still 

maintain their unique culture including Lanna music today. Many research papers concerning Lanna 

music such as historical studies, biographies of masters and musicians, musical performances and so on, 

have been written. The aim of this paper is to analyze Lanna musical knowledge from these research 

studies. The analysis can reveal an overview of Lanna musical knowledge, show the current 

understanding of Lanna music, and assist researchers to explore differences and similarities across 

settings, and identify gaps and areas of ambiguity regarding specific issues (Hannes & Lockwood, 2012). 

Thirty-four selected qualitative research papers studied in Thailand have been chosen. After reviewing 

those research studies, five issues relating to Lanna music will be analyzed: a history of Lanna music; 

characters and categories (musical instruments, ensembles, practice, beliefs); existence and functions 

(musicians, functions in traditional ceremonies, and functions as cultural identification); transition of 

Lanna music; and changes in Lanna music. Content analysis approach will be employed to study the 

content of Lanna music.  

 

9. Fredeliza Campos  “The Organology of Early Philippine Musical Instruments from the 

Collections of the Field Museum of Natural History” 

 

This paper presents the preliminary results on the study of over 340 musical instruments from the 

Philippines stored at the Field Museum of Natural History in Chicago, USA. The assemblage is among 

the earliest and largest collection of Philippine musical instruments available for detailed study and 

analysis. A comprehensive survey of museum materials from this period has never before been 

undertaken. The paper compares this collection with the distributional maps of Maceda and others, as 

well as the literature on performance, to demonstrate how analytic conclusions from organology can feed 

into the broader cultural history of the Philippines. 
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               Presentation for the 2016 PASEA Symposium by Bussakorn Binson for Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok 

The ICTM Secretary General, Svanibor 

Pettan of University of Ljubljana 

(Slovenia), informs the members about 

the ICTM world conference to be held at 

Astana, Kazakhstan in July 2015. 
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