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LECTURE-RECITAL: POPULARITY AND CULTURAL SENSE 

 

WHO IS A MALAYSIAN COMPOSER: MOVING TOWARD A MALAYSIAN IDENTITY  

IN MUSIC 

 

Jotsna Nithyanandan Prakash 

The Temple of Fine Arts, Malaysia 

 

In Malaysia, music generally falls under the category of classical and folk, based on the Indian, Chinese or 

Malay ethnicity, and then there is syncretic, popular and contemporary art music. As a composer, I have 

found it difficult to place my work into any of these categories simply because I feel some of them are, 

ethnically divisive, or just that my music does not quite comply with the given definition of that particular 

genre. In my readings the only category I found that was somewhat fitting was “Contemporary Art Music” 

as written by Matusky and Tan in Music of Malaysia (2004). 

 As a practicing composer in Malaysia I feel that this definition is lesser known amongst art 

practitioners and audiences, therefore it does little to set us apart from the many other experimental fusion 

works that exist in the world today. Of course, it must be acknowledged that Malaysia’s multi-ethnic 

community maintains a diversity of artistic traditions that interact, and yet remain tangential to one another. 

Therefore, to define an integrated Malaysian culture is not easy. It is made even more difficult when various 

politically motivated cultural policies are put in place in the name of racial integration but end up debunking 

that very notion in its implementation 

 

Literature 

 

My topic is supported by literature that I have come across during my readings and these are some that I 

would like to highlight. 

 In Benedict Anderson’s book, Imagined Communities (2006), the contention that a nation is 

“imagined” does not mean that a nation is false, unreal or to be distinguished from “true” (unimagined) 

communities. Rather Anderson is proposing that a nation is constructed from popular processes through 

which residents share nationality in common. This understanding, according to Anderson, both shapes and 

is shaped by political and cultural institutions. This occurs as people “imagine” they share general beliefs, 

attitudes and recognise a collective national populace as having similar opinions and sentiments to their own. 

Blacking & Bryon (1995) state that ambiguous interpretations of musical signs are probably the most potent 

sources of musical innovation and change: that is, when one’s social circumstances encourage the 

development of the idiosyncratic, rather than culturally approved, way of listening to music, one is more 

likely to compose music that strikes out in new directions.   

 Matusky and Tan (2004) have said that Malaysian music, one in which various elements of the 

various local cultures are merged and blended into a uniquely distinguishable musical style, is something that 

has become attainable only in recent times. 

 According to Mohd Anis Md Nor (2008), the young contemporary musicians and choreographers of 

Malaysia are interested in constructing their work based on a multicultural landscape of Malaysia. 

 

So What Exactly Do I Mean by “Malaysian Music”?  
 

I would liken it to the identity associated with Malaysian food and language where the product can only be 

described as an outcome of integration. The components that make up the dish may have an ethnic origin but 

the dish itself is uniquely Malaysian, such as “curry laksa” for example! A dish with multi-ethnic ingredients 

whereby the whole is more than the sum of its parts. 

 Like me, there are many other Malaysian composers who believe that they are performing the 

Malaysian identity in their music. One such group is known as Hands Percussion, and for the rest of this 

lecture I will be using them as the subject of my topic. 

 HANDS or Hands Percussion, a Malaysian Chinese percussion ensemble, was established in 1997. 

This percussion ensemble began with shigu, the Chinese barrel drum used famously in the Chinese Lion 

Dance as its main instrument. This research examines the change in Hands Percussion’s repertoire after the 

year 2007 that re-contextualised this all-Chinese percussion ensemble, into a multi-ethnic Malaysian 

ensemble. 



JOTSNA NITHYANANDAN PRAKASH 

 

200 
 

 The performances of Bernard Goh’s Hands Percussion, promote a multicultural perspective, 

particularly when playing in concert with instruments such as the gamelan, rebana and tabla. It is important 

to observe that, it is not so much what is being played, but what cultural background each of the instruments 

stems from and therefore what ethnicity they signify.  

 For HANDS and its founder Bernard Goh, incorporating musical instruments from the various 

cultures in Malaysia began with a search for a Malaysian Chinese identity. Growing up in a pluralist society, 

the Chinese diaspora in Malaysia has assimilated some of the cultural practices of the surrounding 

communities thus inventing their very own localised brand of culture in time (Chan, 2013). Bernard himself 

grew up in a kampong in Kuala Pilah and has learnt some tabla drumming as a young boy. He has said and 

I quote: 

 

I don’t know how else to describe myself other than to say that I am Malaysian. I start my day with 

Nasi Lemak and I end my day at the mamak stall. In fact, my best friend during my childhood days 

was mamak. Yes, we feel that our Chinese tradition is important but it is also important for us as 

Malaysian Chinese to be ourselves, and we are different. Our music is a culmination of the people 

we grew up with. I grew up listening to joget and P. Ramlee” (Goh, personal communication, 

January 2014). 

 

Why is this so Important?  

 

During the course of my research I found through interviews and performance analysis, the notion that, ethnic 

boundaries aside, the “imagined” identity of being Malaysian first, and Chinese second, is a major 

contributing factor to the formation of the group’s identity. This phenomena, highlights the fact that in 

Malaysia, music is defined monolithically by ethnic divisions, and therefore there is a lack of terminology to 

recognise this special “genre” of music produced by HANDS and many other similar music groups in 

Malaysia.  

 There is limited research on the territory that exists in between cultures which is currently being 

negotiated, by contemporary artistes, through intercultural exchanges in their performances and arts 

education. Extensive research and supportive literature, denotes the current situation in the cultural scene in 

Malaysia, very little has been said regarding the intermingling and intercultural exchanges that have become 

an important part of the performing arts scene in Malaysia.  

 Very little has been done to promote this idea to the Cultural Ministry who till this day insists upon 

having visual and separate representations of music and dance performances during official functions and 

parades. 

 There is much debate as to what constitutes being Malaysian, and due to many racially motivated 

riots, the government has implemented policies that safeguard the indigenous majority of Malaysia which 

are enshrined in our Constitution as well as in Cultural Policies. Various other government related policies, 

with a seeming all inclusive aura, are often deemed paradoxical when juxtaposed against other policies from 

the same government. 

 At the very heart of this study is the fundamental question about the sense of belonging and a search 

for an identity that pays respect to the differences in cultural background and acknowledges the similarities 

in shared experiences as equal participants in a national imaginary. 

 As an active member of this society that prescribes to the statements above, I do feel that it is 

imperative that socially motivated “change” in thinking and planning is not only important but a necessary 

process. At this point, it is difficult to define what it means to produce music with a Malaysian identity. It is 

easier to say that the music produced by HANDS does not fit into the current definition of Chinese music or 

any other category that has definite parameters to gauge what belongs and what doesn’t. Deeming it to be 

fusion music simply isn’t enough either. Due to the rise in local Malaysian talents and productions this 

research will definitely warrant a second look at our current musical definitions. 
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“SACREDNESS” BEYOND TRADITION IN CONTEMPORARY PERFORMING ARTS IN BALI 

 

Carmencita Palermo 

L’Orientale, University of Naples, Italy 

 

Abstract 

 
Balinese religion represents an expression of Bali’s lack of assimilation into the surrounding Islamic world 

of the Indonesian archipelago, as well as a vehicle through which to promote tourism to the island. In the 

1970s, a new category of the “sacral” was created in order to preserve dances, which were part of religious 

practice, from the perceived threat of profanation posed by tourism.  

 Where once there was no real separation between daily life and religious practice, Balinese learned 

to think and talk dichotomously in terms of the sacred and the profane for the sake of preserving the purity 

of their religious and cultural practices from external attacks. Partially as a response to the need to 

demonstrate the sacredness of performance practices, old texts explaining their cosmological functions have 

been published in Indonesian. These texts reinforce the sense of how Balinese performers embody that 

cosmology. The emphasis on the religious function of the performer's body has acted as a constraint upon 

dancers, who have seldom successfully explored dance techniques beyond tradition.  

 This lack of success in the domain of contemporary performing arts is in marked contrast to the 

position enjoyed by several Balinese visual artists, who are well established in the contemporary art scene. 

What is the reason for this absence? Is it that traditional dance-drama is a constraint? Or that the embodied 

cosmological principles are an impediment to explore the domain of the modern world? Are Balinese 

audiences interested in non-traditional performances? 

We can attempt to answer these questions by looking at those examples of non-traditional 

performances appreciated by Balinese audiences. In this paper I aim to show how the work of writer, director, 

dramaturg and performer, Cok Sawitri, employs “sacred” elements to preserve not a specific traditional form 

of Balinese performance, but rather to preserve Balinese culture as whole. 

 



PROCEEDINGS OF THE 4th SYMPOSIUM: THE ICTM STUDY GROUP ON PERFORMING ARTS OF SOUTHEAST ASIA 

 

203 
 

TRADITION, CUSTOM, AND RELIGIOSITY: MUSLIM BALINESE INTERPRETATIONS OF 

THEIR PERFORMING ARTS 

 

Ako Mashino 
Tokyo University of Arts, Japan 

 

In Bali, Indonesia, amid the prevalence of Hindu culture, many Muslim communities, or kampung, have 

developed various performing arts. Most traditional Muslim Balinese performing arts are associated to a 

greater or lesser degree with the Islamic faith through their language, vocal texts, sound, and performance 

contexts. A large part of the texts of vocal music are in Arabic, which is used almost exclusively for religious 

acts in Indonesia, and their contents are usually based upon the Islamic faith and its ethics. The text most 

often performed is “al’ Barnzanji,” an Arabic poem depicting and praising the life of the Prophet Muhammad 

(PBUH). Rebana, frame drums commonly used for accompaniment of recitations and singing, are also 

strongly associated with Islam because the instrument originated in the Arab world, had been used for 

proselytization by the Javanese saints (Yampolsky, 1998, p. 66), and is performed almost exclusively by 

Muslims in Bali. Performances are most often held as part of communal celebrations such as weddings, or 

for Maulud (Mawlid), the birthday of the Prophet, all of which are executed according to Islamic teachings. 

However, these arts are generally categorised as secular entertainment, and are considered as a practice of 

tradisi (tradition), adat (custom), or kebudayaan (culture), all of which are usually regarded as inseparably 

bundled together, rather than as an expression of agama (religion), although tradisi, adat, kebudayaan and 

agama in such contexts as Maulud often appear to overlap and interconnect in practice. 

 As previous studies (see Harnish, 2006 and Harnish & Rasmussen, 2011) have explored, in 

Indonesia, especially in the context of Islam, agama is often clearly and strategically distinguished from, and 

often confronts kebudayaan, adat and tradisi in theory. The latter categories usually incorporate pre-Islamic 

or non-Islamic beliefs and practices, and therefore the modernist and reformist camp of Indonesian Muslims 

often regard them as running counter to agama. As David Harnish points out, in neighbouring Lombok 

tensions between adat and agama have led to contestation, debate, cultural change, and new interpretations 

of music (Harnish, 2014, p. 81). Although the performing arts are less often problematized in Bali, the 

conceptual distinction and the assumed contestation between kebudayaan-adat-tradisi and agama are also 

echoed in the Muslim Balinese interpretation of the performing arts. Another factor often closely associated 

with and influential on the kebudayaan-adat-tradisi concept is ethnicity or more accurately the history of the 

kampung. 

 In this paper I will compare a few examples from the Muslim Balinese kampung in order to explore 

two points: (1) How the Muslim Balinese associate the performing arts with their culture-custom-tradition 

(kebudayaan-adat-tradisi) and religion (agama); and (2) How the confluence or contrast of these concepts 

represents the Muslim Balinese cultural identity. 

 

Case 1: Loloan Timur, Jembrana 
 

Loloan Timur is located in Negara, the prefectural centre of Jembrana District, west Bali, where some Muslim 

communities of east Javanese and Bugis origin have existed since the mid-seventeenth century (Mashad, 

2014, pp. 151-162); later the Melayu from Pontianak, Kalimantan, or Trengganu (on the west coast of 

Malaysia) had joined them. A man from Loloan said that the Melayu had historically been excellent 

businessmen and naturally have had the upper hand over the Bugis as fishermen. The Loloan people often 

speak Melayu language, which according to some is recognition of Melayu primacy over others, although 

frequent traffic, cultural interchange, and intermixing occurred through marriage among the different ethnic 

groups. 

 Loloan Timur also has zapin, a male pair dance accompanied by a gambus ensemble. Zapin and the 

gambus can be traced back to Hadramaut, Yemen, and were developed by the Melayu in the Malay 

Archipelago. As Mohd Anis Md Nor describes, the strong association with Arab culture has equipped zapin 

with religious and cultural permissibility, legitimacy, and authority (Mohd Anis Md Nor, 1993, pp. 4-9; see 

also Capwell, 1995, p. 81) Ancestors from Malaysia could have been brought zapin and the gambus, or it 

might have been more recently integrated into Muslim communities in Bali through Java. Further research is 

needed to clarify the history of zapin in Bali. For the Loloan people, zapin clearly represents their Melayu-

ness, as well as a pan-Indonesian Islamic-ness, typically seen in the costume (songkok hat and sarong), Arabic 

texts, and the fact that performers are exclusively men, in compliance with Islamic teaching. The musical 
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instruments used, such as the goblet shaped drum called dumbuk, and the dance movements explicitly belong 

to Melayu culture in particular. 

 

 

Haji Abu Bakar, an ustad or religious teacher, who is from the kampung, explained that compared to religion, 

music and dance have only a secondary significance: they are only entertainment and nothing more (Haji 

Abu Bakar, personal communication, February 25, 2016). The performing arts are positioned in secular 

contexts, belonging to the kebudayaan-adat-tradisi sphere, and remain basically separate from agama. 

 

Case 2: Sasak Communities, Karangasem 

 

In the following case I consider the rebana ensembles from Danginsema and Nyuling, located in Amplapura, 

Karangasem District, East Bali. These kampung consist primarily of the Sasak, a major ethnic group of 

Lombok who came to Karangasem at the time when the king of Karangasem governed Lombok from the 

seventeenth to nineteenth centuries (see also Mashad, 2014, pp. 174-175; Tim Peniliti Sejarah Masuknya 

Islam di Bali, 1979/1980, pp. 19-20). Residents there still speak Sasak inside the kampung. 

 The most distinct musical characteristic of rebana found there is that they are tuned to the four-tone 

slendro scale, so that four rebana as a basic unit can create a melody through interlocking playing, along 

with manolin (zither) and suling (bamboo vertical flute), which were added later. 

 For people in Nyuling and Danginsema, the rebana is primarily a legacy from their Sasak ancestors, 

while they recognise that the music has been deeply influenced by Hindu Balinese bronze gamelan angklung 

that is also tuned in slendro. The musical similarities between rebana and angklung are positively interpreted 

as the result of historical interactions and peaceful relationship between Muslims and Hindus (see also 

Mashino, 2014). The people of the Puri Karangasem, the former king’s family and relatives, and Muslims in 

these kampung have long had an interdependent relationship. For example, the puri (or “temple”) financially 

supported the building of a mosque, while Muslims offered labour for puri rituals. The sympathy between 

them and the Muslim peoples’ strong sense of belonging to Karangasem, and to Bali, are reflected in the 

positive interpretation of their cultural similarities. In a sense, the rebana musically depicts how the people 

have fit in. On the contrary, in Lombok recent Islamisation has spurred the exclusion of Hindu elements from 

Sasak culture. Harnish (2011) reports that the rebana ensemble in Lombok has developed in response to the 

prohibition of bronze instruments, which carried a definite association with pre-Islamic and Hindu elements 

(Harnish, 2011, pp. 92-93).1 In Lombok, the rebana is contrasted with the Hindu gamelan, while in 

Karangasem the rebana is musically reconciled with the gamelan. 

 However, the interpretation of Balinese-ness might have evolved much throughout history. Haji 

Hasyim, a central figure from Danginsema, expressed that he was not allowed to learn Baris, a popular dance 

form of the Hindu Balinese, when he was young because it was di-haram-kan (to be made haram or 

“forbidden”) and “too Balinese” (Haji Hasyim Achmad, personal communication, April 24, 2008). In this 

case, the ethnic distinctions of Bali/Sasak, which are subsumed within the Hindu/Islamic distinctions, became 

the criteria for judging the appropriateness of the performing arts, as expressed by the religious term haram. 

The interpretation and acceptance of the Hindu influence might have its limits, or the interpretation might 

have only recently changed in response to the current increase of tension between people of different faiths 

orF  Proceedings published see figures 
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in Indonesia (see Pedersen, 2014, pp. 181-184). Currently, Haji Hasyim who is over the age 80 thinks that 

performing Hindu arts is not haram, nor a problem, because it is seni: it is only an “art” and not agama. Haji 

Hasyim separates seni from agama to ensure seni freedom from restriction. 

 

Case 3: Rudat in Gelgel, Klungkung 

 

Gelgel in the Klungkung District in southeast Bali is perhaps the oldest Muslim community in Bali, tracing 

back to the fifteenth or sixteenth century when the Hindu-Balinese king of the Klungkung dynasty brought 

forty Muslim attendants from Java, who established the kampung of Gelgel (Sejarah Berdirinya Kampung 
Islam Gelgel, 2015; see also Mashad, 2014, p. 136).2 The community has a tradition of rudat, male group 

dancing accompanied by rebana. The official website of Gelgel describes rudat, saying it “fully contains the 

mixture of values; religious, ethic, aesthetic, and patriotic value, and the virtue of unity and intimacy” 

(translation by the author) (Sejarah dan Filosofi Tari Rudat Kampung Gelgel, 2015).  

 

 

 Rudat is performed throughout and beyond Bali. The aestheticized militarism in rudat, as typically found in 

its costumes and organised movements, gives the impression of a rather modernised and westernised 

patriotism, rather than a specific local or ethnic cultural tradition. In short, in contrast to the cases of Loloan 

and Karangasem, rudat in Gelgel does not have a direct connotation of the kampung’s specific ethnic roots, 

while rebana, the texts in Arabic and Melayu language, and the choreography based on pencak silat, a 

traditional fighting art, provoke a pan-Indonesian Islamic association. 

 Similarly, I have never heard the Gelgel people identify themselves as being Javanese. Perhaps this 

is partly because of their long history in Bali, and partly because they do not speak Javanese and ordinarily 

speak Balinese. To Gelgel people, the heroic atmosphere of rudat directly and more specifically represents 

their ancestors’ past when they had served the king of Klungkung as faithful and brave soldiers, rather than 

their Javanese origin. In Karangasem, Gelgel has also maintained a tight relationship with the puri until today. 

At the coronation (penobatan) ritual of the raja of Klungkung in 2010, rudat from Gelgel was performed 

together with Hindu Balinese dances (Pementasan Rudat Kampung Gelgel Saat Penobatan Raja Klungkung 

Yang Dihadiri Utusan Raja Se-Nusantara, 2015; Budhiana, 2015). The image of brave soldiers, effectively 

demonstrated by rudat, contributes to reconstructing the glory of the past dynasty and the interrelationship 

between the puri and the kampung, while simultaneously providing a cultural and religious identity for the 

kampung. 

 

Culture, Tradition, History, and Religiosity 

 

The traditional performing arts symbolise the Muslim Balinese cultural identity, reminding viewers of the 

communal history and jogging the memory of their ancestral pasts. Despite their explicit association with 

Islam, through cultural elements typically found in other Muslim cultures but not in those of the Hindu 

Balinese, the Muslim Balinese performing arts are generally positioned within the realm of kebudayaan-

adat-tradisi and not agama. One reason for this is that the former is mostly local and more specific in essence, 

reflecting the kampung’s own origins, history, social circumstances, and interactions and interrelationship 

with others, while the latter is presumed to be a more essentialised concept, universal and global in nature. 

However, religion is often also a distinctive and a decisive factor in one’s cultural identity, especially in 

orF  Proceedings published see figures 
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societies such as Bali where people of different faiths coexist. The Muslim Balinese identify themselves in 

multiple ways, practicing and interpreting their performing arts in a dynamic equilibrium involving the 

universal/local and culture/religiosity. 
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Endnotes 

 
1 Harnish (2006) also has discussed the issues involving other genres in Lombok because of religious/ethnic 

connotations. 
2 Other versions of Gelgel’s origins also exist. See Tim Penelitian Sejara Masuknya Islam di Bali, 1979/1980, pp. 

18-20. 
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THE TRI SANDHYA: POLITICS AND SOUND IN A BALINESE DISPLAY OF RELIGIOSITY 

 

Meghan Hynson 

Duquesne University, USA 

 

Introduction 

 
Over the past several decades, broadcasts of the Tri Sandhya mantra accompanied by gendér wayang and 

genta bell have become a daily display of religiosity in the Balinese soundscape.1 Translated by Wallis (1980) 

as “The Three-fold Expression of Faith,” the Tri Sandhya is blared through loudspeakers in temples and 

village meeting halls (banjar) and televised on local Balinese TV stations during the three joints, or transition 

times, of the day known as sandyakala (dawn, noon, and dusk).2 Like the Islamic call to prayer (adzan) 

broadcast five times a day from a mosque, the thrice-daily “call to prayer” of the Tri Sandhya is an auditory 

reminder of Balinese spirituality. However, unlike the adzan, which dates back to the dawn of the Muslim 

religion, the Tri Sandhya is a relatively recent practice that arose shortly after Indonesian independence. A 

closer look at the development of the Tri Sandhya reveals the complex field of religious politics in post-

independence Indonesia and positions music and sound as important tools for bringing power and authority 

to new expressions of religiosity.  

 

Historical Underpinnings 

 

Tracing the emergence of the Tri Sandhya requires understanding the position of Balinese religion at the start 

of Indonesian Independence in 1945. Following independence, Indonesia’s first president, Sukarno, was 

charged with bringing together an extremely diverse nation and solving conflicts between Muslim and 

Christian parties vying for religious dominance. To solve this, he instituted the Pancasila, a set of five 

principles that would allow for religious diversity while retaining a nationalism founded on “unity through 

diversity,” or bhinneka tunggal ika. The first of the Pancasila principles, “belief in one supreme God,” or 

Tuhan Yang Maha Esa, invoked monotheism to reach several political ends and created a solution in the face 

of Muslim leaders vying for an Islamic state and others advocating a secular state given large populations of 

Buddhists, Hindus, and Christians in the archipelago (Tarling, 1999; Aragon, 2000).3  

 To enforce this principle and provide a concession to the Islamic party, Sukarno established the 

Kementerian Agama Republik Indonesia (KAGRI), or Ministry of Religious Affairs in 1946 (Picard, 201l). 

One of the first tasks of the organisation was to restrict the legal acceptance of Indonesian religions and to 

categorise religious communities as either agama, belief systems having a name, a rational doctrinal 

philosophy, and a monotheistic God, or adat/aliran kepercayaan, belief systems and rituals not recognised 

by the state. Initially, many indigenous religions, including Balinese Hinduism, were not included on the list 

of acceptable monotheistic religions outlined by the government.4 Obtaining religious legitimacy presented 

a problem, as the Balinese orthopraxy of rituals devoted to the worshipping of ancestors and deities to ensure 

prosperity and fertile rice fields was said to be belum beragama, or “not yet to be a religion,” and was 

subsequently classified as adat in 1952 (Geertz, 1973; Pringle, 2004).   

 This designation became a problem in several parts of the country and forced many Indonesians to 

either convert to one of the major religions or devise some way to legitimise their own.5 To avoid potential 

Muslim or Christian proselytization, the Balinese provincial government began to work with Balinese 

intellectuals to legitimise what was then called Agama Tirtha, or “religion of holy water,” to assert that 

Balinese religion was a variant of Hinduism. To achieve this, reformist organisations looked to the Islamic 

and Christian models of an acceptable religion and began to redefine the Balinese belief system in a number 

of ways, including: systematising Balinese religious doctrines and scriptures; creating a creed known as the 

Panca Sraddha, or “Five Beliefs” (similar to the five pillars of Islam); simplifying rituals and translating 

Indian religious texts into Indonesian; standardising Balinese theology and prayers such as the Panca 

Sembah, or “five prayers,” performed at a temple; initiating the religious greeting Om Swasti Astu, a Balinese 

version of the Muslim greeting As-salāmu ʿ alaykum; and promoting the god Sang Hyang Widhi Wasa as their 

monotheistic deity (Pringle, 2004; Lanus, 2014; Bakker, 1997).6 As a result of these efforts, the newly 

reformed and renamed religion, Agama Hindu Bali, was recognised as an acceptable national religion of 

Indonesia in 1958. Following this, Parisada Hindu Dharma Indonesia (PHDI), the unified organisation of 

Hinduism in Indonesia, was created on February 23, 1959 to oversee additional ethnic groups from Java, 
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Kalimantan, Sulawesi, and others wishing to join the classification of Agama Hindu in Indonesia (Pringle, 

2004; Dana, 2005).7  

 It was also during this time of reflecting on Muslim practices and their five-time daily prayer, or 

sholat, that the question of whether Balinese Hindus had a daily prayer arose. In response to this, the PHDI 

decided that every Indonesian Hindu should perform the Tri Sandhya three times daily (Lanus, 2014; Bakker, 

1997). Prior to the 1950s, Balinese Hindus did not recite mantras and did not have a standardised prayer. 

Recitation of the Tri Sandhya was a practice reserved for priests, and instruction in the teachings of the 

Balinese religion had only taken place within the confines of the Brahman caste compounds, or griya. 

Following the push to legitimise Balinese Hinduism, the Balinese started to instruct school children in the 

Hindu creed (Panca Sraddha) and in Hindu Doctrine, and throughout the 1950s and 60s, the Tri Sandhya 

became a daily prayer for school children.7 

 Since the 1970s, the Tri Sandhya has been broadcast on Balinese radio stations like RRI (Radio 
Republik Indonesia) and more recently on televised stations such as Bali TV (Lanus, 2014). TV broadcasts 

of the Tri Sandhya mantra accompanied by gender wayang music, genta bell, and beautiful images of 

Balinese scenery and culture are strikingly similar to the TV broadcasts of the adzan that often interrupt 

Indonesian public programming. Although the ketua, or head, of the Parisada, Dr. I Gusti Ngurah Sudiana, 

claims that the Tri Sandhya shares no connection to the Islamic call to prayer, these TV broadcasts 

demonstrate that there is an effort being made to make these daily displays of religiosity uniform (I Gusti 

Ngurah Sudiana, personal communication, July 1, 2016). 

 This uniformity is also found in the practice of broadcasting the prayer into the soundscape. Since 

1992, when Balinese temples and banjar (community meeting halls) were equipped with loudspeakers to 

accommodate Tri Sandhya recitation as part of the Lomba Desa Adat, or “Traditional Village Contest,” 

recordings of the Tri Sandhya “call to prayer” have been played each day at 6am, 12pm, and 6pm (Lanus, 

2014). While this is yet another point of similarity to the Islamic adzan, which also began to be broadcast 

into the soundscape upon the rise of technology, a closer examination of the music and performance practice 

surrounding the Tri Sandhya reveals an effort to retain traditional aspects of Balinese culture and belief 

despite the pull toward conformity in the fight for religious legitimacy.  

 

Music and Sound in the Balinese Tri Sandhya 

 

When considering the ways in which music and performance practice have functioned to contribute a sense 

of power, authority, and uniqueness to the Tri Sandhya, let us first consider the way in which the mantra is 

recited. The mantra is sung in Old-Javanese (Kawi) language in the melismatic kakawin style commonly 

heard at temple celebrations and anniversaries.8 Unlike the adzan, which is often sung by different muezzin, 

who display different modes and ornamentations through each individual rendering, broadcasts of the Tri 
Sandhya mantra have, for the most part, been relegated to a single recording.9 A possible reason behind the 

standardisation was to create a reliable version with Balinese gender wayang and the genta bell.10 In my 

conversations with Balinese musicians and the director of Parisada, many have said that the addition of 

gender wayang and genta bell makes the mantra more powerful. The slendro scale of the gender wayang is 

feminine, complements the vocals, and invokes the sacred atmosphere of a ritual or temple ceremony. Both 

gender wayang and the genta are aspects of the panca gita, or five sounds, heard in a Balinese temple 

ceremony, or odalan. What more, mantra, gender wayang, and the genta bell are the only three sounds heard 

in the innermost courtyard of the temple (jaba tengah), thought to be the holiest, most sacred courtyard 

reserved for offerings, sacred shadow theatre, and the rituals of the priests (Hynson, 2015). The addition of 

music to the mantra also helps to invoke the adat side of Balinese Hinduism, reaffirming music’s place as an 

offering and sacred aspect of the religion. This is opposed to the legal and spiritual dimensions of the Islamic 

tradition, in which instrumental musical is considered controversial (makruh/mubah) or forbidden (haram) 

and deliberately set apart from aspects of worship.   

 Despite its religious association, the gender wayang piece chosen to accompany the mantra adds 

another layer of complexity. According to I Wayan Suweca, the pairing of gender wayang with the Tri 

Sandhya mantra is directly connected to his father I Wayan Konolan (1931-2008), when Konolan was asked 

to find a piece to accompany the Tri Sandhya while he was a musical advisor for RRI (Radio Republik 

Indonesia) (I Wayan Suweca, personal communication, May 23, 2016). According to Suweca and Gold 

(2016), Merak Ngelo was formed from a number of influences, even travelling overseas to America (where 

Suweca learned it) and then back to Bali (where he taught his father) before it became a traditional part of 

the repertoire. This piece has taken on such a degree of spiritual association, that many only know the piece 
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as gending Tri Sandhya, or “the Tri Sandhya song,” and, in the words of Gold (2016), has become “an 

emblem of Balinese religion and culture as it accompanies the Tri Sandhya each day” (p. 2). While a great 

deal more can be said about the Merak Ngelo piece, the main point here is that Merak Ngelo and the Tri 

Sandhya, although recent and somewhat contrived practices far from “tradition”, have functioned to bring 

each other power and authority to the point that they are now both held as important aspects of the Balinese 

religion.  

 This is important, as Balinese Hindus like Ida Bagus Oka Geni Jaya (an influential Brahman from 

the village of Mas) have stated that “the Tri Sandhya, in a sense, has killed the religion, because it is as if 

knowing the Tri Sandhya you know the religion. The real Balinese religion was so complex that they needed 

a tool to unite the people, so the Tri Sandhya became a political tool to standardize and show togetherness” 

(I. B. Oka Genijaya, personal communication, June 1, 2016). The use of kakawin singing, gender wayang, 

and genta, become important then, to help contribute to a sense of religiosity and authenticity through already 

established religious association. This idea bodes well with Cornwall, Albrecht, Cunningham and Pitcher’s 

(1986) conceptual model of religiosity comprised of three components to religious behaviour, namely: 

knowing (cognition in the mind), feeling (affect to the spirit), and doing (behaviour of the body), as pairing 

traditional religious music and performance practice (behaviour) with the Tri Sandhya, has functioned to lend 

it more of a religious affect.  

 It is also important to mention Canadian composer and environmentalist R. Murray Schafer’s view 

on soundscape, specifically, the notion that soundscape includes the listener’s perception of sounds heard as 

an environment and how that environment is understood by those living within it (Schafer, 1993, p. 10). 

Given that the mantra is broadcasted into the soundscape each day, music, sound, and performance practice 

play a major part in how the community perceives the Tri Sandhya to be an authentic and acceptable aspect 

of their religion.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This short paper leaves a great deal of room for more research on the Tri Sandhya and its musical 

accompaniment. However, it does present an interesting and compelling look into how expressions of 

religiosity are created within a given community and how these expressions can bring power and authority 

to musical traditions and repertoire and vice versa. This case also shows that expressions of religiosity may 

be driven more by political struggle than traditional practice, and suggests that music and sound can be used 

to eclipse controversial histories and invoke a sense of religiosity that resonates with traditional orthopraxy 

and beliefs. 

 

Endnotes 
 
1 Gender wayang is a form of Balinese gamelan consisting of four, ten-keyed metallophones, commonly used to 

accompany shadow puppet theatre and Balinese rituals such as tooth filings and cremations. For more on gender 

wayang and its religious significance see Gold (1998), Heimarck (2003), and Hynson (2015). 
2 According to Sugriwa (1967), tri means “three,” san means “good” and/or “word of God,” and dhya means 

“meditate,” so Tri Sandhya means “to meditate, three times (a day), good (clean) thoughts to God” (p. 1). 

Sandyawela/sandyakala are points of the day in Balinese philosophical and mystical belief that are considered 

dangerous times to travel, leave one’s home or be in an intersection.  
3 The Pancasila principles include: 1) Belief in one supreme God; 2) Just and civilised humanitarianism; 3) 

Nationalism based on the unity of Indonesia; 4) Representative democracy through consensus; and 5) Social justice 

(Aragon, 2000). 
4 The accepted religions were Islam, Catholicism, Protestantism, and Buddhism (Pringle, 2004). 
5 In some cases, those who did convert were able to maintain their indigenous rituals by labelling them adat, or 

custom, so that they could be practiced alongside their new agama, or religion. For examples of this in Sumba and 

Sulawesi, see Hoskins (1987) and Adams (1993).  
6 The Panca Sraddha include: 1) Belief in Sang Hyang Widhi Wasa; 2) Belief in the Atman, or divine self; 3) 

Belief in Karmaphala (the law of karma); 4) Belief in samsara or purnarbhawa (reincarnation); and 5) belief in 

moksa (self-realisation and liberation from samsara) (Lanus, 2014; Bakker, 1997).  
7 The PHDI was established in 1959 by Ida Bagus Mantra and was initially intended as an anti-communist 

organisation. For more on PHDI see Nordholt (2007), Dana (2005), and Picard (2001).  
8 Kakawin, are long narrative poems in Kawi that are sung melismatically in patterns of long and short syllables. 

For more on kakawin, see Rubenstein (2000). 
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9 The recording made by RRI in the 1970s and still used today was sung by Ida Pedanda Putra Tembau. Aneka 

Records also released a Puja Tri Sandhya CD by I Bagus Gede Digsa in 2011, but the gender piece used to 

accompany the mantra is different and unspecified.  
10 Lanus (2014) provides a full account of how the Gayatri mantra was combined with the Vedas and Upanishads 

and standardised by the Parisada in 1991. 
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PANEL: PEDAGOGICAL APPROACHES TO TEACHING BALINESE GAMELAN 

 
MAGURU KUPING AS A TEACHING APPROACH IN BALI, SOLO, AND THE UNITED STATES 

 

I Made Lasmawan 

Colorado College, USA 

 

Abstract 

 
This paper examines pedagogies for improving Balinese gamelan student performance in Bali, Solo, and the 

United States. Based on my 37 years of gamelan instruction, I will discuss my approach and strategies for 

relaying performance techniques and musicality through the Indonesian teaching method known as maguru 
kuping, or learning by ear. I look at notation (both Balinese bantang/pokok and western cypher) as a way to 

convey music and address the transmission and technique necessary to teach according to the level of students 

(all the while adjusting for exposure and experience with gamelan music). Many of the strategies I employ 

are not only about creating proficient gamelan musicians, but are also about increasing interest and building 

community around gamelan music.  
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PANEL: PEDAGOGICAL APPROACHES TO TEACHING BALINESE GAMELAN 

 

PUTTING THE “GAME” IN GAMELAN: IMPROVISING GAMELAN AS PRAXIS IN  

PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOLS 
 

I Putu Hiranmayena 

University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, USA 

 

Abstract 
 

For the past fifteen years, the Museum School of San Diego has incorporated Balinese gamelan into their 

core curriculum as a primary course. In association with the Center for World Music, Dr. Alexander Khalil 

began teaching gamelan to students from kindergarten to eighth grade. Within the span of this time, the 

school has housed gamelan angklung, gender wayang and gamelan gong kebyar, and occasionally tarian, or 

dance. Guest artists such as I Nyoman Wenten (CalArts) and I Made Lasmawan (Colorado College) have 

participated in residencies at the museum school to teach traditional Balinese repertoire. While students learn 

gamelan by the traditional maguru panggul or teaching through the mallet, teachers have utilised other 

methods to accommodate the diverse learning styles. 

 I began as instructor in fall of 2013 and have been employing improvisatory methods in search of a 

way to engage kindergarteners through game, not as a critique to traditional methods but as augmentation of 

such practices. This paper discusses a system that derives from an improvisatory practice called “sound 

painting” (created by Walter Thompson) or “conduction” (created by Butch Morris), in which performers 

use a series of hand gestures to create new music in real time. I modify the gestures to suit kindergarteners 

as a way to learn traditional gamelan techniques by conducting their peers while still harnessing individual 

agency. Applying improvisatory practices into Balinese gamelan is an avenue that has seldom been taught 

and thus able to perpetuate innovation within traditional gamelan practices. 
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PANEL: PEDAGOGICAL APPROACHES TO TEACHING BALINESE GAMELAN 

 

GAMELAN SEMAR PAGULINGAN SAIH PITU: PEDAGOGICAL ISSUES OF TRANSMISSION 

AND PRESERVATION IN TRADITIONAL BALINESE MUSIC 
 

Tyler Yamin 

University of California, Los Angeles, USA 

 

Abstract 
 

Traditional Gamelan Semar Pagulingan Saih Pitu occupies a unique space in the colourful spectrum of 

Balinese music. Currently neglected in favour of newer musical genres, the disregard of Semar Pagulingan is 

undoubtedly affected by the difficulties inherent in its transmission. This pre-20th century genre exhibits a 

number of challenging musical idiosyncrasies generated by prolonged melodic periods; its mastery therefore 

represents a formidable task for any student regardless of musical or cultural experience. With experience 

teaching this music in its traditional setting of Kamasan, Bali (as the sole student of the ensemble’s leader, 

the late I Wayan Sumendra), and away from its cultural context in Los Angeles, CA, I am in a unique position 

to observe the varied ways in which students interpret the musical information I communicate. These two 

cases exhibit seemingly polar-opposite methodologies, yet they can be viewed as complementary facets of a 

universal search for musical meaning. 

 I categorise the Balinese internalisation process as essentially “emic”—predominantly concerned 

with the functional meaning of each musical phrase or pattern. The Californian approach, however, requires 

an emphasis on “etic” qualities—quantifiable aspects of musical sound. The Balinese focus on musical 

functionality, which inevitably yields multiple acceptable “etic” realisations, de-stresses the aspects that 

identify it as traditional Semar Pagulingan. Tracing the transformation of the Kamasan repertoire through a 

half-century of audio documentation (including both commercial and private recordings), I demonstrate the 

ways in which the lines firmly delineating Semar Pagulingan from related genres have become 

obscured. Relating this to the genre’s very tangible issues of sustainability and preservation, I examine the 

results of each pedagogical approach and their implications towards the future of Semar Pagulingan. 

Synthesising the contrast of these two approaches, I then suggest a pedagogical solution to sustain this music 

and transmit both its “emic” and “etic” values. 
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PANEL: PEDAGOGICAL APPROACHES TO TEACHING BALINESE GAMELAN 

 

“CAN I WRITE IT DOWN?”: REPETITION, IMITATION, AND TRANSMISSION IN SITU 

 

Elizabeth McLean Macy 

Skidmore College, USA 

 

In January 2015, seated on low stools on an open-air stage ten-thousand miles from home in the small village 

of Bangah, near Baturiti, in the regency of Tabanan in Bali, Indonesia, my students (who were mostly 

novices) found themselves struggling with pedagogical methods both jarring and ultimately unfamiliar in 

their approaches. The rapid-fire oral/aural method of teaching music and the unfamiliar isolated body 

movements (alongside the style of instruction that included having their bodies manipulated into the correct 

position) challenged their own ideas about how they learn. This paper traces the ways in which they and I 

negotiate, understand, and later reinterpret (back home) techniques and methods of transmission when 

studying Balinese gamelan music.  

 Drawing on the way my students experience learning transnationally, I aim to both address the 

manner in which Balinese tripartite concepts like desa kala patra (place, time, and situation) and Tri Hita 
Karan (a Balinese traditional philosophy connecting humans, nature, and the spirit world) interact in the 

classroom setting (in both Bali and the US), and to build on Timothy Rice’s 2003 theoretical framework for 

understanding musical experiences through time, location, and metaphor. I wish to examine how these three-

part conceptual models lead to a better understanding of both pedagogical approaches and student learning 

outcomes. In considering how the study of Balinese gamelan is translated beyond the college classroom into 

the context of a Balinese village in study abroad situations, I look at how pedagogical approaches to learning 

challenge student ideas and understanding through the lens of metaphor, where the Balinese concept of 

consequence—of the fortuitous happening of events and auspicious moments in time—reflect Rice’s 

interpretation of the term. Furthermore, I’m particularly interested in the way that learning gamelan music 

becomes a lens for understanding Balinese culture and concepts.  

 My purpose here is threefold: (1) To examine some of the theoretical concepts that shape how I 

mediate teaching techniques and methods of transmission with American students abroad while blending and 

balancing academic and experiential learning; (2) To address the way in which students come to understand 

pedagogy, situations, and metaphors as having larger implications upon process, progress, and understanding; 

and (3) To consider how we reinterpret and integrate these concepts upon our return to the US. In the end, 

the particular pedagogical methods are more telling of Balinese culture and society as a whole, and provide 

students with a deeper understanding of music, dance, art, religion, environment, and community.   

 This method of teaching and learning can be difficult to process, especially for students who are 

accustomed to a particular style of education. My tongue in cheek “Can I write it down?” title references the 

questions I often receive as students attempt to adapt to what Balinese master drummer I Made Lasmawan 

refers to as Panca Guru/Meguru—a methodology that emphasises traditional pedagogical techniques for 

teaching Balinese gamelan. But my focus here is less on the music learned and the skill gained (or not), and 

more on the pedagogical method as a means of conveying culture concepts. My students undoubtedly learn 

to play gamelan to varying degrees, but the long-lasting lessons come in the way they relate to and understand 

Balinese cultural concepts and Balinese Hinduism.  

 Ethnomusicologist Elizabeth Clendinning, in her 2013 dissertation, cites Putu Tangkas Adi 

Hiranmayena as understanding gamelan as a “metaphor for how he thinks about life.” She writes that: “just 

as he was learning how to integrate his kotekan part with other instruments, he was simultaneously growing 

up, learning how to integrate himself as part of his broader community” (p. 215). This sort of metaphor for 

understanding is important in thinking about how Balinese gamelan pedagogy is articulated. While my 

students gain only very preliminary exposure to Balinese music and culture in their nearly three weeks in 

Bangah, the manner in which they come to understand Balinese tripartite concepts and to relate to their new 

surroundings (and community) is shaped by their music study in a similar manner.  

 According to ethnomusicologist Michael Bakan (1993/1994), the advantage of maguru panggul (the 

Balinese technique of learning by ear) “is to be found in its holistic orientation” (p. 17). We’ve seen how this 

approach to pedagogy can be adapted in different ways, drawing on both cognitive understanding and what 

ethnomusicologist Sonja Downing (2010) references as “bodily learning” or “embodiment” (p. 61). Balinese 

music pedagogy, in its varied forms, may differ, but the modelling and conveyance of technique, and the 

“embodiment” of style is critical to instruction.  
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 The traditional Balinese concept of desa kala patra exhibits a way to better relate to students, 

dependent on the particular circumstances under which instruction takes place and the kinds of exposure or 

familiarity that students may have with gamelan music. Further underpinned by the Tri Hita Karana, a 

traditional philosophy in Bali (the three causes of well-being, or three reasons for prosperity) that promotes 

balance through an interconnectedness between humans, nature, and the gods, Lasmawan’s teaching 

philosophy (which I follow) utilises both traditional teaching methodologies and situation-specific techniques 

to better relate to specific students.  

 In focusing on the way in which foreign students adapt (or don’t, as the case may be) to this pedagogy 

in situ, and the questions they form and lessons they take away (often in the form of metaphors), I draw on 

ethnomusicologist Rice’s “three-dimensional space of musical experience” (2003, p. 152), which shares a 

similar relationship and framework to traditional Balinese concepts. While Rice calls for a focus on time, 

place, and metaphor as a means to bring the focus “away from culture to the subject as the locus of musical 

practice and experience” (p. 152), I see his focus on time, place, and metaphor as a much more direct parallel 

to these Balinese concepts (in particular, desa kala patra), and a way to further illuminate traditional Balinese 

culture as a whole. To that end, I’m most interested in Rice’s “music is social behavior” or “music is a 

symbolic system or text capable of reference…to a world beyond music” (p. 166) metaphors.  

 

2015 Skidmore College Bali Travel Seminar 

 

In January 2015 I brought a group of 17 undergraduates from Skidmore College to the central mountain 

village of Bangah, where we studied music, dance, religion, the environment, culture, and the arts alongside 

our teachers, Lasmawan and his wife Ni Ketut Marni (both of whom returned from their primary home in 

Colorado to co-teach our class). Pak Lasmawan and I have now been working closely together for nearly 

twenty years, first as his student at Colorado College, later as his colleague. This was the second class we’d 

taught together in Bali (and the first with Skidmore College), though my interlocutor role in Bangah has been 

ongoing for several years now. Our class concept is based on a model first developed by Pak Lasmawan and 

Colorado College professor Victoria Lindsey Levine in 1997 (incidentally, the first time I travelled to Bali). 

Our program is centred in an agrarian village setting, where students live with a close-knit family in an 

expanded traditional family compound. Students live and study in our sanggar, Manik Galih, amid women’s 

gamelan rehearsals, ongoing children’s dance lessons, and daily village life. Founded in 2011 by Lasmawan 

and Marni, Sanggar Manik Galih is a transnational music and dance studio that functions both in Bali and in 

Colorado in the United States. While my students are clearly differentiated from Bangah villagers, their 

unique position in a family compound allows for interaction on a more personal level than many similar 

programs. In addition to daily music and dance lessons and class meetings (during which we discuss readings 

and unpack everything going on around us), students participate in art lessons, tour the island, attend 

performances and temple celebrations, plant rice, and interact with the local community to some degree.  

 In 2015, our group included 3 men and 14 women. These students were introduced to both gamelan 

music (gamelan gong kebyar and Javanese gamelan) and Balinese and Javanese dance (Rejang Dewa, Merak 
Jawa, and Joged for the 7 women, and brief exposure to Baris for the men) before focusing their time on one 

or the other—here, our group divided into 6 musicians (3 of the women and all 3 men), and 11 dancers, 

though all students continued to play gamelan leading up to our final performance. Of our students, one had 

travelled to Bali before (for intensive yoga training), and two had been to other parts of Asia. Three had 

previously studied Indonesian music with me, and the rest were entirely new to the subject matter. Skidmore 

College, a small liberal arts college in upstate New York, attracts a largely middle to upper class student body 

primarily from the east coast. Our students ranged from music and dance, to biology and Asian studies 

majors. While some had previous musical training, the majority had little to no music performance 

experience. Moreover, their interest in the trip was generally less about content and more about location and 

experience (and an escape from upstate winters). 

 

Repetition/Imitation/Transmission 

 

For our class, music instruction took place on a daily basis on the stage near the back of the compound. 

Mornings were typically organised around a class session during which we would discuss readings and 

answer questions about the performances we were seeing, the experiences we’d had, or anything that students 

were puzzled by or interested in, followed by music and dance instruction. Student satisfaction and frustration 

levels were constantly in flux, with students generally enthusiastic about participation. This “be-there-and-
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do-it” musical experience (as discussed by Steven Cornelius and David Harnish in their 2002 article on 

“Music Workshops Abroad”) was (and is) critical to our short immersion class. But even with readings, 

discussions, and explanations, some students will elicit a desire to write it down, slow it down, or generally 

stray from Balinese pedagogical methods. The overall desire for the familiar over the foreign (literally, the 

desire for something tangible to grasp) may overcome student adaptability. In emphasising repetition (and 

patience), students start to adapt. Having to accept that instruction takes different forms, and that adjusting 

to new methodologies is imperative becomes clear through repetition and imitation. This imitation and 

repetition is the thing that, perhaps, is most notable among students—superseding the desire to “write it 

down”—as they adapt to pedagogical differences. Mirrored in Balinese dance and artistic instruction, my 

students routinely referenced this in conversations, discussing the ways in which instruction—in its varied 

forms—often circled back to repetition in some form. For my students, realising that imitation and repetition 

is a mode of instruction is often jarring, but becomes very telling over time as they start to adapt their own 

levels of discomfort and their understanding of Balinese culture to reflect this new model of instruction. 

Returning to Rice’s notion that “music is a symbolic system or text capable of reference…to a world beyond 

music” (p. 166), students take pedagogical methods at face value as a way to understand and relate to culture 

on a broader level. As an entrance point, this proves particularly interesting in terms of metaphoric 

understandings of Balinese culture. Similar to Putu’s understanding of gamelan as community, my students 

come to that playing gamelan together with Pak Lasmawan’s family allowed us to collectively form a 

community with disparate ability levels.  

 The process of imparting information—which Pak Lasmawan facilitates through his teaching 

methodology—is an important part of the process of forming metaphorical relationships to Balinese music 

and culture. In discouraging students from “writing it down,” I (and Pak Made) encourage embracing the 

process. And that process transcends music to include Balinese culture writ large. Taking Rice’s “metaphor”, 

music is art, but music is also culture and music is community. The process—of learning through 

enculturation—is something that students started to comment on in different ways as they observe it in action. 

Notably, for this particular group of students, we travelled north to Singaraja where we visited an organic 

farm. Upon our visit to Pak Oles, where our tour of the medicinal herb garden consisted of walking around 

and sampling herbs without detailed explanations, one student said to me: “I get it, Liz. The Balinese don’t 

just tell you things. They give you context to figure it out on your own” (personal communication, Skidmore 

College student in Bali, 2015). The idea that Balinese music pedagogy is about a process of learning through 

contextual clues is interesting. It’s also one that I’ve found particularly salient in helping students unpack 

their experiences abroad in Bali upon their return to the U.S. Student realisations about the interconnectedness 

of Balinese culture—of desa kala patra and Tri Hita Karana, and of music and the arts as metaphors for 

community and culture—are the main themes that students share with me in journals and papers. 

 

Context, Community, and Situation 

 

Travel abroad fosters community in unique ways, and travel seminars remain quite close with each other and 

with me. In the fall of 2015, I approached all of my students about participating in a concert with my current 

gamelan students and the “Bali All-Stars,” my coined name for Pak Lasmawan and family, along with our 

other visiting guests who included Pak I Nyoman Windha and I Gusti Agung Ayu Warsiki, I Nyoman Suadin 

and his wife Latifah Alsegaf, and I Nyoman Saptanyana and his son Putu Krisna Saptanyana. Nearly every 

participant in our 2015 Bali travel seminar was able to join the performance as a dancer or musician, and 

their enthusiasm to perform and revisit our shared time in Bali was strong. Moreover, the opportunity to 

perform with their teachers and this extended family of Balinese musicians and dancers reinforced their own 

ideas about Balinese music as community. For my students, seeing all of this come together was probably 

one of the most salient lessons on desa kala patra. From our small college in upstate New York, to the village 

of Bangah in Bali, and back again, they were witnessing first-hand this sort of connectivity and communal 

space formed through performance. Metaphors take different shapes, and the spaces we inhabit and 

community we form through pedagogical methods and performance facilitates a sense of attachment that 

moves beyond the classroom in myriad ways.  
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The objective of this paper is to report my ongoing research examining the current state of liturgical music 

in the Malaysian Roman Catholic Church, and to investigate the musical identities within the multi-racial 

communities in their liturgical celebrations. 

 While the history of Catholicism in Malaysia is long, rich, and well documented, there has been very 

limited documentation on the liturgical musical practices in the multi-ethnic communities.  

 The documentation of Christian Missionaries in Malaysia goes back as far as the 7th century. Most 

research indicated that the most influential time for the local Catholic Church was the arrival of Franciscan 

and Dominican missionaries that came with the Portuguese in the 16th century to Malacca. Other Catholic 

missionaries followed suite. Most notably were the priests from The Society of Foreign Missions of Paris in 

the 18th century to Penang, the Sisters of St. Maur/Infant Jesus Sisters (IJ) and the Institute of the Brothers of 

the Christian School (La Salle Brothers) that founded Christian schools and orphanages in the Peninsular of 

Malaysia in the 19th century. 

 A pivotal moment in the Catholic Church worldwide was the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, 

where permission was officially granted for Mass to be celebrated in vernacular languages. The first Malayan 

Bishop Dominic Aloysius Vendargon was a Council Father for Vatican II. 

 A brief clip on YouTube (Arch LiveStream, 2014) shows a report on Archbishop Vendargon’s 

consecration as Malaya’s first Bishop. The video gives us some insight to what the official musical practices 

were in 1955 in Malaysia. 

 As this celebration was prior to Vatican II, the formal rubrics of the Mass was still in Latin. The 

choir was singing in chant and polyphonic harmony. Linguistically, they were not singing or pronouncing 

their vowels in the Italian style that this style of choral music is usually associated with. It has a distinctive 

Asian lilt that is quite raw, and very musical. They are matching each other’s vowel shapes, so musically 

they are still in tune with each other. The choir doing the Veni Creator Spiritus chant looks and sounds 

linguistically like they were mostly Indians, but due to the discolouration of the video, it is difficult to be 

sure. 

 Decolonisation within the Catholic Church in Malaysia is not a realistic possibility because 

Christianity itself in Asia is not indigenous. Contextualisation and syncretism is necessary. That has been 

acknowledged by Church several times, most notably in Sacrosanctum Concilium or The Constitution on the 
Sacred Liturgy (Pope Paul VI, 1963) which was one of the constitutions that came out of the Second Vatican 

Council. It emphasises the importance of incorporating local musical traditions into worship and recognises 

native genius. It also states the importance of missionaries to be trained to competently promote local 

traditional music in schools and the liturgy. 

 Malaysia has struggled with this more because of the necessity to meet the needs of the multi-ethnic 

community, particularly in Kuala Lumpur. In recent years, it has not just been the Tamil, Chinese and Malay-

speaking communities from East Malaysia, but the Filipino, Indonesian and African communities as well. 

 Musical training has never really been a priority, and lay people are usually put in charge of liturgical 

music without any liturgical training. The liturgical music that has been practiced most commonly in the past 

30 years has been the more “accessible” charismatic praise and worship style of music, whose use is 

problematic within the context of the Roman Rite. This practice has been slowly dissipating over the past 

few years with the encouragement of Pope Benedict XVI during his tenure to use more theologically 

appropriate music for the liturgy. 

 Dominic Anscar Chupungo, a Filipino Benedictine Monk, and a leading authority on liturgy and 

inculturation suggests several methods of worshiping in multi-ethnic communities in many of his 

publications. The one that Malaysia seems to be adopting is what he refers to as a “mosaic liturgy” 

(Chupungo, 1993), where Sunday Mass is celebrated using the various languages of the community. 

 A good example of this was the ordination of Archbishop Julian Leow. The Episcopal Ordination 

was held in the Church of the Holy Family in Kajang, Selangor, and was celebrated multi-lingually.  

 The Entrance Hymn was the well-known hymn Praise to the Lord, the Almighty, with verses sung 

in English, Malay, Tamil and Chinese. The other subsequent hymns were also multilingual. The Kyrie, 
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Sanctus and Angus Dei was chanted in Latin, while the Gloria and Pater Noster was chanted in English. 

According to the Head of the Liturgical Commission at the time, this was done partially for practical purposes 

as the Gloria was too lengthy for the choir or congregation to sufficiently grasp the Latin (L. Lexson, personal 

communication, February 8, 2016). 

 From my observation, part of the struggles of the multi-ethnic churches has been to applying the 

principle of “Dynamic Equivalence” to their liturgical music practices. “Dynamic Equivalence consists in 

replacing an element of the Roman Liturgy with something in the local culture that has equal meaning or 

value” (Chupungo, 1992). 

 This is mostly due to the lack of understanding of the liturgical function that the music plays in each 

part of the Roman Rite. The musicians that play for mass are all volunteers. Some might have Western 

musical training, some play by ear. Until recently though, most of them did not have any basic liturgical 

training. The Liturgical Commission does provide sporadic liturgical training, but nothing ongoing to solidify 

the theology and formation. The musicians are also dependent on the preference of their own parish priest, 

liturgical committee, and sometimes the congregation. 

 Sourcing music of dynamic equivalence also proves to be quite difficult. A recent attempt was made 

by the Archdiocese of Kuala Lumpur to ask for composition submissions from East Malaysian based on the 

texts in the Roman Missal, but they only received 2 submissions. 

 Attempts to utilise cultural and musical semiotics are also difficult due to a lack of exposure and 

training towards local traditional music and its instruments. The communities still do try their best to retain 

elements of their cultures in worshiping. 

 One curious example is the Kagape Mass. Kagape is an acronym for Kaamatan (Sabah), Gawai 

(Sarawak) and Panen (Borneo) that was coined by the Archdiocesan Bahasa Malaysia Apostolate Language. 

The term was coined to consolidate the harvest festivals from the various regions of East Malaysia to ease 

the strain of multiple celebrations within the Archdiocese of Kuala Lumpur. The trend seems to have bounced 

back, and some East Malaysian churches have started using the term and consolidation the celebrations as 

well.  

 In the Archdiocese of Penang, the Church of the Divine Mercy had their celebration of the Harvest 

festival in May 2016, and it was called Gawai, Kaamatan and Kesyukuran celebration. A description of the 

celebration was reported on the parish website (Johnny, 2016). The celebration included dancing around the 

Ranyai (Tree of Life), and cultural dances from the Iban, Kadazan-Dusun, and Batak tribes. The Sape 

(traditional lute of indigenous tribes in Borneo) was also played during Mass. 

 What has been observed in the course of my research is that the majority of Malaysian Catholics are 

quite happy to incorporate syncretism in their worship. However, they are still unwilling to incorporate Latin 

regularly into their celebrations because of their negative associations with Latin and colonisation. Most 

importantly, there does not seem to be any resentment with any ethnic groups being under-represented. 
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Introduction 

 

Changes in religious beliefs and practices can provide opportunities for exploring “religiosity” or the 

religious impulse among indigenous Borneo cultures, especially in terms of music and dance. Thus, in line 

with the theme of Performing Arts and the Religious Impulse in Southeast Asia, this paper seeks to answer 

the following questions. How do music and dance articulate the religious impulse among indigenous societies 

of Sabah in traditional ritual contexts? How do traditional music and dance articulate the religious impulse 

among the Dusun Tinagas, an indigenous community who have largely experienced religious change only 

over the past thirty years, in the context of their Christian worship? Hence, what is the underlying logic of 

practice of the religious impulse in terms of music and dance for indigenous societies in Sabah and possibly 

wider Borneo and Southeast Asia?  

 

Spiritual Concepts and Ritual Practices among Indigenous Societies in Sabah 
 

Sabah’s rich cultural diversity of over fifty major isoglots, or communities each with their own traditional 

culture and language, includes around thirty-two who are indigenous to the state and mostly speak languages 

of the ancient Dusunic, Murutic, and Paitanic Families of Austronesian Languages. Despite such wide 

cultural diversity, there are several underlying spiritual concepts and elements of ritual practices that are 

commonly found. 

 According to traditional beliefs, the unseen spiritual world parallels the physical world of humans. 

It is important that a state of “balance” (mitimbang in Dusunic languages) or “neutrality” is maintained 

between the human and spiritual realms. This ideal balanced or neutral state of the universe is described as 

being “cool” (osogit in Dusunic languages). 

 Imbalance between the physical and spiritual realms is caused by sinful human actions, from 

unwarranted clearing of forests to extremely serious offences against the Creator and the spiritual world, such 

as adultery and sexual sins. The unbalanced universe is described as being “hot” (alasu/ahasu in Dusunic 

languages). This imbalance results in the withholding of blessing and protection from the Creator. This opens 

the guilty to attacks by evil spirits (rogon in Dusunic languages), causing family misfortune, illness, crop 

failure, sickness and death of livestock. In serious cases, this can affect the whole family, the village and the 

wider community, even the entire society causing famine, floods, epidemics, wars, and other calamities. 

Appropriate ritual ceremonies and sacrifices must be conducted by priestesses to atone for the sins committed 

and restore balance to the universe. 

 Ritual among indigenous societies in Sabah is generally organised at three basic levels depending 

on who are the initiators. At the conjugal family or domestic household level, the conjugal couple or husband 

and wife as equal family heads may initiate a ceremony by inviting a priestess or group of priestesses to 

officiate. Ritual ceremonies occur at the longhouse or village level when organised by several families 

simultaneously. In times of major calamity, the priestesses may initiate a series of ceremonies at the level of 

the whole society to cleanse the universe from the effects of imbalance. 

 Important ritual events include: the recitation of long sacred ritual poetry (rinait in Dusunic societies) 

by the priestesses; ritual drumming and gong ensemble music; ritual dancing by the priestesses, some form 

of animal sacrifice where the blood is an atonement or “cooling compensation” (sogit in Dusunic languages); 

and rice, which has a spiritual aspect, in offerings and sometimes consumed as food or drink by members of 

the community. Some ritual events may include social celebratory dancing by ordinary people towards the 

end of a successful ritual series (Pugh-Kitingan, 2014, pp. 170-172).  

 

Expressing the Religious Impulse through Music and Dance in Traditional Contexts 

 

In Dusunic societies, the rinait constitute a huge body of poetic oral literature that is memorised and chanted 

exclusively by priestesses. Its poetry varies among the different languages, but it is the basis for all 
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cosmological beliefs, ritual, adat or customary law, and morality in the various societies. The rinait consist 

of pairs of lines, each pair having its own shared meaning. The first line in each pair is in the local language 

for the human world, while the second is in the ritual language of the community concerned to address the 

spiritual world. As such, the rinait is liminal, because it addresses both human and spiritual worlds and is 

articulated by the priestesses as mediators between the two realms (John Baptist, 1988).  

 Ritual gong ensemble music (usually including drumming) played by skilled musicians is a feature 

of large-scale ritual events. Depending on the culture and community concerned, this music may be the same 

as that played on non-ritual social occasions, or it may be uniquely specific to the ritual event in question. Its 

sound is said to awaken and summon the spiritual world to attend the event, and is believed to merge the seen 

and unseen realms. Gong ensemble music in ritual contexts is thus liminal, because it merges or bridges the 

human and spiritual worlds. It marks the processual flow of rituals, and also supports ritual dancing by 

priestesses (Pugh-Kitingan, 2014). In some cases, in certain communities it supports social dancing by 

ordinary people that may occur in conjunction with the ritual event outside of the ritual space.   

 When it occurs, ritual dancing by priestesses often proceeds in an anti-clockwise direction, but may 

also move in a linear progression and sometimes clockwise movements, depending on location and ritual 

space. Supported by gong ensemble music, it symbolises through movement and gesture, activities that are 

believed to be taking place in the spiritual world according to the rinait being chanted by the women as they 

shake their idiophonic ritual paraphernalia.1 It is liminal between the seen and unseen realms as it articulates 

transactions and relationships between the human and spirit worlds, as well as within the society itself (John 

Baptist, 1988; Pugh-Kitingan, 2014).   

 Social dancing by ordinary people accompanied by gong ensemble music expresses rejoicing and 

celebration on special occasions. It articulates shared social values and social solidarity. When it occurs at 

ritual events, dancing by ordinary people celebrates and socially ratifies transactions that have been made in 

the spirit realm by the priestesses on behalf of members of the community.   

 

The Dusun Tinagas, their Gong Ensemble Music and Dance 

 

The Dusun Tinagas are a branch of the Kadazan Dusun (or Dusun) and speak the Central Dusun dialect. They 

live in the upper reaches of the Sugut (Labuk) River, a hilly area at the intersection of the Administrative 

Districts of Ranau, Kota Marudu and Beluran in northern Sabah. Like other indigenous Sabahan societies, 

the Dusun Tinagas are acephalous or egalitarian with bilateral kinship and gender balance. They cultivate 

rice as their staple (especially dry hill rice), and live in villages that were formerly composed of longhouses.  

Marriage is legalised by bride wealth paid from the husband’s parents to those of the bride, and post-nuptial 

residence tends to be uxorilocal (in the wife’s village) unlike most Kadazan Dusun but like other northern 

Dusunic peoples such as the Rungus, Tobilung and Kimaragang, as well as the Labuk Dusun (also known as 

Labuk-Kinabatangan Kadazan or Kadajan) (Pugh-Kitingan, 2012, pp. 150-152).    

 As discussed previously, the Dusun Tinagas gong ensemble, known as songkogungan or tinuhiyan, 

consists of six hanging gongs. Three are smallish brass gongs with steep sides and flat front surfaces around 

their bosses (elsewhere described as sanang), and three are large, heavy, deep-sided brass or bronze gongs 

with raised ridges around the bosses (called tawag types). The three sanang types, here collectively called 

salasakon (indicating a fast playing speed), are named salasakon, poloniton, and kolimbongbongon 

respectively according to the rhythms they play. They are each struck on the boss with a thin stick (pokoritik), 

and kolimbongbongon is also hit with a second stick on its side producing a high-pitched “bong bong” sound. 

The three tawag are named polian, sunduron and bogilon respectively, indicating their individual sounds. 

Their hanging ropes are tied together so that the three gongs face inwards and their bosses can easily be hit 

by a single performer using a rubber or dried beeswax-headed wooden mallet (sosontuk) to produce a 

composite musical pattern. In some villages, the ensemble may also include the kulintangan set of small 

kettle gongs on a rack. This instrument was adopted from the neighbouring Kimaragang, but its performance 

has declined markedly as older musicians pass away (Pugh-Kitingan, 2012, pp. 152-154, 157-159). 

 The songkogungan ensemble accompanies dancing on festive and ceremonial occasions. Traditional 

Dusun Tinagas dancing consists of mongigol by a line of women, often accompanied by mangalai by two 

men, one at each end of the line of women (see Figure 1).  In mongigol, the women move sedately with their 

arms hanging at their sides and occasionally turn their shoulders while moving (sumirid). Their foot 

movements progress according to the composite rhythm of the three large tawag gongs. They may move 

along in a straight line, before circling anticlockwise and sometimes clockwise. In mangalai, the men also 

move their feet according to the tawag rhythm, but alternately raise and lower their arms and continually turn 
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their hands from the wrists. Sometimes, the men may cross over (misulak) from one end to the other in front 

of the line of women (Pugh-Kitingan, 2012, pp. 154-157, 159). The term mongigol, which refers specifically 

to the women’s dancing, is also used as a general term for traditional dancing.2 

 Gong ensemble music and dance are performed on important social occasions such as wedding 

celebrations, as well as at kaamatan or post-harvest feasting among families in the villages. Formerly, they 

were also performed as part of major ritual events such as the moningolig. During times of severe calamity, 

the bobolian or priestesses organised moningolig to entreat the Creator named Kinorohingan (“God most 

high”) and referred to as the Minamorun (“the Source” implying the Creator) among the Dusun Tinagas for 

help to restore balance to the universe. Each family constructed a tingolig or seven-tiered open bamboo 

structure, around one and half meters tall and half a meter wide, in front of their individual longhouse 

apartment or house. The seven tiers represented the seven spiritual layers of the upper world. The most senior 

bobolian placed the blood and feathers of a fowl as sogit on each of the six lower tiers to the good spirits in 

each layer of the upper world, with the blood and feathers of seven white fowls as sogit on the highest tier to 

Kinorohingan who was believed to inhabit the highest realm in the universe. Thus, they entreated 

Kinorohingan to restore his protection of the community against attacks of evil spirits from on the earth and 

the underworld (Pugh-Kitingan, 2012, pp. 151-152).  

 Nowadays, the moningolig is no longer extant, and most Dusun Tinagas have become Christians, 

while some are Muslims and a few continue to practice the traditional religion. The main Christian 

denomination among the Dusun Tinagas is Sidang Injil Borneo (SIB) or Evangelical Church of Borneo, but 

others such as the Roman Catholic Church and the Basel Christian Church of Malaysia (BCCM), are also 

present. Christianity was brought to the area over thirty years ago by Dusun pastors from other areas. More 

recently, from around ten years ago, there has been a Christian revival among the Dusun Tinagas.     

 

The Religious Impulse Expressed through Music and Dance in Dusun Tinagas Christian Worship 

 

Like other churches, the Dusun Tinagas SIB churches normally sing standard Christian songs in Dusun or 

Malay language during worship services. These are accompanied by guitar or, where electricity is available, 

electric band instruments with drum sets. Other social events in the community, such as wedding celebrations 

and kaamatan, continue to include traditional dancing and gong music. 

 Over the past few years, however, there has been an emerging trend for special SIB church events 

among the Dusun Tinagas to be celebrated with traditional mongigol and mangalai dancing accompanied by 

the songkogungan. This was first observed at the remote village of Kg. Tagibang during several days of 

special services in 2010. One afternoon, a line of four women dressed in the elaborate ceremonial lapoi 
costume performed mongigol to the accompanying songkogungan music. The next afternoon, a line of three 

women and two men all clad in their lapoi performed mongigol and mangalai respectively. This dancing 

with gong music was seen as a form of rejoicing, celebration and social solidarity for the community in the 

presence of God (Figure 1). 

 

 
Figure 1. Women mongigol and men mangalai at Kg. Tagibang. (Laurentius Kitingan, 28 March 2010; used with 

permission). 

 

More recently, SIB churches in other Dusun Tinagas villages have begun to incorporate mongigol with 

songkogungan music into special church events held at both local and district levels. During an event in 
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September 2014 held in the church at Kg. Tibabar, a large group from Kg. Nawanon performed. The group 

was headed by a female conductor who danced at the front of the group moving her feet as in mongigol while 

“conducting” with her arms as for an orchestra or choir. Twelve other women dressed in lapoi and wearing 

conical sirung hats danced mongigol followed by one man performing mangalai (Figure 2).  They moved in 

a straight line stopping below the platform at the front, while the songkogungan played by four men sounded 

forth from the right side of the space from the congregation’s viewpoint.   

 A tall rice plant with ripened seeds (parai) stood in the centre of the large space between the platform 

and the congregation. To the right, three tall basung baskets, winnowing trays (raya and rolibu), a rice 

pounding block (tosung), two rice pounders (tututuh) and other items associated with preparing rice grains 

lay on the floor. On the left of the rice plants, two long bamboo poles lay together on the floor with a third 

cross piece lying under them at one end.   

 As the women stood and moved in mongigol on the spot, three women from the front of the line 

followed by the male dancer circled anticlockwise around all the objects. These women donned the basung 

baskets on their backs, joined the circle again then danced towards the rice plants. Using small hand-held 

harvesting knives (linggaman), they took turns to symbolically mongomot or harvest the rice.   

 They then circled again and the danced towards the winnowing trays. After pouring out clumps of 

harvested rice stalks from one of the basung onto a large round raya on the floor, the three women took turns 

to mongogik or thresh the rice with their feet on the raya. After this, they collected the debris into one of the 

basung, poured the separated rice grains into another, circled again then joined the back of the line of women.   

The man entered the line near the front behind three other women. These front women then circled in 

mongigol around the objects, followed by the man in mangalai. These women also donned the basung, circled 

around, then poured rice grains onto the rolibu or smaller oval-shaped shaped winnowing trays. After monoud 

or winnowing the grains, they poured them back into the basung and circled again. They then poured the 

grains into the hollow of the pounding block and monotuk or pounded the grains with two tututuh. When they 

had cleared away all the rice, the three women danced in anticlockwise in a circle again, followed by the 

man, and joined the other line of women. 

 The whole group danced anticlockwise around the objects, then stopped and danced on the spot as 

before. The original three women separated from the line and circled again then moved over to the long poles 

on the floor to the left of the rice plants. While one woman stood firmly on the ends of the two poles on the 

floor, a second knelt at the other ends, clapped them and banged them rhythmically on the bamboo crosspiece 

in time to the gong music. The third woman, wearing a shorter woven heirloom skirt hemmed in small bells 

that fell to mid-calf, hopped in and out of the clapping bamboos. This dance is mogunatip, performed in 

various forms throughout Sabah. Among the Dusun Tinagas, it is a form of celebration and fun during 

kaamatan feasts after the end of the rice harvest.   

 After performing mogunatip, the women rejoined the others. The whole line circled around the 

space, then exited the building at the side near the songkogungan. 

 

 
Figure 2. Selection of scenes from Kg. Nawanon presentation at Kg. Tibabar: (Top row, from left) dancers’ entrance, female 

conductor (foreground), man’s mangalai (foreground) and women’s mongigol; (centre row, from left) mongigol with basung, 

harvesting rice, threshing the rice with the feet; (bottom row, from left) separating chaff from grain, pouring out the grain, 

winnowing. (Jacqueline Pugh-Kitingan, September 2014, film clip). 

               

The entire performance lasted for around forty-five minutes, and the gong music and dancing continued 

throughout in an atmosphere of joy and celebration. Episodes enacting various phases of the rice process 

cycle from mongomot to kaamatan were embedded within this continuous swathe of colourful movement 

and brassy sound. Rice is socially important as an essential staple in Sabahan societies and ritually significant 
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because it has a spiritual essence given by the Creator. Women have an important role in rice cultivation, 

because they maintain their families’ rice grains for planting at the start of a new agricultural cycle and they 

determine when the rice is ready to be harvested. 

The episodes about rice in this presentation, however, were not merely telling the story of rice 

processing and the importance of women therein, but functioned as statements of thanksgiving to 

Kinorohingan who as the Minamorun created rice and provides sustenance for human beings. The Dusun 

Tinagas, like all rice farmers in the remote interior of Sabah, are dependent on successful annual rice harvests 

to feed their families in the following year. A poor harvest means that there will not be enough rice to feed 

their children. Hence, they expressed their heartfelt gratitude to God for his bounty through mongigol and 

songkogungan music in special worship.     

 The contextualisation of traditional dancing and gong ensemble music into Dusun Tinagas Christian 

worship provides an opportunity to understand their religious impulse and its logic of practice. Table 1 

summarises the contextualisation of religiosity from traditional ritual elements of practice that are commonly 

found in Dusunic cultures, to this specific example of special Dusun Tinagas Christian worship. 

 
Elements  Major Traditional Ritual Events  Special Christian Worship Events (eg. 

from Kg. Nawanon)  

1. Liminars  Priestesses as mediators between the 

human and spiritual realms  

All believers as intercessors through prayer 

and praise  

2. Sacred texts  Sacred Rinait memorised and articulated 

only by the priestesses  

Sacred Scriptures (Bible) accessed by all 

believers  

3. Specially performed gong 

ensemble music  

Gong ensemble music merging the human 

and spiritual realms  

Gong ensemble music celebrating the 

transcendent Presence of Kinorohingan  

4. Sacred dancing  Ritual dancing only by priestesses to 

articulate transactions and pacts with the 

spiritual world and the Creator  

Sacred celebration dancing by believers 

(mainly women) to articulate their covenant 

with Kinorohingan  

5. Blood sacrifice (sogit)  Animal sacrifices as sogit for sin  Christ’s completed sacrifice as perfect sogit 

for sin  

6. Rice  Rice offerings and symbolic gestures  Symbolic actions of mongomot (harvesting), 

mongogik (threshing), monoud (winnowing) 

and monotuk (pounding) to praise 

Kinorohingan for His provision of rice  

7. Celebration dancing  Celebration dancing by ordinary people 

outside of the ritual space (sometimes)  

Mogunatip of three women embedded in the 

mongigol performance  

Nature of interaction with the 

spiritual realms  

Liminality  Transcendence  

Table 1. Contextualising and Manifesting Dusun Tinagas Religiosity. 

 

From examining Table 1, it can be seen that the religious impulse is manifested through these elements in 

both traditional ritual events and special Dusun Tinagas worship. In traditional contexts, priestesses mediate 

between the human and spiritual realms. The nature of interaction with the spiritual realms is through the 

liminal performance of the chanted rinait and special gong ensemble music and ritual dancing. In Dusun 

Tinagas Christian worship, every believer is said to have direct access to the Minamorun. The nature of 

interaction with Kinorohingan is believed to be transcendent rather than liminal, because he is believed to 

transcend into the human world. Dancing and gong ensemble music in Christian worship are believed to 

occur in his transcendent presence.  

 

Conclusions: Religiosity and the Logic of Practice of Music and Dance in Sabah 

 

The performance of gong ensemble music and dancing articulate the religious impulse in traditional ritual 

ceremonies among indigenous societies in Sabah by, it is believed, merging the human and spiritual worlds 

in a liminal context. The sound of the music is said to be a conduit between the seen and the unseen. Ritual 

dancing by priestesses, built upon the gong ensemble music, acts out transactions taking place in the spiritual 

world between humans and the spirits. When it occurs, social dancing by ordinary people in ritual contexts 

expresses rejoicing and thanksgiving, and socially ratifies transactions and pacts made on their behalf by the 

priestesses with the spiritual world. 

 In Christian worship among the Dusun Tinagas, the performance of gong ensemble music and dance 

articulate the religious impulse by expressing praise and thanksgiving in a transcendent rather than merely 

liminal context, that is believed to be in the abiding presence of Kinorohingan who transcends into the human 
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world. The sound of the gong music expresses rejoicing. The sacred dancing by ordinary people, especially 

women, supported by the gong music, also expresses rejoicing and thanksgiving and hence reaffirms their 

covenant with him. 

 The religious impulse or principle of religiosity manifested through the performance of gong 

ensemble music and dancing thus continues across socio-cultural change as traditional genres are performed 

in new religious contexts. Similar logics of practice of traditional gong ensemble music and sometimes dance 

in Christian worship can be found among other cultures in Sabah, such as in the Anglican churches of the 

Labuk Dusun and Paitanic peoples of the Upper Kinabatangan River, and the Roman Catholic churches of 

the Kadazan Dusun and others. The underlying logic of practice of gong music and dance among indigenous 

Sabahan cultures in religious contexts may manifest a wider Borneo and even Southeast Asian religious 

impulse.                    

 

Endnotes 

 
1 When chanting the rinait, a Kadazan Dusun priestess or bobolian shakes her gonding, a clapper made from pieces 

of brass that are strung together from a tortoise shell or bone handle. The same term is used in the Rungus language 

for the same item used by a bobolizan or priestess. The sound of these objects is believed to attract the familiar 

spirit of the priestess. Among the Lotud of Tuaran, a tantagas or priestess uses a set of giring-giring or small silver 

bells stitched to a cloth to attract the attention of good spirits, and a tutubik made from a metal plate and a coin 

string together from a tortoise shell handle to chase off bad spirits. 
2 During fieldwork in 2010, I was informed by supposedly reliable sources in the village that mangalai was the 

term for women’s dancing and mongigol for men’s dance. Only after publication of my 2012 article on Dusun 

Tinagas dance and music did I learn that mongigol is the correct term for women’s dance, and mangalai for the 

men’s dancing. 
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EXPRESSING RELIGIOSITY THROUGH THE PERFORMING ARTS AMONG THE 

TAGALOG-SPEAKING PEOPLE IN THE PHILIPPINES 
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Introduction 
 

The performing arts of music, dance and drama play a significant role in Tagalog religious celebrations and 

devotion that sometimes go beyond expectation and perhaps, even rationality. Consider the multitude of 

devotees literally swarming Quiapo Church in Manila every 9th of January to attend the procession of the 

Black Nazarene chanting “Nuestro Jesus Nazareno” as they wave white towels and cloths amidst sweltering 

heat, health risks, and safety threats.   

 It raises the question of why people continue to participate yearly in this religious event, knowing 

the danger inherent in a frenzied, uncontrollable crowd. On another occasion, flagellants walk along streets 

during Good Friday whipping their backs, bleeding and enduring pain as their public admission of having 

committed grievous sins. In the context of ritual drama, flagellants mask their identity as they proceed to 

perform their self-imposed corporal punishment, raising the question of why they publicly engage in a 

humiliating act that is today discouraged by the Catholic Church and yet pervades in Tagalog communities. 

As a Tagalog myself, I have witnessed and experienced extra-ordinary Catholic gatherings, including the 

recent Holy Week celebration where the singing of Christ’s passion (pabasa/pasyon) concluded with faith 

healing, possession and trancing. The performance and performativity of such extra-ordinary expressions of 

Tagalog religiosity anchored in folk Catholicism invite a discursive analysis of the meaning that these 

activities carry today in the context of contemporary church-related public events like feast days (pista) and 

Lent (kuwresma). This paper aims to explore Tagalog religiosity through an examination of Panata, an 

indigenous term applied to all of these phenomena. Literally meaning “vow”, “promise”, “oath” or 

“offering”, the label Panata I submit is integral to the ontological formation of Tagalog religious expressions, 

particularly in the realm of the performing arts.   

 

The Tagalog People: A Brief Profile 
 

The Tagalog-speaking people form one of the largest ethno-linguistic groups in the Philippines. With their 

homeland in the islands of Luzon, Mindoro and Marinduque, they number about 30 million1 who mostly live 

in urban areas and at the centre of government. They largely contribute to the country’s national development, 

as they are involved in all sections of public and private institutions that are national and international in 

scope.2 Today the Tagalog live and work in many parts of the world.    

 The name Tagalog means “people dwelling along rivers.” Etymologically, it comes from two words, 

namely taga, meaning “coming from,” and ilog or “river”. Early accounts of pre-colonial Tagalog portray a 

stratified society with families forming themselves into a community called barangay. They used an archaic 

writing system commonly referred to as baybayin. Aside from being literate, the Tagalog were agriculturalists 

and traders who engaged in the import and export of goods with their Southeast Asian neighbours, including 

Borneo, Malacca and Timor, as well as China and Mexico with the galleon trade. Tagalog trading ports were 

and continue to be located in Manila, Batangas, and Mindoro.3 Spanish colonisation, beginning in the 

sixteenth century (1521-1898), introduced Catholicism through Mexico, resulting in so-called folk 

Catholicism, a mix of indigenous beliefs and Catholic doctrine.   

  

Panata and Tagalog Religiosity 

 

I bring out the idea that the indigenous term Panata (“vow”, “promise”, “oath”, or “offering”) is a core 

concept of Tagalog religiosity. Panata is spiritual self-agency characterised by an individual’s religious 

commitment to God. It is personal, secret and interiorised. Yet paradoxically, Panata propels a person to 

move, act and perform in the public sphere through such activities as singing, dancing and playing musical 

instruments. In other words, Panata is a performance that fulfils a promise to God in exchange for special 

favours like healing, passing an exam or getting a job.  

 Panata animates a person to express his or her faith and religiosity; ultimately to seek God’s 

indulgence for a better life and to offer thanksgiving for blessings received. The Tagalog concept of Panata 
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offers an opportunity for an individual to negotiate, transact and bargain with God. It is relational with the 

Divine and the individual’s lifeworld. For example, a sick person himself or even a relative or friend of the 

sick, can secretly offer a religious vow (Panata) in exchange for a healing miracle. A time frame for fulfilling 

the vow is likewise addressed, taking into account the person’s capabilities, for example, physical strength 

and social support. There are also instances where a vow is fulfilled over the person’s entire lifetime. Still in 

other cases, the Panata is handed over to and inherited by a relative so that a family Lenten tradition, for 

example, is assured continuity in the next generation.     

 Tagalog Panata springs from and flows out of a person’s inner self or kalooban. From the root word 

loob meaning “inside”, kalooban is a holistic and multi-dimensional perspective of Tagalog personhood 

whereby loob relates to his/her intellect, emotion, volition and ethics.4 Emanating from kalooban (inner self), 

Panata is fulfilled externally in public. Most often, Panata manifests itself in the performing arts.   

 For the sake of contrast, I present two distinct expressions of Tagalog religiosity in the context of 

two Catholic events, namely the Holy Week celebration I witnessed in March 2016 in my province of Cavite 

and the feast day of Santa Clara, celebrated on 18 May 2016 in the province of Bulacan. These religious 

performances are themselves Panata. While Panata during Holy Week offers penance and sacrifices 

connected with singing, ritual drama and the playing of musical instruments, the feast of Santa Clara 

characterised by a festive mood is marked with a dance for fertility and petition for a child.  

 

Tagalog Performing Arts in the Context of Panata  

 

A. Holy Week Practices 

 

The Catholic world observes Holy Week with religious activities that relate to the life and passion of Christ. 

In my hometown in Rosario, Cavite, just 31 kilometres south of Manila, the observance of Holy Week is 

marked with long-standing Lenten practices, namely the singing of Christ’s passion called pabasa (also 

called pasyon); praying at stations of the cross along main streets of town (via crusis); procession of the 

religious image of Jesus Nazarene; self-flagellation (penitensya) on Good Friday; and the veneration of the 

Dead Christ (Santo Entierro), represented by a sacred image. The week’s activities culminate in a long 

procession (prusisyon) of well-adorned religious images in the evening on Good Friday. All of these Tagalog 

expressions of religiosity have endured until today because of their status as Panata.   

 Lenten singing in my community takes place in private homes as well as in a 60-year old private 

chapel that houses an heirloom of the Dead Christ (Santo Entierro) believed by the community to be 

miraculous. Intimately called Lolo, meaning “grandfather”, the sacred image evokes pathos and grief. 

Community members from all walks of life, including those from neighbouring towns, converge in the chapel 

from Palm Sunday until Good Friday not only to pray but more importantly, to fulfil their personal Panata 

through Lenten singing called pabasa.   

 From the root word basa, meaning “read”, pabasa entails old-style chanting (basa matanda) as well 

as singing various tunes (tono), utilising the poetic texts of a popular Tagalog book entitled Pasiong Mahal 
(translated as The Beloved Passion of Christ).  

 

For  Proceedings published see figures 
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The book Pasiong Mahal consists of 2,660 stanzas with each stanza having five lines in octosyllabic verses. 

Its text is didactic as it instructs and moralises both the singers and the community on Catholic teachings and 

local values. The book also contains short sermons called aral, which serve as spiritual reflections. Derived 

from the book’s title Pasiong Mahal, pasyon is an alternative term for pabasa. Signifying Christ’s agony and 

suffering on earth, the Tagalog pasyon singers empathise with Christ’s misery as they themselves experience 

emotional and physical exhaustion, including loss of voice, due to non-stop singing. The sacrifices of pasyon 

singers are part and parcel of Panata. 

 

   

The physical challenges experienced by individuals in connection with Lenten Panata are epitomised in the 

performative practice of self-flagellation (penitensya). A ritual drama witnessed by the Rosario community 

every Good Friday involves men with covered heads walking along streets, whipping their incised backs and 

bleeding all the while. In the context of Panata, these men self-flagellate as penance for their sins, despite 

discouragement of the practice by the Catholic Church today. The penitents kneel and pray upon reaching 

the chapel then later fall onto the ground, where they are further whipped by their companions, somehow in 

imitation and reminiscent of Christ’s suffering on His way to Calvary. The flagellants then leave the chapel 

and continue walking towards the nearby sea to wash their wounds with salty water for faster healing. 

 Still on Good Friday is a reunion of members from an inactive brass band named Rosarian Band. 

The band has been playing at the chapel for the past 60 years until today, again because of Panata. Although 

the group has been neglected since the passing of its founder with no family member taking over, the Rosarian 

Band is revived every Good Friday as a vow of thanksgiving for better jobs and opportunities abroad as 

musicians. Gathered outside the chapel at 3:00 p.m. in the afternoon marking Christ’s time of death, band 

musicians play their standard repertoire of classic and modern pieces, such as Rossini’s “Barber of Seville” 

overture and “Jesus Christ Superstar” medley by Andrew Lloyd Weber. The playing of a brass band at wakes 

and funerals, as in the case of the Dead Christ, is symbolic of the deceased’s revered social status in the 

community.   

 Good Friday culminates with a long procession of beautifully decorated religious images whose 

owners consider joining the procession as Panata. The performativity in expressing religiosity during Holy 

Week in a Tagalog community like in Rosario manifests varied activities constituting Panata. Panata as a 

recurring theme in Tagalog religiosity becomes even more intense as people empathise and mimic Christ’s 

sufferings during Lenten season.  

 In contrast to the solemn mood of Holy Week practices in Cavite, I proceed with a more festive 

performance of dance as Panata in the town of Obando in province of Bulacan. The town of Obando, dating 

back in the sixteenth century, is located only 16 kilometres away, north of Manila.  

 

B. Obando Fertility Dance as Panata  

 

The town of Obando celebrates a three-day festival in honour of three religious figures, namely San Pascual 

Baylon (Paschal Baylon) on May 17th, Santa Clara (Claire of Assisi) on May 18th and Nuestra Señora de 

Salambao (Our Lady of Salambao) on May 19th. Although marketed to tourists as a “Fertility Dance Festival” 

by the local government, the celebration itself is a ritual marked by liturgical masses, prayers, processions 

and pandanggo street dancing, which is characterised by arms swaying in coordination with triple-time 

footsteps.   

 

For  Proceedings published see figures 
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The festival relates to a local story5 of a pre-colonial practice of performing a fertility ritual for women unable 

to bear a child. Because barren women are considered low class and are ridiculed by society, a ritual is 

conducted for them at the home of the village leader (datu) with the aim of prevention or curing. The ritual 

may last for days, with much drinking, singing and dancing. The synthesis of local belief and Catholicism 

thus represents a folk-Catholic event in which devotees aptly render the song “Awit kay Santa Clara”:  

 

Santa Clara, pinung-pino  St. Clare, most refined 

Ang pangako po’y ganito  My promise is this 

Pagdating ko sa Obando  That when I arrive in Obando 

Sasayaw ako ng pandanggo. I will dance the pandanggo. 

 

Refrain:  

Abaruray, Abaruray  Abaruray, Abaruray 

Ang pangako’y tutuparin  I will fulfill my promise. 

Abaruray, abaruray  Abaruray, Abaruray 

Ang pangako’y tutuparin. I will fulfil my promise. 

 

 

The promise to dance for fertility to Santa Clara is Panata in exchange for a child. In solidarity with the 

community, the locals, visitors and various organisations join the childless couples in the procession that 

starts at 8:00 a.m. in the morning after the early mass. Pandanggo dancers, devotees, government officials 

and invited music bands arrange themselves along the main street just outside the church. Dressed in different 

attires with some wearing colourful native dresses and others garbed in specially-marked festival T-shirts, 

they gracefully dance and sway with much fun and delight accompanied by live bands playing Santa Clara’s 

For  Proceedings published see figures 
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tune. The three religious images join the procession led by Santa Clara together with a unique bamboo band 

called Musikong Bumbong. 

 The procession returns to the church in time for the end of its noon mass. In an overwhelming crowd 

inside the church, they sing and dance in unison to Santa Clara’s song led by the Musikong Bumbong. While 

the crowd waves hands and kerchiefs, Santa Clara’s religious image likewise “dances” moving her carriage 

to and fro at the centre aisle. The tremendous enthusiasm of attendees concludes the celebration with the 

hope that couples will come next year with their babies as testimony of a petition granted through dancing. 

 

Summary 
 

In summary, I put forth the idea that Panata is a Tagalog concept that is central in understanding performative 

expressions of Tagalog faith and religiosity. Embodied in the term Panata is the person’s drive to act, sing, 

play and dance to accomplish a religious commitment to God for a better life. Indeed, Tagalog performances 

in the context of Holy Week and Obando fertility dance are Panata. The performing arts and the 

performativity of Panata highlight their intimate relationship of mutually reinforcing each other. Tagalog 

expressions of religiosity will therefore continue as a living tradition because of the spiritual energy of Panata 

to perform before God. 

 

Endnotes 

 
1 http://www.joshuaproject.org (accessed July 14, 2016). 
2 See Peralta (2000, pp. 26-27). 
3 See Scott (1994, pp. 189-242). 
4 See P. Leonardo N. Mercado in Alejo, S. J. (1990, pp. 13-17).    

5 See De los Reyes. http://www.geocities.com/obando81 (accessed July 4, 2016). 
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This paper examines how modernity has historically framed the development of the Iban popular music 

industry in 1960s and 1970s. The Iban is the largest indigenous ethnic group in Sarawak, Malaysia and make 

up approximately one third of the total Sarawak population. Historically, the Iban have been accepted as a 

cultural group in the multi-cultural nation of Malaysia, although exposed to the agents of change in their 

lifestyle and socio-cultural development. On the other hand, the Iban were a culturally homogenous group, 

located geographically and politically on the periphery of Malaysia’s power centres. It is seen that during the 

twentieth century, Iban society had gone through a state of dramatic flux where the Iban have gone through 

processes of readapting themselves to meeting the demanding challenges of Malaysian nationalism. As seen 

in the Iban music industry, this transformation of rapidly embracing modernity through the nation was to the 

detriment of traditional practices in culture in order to adapt them to the era of modernisation. Drawing upon 

Barendregt’s (2014) “alternative conceptions of modernity” this paper examines how the Iban references 

both a national as well as a local music industry, particularly through their use of language as an expression 

of Iban. First, this paper will examine how modernity has historically shaped developments in the industry 

of Iban popular music through political and economic modernisation. Using a historiography method, I will 

then look at differential transformation within the Iban music industry because of agents of socio-cultural 

and political changes in Sarawak. This reflects how the Iban people react to and reflect upon adaptation and 

modern demands of change as a result of the effects of historical processes on their social, cultural and 

physical environments. 

 

Introduction  
 

Modern, modernity, modernisation and modernism are the terms used in describing the transformation of 

socio-historical process these days. Objectively, modernity is seen as a “process of modernization, by which 

the social world comes under the domination of asceticism, secularization, the universalistic claims of 

rationality and differentiation of various spheres of the lifeworld, bureaucratization of economic, political 

and military practices, and the growing monetarization of values” (Turner, 1990, p. 6). The basis of modernity 

consists of historical, cultural and social formations (Mee & Kahn, 2012) and includes large areas of social 

process and cultural orientation comprised of globalisation, transnationalism, nationalism, identity, the state, 

secularism capitalism, techno-rationality and religion.  

 From the colonial period to postcolonial era, Southeast Asian nation states have gone through 

dramatic historical developments and experienced political and economical changes. But looking at the 

history of popular music through the lens of the nation does not in itself produce the whole picture. Instead 

Barendregt (2014) proposes “alternative conceptions of modernity” (p. 6) that problematize nation-centred 

narratives about the history of popular musics in Southeast Asia. Barendregt observes that modernity’s 

production of new fashions, markets and lifestyles offers, “a glimpse of how and why people have taken up 

ideas of the modern, how it is made, unmade and remade, paying ample attention to how such 

reconfigurations may serve various claims and are constantly haunted by yet others” (Barendregt, 2014, p. 

6). Those who are attached to how and why popular music is produced and created to meet the market demand 

attempt to fit into the current needs at that particular time period as well as create their own trends and 

developments within that society. 

 

Theoretical Framework/Discussion 

 

Recognising the defiance of Western modernity, Barendregt’s (2014) alternative conceptions of modernity 

avoids nation-centred narratives and takes a holistic approach towards examining the multiple ways in which 

popular musics are attached to socio-culture developments in society. Some of the multiplicity of factors 

includes issues of socio-economic and stages of socio-cultural development, educational development, 

Christianity, literacy, as well as stages of economic development in infrastructure, lifestyle and technology. 

All have been critical factors influencing definitions of modernity in Iban society. The Iban people in Sarawak 

have encountered various waves of modernisation since the arrival of James Brooke in August 1839 where 
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the history of Sarawak as a modern nation-state began (Kedit, 1980). Adapting to the new environment after 

the arrival of Western influence, the Brookes controlled, administered and maintained order to prepare the 

Iban people to meet the needs and demands of a modern economy.   

 During the Brooke administration, influence from the Christian missionary and education had 

exposed the Iban to Western music through hymn singing where they were exposed to Western melodic 

structures and harmony through the expectation of memorising the hymns. Since 1950s, the Iban had listened 

to the radio on a regular basis (Postill, 2006); the Iban established their contact to Western, Malay and 

Indonesian popular music played by the radio station. With radio providing a model, the Iban soon 

accelerated these innovations by creating their own popular music, while expressing Iban-ness through their 

own language, adapting Western pop music melodies into their own early creations of pop music. 

Nevertheless, mimicking could also be seen as a reconfiguration in conveying their culture and expressions 

as social entertainment.   

 Looking as a form of mass communication, popular music could serve as a mediator to communicate 

the “desirability of modernity” (Hobart, 2006) as one of the ways to achieve rational development in the 

society. As the modern infrastructure development happened in the longhouse environment, young girls are 

eager to follow Western entertainment, popular music, dancing and copying the way the western people dress 

in the longhouse in order to be modern (Kedit, 1980). Consequently, as the desire of the Iban people to be 

modern, they had created a space in pop music and learning the music-making process in innovating the 

Western, Malay and Indonesian music styles into a newly created pop music. Hence, popular music had 

opened up the opportunity for the Iban to perform on stage and participate in singing competitions, creating 

the space among the community to explore their talent and skills in music.   

 

Case Studies, Evidence and Empirical Data 

 

Popular music influences from Kuala Lumpur, Penang, as well as from Indonesia, have been considerable 

throughout the history Iban popular music. These popular music styles have dictated from the centre to the 

periphery, where the Iban music industry is located in Sarawak. This centre-periphery paradigm certainly 

describes the emergence of the Iban popular music industry in Sarawak between 1954-1976, an era of Iban 

radio broadcasting.  

 Radio Sarawak was officially established on 8 June 1954, when the Sarawak Legislative Council 

decided to create a broadcasting service with technical assistance from the British Broadcasting Corporation 

(BBC). Among the four broadcast programs, including Malay, Chinese and English, Iban programming was 

initially broadcasted for just one hour from 7-8pm daily. In the early days, the programs were limited to news, 

information on agriculture and animal husbandry, Iban folklore and sung poems (pantun and renong) and 

epics (ensera). In the 1950s, external musical influences from Indonesian and Indian popular musics 

dominated Iban airwaves, and in the 1960s and 1970s British and American popular music also received 

substantial airplay. Radio Sarawak listeners enjoyed songs sung in Malay and Indonesian, as well as English 

songs sung by British and American artists. Therefore, in order for an emerging Iban popular music industry 

to modernise, Iban musicians composed songs using a popular form in their own language.   

 Both sisters, Senorita Linang and Pauline Linang were brought up listening to Western songs on the 

Sarawak Radio. Among their favourite singers were Tom Jones and Engelbert Humperdinck (Postill, 2006). 

Senorita Linang was an Iban beauty pageant winner and was very much seen in the public eye as an icon of 

Iban-ness. As an Iban singer cum artist, she was often perceived as a central icon to urban Iban audiences. 

She became the voice of Iban popular music in places where her songs reached her listeners in Sarawak 

through medium or shortwave frequency radio transmission. Senorita Linang may also be considered as a 

periphery artist among the larger, more dominant Kuala Lumpur, Indonesian and Western artists promoted 

at the time. As the major ethnic group of Sarawk, the Iban people established themselves through the vehicle 

of popular music yet predictably remained a minority in larger urban centres.   

 In the 1970s, Christopher Kelly emerged in the Iban pop music industry after winning the RTM star 

competition (Pertandingan Bintang RTM). His first album entitled Beraie Nganti was recorded in the 1970s 

and received an overwhelming response from Iban music fans. Kelly was crowned as the most popular Iban 

artist in 1970s and the first Iban artist who had performed together with the RTM orchestra for National Day 

in year 1973. “Bungai Layu,” “Nuan Meruan di Atiku,” “Agi Idup Agi Ngelaban,” “Tinggal Sari Asai 

Setaun” and “Beraie Nganti” are among the titles of Iban songs that were popularised by Kelly. In total, he 

had recorded 24 vinyl albums with RTM from the 1970s to 1980s, and each vinyl disc contain four songs.  
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 Positioned on the periphery, the Iban artists borrowed tunes and rhythms from Western pop songs 

and adapted them as their own. Influences in Iban popular music also included Malay and Hindustani genres. 

As Iban songs were broadcasted on the radio station, the Iban popular music might have reached a wider 

audience in Indonesia, especially in the Kalimantan region and the Malay Peninsula through radio 

transmission.   

 However, Iban radio programming did not always broadcast the sounds of modernity for its Iban 

listeners. In the 1960s, the Sarawak government used Iban radio broadcasting for psychological warfare 

tactics against communist insurgents. During the end of the Indonesian confrontation in 1965, priorities of 

broadcast shifted from warfare propaganda to “mental revolution of the people” (Postill, 2006, p. 49) with 

the aim to educate people with health and economic development information. Christopher Kelly was 

especially brought to sing in the communist area of Sibu in the early 1970s, where the former whole Third 

Division of Sarawak (presently covering the areas of Sibu, Kapit, Sarikei and Mukah). The Third Division 

was declared a special security area under the administration of Rajang Area Security Command (RASCOM) 

that was administered by the Chief Executive Officer; the Director of Operations is the Chief Minister of 

Sarawak. The places where Christopher Kelly was brought to perform as a singer cum entertainer included 

Pentas Rakyat (community stage show) in the Nanga Ngungun operational area (Kanowit), the Nanga Tada 

Operational area (Kanowit), the Nanga Jagau operational area (Kanowit) and the Nanga Sekuau operational 

area (Sibu) where he became the centre figure of popular music.  

 During the communist movement of the 1960s, Iban soldiers were sent to Malaya (the Malay 

Peninsula). The song entitled “Nganti Ti Pulai” was sung by Senorita Linang, translated as “Waiting for You 

to Come Back” (see Table 1). The melody of this song is taken from “Sealed with a Kiss,” slow rock ballad 

sung by Brian Hyland, an American popular recording artist. The recording was released as a single in 1962. 

The Iban lyrics of the song portray the longing of a lover or fiancé for a soldier. With separation as the theme, 

the soldier had left her for a place far away, either for war or berjalai (literally translated as “walking”, 

meaning acquiring new knowledge or wealth to be brought back to their village at the end of the journey). 

As depicted in the lyrics she misses him so much and prays he will be back soon.  

 

Anang nuan lama pegi 

Aku ditinggal    

Anang ngasuh aku braie   

Pulai lengkas sulu  

Ngagai aku ti nganti   

Anang lama pegi   

 

Sekumbang nuan dah ngejang   

Lesa idup ku    

Puas ngasuh ati lantang   

Engka ti ka badu    

Tang endaulih oh sulu   

Pulai lengkas kitu  

  

Besari aku besampi   

Ke nuan tetap lengkas pulai  

Ngelama aku udah nganti   

Ka nuan ti ambai lalai   

 

Anang nuan lama pegi   

Lengkas pulai    

Aku nganti besari-sari   

Ka nuan ti ka pulai   

Ngagai aku ti nganti tu   

Ngambi lengkas pulai   

 

Besari aku besampi   

Ka nuan ti tau lengkas pulai  

Ngelama aku udah nganti   

Ka nuan ti ambai lalai  

  

Don’t go too long 

I am left behind 

Don’t make me love sick 

Please come back as possible, my love 

To me that waiting for you 

Don’t go too long 

 

Since you have been away 

I feel so gloomy 

It’s hard to make myself happy 

Hoping my gloominess will stop 

But it cannot be stopped 

Come back here soon 

 

Every day I pray 

Hope you will come back soon 

All this long I have been waiting 

For you, my love 

 

Don’t go too long 

Come back soon 

I wait everyday 

For you to come back 

To me that wait for you here 

So that you come back soon 

 

Every day I pray 

Hope you will come back soon 

All this long I have been waiting  

For you, my love 
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Table 1. “Nganti Ti Pulai” (“Waiting for You to Come Back”). Lyrics in Iban with English translation. 

 

As seen in the lyrics in Table 2, the song evokes an Iban battle cry “Agi Idup Agi Ngelaban,” which literally 

means “To Fight to the Death.” It was composed during the 1960s and sung by Christopher Kelly during the 

government’s era of urgent “Malaysianisation”. The song depicts the scene at the time of Sarawak joining 

Malaysia during the communist insurgency. Kelly’s voice in the song urges the Iban soldiers to sacrifice all 

for their country. Since the song lyrics were in Iban and not the Malaysian language, it creates a strong sense 

spirit of comradeship, a bond between Iban soldiers who fought bravely for their rapidly modernising nation. 

The style of this song is very similar to the 1960s Malay popular songs ornamentation in the melody. 

 

Diatu kitai udah Merdeka    

Pegai perintah serakup Malaysia   

Anang sekali bebagi ati    

Ngetan ke menua sereta neggau negeri 

  

Chorus:  

 

Aram meh kitai ti nyadi sedadu  

Berambun ka nyawa napi peuluru   

Anang undur ngapa ari menalan   

Enti agi idup agi ngelaban    

Kitai meh bejuluk bujang berani   

Ti tampak rita serta pegari   

Now we are a free country here 

Governed by the formation of Malaysia 

Don’t be half hearted 

Protect your country 

 

 

 
Come, those of us who are soldiers 

Sacrifice your life against the bullet 

Don’t ever retreat from the war field 

Fight until your last breath 

We are the brave warriors 

Who are famous and well known 

 
Table 2. “Agi Idup Agi Ngelaban” (“Fight Until the Death”). Lyrics in Iban and English translation. 

 

Christian missionaries, formal education, as well as political and economic development dramatically 

changed the cultural and physical environment of the Iban as well as the Iban’s perception towards their 

traditional culture. In addition, many Iban people themselves were involved in internally discrediting their 

own culture. For example, traditional Iban belief systems were animistic and often involved shamans and 

ritual healers. As a reflection of modernisation through migration to urban areas, the song “Cherita Manang 

Ula” (“Story of Manang Ula”) (See Table 3) portrays the urban Iban’s sceptical attitude towards rural Iban 

traditional animism healing rituals. These rituals were conducted by Iban shaman known as manang. Sung 

in the rhythm and melody of an Indonesian song with an exotic Hindustani flavour, this song depicts how a 

bogus shaman conducted a phony healing ritual. 

 

Dinga kita cherita   

Aku manangula    

Lebuh iya di ambi   

Orang belian    

 

Puchung sakarung   

Di ma enggau baka   

Endang siku orang   

Di asoh iya ngesan   

 

Leboh iya datai    

Ba tudah ke sakit    

Dia iya nanya    

Nama pemedis    

 

Tudah ke sakit    

Pan madah diri    

Kena hujan nyala    

Pulai iya nginti    

Listen to the story 

Shaman ‘manangula’ 

When he was invited 

For healing ritual 

 

Bundle of charms 

In a basket he carried on his back 

One men 

Ask him to carry 

 

When he arrive 

At the place of the sick 

Then he ask 

What kind of sickness 

 

The poor sick person 

He tell about himself 

Because of the ‘hujan nyala’ 

When he comes back from fishing 

Ka nuan ti ka pulai   

Ngagai aku ti nganti tu   

Ngambi lengkas pulai  

  

For you to come back 

To me that wait for you here 

So that you come back soon 
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Manang ula lalu    

Enda chamang-chamang    

Mantai ka lupong    

Batu pemandang    

 

Dia iya lalu    

Muchau besampi    

Mandang ke batu    

Segenap tisi    

 

Batu iya kumbai    

Iya batu ilau    

Di kena nenggau    

Ngabas penyakit    

 

Udah nya baru    

Iya mantai puchau   

Di kena ngabau antu ti jai   

Shaman “manang ula’, then 

Immediately 

Take his basket 

Batu pemantang (crystal to see kind of sickness) 

 

Then he start 

Recite the spell 

Looking at the crystal 

In every angle 

 

That crystal he called 

As ‘batu ilau’ (crystal for seeing) 

For him to see 

Find out the sickness 

 

After that 

He start recite the spell 

For him to ward away the bad spirits 

 
Table 3: “Cherita Manang Ula” (“Story of Manang Ula”). Lyrics in Iban and English translation. 

 

Summary 
 

This paper has addresses how “alternative conceptions of modernity” (Barendregt, 2014) have shaped and 

contributed to the musical development and socio-cultural meaning of Iban popular music in Sarawak. 

Popular music in Iban society has endured influence from the hymns and Christian liturgy rendered into Iban 

language, English songs sung in mission schools, and a mixture of Western, Malay and Indonesian popular 

songs diffused into the Iban community. Since the beginning of radio station broadcasts, Iban popular music 

has been a strategic form of media towards nation building especially in the era of Malaysianisation when 

Sarawak joined Malaysia as a nation state.   

 A historical rupture between earlier modernities and the modernity we are presently in is explained 

by Appadurai (1996): “This theory of a break-or rupture-with its strong emphasis on electronic mediation 

and mass migration, is necessarily a theory of the recent past (or the extended present) because it is only in 

the past two decades or so that media and migration have become so massively globalized, that is to say, 

active across large and irregular transnational terrains” (p. 9).  I agree with Appadurai because the Iban people 

progressed remarkably over the few decades and immerse themselves in the economic development process 

from the Brooke Monarchy to Malaysia nation state. At the same time, the radio became a symbol of 

modernity for the Iban who lived in the longhouse, whereas the gramophone became the emblem of 

modernity for the urban Iban as crucial accessories to the development of new mass-mediated culture of 

consumption. 

 Due to the limited sources of music available to the Sarawak listeners during 1950s to 1970s, the 

uniqueness of Iban popular music is seen through the mixture of various genres of music ranging from Malay 

and Indonesian popular music, Hindustani music, and Western ballads. This shows how these musical 

concepts blend together with the Iban language in the form of purely entertainment-based popular music. 

Although Iban popular music is not fully original compositions, Iban popular music reflects the popular 

culture and lifestyle of Iban people especially how Iban people express their culture as well as their identity 

of Iban-ness in the modernised environment.  
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A bird of paradise circles down from the sky, taking a colourful descent towards the islands of Indonesia. 

The bird swoops towards a stately tree where an orangutan puppet, Tantan, sits playing a kendhang drum, 

accompanied by human children playing kendhang and the bamboo suling flute. Tantan tosses a green street 

sign up into the sky where it changes colours, revealing a batik-clad, purple-skinned girl puppet dancing tari 

piring, the West Sumatran plate dance. As the credits continue to unfold, the theme song exhorts children to 

play, sing, dance, draw, and study together in a magical place found only on their televisions: Jalan Sesama.  

Jalan Sesama (2008-2010) is the Indonesian co-production of Sesame Street (1969-present), the award-

winning American children’s television program best known for its combination of entertainment with 

curriculum-based educational approaches. Set on a prototypical inner-city American street populated by an 

ethnically diverse human cast and a colourful array of puppets called Muppets, Sesame Street intersperses 

live-action street scenes with animations and other short skits that emphasise basic literacy, mathematics, and 

social skills. Music has been an integral medium through which these lessons are presented. Jalan Sesama 

adopted many of its American predecessor’s approaches—including the use of brightly-coloured Muppet 

characters and the prominent incorporation of music—to teach children academic skills and in particular, to 

address the island nation’s diverse ethnic heritage. Despite presenting information in a similar format to 

Sesame Street, Jalan Sesama portrays Indonesia’s cultural diversity in a way that is distinctly tailored to 

present a pluralistic narrative of Indonesian society. 

 I examine how excerpts of Jalan Sesama that feature Indonesian performing arts promote learning 

about the nation’s cultural diversity. Focusing on music found within what I term ethnographic film scenes 

and street scenes, I demonstrate how children’s personal musical narratives and hands-on music-making 

within a diverse array of Indonesian musical traditions are presented to represent cultural diversity—one 

through which Indonesian children of diverse backgrounds are encouraged to experience and identify with 

their nation’s distinctive performing arts cultures.  

 Jalan Sesama is a recent addition to a family of Sesame Street programs that Children’s Television 

Workshop president Charlotte Cole has called “the single largest informal educator of young children in the 

world
 
 (Cole, Richmond & McCann-Brown, 2001). Initially an American phenomenon, Sesame Street has 

become the most watched children’s television program in the world with a peak viewership of over 120 

million children worldwide in 2001. Over the past fifty years, broadcasts of the program have reached 

children in more than 140 countries. Many of these broadcasts were versions of the American program 

dubbed into the local language. However, beginning in 1972, independent, local co-productions of Sesame 

Street have been broadcast in thirty-three countries around the world. Each co-production is produced in the 

local official language and formulated to reflect the country’s cultural values and traditions. In many 

countries, show writers have used the program as an opportunity not only to teach basic literacy and 

arithmetic skills but also to address pressing local social issues, such as ethnic conflict and endemic health 

concerns.1 

 In particular, Jalan Sesama was developed to enhance primary-level educational opportunities in 

more remote areas of the country and was promoted as an attempt to reduce the secondary school dropout 

rate in Indonesia, which was about 40% at the time the program aired (Weiss, 2012). Though previous locally 

produced Indonesian children’s television programs such as Si Unyil (1981-1993) endorsed nationalised 

Indonesian values, few contained the explicitly curricular approaches featured in Jalan Sesama. Dubbed 

foreign imports with little educational value, such as Teletubbies (1997-2001) and Spongebob Squarepants 

(1999-present), have been also been increasingly popular in Indonesia over the past two decades (Harnish, 

2005). 

 The Jalan Sesama partnership was initiated between Children’s Television Workshop and 

Indonesian partner Creative Indigo Production in 2006 and received its primary funding from the United 

States federal government (Rice, 2006). During its initial broadcast run, Jalan Sesama was shown on a daily 

basis on television network Trans7, a large private broadcast channel based in Jakarta that reaches more than 

133 million viewers in Indonesia—over half of the country’s population. Within three years, 156 half-hour 

episodes of Jalan Sesama were viewed by approximately 7.5 million Indonesian children, or two-thirds of 

the target age group (Sesame Workshop, 2011). The program now airs regularly but less frequently as re-
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runs on Kompas TV, and some episodes can be purchased on VCD or DVD as well as found online. School 

outreach programs in West Java, West Nusa Tenggara, and Papua that were sponsored by the Indonesian 

Ministry of Education and Culture (Kementerian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan Indonesia) from 2011-2014 

also brought specially developed Jalan Sesama materials to underserved populations. 
 The pedagogical goals of Jalan Sesama are similar to those of Sesame Street, and like its parent 

program, the series drew on a consulting team of education, culture, and health specialists to design its 

content. Each episode of Jalan Sesama follows the distinctive Sesame Street format—the episodes alternate 

short animated or puppets-only segments that are interspersed between a single, “real world” storyline that 

features Muppets and human characters and takes place on Jalan Sesama. Though imported from the United 

States, the program’s format resonates with Indonesian traditional arts in an interesting way. The Muppets 

of Jalan Sesama join Indonesia’s rich history of traditional puppetry genres and the short scenes that form 

each episode’s overall narrative, mirror the format of many wayang performances, that combine moral 

lessons and entertainment within a narrative comprised of a number of shorter scenes. 

 In Jalan Sesama, one of the main lessons is cultural diversity. The name Jalan Sesama—literally, 

“street for all”—mirrors Indonesia’s national motto, Bhinneka Tunggal Ika—“Unity in Diversity.” The four 

newly-created Indonesian Muppet protagonists—Putri, a purple-skinned human girl; Momon, a yellow 

monster; Jabrik, a baby rhinoceros; and Tantan, an orangutan—transcend the concept of ethnic diversity 

through presenting human qualities without ethnicity attached and portray endangered Indonesian wildlife 

species. Scenes featuring live actors from diverse locations around the nation bring attention not only to the 

Central Javanese culture that features heavily in nationalised television productions, but also incorporate 

visible representations of other geographic areas and Indonesian ethnicities.  

 Like in the American Sesame Street, musical learning is not specifically listed among Jalan 
Sesama’s pedagogical goals. However, musical segments are integral to promoting the program’s educational 

messages. The Jalan Sesama website highlights recordings and lyrics to over fifty newly-composed songs—

primarily in the popular Indonesian dangdut style—on topics such as animals, parts of the body, and numbers 

and letters. The program also features performing arts in two types of narrative segments: ethnographic film 

scenes and street scenes.  

 Ethnographic film scenes—extended scenes that follow child narrators in exploring real-world 

environments—were a part of the Sesame Street model from its first season. While the American program 

initially used these scenes to expose urban children to rural landscapes and lifestyles, Jalan Sesama focused 

instead on transporting children to other parts of Indonesia. Performing arts-based segments in this series 

largely focused on West Java, Bali, and Papua, which were specific areas targeted for representation by the 

program. 

 One of the most vivid ethnographic films follows a young boy from Bandung as he goes to a wayang 

golek (rod puppet) performance. The establishing shots show the narrator and his older brother as they are 

led by their father through the crowd at the alun-alun (city plaza) and take their seats. The shot cuts next to 

a close-up of musicians playing instruments—rebab, kendhang, and saron—before cutting to focus on the 

dhalang, the shadow puppeteer, as the boy explains his role in directing and voicing the puppets. As the boy 

describes how the puppets are made, clothed and manipulated, the repeated short saron melody that serves 

as background music to the narration gives way to a few seconds of uninterrupted audio-visuals from the 

performance. As the boy provides a basic explanation of the Pandawa Lima, the characters from the 

Mahabharata whose story is depicted here, quick cuts show the full gamelan orchestra, the puppets, and the 

audience, before settling again on the stage as the boy discusses his favourite character, the comedic Si Cepot 

whose antics bring the whole audience to laughter. The scene concludes with the family leaving after the 

performance finishes. 

 Typical of the other ethnographic scenes, in the wayang golek excerpt, the young boy narrates an 

experience with traditional culture from his home region. Though providing visual and aural introduction to 

West Javanese puppetry traditions, the excerpt does not attempt to provide a comprehensive explanation for 

the music or its mechanics, rather choosing to evoke a more general understanding of the art form. By 

providing viewers an age-peer “friend” with whom to learn about wayang golek, this Jalan Sesama excerpt 

offers an approachable way for children from other regions to learn about the people and arts of West Java. 

 In contrast, street scenes—those in which the primary Muppet and human protagonists interact on a 

set that is part of the world of the Jalan—provide the Muppets and humans alike the opportunity to interact 

with traditional artists. Many musical street scenes also focus on wayang—in fact, one of the recurring 

characters is a dhalang—but other musical street scenes show the children and Muppets of Jalan Sesama 

learning about traditional music and dance. 



THE MUSIC OF JALAN SESAMA (SESAME STREET): TELEVISED INDONESIAN  

APPROACHES TO TEACHING CULTURAL DIVERSITY 

255 
 

 In one such excerpt, the Muppet Putri and the young human character Icha are walking together 

when they hear something interesting. Upon investigation, they find that Bapak Kompyang is playing 

melodic patterns on a gangsa instrument from Balinese gamelan gong kebyar. Icha is fascinated by the sound 

and wants to learn how to play, but she is afraid to make a mistake. Putri and Pak Kompyang reassure her 

that it is normal for new learners to make mistakes, and Kompyang shows her how to hold the mallet and 

strike the keys. As Icha gains more dexterity and skill in her strokes, Kompyang encourages her that the more 

she practices, the more she’ll be able to play. As Icha plays, Pak accompanies her on the ceng-ceng cymbals, 

then switches to play on the other gangsa, corralling Icha’s erratic melody into a melody more idiomatic for 

Balinese gamelan. Putri dances gleefully in front of them, enjoying the sound of the Balinese gamelan. 

 Once again, this excerpt provides child viewers from other areas of Indonesia with a basic audio-

visual introduction to this artistic style rather than giving an in-depth exploration of Balinese gamelan. 

Importantly, this metonymic introduction to Balinese culture is paired with a supportive message about trying 

new things. By following Icha’s story, children viewing the program also learn the basics of the gangsa and 

moreover are encouraged to participate in hands-on learning of Indonesian cultural heritage. 

 Though enthusiastically followed by millions of Indonesian viewers, Jalan Sesama faced no 

shortage of controversy when it was first announced. Particularly outspoken was Fauzan al-Anshari, former 

Director of the Institute of Political Studies and the Islamic Sharia, who declared the program to be a 

propagandistic attempt to bend Indonesian educational curriculum to American ideals (Powell, 2006). 

Indeed, as noted previously, Jalan Sesama’s financial ties to the United States government are no secret. 

Furthermore, then-US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice first announced the program within a speech that 

also addressed the US war in Iraq and rising anti-US sentiment in Indonesia. In this sense, the program 

continues a history of artistic and media-based negotiations of soft power between the two nations that dates 

back to the 1960s, when the American Ford Foundation and other entities provided financial support for 

Indonesian-American artistic exchanges (McGraw, 2013). 

 However, despite sharing the same basic production format as Sesame Street, Jalan Sesama 
addresses Indonesian cultural diversity through music in a way that is quite different from the approach taken 

on the American program. Since its inception, Sesame Street has been lauded for the extent to which it 

exposed children to a racially and ethnically diverse set of performing arts traditions. Yet, despite featuring 

a wide variety of musical styles representing the cultural diversity of the United States, they are frequently 

presented without clear cultural contextualisation or any particular sense of attribution to specific groups. 

Therefore, while firmly advocating against an assimilationist viewpoint emphasising sameness in American 

culture, this more passive musical and cultural presentation does not take a particular stance on how these 

musical segments may enlighten children. 

 Some elements of Jalan Sesama suggest a unified Indonesian culture: the program is set on a generic 

neo-colonial Indonesian “everywhere” type of street and the program does not explicitly address religion or 

religious values at any point—and of course, like the majority of broadcast TV in Indonesia, the program is 

presented entirely in Bahasa Indonesia rather than local languages. However, artistic segments like those 

previously analysed purposefully introduce viewers to musical styles distinctive to the different ethnicities 

and geographical regions within Indonesia. In this way, Jalan Sesama favours a pluralist approach to cultural 

diversity education—defined here, following the model illustrated by anthropologist Robert Hefner as one in 

which a number of minority cultures are promoted as distinctive but equal (Hefner, 2001). In presenting 

interactive musical excerpts for children, Jalan Sesama goes beyond simple acknowledgement of distinctive 

traditions within a more homogenised majority nationalist culture but also, to quote director of Harvard’s 

Pluralism Project, Diana L. Eck, involves an “energetic engagement with diversity” by inviting children to 

explore cultural and musical difference (Eck, 2006). In doing so, the model of Jalan Sesama provides a 

distinctive new method through which to use music and multimedia to reach Indonesia’s culturally diverse 

child population. 

 

Endnotes 
 
1 In the past decade, two Sesame Street co-productions have aired in Southeast Asia: Sabai Sabai Sesame (2005-

2006) and Jalan Sesama (2008-2010). A third Southeast Asian co-production, the Philippine show Sesame!, aired 

for a single season in 1983; when the co-production partnership broke up due to political issues with the Marcos 

regime, the independent program Batibot was born, lasting from 1984-1998. It was revived from 2010-2013 and 

has been the subject of a learning app released in 2015. 
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TWENTY YEARS AGO, SERGEANT PEPPER TAUGHT THE BAND TO PLAY 

(Lightning Paper) 

 

Alex Dea 
Independent Researcher, Indonesia  

 

Report on Research Topic 
 

My paper shows how comparing observations of ordinary life with musical and dance practice during two 

twenty-year periods help me to understand to be a better Javanese gamelan music performer. Through a 

longitudinal—long-term—point of view, I hope to solve my unending effort to understand the “secret” of a 

music that is not of my own culture.  Due to this being a lightning paper, I will focus only on high points of 

one of the methods of my researching. 

 

The Meaning of Sergeant Pepper 
 

When I started this paper, I was being cute in giving the title. Then, I realised that in 2016, readers may not 

know that it is a lyric from The Beatles’ 1967 revolutionary rock album. The subtext being that a band twenty 

years before must be remembered and revitalised.  

 

Objectives of this Research 

 

In 1976-1977 in central Java, I learned from the great masters from the heyday of the first half of the twentieth 

century. This lightning paper promotes longitudinal comparative research. 

 

Brief Background: Twenty Years Ago 

 

In 1992, after a hiatus from central Java classical gamelan music, I returned to my field-research location, 

and discovered—shocked by—changes in classical music and dance. It seemed that the foundation was 

dropping out—that there was an impending demise of the arts’ aesthetic. Was I to presume this loss, or had 

the performing arts “merely” transformed, developed, and moved into a space congruent with central Java’s 

modernisation?  I will conjecture reasons of these unexpected changes in 1992. Then, I fast-forward to 2016, 

to another twenty years after my unexpected observations in 1992. 

 This paper will show the community’s re-vitalisation, relevancy and sustainability of traditional 

dance and music in a modern Java’s space of: McDonald’s, Kentucky Fried Chicken, and Pizza Hut; where 

young musicians’ staple is the Eagles’ “California Hotel,” where pre-teenagers take hip-hop lessons; and 

where DJs sample and modify Jefferson Airplane’s “Somebody to Love.” 

 

Brief Discussion of Current Work: My “Methodology” 

 

Continuing the use of metaphor and analogy of my paper at the 2014 ICTM PASEA in Bali where I compared 

playing Javanese classical gamelan with driving traffic in the roads of Central Java, here, I reflect the changes 

I saw between 1972 and 1992. 

 I will not say this is a methodology, but is an approach in order to see the behaviours of the society 

and milieu of the classical music and dance. 

 

Changes at 1992 after Twenty Years  
 

Here is a list—in no particular order: 

 

 People wear shoes more often than sandals 

 Women wear pants 

 Few people wear sarung (traditional wrap-around) and kebaya (traditional blouse) 

 The latest fashions are mostly American or Western 

 Most people don’t own but rent kris (heirloom dagger) and traditional clothing 

 In the palace, the Javanese intelligentsia wear suits, the foreigners wear traditional clothing 
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 Young people do not speak krama (the higher polite form of language) very much any more  

 Nescafe is hip 

 Kentucky Fried Chicken is preferred to mbok mberek traditional fried chicken 

 There are frozen french fries in the supermarkets 

 People prefer to pay more in supermarkets or department stores rather than go to the pasar (market) 

to bargain 

 Chinese weddings (increasingly more Javanese ones) are stand-up parties (buffet) 

 Weddings rarely use live gamelan 

 More western popular music is heard, loved, and sung 

 Karaoke is very big and a lot of it is western music (there is Hong Kong pop but that’s generally for 

Chinese-Indonesians) 

 There is not much gamelan music on the radio 

 No one knows Pangkur but everyone knows Den Pasar Moon 

 The sound system plays dangdut (pop music) (or whatever they prefer) right after an all-night 

wayang (shadow play) 

 American movies predominate  

 American TV predominates 

 Graffiti is everywhere 

 People have cars and go places alone 

 Everyone has colour TV (even in a small hovel on the side of the road) 

 Many people have hand phones 

 Young couples display affection or have physical contact in public 

 Orthodox Islam is more prominent 

 There is more crime (ninja robbers holding servants at bay while whole houses are ransacked)  

 Apparently more violent crime (mass murders, shooting of police) 

 Young boys get drunk and violent in public 

 People yell in public 

 Everyone uses notation. It’s an exception when pesindhèn (female singer), especially of the younger 

generation, sings without notation 

 Pesindhens (female singers) hold the mike sometimes 

 Most pesindhens sound like each other 

 No one remembers all of the cakepan (lyrics) 

 There’s more choral singing in wayang 

 RRI seems more kasar (rough) 

 Gamelan groups don’t play classical pieces much, preferring langgam, campursari (two types of 

pop music), and fast pieces 

 Gérong (male chorus) sings too loudly 

 

These items might be tied together in order to understand why, and what it means to the performing arts. 

There is no space here to go into all interactions and links between them, moreover the second level for a 

deeper analysis.  

 But for example: to be invited to attend the Solonese king’s coronation anniversary is to join the A-

list, to partake in the spiritual power, especially during the sacred ritual Bedhaya Ketawang dance. One of 

the ladies in audience complained that the dance was too long—too repetitive. But, the Bedhaya Ketawang 

is not a performance or entertainment. It is a ritual—an upacara—and for that reason doesn’t have to entertain 

us or keep us interested visually. If we tune into the spiritual quality, then it is completely engaging, and we 

gain something by being there. It is for us to find meaning in what is being done. 

 

This is reminiscent of some of the observations above—that: 

 

 Most people do not own, but rent, kris (heirloom dagger) and traditional clothing  

 In the palace, the Javanese intelligentsia wear suits, the foreigners wear traditional clothing 

 Nescafe is hip 

 Kentucky Fried Chicken is preferred to mbok mberek traditional fried chicken 

 There are frozen french fries in the supermarkets 
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This can be related to music too; the reliance of female singers on notation in performance is “frozen french 

fried” music.  

 

Projected Outcomes: Living Again (but can it Last?) 
 

To bring this back to Sergeant Pepper who taught a band to play twenty years ago, in 1992, there seemed a 

need to return to the lessons of Sergeant Pepper—in other words, to the Javanese master musicians and 

dancers who gave something valuable to the world. 

 Happily, between 1992 and 2016 today, the apparent loss of cultural understanding rebounded like 

a rubber band—an elasticity giving hope and delight that a younger generation (born in the 1960s) with 

different social outlook, frame, and approach has picked up and has begun to re-maintain the traditional arts 

of that heyday in the early 20th century.  

 Some examples include: the Pujokusuman 35-day dance rehearsals; star younger musicians under 

Saptono in Solo; and Pujangga Laras supported by mainly foreigner music lovers and students. 

 In my longer paper, continuing the metaphoric approach, I have a new list of observations for 2016—

to be compared to 1992’s. Whether this rubber band lasts will only be known over time. 

 

What is the Upside of this Approach? 

 

I like raw ethnography and field research. I hear that in some academic circles, field research is no longer 

required or recommended. I believe in first hand observation, notation, and analysis—for searching 

understanding. The longitudinal comparing of things over time puts things into relief.  

 Umar Kayam, a noted Indonesian writer who was close to many Western scholars, respected what 

they had to say. However, he said that they almost always got it wrong. 

 Maybe I will get it wrong, too. I will not give up scientific or intellectual tools. But, perhaps 

combining with a metaphoric and analogy approach may give a better, clearer picture of how things work.  
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LECTURE-DEMONSTRATION: MUSIC PATTERNS IN MELAYU ASLI AND MAK YONG 

 

THE STYLISTIC CHARACTERISTICS OF MELAYU ASLI SONG 

 

Suflan Faidzal Arshad 

ASWARA, Malaysia 

 

Introduction 

 

This paper is the result of research done in fulfilment of the requirements for MA in Creative Arts, at the 

Graduate School of the P. Ramlee Chair, ASWARA, in 2015. The aim of this study was to examine the 

details of the style of lagu Melayu Asli songs by studying the domains and to analyse the important aspects 

of style and ornamentation that is common practice in the playing of this traditional Malay song, especially 

in Peninsular Malaysia. It is hoped that the results of this study can meet these particular interests: 

 

1) Providing exposure and new knowledge about the style of playing of lagu Melayu Asli 

2) Generating documentation and reference materials about the technique and playing style 

3) Maintaining many of the features found in this type of traditional Malay song as played over the 

decades of the past century (at least) by Malay musicians 

 

In this study, I make three observations through interviews with selected informants, which include aspects 

such as: 

 

1) Selection of lagu Melayu Asli which are still popular and played by professional Melayu Asli 

singers and musicians today  

2) Record and transcribe selected popular songs using the Western notation system, complete with 

symbols for the ornamentation and overall style 

3) Create a re-analysis and comparison of different styles of playing between different players of the 

same song. 

 

Lagu Melayu Asli (Malay Asli [“original”] Tunes or Songs) 

 

Lagu Melayu Asli is one of the Malay art forms that has been around for a long time. According to Abdul 

Fatah Karim (1980), the traditional Malay song has a specific rhythm and in Malaysia it evolved along with 

the development of the bangsawan in the early part of the 20th century.  

 In addition, Dr. Arif Ahmad (2005) describes the singing of lagu Melayu Asli as having melodic 

motifs using a gentle, well-mannered style of delivery. It also features a medium tempo with clear and 

distinctive rhythm. Dr. Arif Ahmad also added that the lagu Melayu Asli uses lyrics that comprise Malay 

pantuns (4-line poems) that contain elements of advice and affection. Mohamed Ghouse Nasuruddin (1989) 

noted that it belongs in the category of syncretic music that is a combination of elements found in Western 

and Malay music. He also added, the word Asli in the context of music that referred to “original music,” a 

traditional music with singing style and specific drum beat of a certain rhythm. The lagu Melayu Asli, also 

called senandung, has its own uniqueness when viewed from the angle of style, melody and unique rhythmic 

patterns played by a rebana frame drum and gong beats that can be said to be not directly influenced by 

outside elements.  

 It can be noted that the original rhythm in this traditional Malay song is an absolute artistic creation 

of Malays born of the Malay race (Ahmad Razli Ayub, 2014). This fact is also supported by Takari and 

Fadlin through interviews conducted in Medan in September 2014, who stated that the traditional Malay 

song, which is also called senandung, belongs to the Malays and has a rhythm of its own. 

 Texture or pattern in traditional Malay song is polyphonic, which means it is multi-layered (or 

stratified). In general, texture is a summary of the melody, harmony, rhythm and dynamics, which are 

interconnected within a song. The singing voice, violin and accordion are played heterophonically, meaning 

the vocal line, accordion and violin play the same basic melody but each with its own variations on the given 

melody.   

 Ber’bunga’, melodic embellishment, is made with the addition of decorative tones (or 

ornamentation), noted with terms borrowed from Western music, such as accaciatura, mordent, glissando, 
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turn and trill. Both of these musical aspects (the rhythmic pattern and the melody line) will collide at the end 

of the phrase to mark the start of the next round or the final beat of a phrase or section (Matusky & Tan, 

2012). From the tone or sound quality, also called timbre, tone quality of instruments produced by the violin 

and accordion accompaniment is said to be very suitable for use in the traditional Malay song and it sounds 

almost like the sound of the singing voice.  

 

Rentak Melayu Asli Rhythm (Melayu Asli Rhythmic Pattern) 

 

Generally, in the tradition of Malay Asli music, there are five specific types of rhythm namely joget, zapin, 

masri, inang and asli (Syafa’atussara Silahudin, 2009).  

 The rentak Asli rhythm is played by the rebana (frame drum) in Melayu Asli songs using a slow 

tempo of 58-65 beats per minute. The rentak Asli (Asli rhythmic pattern) is played in the count of 8 beats 

over a 2 bar phrase with 4/4 meter. On the first 4 beats, the rebana plays regularly on beats 2, 3, and 4, 

following with drum strokes on beats 1 and 2 in the second bar with a syncopation on beat 4. (Matusky & 

Tan, 2004). On the other hand, the gong will play on beat 1 and twice on beat 7 (refer to Figure 1). According 

to Ahmad Razli Ayub (2014), the emphasis on the two gong strokes on beat 7 gives a unique characteristic 

to the rentak Asli. Arguably, this is unique only to lagu Melayu Asli and not found in other music. 

 

 
Figure 1. Rentak Melayu Asli. 

 

Pantun (4-Line Poem) Verses in Lagu Melayu Asli 

 

The Melayu Asli song is typically associated with a particular poem that is sung, in Malay we say berpantun 

4 kerat (“vocalising [or singing] the 4-line poem”). Traditional Malay song is synonymous with pantun. 

According to Zaaba (1965), the pantun was first used to express messages or meanings indirectly. This 

includes stories about love, poetry oriented advice, natural beauty and the story of past Malay rulers. The 

main function of the pantun is to express feelings, give advice, and quiz and sweeten the conversations 

between two people. 

 The pantun in lagu Melayu Asli is originally handcrafted in two parts named as AB (or binary form), 

notably in the form where part A rhymes with part B, and where part B gives the true meaning of the poem. 

The lagu Melayu Asli can also be said to be in strophic form, in which the melody and the same rhythmic 

pattern are repeated, but the text of the 4-line pantun changes from verse to verse, in which the musicians 

and singers are given the freedom to improvise according to taste, skills and inspirations for each verse of 

the song. This means the process pernadaan demands that a singer or musician must comply with the tradition 

of the song, so that the norms and the discipline of the tradition is adhered to. 

 

The Main Musical Phrases in the Lagu Melayu Asli 

 

1) Buka Lagu (opening of the song) is the melodic introduction of a song. Each traditional Malay song has 

its own opening. The entry of the Melayu Asli song itself follows closely after the buka lagu (intro) is played. 

 

2) Pengantar Lagu refers to a passage of notes, the selection of which is from certain notes of the scale or 

mode in the tune. It is sometimes played within the first line of the sung pantun melodic line but always 

played after the third line of the pantun. The pengantar lagu serves the function of introducing (or leading) 

to the last line of the pantun, which tells the real meaning of the whole poem. The last note of the pengantar 
lagu always leads into the melody of the last line. 

 

3) Sendi Lagu is a melodic bridge. Sendi in Malay means “joint” usually played after singing the second line 

of the pantun, and after the fourth line before entering the buka lagu (intro) for the second pantun verse of 



SUFLAN FAIDZAL ARSHAD 

 

 

262 
 

the piece. Its melodic contour is usually not uniform in length, it is, however, longer than the pengantar lagu, 

and it serves the purpose of bridging the first two lines and the last two lines in the pantun.  

 

4) Pemati Lagu/Penutup Lagu (closing/ending) are melodic phrases played when two pantun (dua kerat 
pantun) are completed by the singer. The piece titled Seri Mersing uses the sendi lagu as the pemati lagu 

played gradually slower (ritard) to indicate that the song will end. On the other hand, songs like Makan Sireh 

and Bunga Tanjung use the sung melody as the penutup lagu.  

 

The Structure of Lagu Melayu Asli (Using the Lyrics of the song Seri Mersing) 

 

(Verse 1) 

(Buka Lagu) Tidaklah boleh…(Pengantar Lagu) ku kenanglah kenang… 

Air lah mata jatuh berlinang…(Sendi Lagu) 

Karam di laut dapat ku renang…(Pengantar Lagu) 

Karam di hati aduhailah sayang bila kah nak senang…(Sendi Lagu) 

 

(Verse 2)  

(Buka Lagu) Seri Meresing…(Pengantar Lagu) lagu lah Melayu… 

Digubahlah oleh biduan dahulu…(Sendi Lagu)  

Hati ku runsing bertambahlah pilu…(Pengantar Lagu)  

Mengenangkan nasib aduhai lah sayang yatim lah piatu…(Pemati Lagu)  

 

 

 
Figure 2. Buka Lagu and Pengantar Lagu in music notations. 

 

 

The Performing Style of Lagu Melayu Asli 

 

There are terms that are used by players in the traditional Malay song that serve to embellish the melody of 

a song. The terms lenggok, bunga, gerenek, air lagu, patah lagu indicate the style of delivery that are sung 

or played instrumentally. With these embellishments, the lagu Melayu Asli turns expressive and full of 

feelings, and it is not empty, hard or stiff. In Malaysia, the practice of lagu Melayu Asli is without clear 

mention of the terms gerenek, lenggok etc. Musicians and singers simply perform the ornamentation without 

referring to the technique. However, in Medan Indonesia, the practice of Melayu Deli clearly commands the 

terms of gerenek and cengkok. The practitioners use the terms commonly.  

 Returning to Malaysia, where the lagu Melayu Asli is practised, the practical term of bunga lagu is 

used to mean all the embellishments. That is, Malaysian musicians do not differentiate the various 

ornamentations. What is most important to lagu Melayu Asli practitioners, in the words of Ahmad Razli Ayub 

(2014), “we play the music as if we are singing the melody.” 
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LECTURE-DEMONSTRATION: MUSIC PATTERNS IN MELAYU ASLI AND MAK YONG 

 

THE ROLE OF GENDANG IBU IN THE MAK YONG ENSEMBLE 

 

Mohd Kamrulbahri bin Hussin 

University Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Malaysia 

 

Introduction 

 

Mak yong is a famous traditional Malay theatrical performance from the state of Kelantan which incorporates 

the elements of the art of music, singing, dance, pengucatan sastera (art of language of Mak yong) and acting. 

This essay explains the traditional music ensembles within the Mak yong theatrical performance and focuses 

on the major role of the gendang ibu (large-size gendang double-headed drum) in accompanying a Mak yong 

play and in the whole music ensemble. This essay then discusses the details on the role of the musical 

instruments, tuning systems, player positions, and beating (or drumming) techniques present within the Mak 
yong music. This essay also presents the experience of an author who is an enthusiast to the art of the Mak 

yong music for almost 15 years. In addition, this essay explains the variations of drumming or basic rhythms 

in the songs (lagu) usually played by the Mak yong players in Kelantan and also similarities among the 

different Pergendangan Melayu (Malay Percussion) such as the Wayang kulit Kelantan and Main peteri 

(healing ceremony). 

 

The Role of the Gendang Ibu within Kelantan Mak Yong Music 

 

The gendang ibu is one of the most important musical instruments in the Kelantan Mak yong music ensemble 

alongside three other main musical instruments which are the gendang anak (the small-size double-headed 

drum), the knobbed gong or tetawak and the rebab (3-stringed bowed lute). There are also other additional 

musical instruments involved, from time to time, such as the canang (pair of small knobbed gongs), kesi 

(cymbals), serunai (quadruple-reed wind instrument) and geduk (short, double-headed barrel drum hit with 

a pair of sticks).  

 There are different beginnings to songs which can be identified in Mak yong music. Firstly, songs 

that start with the bowing of the rebab (as an introduction to a song) such as the piece (lagu) entitled 

Bertabuh. Secondly, songs that start with the cue or singing by an actor such as the song known as Barat 

Anjur. Thirdly, songs that start with drumming on the gendang ibu such as in the song San Gedang which 

accompanies the characters entering the stage such as in the Pakyung Turun and Peran Turun.   

 The gendang ibu serves as the main percussion instrument in a Mak yong performance, it leads the 

rhythm of the music and also signals other musical instruments as a starting and ending point to a song. 

Hence, the gendang ibu player must know the basic melody which will be played by the rebab instrument or 

the singing of a song, and understands the cues of actors to know the timing and when it is suitable to start 

playing the drum which provides the rhythmic pattern to a song. Almost all of the songs in the Mak yong 

ensemble will start with the beating of the gendang ibu which signals the other instrument players such as 

the gendang anak and gong to follow. 

 In a Mak yong performance, the gendang ibu player should be very focused during a performance 

to understand the course of the story. This is done in order to make the dramatic aspects of the play better 

with the addition of background sounds such as the Gerpak Gendang1 and the sound effect of the Rotan 

Berai2 beats. The gendang ibu player should also be receptive to cues that are given in the form of ucatan 

(language of Mak yong), or singing by the actors to simultaneously know the songs that will be played 

according to the story, and to melody that results from singing by an actor and bowing of the rebab. 

 

Tuning Systems, Basic Rhythms, Stroking Techniques and Lap Positions of Musical Instruments in 

Mak Yong 

 

According to Pak Hussin Yusof (Hussin Yussof, personal communication, 2013), the tuning systems of the 

musical instruments depend on the additional skills that exist among groups of musicians of the Mak yong 

ensemble. Usually, gendang ibu players who specialise in tuning the instrument are also skilful in making 

the musical instruments, especially the gendang ibu and the gendang anak. Based on a study done on the 

tuning of the percussion instruments made by Pak Hussin, it was found that the approximate tone (or pitch 
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level) of the gendang ibu is much lower than that of the gendang anak. The measurements are as follows: 

the bigger drumhead surface of the gendang ibu produces “DOH” (a mnemonic syllable to represent the 

sound) measured with the tone D of the scale, while the smaller drumhead surface produces “PAK” measured 

with the tone A. In contrast, for the gendang anak the smaller drumhead surface produces “CAK” measured 

with the tone F-sharp (F#), while the bigger drumhead surface produces the tone E-flat (Eb). The 

measurements were done using the chromatic tuner of the Korg model CA40. 

 The basic usage of simple rhythms and minimal variations ensure clarity to the melody and lyrics of 

a song. Moreover, slow and medium tempos as well as free tempos are also used to ensure that every word 

and melody is played nicely, accompanying and catering to the need and feel of a Mak yong singer. A good 

example is the Menghadap Rebab song which gives the singer a chance to sing a melody and stress lyrics at 

the beginning and also to add their own variations or bunga lagu bit by bit. This method gives the impression 

that the tempo for the Menghadap Rebab fluctuates irregularly and can be written approximately from 40 to 

200 crotchet beats per minute. 

 The position of the percussion musical instruments on the lap also affects the stroking (or drumming) 

techniques. This is to ensure that precise and strong sounds are produced as well as to ensure that the position 

of the drum is stable when it is being played. The best way to position the gendang ibu can be seen in Figure 

1, which is by sitting cross legged while putting the drum on top of the left leg. The right knee is put on top 

and close to the body of the drum. The bigger drumhead surface is put on top of the left foot and it faces 

towards the theatre or audience (see Figures 1 and 2). 

 

 
Figure 1. Positioning the Gendang ibu. (Photo by Kamrul Hussin) 

 

 
Figure 2. Sitting positions of the Musicians. (Photo by Geng Wak Long) 

 

Different Variations and Styles as well as Similarities with other Kelantan Drumming 

 

Every Mak yong musician has different styles and variations or bunga lagu (which also may be referred to 

as percussive “ornaments”) which depends on the understanding and familiarity of playing with a group. 

Every stroke in a Mak yong song contains improvisation techniques when playing, which depends on the feel 

and skills in disputing and understanding while playing the drums within the Kelantan Mak yong ensemble. 



MOHD KAMRULBAHRI BIN HUSSIN 

 

266 
 

 Other than the drumming of Mak yong, there are also similarities with the songs that are played in 

other Kelantanese musical ensembles such as the music ensembles of Main peteri (the healing ceremony) 

and the Wayang kulit Kelantan (shadow puppet play). Both of these musical ensembles also use many of the 

same or similar songs or repertoire, which are songs used as a rhythmic carrier in the music, except that the 

tempos are played differently for certain uses and for the ability of the singer, who may wish to sing a certain 

song such as Lagu Menyanyi Pakyung Muda (the song for the prince) in the Mak yong theatre. 

 Lagu Menyanyi Pakyung Muda also uses the same musical instruments for percussive rhythm which 

are the gendang ibu, gendang anak and gong. However, the Wayang kulit Kelantan ensemble uses a different 

main instrument for melody which is the serunai. On the other hand, the Main peteri ensemble also uses the 

rebab as the main instrument other than vocals, and other additional instruments such as the canang, kesi and 

bokol.3 Hence, the ensembles of Mak yong, Main peteri and Wayang kulit Kelantan share a number of musical 

instruments and similar songs as well as the emphasis on the gendang ibu player who is holistic in his skills 

to ensure that a performance would be astounding and perfect. 

 

Conclusion 
 

In conclusion, without the gendang ibu and its quality players, who are experienced and well trained, a Mak 
yong performance would not be successful in its long and continuous life. Hence, learning the art should be 

emphasised and research towards the music of Mak yong especially the gendang ibu should also be done 

thoroughly. With thorough research and training, every Mak yong group can produce a gendang ibu player 

who is not only a musician but also a musical leader that ensures the sustainability of the music and its 

ensemble from different angles, and which will also make his group great in many aspects of the art form. 

 

Endnotes 

 
1 Gerpak gendang or a short roll is played freely using at least two sound tones. 
2 Rotan berai is made out of rattan that is sorted and wrapped on its end at an odd amount and when hit at its centre 

produces a loud sound as a sound effect; it is held and used by the Pak Yong as a weapon with multiple uses. 
3 Bokol is a musical instrument in the Main peteri ensemble that is made out of metal, that is, from metal tins or 

biscuit tins that are beaten with two thin bamboo sticks. 
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Abstract 

 

This paper and demonstration aims to present “kampoh”, the unique traditional notation system for the three 

stringed rebab, a bowed lute that is played in Mak Yong theatre performance. Drawing from oral instruction and 

explanation by expert performers and teachers of the art form, the documentation of this notation system will be 

of pedagogic significance. It will help learners play rebab in a systematic manner and subsequently other valuable 

information of the instrument—including performance philosophy and methods of the art form—will emerge as 

learners read and play.  

 

 




