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 The provincial Department of Education and Culture, DEPDIKBUD, worked somewhat 

independently of the governor and had a different charge. They were tasked by the national government with 

digging up and developing the arts on Lombok for local consumption, touristic consumption, and often for 

the national stage. The officials worked to increase the quality of the arts and to aestheticize performances of 

select music forms. These projects decontextualized and secularized those arts, and attempted to make them 

as spectacular as possible and to both represent and modernize local identity. The goal was to maintain and 

transmit these forms to the next generation. I worked closely with the department over decades and was 

sponsored by the director, Sri Yaningsih. She and her staff selected those forms that “stuck out” and 

constituted apexes of local culture for further development, and these included the gendang beleq ensemble, 

the shadow play wayang Sasak, the social dance gandrung, and the musical theatre rudat (Harnish, 2007). 

Of these four, the music/dance ensemble gendang beleq quickly and dramatically flourished, moving from 

12 known ensembles in 1983 to an estimated 6,500 ensembles today.  

 

 
Figure 1. Gendang beleq, Central Lombok, 1983.  

(Photo by D. Harnish) 

 

 

 

It is necessary to backtrack to understand how this could happen. The people following adat Islam were 

called Wetu Telu (three stages) and this group constituted a majority into the early 20th century, when Tuan 

Guru began to execute a shift in Sasak religious orientation from syncretic to orthodox. Most Sasak 

performing arts originate from the Wetu Telu and were used for a range of ritual events. A purported 

communist coup attempt in 1965 led to retaliation by government, Islamic and vigilante forces that killed 

about one million people in Indonesia, including tens of thousands Wetu Telu and Chinese Indonesians on 

Lombok (see Muller, 1991).  

 Since it was assumed that communists could not have religion, the slaughter encouraged a strong 

turn toward agama and away from adat. Thus, many traditional arts were prohibited or restricted, particularly 

those that seemed similar to local Hindu Balinese arts, such as gamelan ensembles like gendang beleq 

because Sasak arts had to be distinct from Balinese arts. Lombok emerged scarred from this violence and arts 

Figure 2. Gendang beleq, Lingsar, West Lombok, 2014.  

(Photo by D. Harnish) 
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