A Worldwide Ambassador for Wayang: Ki Purbo Asmoro
Many Indonesians are not aware that in 2003 the international significance of one of our ancient art forms was testified to by UNESCO when it declared wayang a “masterpiece of the oral and intangible heritage of humanity.” 
Since the declaration was made however, Purbo Asmoro, revered dhalang from Pacitan, who resides in Solo, has tirelessly been putting into practice the mission of UNESCO that wayang be appreciated and respected around the world as the complex and profound art form that it is. Without any direct support from UNESCO, Purbo Asmoro, a fulltime instructor of wayang kulit at the Indonesian Institute of Arts in Surakarta, has become a major ambassador of one of the most beautiful and vital contributions Indonesia has to offer the world—the unparalleled art form of wayang kulit.

Since 2005, Ki Purbo has toured the USA, England, Japan, Bolivia, Singapore, and Thailand, as well as performed on numerous occasions for the worldwide expatriate community in Jakarta. He has been invited to perform in France next March, among a number of other international engagements in the works. What is it that so special and different about Purbo Asmoro’s overseas performances? 

Purbo Asmoro does not simply conduct fleeting performances that come through and touch the audience members’ hearts and minds for an single evening. He truly enters the spirit and minds of the countries he visits, by  working extremely closely with local gamelan and audiences. His visits are not only focused on performances but also on workshops and detailed, interactive question and answer sessions. His effect on the artistic communities in the countries he visits lasts not only long after the theater has closed up for the evening, but also long after he has returned to Indonesia. 
Purbo Asmoro performs a few times every year for the expatriate community in Jakarta. Last May he conducted performances and workshops to 800 students from over 40 different countries at Jakarta International School, and therefore in one full sweep he was able to expose this world-based community to the wonders of Indonesian wayang kulit.  At the Hotel Dharmawangsa last May, he conducted two nights of padhat performances, sponsored by Klub Bimasena. In many ways the most striking aspect of this event was the interactive and lively question and answer sessions that followed. Knowledgeable Indonesian wayang lovers, and curious expatriates exchanged views and asked questions of the the dhalang, who shared his thinking with skillful and inspired clarity. 

Purbo Asmoro returned a few weeks ago from a ten-day trip to Japan, in which he performed two-hour versions of Arjuna Wiwaha to the accompaniment of the local gamelan group known as Lambangsari. The entire group is made up of Japanese nationals. Working from a rehearsal tape, Lambangsari members honed their skills for an entire year in preparation for the event, with Purbo Asmoro arriving a week ahead to conduct final rehearsals. Audience members watched from both sides of the screen and were amazed at how alive and dramatic Purbo Asmoro’s movements were, and that a dhalang handles so many puppets at once, unlike their native Kabuki Theater in which there are many puppeteers. 
A few months ago, in March 2008,  Purbo Asmoro traveled 48 hours door to door to the highest city in the world, La Paz, Bolivia, at 3600 meters above sea level. In the region’s very first live performance of Javanese wayang kulit, Purbo Asmoro offerred 45-minute performances, accompanied by a CD he had produced with his own gamelan troupe, Mayangkara, before departing. The Spanish-speaking audiences raved at the deep beauty and meaning behind the wayang kulit. They pursued Purbo Asmoro as Western audiences would pursue a beloved rock star—from the theater to the restaurant he frequented and then back to his hotel, simply waiting for the opportunity to shake this talented Indonesian’s hand and kiss his cheek, as is Latin cultural tradition. But perhaps more importantly, Purbo Asmoro (despite suffering from extreme altitude sickness)  conducted exhausting and extensive workshops for the resident theater professionals, and became the focal point of the biannual festival. This left a lasting impression in the hearts and minds of artists in South America.

One Chilean theater expert wrote in the local newspaper a few days later: 
“Just in these past two days, Ki Purbo Asmoro has really made me think deeply about the following: has our theater tradition which we have held onto for a long time here in South America lost its myticism, due to an overfocus on the technical aspects? Have we forgotten that the major emphasis of artistic expression comes from a need for tradition and ritual? I truly received such a deep inspiration from our Indonesian friend this week.”

Last September, Purbo Asmoro was asked to perform in London for the opening of the Royal Festival Hall on the Thames. Again, he prepared vigorously with the local gamelan troupe, the Southbank Gamelan Players, and this time performed all-night, rather than the typical abbreviated overseas shows. Because this performance was translated simultaneously into English on a projection screen using an LCD, audience members were able to appreciate the deep and philosophical messages a dhalang communicates in wayang. Messages on world peace, the environment, and the importance of self-improvement and introspection came through in his performances, as well as the awesome beauty of the wayang movements across the screen and the power of the dhalang’s literay and dramatic talents. 
In June 2006, Purbo Asmoro conducted a whirlwind tour of major cities and universities in the USA including New York, Washington DC, Chicago, Seattle, Wesleyan University and Kalamazoo College. His performances were received with cheering standing ovations that lasted in some cases for over three minutes non-stop. Purbo Asmoro rehearsed intensively on site with the local professional gamelan known as Manunggal Rasa—a collaborative East Coast group of Americans who have studied in Solo and Javanese musicians living longterm in America. 
Anne Stebinger, a member of Manunggal Rasa who studied in Solo for many years in the 1980’s commented, “Manunggal Rasa is a klenengan (concert music) group and has also occasionally performed classical wayang. Mas Purbo really opened our ears and brains to the challenges of garapan—a new and more modern style of wayang accompaniment. During rehearsals he was at the same time patient and quite demanding, and I feel like my skills as a musician grew tremendously after working with him.” 
At these performances, like those in London, at the Singapore Art Museum in 2006, and in Jakarta for expatriates, the simultaneous yet spontaneous translation into English was done by Kathryn Emerson of Jakarta International School, who has been studying Purbo Asmoro’s language, style, philosophy for a number of years. With simultaneous translation audiences can understand not only the basic storyline, but also the depth of the dhalang’s commentary and philosophy, the rhythm and banter of his dialogue, and beauty of his metaphors. 
One requirement that all overseas audiences I have spoken to agree on, is that they want to hear wayang in its original language. Dhalang who attempt to perform in English are often hard to understand in regards to pronounciation, and either use quite simple and non-poetic language, or their performances have a lack of spontaneity due to the texts they prepare ahead of time so as to be sure of correct English. “I would far prefer to see wayang done in its original language rather than a dhalang performing in English,” commented Carol Walker of Jakarta. “There’s afeeling of real beauty and authenticity that comes through.”
Whether performing overseas, conducting workshops and interviews overseas, sharing his art with the expatriate community in Jakarta, or teaching daily at his hometown institution, the Indonesian Institute of Arts in Solo, Purbo Asmoro can be considered one of Indonesia’s great ambassadors, and Indonesians should be bursting with pride for his efforts and the effect it has had on the world arts community.
NOTE: Sometime next year, six of Purbo Asmoro’s live performances will be released in DVD form by the Lontar Foundation as part of an educational packet examining the differences between classical, modern and abbreviated styles of wayang. Each performance will be available with subtitles in English, Indonesian, French, and Japanese, and there will be extensive liner notes accompanying the recordings.
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