Gamelan musicians, puppet master wow Kalamazoo audience
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Today, most large cities and universities in the U.S. have the Indonesian orchestras known as gamelan. Unfortunately, Kalamazoo has none. 

Five local women were determined to bring the gamelan experience here and to share its complex music of bronze gongs, drums, metallophones, stringed instruments and flutes. Known as ``the gang of five,'' they are Phyllis Rappeport, Janet Karpus, Deb Faling, Joy Light and Elizabeth Start. Enlisting a host of sponsors, they managed to nab the renowned gamelan Manunggal Rasa, with Javanese shadow-puppet expert Purbo Asmoro, between performances in Chicago and Washington, D.C., for a performance at Kalamazoo College's Dalton Theatre on Tuesday night. 

The 18 gamelan performers were mostly from Chicago's FROG (Friends of the Gamelan), directed by Bill Whitmer. They were joined by guest players from Seattle and New York and Javanese natives I.M. Harjito, Djoko Walujo and Asmoro's wife, Sudi Rahayu, as the pesindhen, or female singer. Also performing was Susan Walton, director of the University of Michigan gamelan, who brought the instruments from Ann Arbor. 

Central to the evening's performance were Kitsie Emerson, a native of Kalamazoo, and her Javanese husband, Wakidi Dwidjomarono. Emerson has been living in Java and studying the gamelan for the past 20 years. She performed here only when called upon by Asmoro as a special tribute to Rappeport, her former piano teacher. Her official role was to provide a simultaneous translation of the shadow-puppet drama, spoken and sung in Javanese by Asmoro. 

The plot was taken from the ancient Hindu epic Mahabharata, arguably the longest and most complicated poem known to man. Without her computer-projected translation and commentary, the drama would have been nearly impossible for the audience to follow. 

Dwidjomarono is a master of the kendhang, a conical drum, and as such is leader of the gamelan. He had to coordinate his playing with the intricate verbal and sung cues given by Asmoro as well as signal the ensemble to play, change pace and end pieces. 

Traditional shadow-puppet theater (wayang kulit) is set up so the puppets are behind a backlit screen, projecting shadows toward the audience. The puppet master (dhalang) is not seen. At Dalton Theatre, the setup was flipped around so that Asmoro had his back to the audience with the puppets clearly visible. Made of water-buffalo hide, brightly painted in colors including gold, and some with movable arms, the puppets are a sight to behold. 

Asmoro is a consummate dhalang. In battle scenes, he showed off his virtuoso puppeteering skills with characters on horseback, wielding weapons and twirling in the air. As narrator of the story, he demonstrated his ability to introduce topical small talk, including a recent boat ride on Gull Lake with Kitsie's father, Ted. He also observed that everyone in Kalamazoo says ``wow!'' As musician, he sang and played a metal clapper with his foot. 

The narration is always highly improvised, and Asmoro created hilarious dialogues for the comic characters as well as sincere and heartfelt exchanges between principal characters. The stories of the Mahabharata have moral lessons, and Asmoro beautifully interlaced themes about respecting our environment and our fellow man. 

Underlying these themes is the fact that the gamelan tour is raising money for the Yogyakarta Artist Relief Fund for Javanese gamelan performers, dhalangs, and their families who were victims of the recent earthquake. 

Nearly three hours long, the performance was so engaging that the time seemed short. In the end, Kalamazoo's first gamelan experience definitely rated a ``wow!'' 
