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Wayang at the Hotel Dharmawangsa
A review 

By Ki Bambang Asmoro

(translated and condensed slightly from the Indonesian by Kitsie Emerson)

A performance of condensed, two-hour wayang (wayang padhat) was presented in the Ballroom of the Dharmawangsa Hotel at Jl. Brawijaya no 26, South Jakarta on 31 May and 1 June 2008, featuring the “Academic Dalang
” from ISI Surakarta Ki Purbo Asmoro. He performed Sesaji Raja Suya (The Grand Offering) on the first evening and Wahyu Makuthrama (The Legacy of Rama) on the second.

The first evening’s performance, Sesaji Raja Suya, was attended by an audience of approximately 500--mostly foreigners and those who were either already great fans of wayang or who hold important positions as ambassadors and the like. The performance of Sesaji Raja Suya should be counted as a great success and received a tremendously appreciative reaction from the audience. 
This entire event was produced and professionally organized by a committee led by Pak Indrarto and Pak Wahyu Budiyanto of The Dharmawangsa, and Professor Dr. Subroto of Bimasena. All were extremely enthusiastic in their support of the performance’s success. In fact this performance was part of a larger educational documentation project on wayang undertaken by Lontar Foundation, which was preceded in months past by all-night performances in Pacitan, Klaten, and Solo. 
This performance at The Dharmawangsa was unique and truly stood out as special, in wayang is so very rarely seen at five-star venues and so rarely attended these days by the upper classes of society. The ticket prices—Rp. 450,000-550,000 [US$50-60] were unusually expensive for a traditional public theater form such as wayang. However, these prices are not expensive when thought of in international terms. What is more, putting on an art form such as wayang is not a small matter, and creating wayang padhat involves a detailed and complex intellectual process. The ability of the dalang to lead the entire crew of 30 musicians, to rehearse and come up with a piece of work that is both interesting and meaningful—meaningful enough to offer food for thought, food for the soul and food for the conscience—this is not something that can be measured in monetary terms.
The choice of musical accompaniment, although taken from the traditional vocabulary of pieces already in the repertory, posed a challenge and tested the dalang’s capability to match up musical selections with the needs of a particular scene in terms of feeling and content, which he was able to do successfully. Not to mention that the dalang’s interpretation of the stories contributed to and enriched thinking in the dalang community. Through his performance of Sesaji Raja Suya, Ki Purbo Asmoro emphasized the theme of tolerance and understanding of other religions and belief systems, which has become so cloudy and questionable among the various religious sects here in Indonesia. This was highlighted in the scene that took place in Giri Bajra, when Jarasandha and Krisna held a heated debate about belief systems, and their respective opinions which they vigorously defended. Jarasandha is certain that holding the ceremony known as “Sesaji Rudra” in which he has to kill 100 kings as a sacrifice, is the proper way for him to ensure his own and his kingdom’s success and fame. On the other hand, Krisna feels that this is an ignorant and evil view and that the mass murder of the kings is clearly not supported by any standard of humanity. It is decided that the only way to assure peace and safety for all, is to defeat and destroy the aggressive threat that the selfish Jarasandha poses.
The debate between Jarasandha and Krisna was delivered using poetic and metaphorical yet very concise language which was translated simultaneously via TV monitors by Kitsie Emerson, a karawitan musician who has solid mastery of the language used in wayang. The audience was able to directly understand every bit that the dalang said, including all the dialogue, wih only a few seconds delay between what the dalang said and what was projected on the screen. The universal themes and values communicated by the dalang were thus able to be completely understood and considered by the audience.

Aside from the audience watching from the front—the dalang side—the audience was also able to view the show from the back—the shadow side. In former eras, wayang performances were more often viewed from the shadow side. During this performance, audience members on the shadow side appeared extremely engaged, as the action came to life before them without their being aware of the force behind the wayang (the dalang). 
At the end of the performance there was excited and extended applause, showing the satisfied and also overwhelmed reaction of the audience. Following the applause there was a question and answer session, with audience members enthusiastically putting forth questions for the dalang, many of which were quite interesting. One viewer inquired as to the boundary between all-night wayang, wayang padhat, and “garapan”, or a wayang performance in which modern techniques are employed. Ki Purbo Asmoro explained that the boundaries are not at all clear, and getting even more blurred with time. He elaborated that an all-night wayang can be referred to as “garapan” and created using the principles of padhat because padhat is not in fact a term determining the duration of a performance, but rather a term referring to principles concerning how the storyline and gamelan accompaniment is treated. Any performance, whether all-night or abbreviated, can be referred to as “garapan” if the dalang employs certain principles.

Another question was about the philosophy behind the way the wayang are lined up on the right and left of the banana log, and yet another viewer inquired as to why a wayang traditionally lasts all night. As to the latter, Ki Dalang explained that in the olden days, wayang was used in ritual and as a kind of ceremony. In fact, wayang were not only all-night, but often all-day and all-night. One wayang would start at 10 am and go through until 5 pm, then a short break and another wayang would start at 9 pm and go through to 5 am. Often these all-day wayang were held in relation to a village cleansing ceremony known as nyadran, and would entail an episode from the Baratayuda War series. In reference to the question on the way the wayang are lined up on the sides of the screen, it was explained that this was a symbol of balance in life, in which there are always two sides to things—the black and the white—which although always in conflict, the good will reign. However to the right side there are also the more negative characters like Duryudana and Bathari Durga, and to the left positive characters like Baladewa, Abimanyu, Yamawidura, and others. This symbolizes the reality that no matter how evil a character may be, they inevitably have an element of good in them, and no matter good a character they also have unfavorable aspects to their personality. 

 It was also asked, why in this episode did Arjuna spent his time doing nothing but seducing Jarasandha’s wife, while Bima was working furiously to defeat Jarasandha through battle. Purbo Asmoro explained that the priests in disguise who entered the kingdom (Krisna, Arjuna, and Bima) had separate tasks on purpose. Krisna was working from a diplomatic front, while Bima from the battle front, and Arjuna on a tactical mission by influencing Jarasandha’s wife. By getting close to Rantamsari, Jarasandha’s wife, Arjuna could come to understand Jarasandha’s character so as to better attack. 

 On the second evening of this event Wahyu Makutha Rama was performed and attended by about 300. It was also a real success. As with the previous night, there were many interesting and new elements to the dalang’s interpretation. Usually Duryudana is very keen to go after the boon from the gods that is to be handed down, and usually he immediately orders Adipati Karna to depart for Kutharunggu, but Ki Purbo’s was different. In his version Duryudana is not interested in the boon at all. He brags that he already has power, wealth, and everything else he would ever need, without any extra boon from the gods. He tells the Kurawa to leave for Kutharunggu, watch the contest for the boon, and have a grand party as they are doing so. In the prologue, Ki Purbo had described the destruction and suffering being experienced by the common people as a result of a number of recent natural disasters and how the Kurawa had no regard for this suffering. Karna, as an advisor to Duryudana, now urges the Kurawa to show some caring and to think about using their time and energy to help diminish suffering and evil in the world. In the end though Karna leaves on his own to Kutharunggu to go for the Wahyu Makutharama.
Another unusual element to Ki Purbo’s interpretation was when Anoman manages to steal the precious Kuntawijayadanu arrow from Karna. As Karna is mourning his loss, Dursasana passes by in a drunken state dancing and Karna lashes out at him, “if you don’t want to empathize with my sadness that’s your choice but at the very least leave me alone!” The gamelan accompaniment was extremely effective in this section, as a real contrast was employed between the music chosen to depict Karna’s loss and then Dursasana’s drunkenness.

In the Kutharunggu scene in which Anoman gives the arrow he has taken from to Karna to Begawan Késawa Sidhi, Anoman explains that he stole it from Karna to teach him a lesson. Karna should realize that he doesn’t deserve to have the arrow, as he himself attained it through trickery. Késawa Sidhi chastises Anoman and reminds him that although Karna may have many wrongs to explain to God some day, this is not Anoman’s responsibility.

 When Arjuna then stands before Késawa Sidhi, he is given the arrow as a way to test his own pure intentions. Will he take of possession the arrow and therefore exhibit greed? But in fact Arjuna rejects the gift and only holds on to it so he can return it to its rightful owner. After he receives the teachings of Hasthabrata from Késawa Sidhi, Arjuna meets up with Karna and says, “Karna, why are you so interested in receiving the teachings known as Wahyu Makutha Rama? I think I have something much more useful for you. Here my Karna, accept the Kyai Kunta Wijayadanu.” This is truly a treasured possession for Karna and he expresses his great thanks and praises Arjuna idealism, as the arrow was originally after all meant for Arjuna.

 In the traditional version of this episode which is taught to students and young dalang, there is a final battle between Arjuna and Karna for control of the Kunta Wijayadanu. Ki Purbo does not use this battle however, and the interaction is peaceful from beginning to end, with Karna expressing his great thanks, and Arjuna wishing Karna the best for the future and his journey back to Awangga.

In this performance the scene in Singgela in which Gunawan Wibisana is meditating and rids his body of the four spirits which control his urges. Ki Purbo left this scene out on purpose in this two-hour performance. According to him, it would take too much time to cover and has very little relevancy to the Wahyu Makutha Rama. The elements from the Ramayana that do not directly relate to the boon from the gods seem a bit forced to him.
However, in his all-night versions of this episode, Ki Purbo always uses this scene, and always displays his unusual treatment of the story here as well. Ki Purbo shows Rahwana in his own personal heaven known as Pangrantunan, and we learn that Wibisana has no interest in being part of this heaven, as it is corrupted by the sins of Rahwana. Wibisana and Kumbakarna join forces and are able to reach heaven on their own and in their own way.

Wibisana says to Kumbakarna: “My brother, the gods are handing down a gift in the form of the Wahyu Makutha Rama, which is the source of power and inspiration that Ramawijaya worked from in his reign. It holds a special aura that lends high ideals and goodness to its owner. Whoever can follow its teachings will only have a positive fate, both here on earth and in the heavens. So I suggest my dear brother, that you go to the place in which this boon will be handed down, as I suspect that in such an auspicious place is where you will find your way to heaven.”

 Kumbakarna then meets up with Bima and is able to enter his spirit, and will therefore enter heaven along with Bima when he dies in the future. This is a unique interpretation that improves on the traditional storyline, in the way Ki Purbo ties the various loose threads together of the complex plot. A question was posed during the session after the performance about the Ramayana elements present in this story. Ki Purbo explained that this is in fact a carangan (a newer story made up by Javanese that is not in the Indian version). 
At the end of the question and answer session, Ki Purbo Asmoro received a bouquet of fresh flowers from the Director of Telecommunications Bapak Basuki Yusuf Iskandar, an avid follower of wayang. Although he is still in the category of young dalang, Ki Purbo stands out in his profession as an artist who creates interpretations of wayang stories that have logic and relevancy to today. This is truly his strong point and what makes him stand out among his peers today.
� Ki Bambang Asmoro is Ki Purbo Asmoro’s younger brother. He often writes reviews of wayang and is a dalang himself.


� Ki Bambang’s own term for Ki Purbo Asmoro, referring to Ki Purbo’s keen intellectual abilities and bent. See � HYPERLINK "http://www.purboasmoro.com" ��www.purboasmoro.com� for other nicknames Ki Purbo Asmoro has been given by important figures. He actually seems to defy description in one single nickname.





