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A Wayang Kulit Performance in England 
[LONDON] An audience of about 500 filled the ballroom floor of the Royal Festival Hall in the Southbank Centre, on the banks of the Thames River, Saturday night to witness an all-night wayang, a first for British audiences, with relaxed seating--the audience lounging on large plastic white pillows as they enjoyed the performance.
The wayang performance of the story Babat Wanamarta, “The Building of The Kingdom of Amarta” from the Mahabarata, was put on by shadow master (dalang) Purbo Asmoro from Indonesia, vocalist Sukesi also from Indonesia, and vocalist Esther Jane Wilds from Oxford. It was accompanied by the Southbank Gamelan, a completely British group. The audience didn’t move from their seats from the beginning through to the morning hours.

An American artist, Kitsie Emerson, who resides in Jakarta, did a direct translation of the story into English, which was projected by plasma television screens. She did the translation spontaneously and without any sort of prepared script.
Shadow master Purbo Asmoro not only manipulated the wayang puppets with great skill, but also presented fresh and relevant humor in the interludes, attracting the attention of not only the British audience but visitors from Austria, Germany, France and Holland as well.
“Kitsie is the one and only woman in the world who is able to translate spontaneously from ancient Javanese into the appropriately fluent and literary English equivalent,” said Purbo Asmoro. This translation was made available so that the audience could easily follow the story. 
Before the performance began, Jude Kelly of the cultural wing of the Southbank Centre, presented Purbo Asmoro with a specially-commissioned puppet, which is typically used as a prop (can symbolize a mountain for example). This one, however, was decorated with the Union Jack flag. This small ceremony was meant to signal the beginning of the all-night performance.

“Extraordinary,” “extremely good,” were comments from the audience members on the performance which lasted until seven in the morning on Sunday—at which time the audience gave Purbo Asmoro and the gamelan orchestra an enthusiastic round of applause that lasted quite a while.
“Finally my dream to have an all-night wayang at the Royal Festival Hall has become a reality,” commented Alec Roth, the first person to bring gamelan to England years ago. The success of this all-night performance most certainly was a tribute to the central place that gamelan has come to have in British artistic life, since the founding of this group years ago. “I’ve been planning this performance for a full year,” he added, with the help of Rahayu Supanggah who helped to make this performance a reality.

Diyan Leake of the Gamelan Oxford Society, originally from Indonesia, commented that this concert, as the first all-night wayang and with a dalang from Indonesia, was quite interesting for her to witness. She has lived in the UK for 27 years and is very active in the Gamelan Oxford Society, which for 10 years has also been a center for gamelan in England. “Usually wayang performances [in the West] are at the most two to four hours long,” she added.

An Indonesian student living in Oxford, Muhammad Affi, noticed that the audience was extremely enthusiastic and really followed the performance. By watching the reaction of the audience he could tell that they were understanding and following Purbo Asmoro’s story and messages. Even at three in the morning, the audience could still be seen to be quite engaged, he mentioned, and only expressed regret that there were not more Indonesians in attendance.

“Perhaps they were simply busy, or perhaps they find other types of performances here more interesting such as opera or Western music concerts,” said an Indonesian biology student from a university in Oxford.

Matthew Cohen of the Royal Hallowell University, who was a speaker at the symposium in the afternoon on the development of gamelan in Europe, commented that the wayang kulit performance was absolutely extraordinary. “Finally we can truly witness and experience an all-night performance,” said his wife Aviva, originally from Indonesia.
Similar feelings were expressed by a number of audience members such as Elsje Plantema from Holland, who came all the way to London specifiacally to see this performance. “Terrific,” praised Simon Cook, who was amazed at the way the members of the gamelan orchestra were able to work together musically.
Wayang kulit has been given a special status by UNESCO as a worldwide cultural treasure, so it is not surprising that it is attractive and its meaning accessible to Europeans as well as Indonesians.
After the performance, Purbo Asmoro commented that the art of wayang can be easily appreciated by Westerners becadse the values it communicates are universal, and concern the eternal battle between right and wrong. He is extremely proud to be able to spread Indonesian culture to the rest of the world.

“It is an honor for me to perform wayang here, especially with the help of Kitsie Emerson, as the audience can really understand the story as it is being presented,” he said.

According to Purbo Asmoro there is no secret to being able to sit and perform for eight hours straight, and he has encountered no trouble with presenting this art overseas, although the performances are long. Interesting to note: 17 years ago Purbo Asmoro came to London to perform. Many audience members swarmed the stage afterwards as it was announced they could purchase the wayang unsed in the performance. 
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