Terakhir kali menonton wayang -- Pramoedya Ananta Toer  


(from Nyanyi sunyi seorang bisu “The mute’s soliloquy”�Nyanyi Sunyi Seorang Bisu: Catatan-Catatan dari Pulau Buru, Kuala Lumpur: Wira Karya, 1995.)





The last time I watched wayang





The harvest season and the importance of school lessons were both coming to a head.  Wayang platforms were erected everywhere, providing melodious accompaniment to birth, coming-of-age, and marriage celebrations.  Not for death ceremonies.  Why not for death, as happened in certain other islands outside Java?  Well, who should I ask about that?





And when the gamelan instruments have been sounded and the dalang has taken his place at the precise point of enchantment under the blenchong lamp before the cloth screen, the gunungan mountain puppet has been lifted and positioned at a slant to one side, then the gods [dewa = Skt. deva], holy brahmins and noble ksatrias� all come and bring to life the wayang puppets made of leather and wood, or the three dimensional puppets, telling their stories about who-knows-what imaginary country.  And the giant raksasas all come with their tumultuous uproar.  From the wayang population of no fewer than sixty characters, forty of which are used in every play ... Oh, you, you caste of the sudra peasants, why are you so few in number? And only appearing as punakawan man-servants and emban serving maids?  You, the sudras, the original inhabitants of Java, my people?  Even on the stage you aren’t given a place?





And the Javanese bards of the wayang world are clever at entertaining and distracting thermselves:  even though only of the servant class of punakawan and emban, Semar is the descendent of the gods, in fact is himself a god in the body of a servant of the ksatrias.  O comforting poets!  Just for the sake of entertainment, they fated their own people to be a race of  servants, of punakawan and emban.





And the gods in the midst of that festival of farmers only concerned themselves with other gods, brahmins and ksatrias.  Gods, brahmins and ksatria absolutely never have anything to do with farmers.  But the farmers consider themselves to have business with the gods, they love them like they love their own long-dead ancestors, whom they no longer remember and wouldn’t even recognize anymore.  How pitiful  is the one-sided love of the farmers, clapping with one hand ( = giving unrequited love).  In their day-dreams they felt so close to these abstract creatures which came and spoke through the puppets, even though not once did they get attention in return.  That was their tragedy -- rice paddies and fields weren’t touched on at all, in fact they weren’t even mentioned.  But how perservering they were at loving and still loving.  And their children as well, who had gone to school at various institutions of higher learning, at home and abroad.   Even those who had clutched on to various kinds of philosophy, from prehistoric times up to the nuclear age.





When the harvest didn’t come as expected, the gods and brahmins, and for sure the raksasas as proof of the presence of the magnificence and pomp offered to the non-raksasa group, also did not descend into the midst of the festivities which were postponed again and again, but at least there were still story-tellers, telling and writing stories.  (When I was little there wasn’t the overwhelming waves of comic books to kill people’s ability to create their own fantasies, and comic strips were only found in non-native magazines.)


And all the non-religious (= not strict Islamic) Javanese cycles were never free of these strange creatures, there was never a complete break from them, until there was once again  a harvest that really was a harvest.





If some variety was wanted, there were still the half-gods and the half-ksatrias of the Babad Tanah Jawi (Chronicles of the Land of Java) or Hikayat berangkai Amir Hamzah (Tales / the collected annals of Amir Hamzah) and the Hikayat berangkai Panji (Tales of Panji) who would come down and possess the flat wooden krucil wayang puppets, accompanied by gamelan players who joined in shouting and dancing to celebrate when the noble ksatria hero had thoroughly carried out the orders of the half-gods.





All this was accompanied by the playing of the gamelan and the voice of the pesinden singer, whose suluk verses increased the affect of the bewitchment and prayers and chanting all together, drugging and deadening the intellect, carrying people off to be swallowed by the illusory world which put a stop to all movement.  Nothingness (sunya).  Solitude (sunyi).  Emptiness (kosong).  Non-existing (Eng. in original).





And the gamelan -- its polyphonicity!  it had accomplished the same kind of mesmerizing that was done by Western music.





Indeed, the plays of Amir Hamzah, the Noble  Man of Menak (Wong Agung Menak), felt a little closer to earth.  Also the Babad Tanah Jawi, and its gamelan was less drug-like, not deadening thought so much.  In the rising wave of leftist nationalism, my father had thrown out the Nederlandsch-Indische Geschiedenis (History of the Netherlands Indies) and substituted the Babad Tanah Jawi beginning with 4th grade in the Taman Siswa [lit. “student garden” -- a progressive Javanese education movement] curriculum, in the Javanese script and language, setting out the chronicles of the Javanese half-ksatrias, from the time when they biologically descended from the half-gods, to the point where their graves could be gone to by horse-cart, creatures who, faithful and firm in their half-ness, opposing or not opposing, continued in their faithful subservience to the Dutch.





Gods, brahmins, ksatrias, half-gods and half-ksatrias never tired of lining up and energetically filling the needs of the realm of thought.  And never was there news of them sweating so much as a drop of perspiration.  And so they came to be themselves a part of the wayang, immune from the power, whether harsh or soft, of the Dutch traders from a far-away land, who were never insulted even in the jokes told by the punakawan servants, so that this power didn’t exist, disappearing like each dewdrop that slips down without a trace from the top of the taro leaves.  Moving from the village to the town, farmers who moved became vaisya craftsmen, and the vaisya of the towns, who came back to the village because they were bankrupt, all brought with them the wayang in their heads.  Yes, the vaisya also didn’t get so much as a corner in the world of the caste order of the wayang of their ancestors.  What can you do? Wasn’t it Erlangga [11th century king in East Java] who began the “three-color” [= three caste] systems?  Brahmin, Ksatria and Sudra only?� And in the difficulties of life it’s the raksasa giants who come and substitute for them with their thundering shouts.





Those were the characters who were alive.  And the lives of those characters: the perang tanding war of challenge and the perang tawur war between gangs of warriors, where one winner emerged.  To spice it up:  some advice, a feeling of solidarity. The binding thread that gives birth to life:  intrigue.  The finish:  one winner having power over all and everything without limit.  Also with no limit in the power of other families.  Who could be surprised if still within the frame of the wayang story the first president of the Republic of Indonesia was presented as the source of all law?  And that the one who put him forth would straightway rise to the wayang stage as a minister?





How enchanted we were, for centuries, by the scenes of the tanding and tawur wars, how excited by the intrigue.  And how much our history itself is a vicious circle of the two of them, plus our own powerlessness  as personal supporters of the wayang.  How much the entire wayang world, its whole philosophy, became a highway, wide-open and firm under foot for the soldiers of the countries and peoples from the far-off north to parade on.  And how many social and authoritarian organizations nodded in assent.





World War II broke out, spreading and encroaching on life throughout the world.  The wayang world didn’t even get a blister.  The combats, the battles of challenge pitting brigade against brigade, warrior against warrior in the Bharatayuddha war, obviously that was the greatest war of all time.  The air war?  How was Gatotkaca� any less exciting in the air?  Nothing to it, on the wayang stage�, even people with backwards wings tied on could still fly.  And where was the air challenge battle more beautiful and reassuring than that between Dasamuka and Jatayu?�  Where was there a casus belli [Lat. cause of war] more righteous and legitimate than fighting against the kidnapping of a woman for sex?  The subjugation by Caesar of Gaul, the succession of wars by Gengis Khan, Napoleon and Hiter, these were just from across a ditch in comparison.  Submarines?  The wayang world had Antareja� -- without technology, with his bare hands able to go in and out of the earth, more gentlemanly than the entire German armada.  The overwhelming attack on the warship Graf von Spee in the estuary of La Paz by the gunships of its enemies, what significance did this have when compared with the epic struggle between Bhima and the dragon king Antaboga?  Certainly, World War II, which was raging at the time, was tangled up with all kinds of things, roiling and muddying matters.  All things connected to the wayang world were clear as a jewel of thousands of carats, beautifully set in the ring on the finger of the honorable caste that never worked.  The gigantic Schermann tanks of the Germans which exploded in the Blitzkrieg to the east, what did they signify compared to the rampogan puppet that depicted a marching army in full and terrible array?





And what of tales of love? Who could compare to Rama and Sita, even though the bodily shape of their love wasn’t entirely clear.  Jayaprana and Layonsari, Sidapaksa and Sri Tanjung�, were shifted to become love stories, stories of love’s faithfulness, of second or third class.  Even more so for Bangsacara and Ragapatmi.  Only because they were half-ksatrias from their own world.  And the love of Pranacitra and Rara Mendut? Ugh, that was only the love between a vaisya and a sudra, actually daring to oppose the desire of the ksatria in the flush of Mataram’s victory after pillaging and looting Pati.  Not to be swallowed up!  And who could be surprised if Saija and Adinda, a love story of the human children of the indigenous peoples from farming people zonder meer, never reverberated in the hearts of the farmers themselves, because indeed there were no gods involved, especially since the farmers themselves had just been smashed by the mercenaries of the Dutch traders.





And the weapons of the gods and the wayang ksatria -- powerful beyond compare.  Who knew how many dozen in the arsenal of the dalang:  Pasopati, Sarotama, Kalimasada, Rujakpala�.  What were pistols, rifles or cannon? Or for that matter SS-V rockets?  If Semar farted, according to the dalang, three hectars of land were in ruins.  And that was only if.  It was never clear how many reserves of gas were in the cavities of his huge stomach.  Later on, after atomic weapons had exploded in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Eniwetok, Siberia, the Sahara, the Pacific, and in other forgotten corners of the earth, maybe -- just maybe -- people became somewhat doubtful about the arsenal of the dalang.  And weapons, in whatever age, and at whatever time, were made with a purpose that never changed: to attack, to hold off an attack, to defend oneself and to kill oneself.  In the wayang the enemy was always the same old enemy and was destroyed by the same old weapons.  Yes, indeed, one wouldn’t be off the mark to say: my ancestors erected who knows how many kingdoms, brought them to ruin, put them up and brought them down again, century after century, until one couldn’t keep track of them -- truly not for the whole of the historical era, also not for the whole of the prehistoric age.  A vicious circle, with a starting point, returning to the starting point.  With whatever blood it bathes it doesn’t bring back its youth.  Indeed we’ve become an old race which always advances in a vicious circle:  from the door open to colonialism, to the door open to post-colonialism, how many blood baths?  From things done for the sake of rust en orde (the Dutch peace and order) to things done for the sake of  Indonesian-style peace and order?  Yes, from the time of Siliwangi up to the time of Silitonga [name of a Batak pop singer]�  





By 1939 I had decided:  it’s enough, enough, this is as far as it goes, close the book on wayang, you’ve finished with all the wayang books published by Balai Pustaka�, you’ve had your fill of squatting all night long watching wayang, you done enough sneaking wayang books into your text books, using them to avoid your family responsibilities.  In fact I didn’t feel I was missing anything.  The black and white world of wayang was replaced by a more colorful world, rich without the limitations of status nuances and differences.





When the troops of the Japanese Empire rampaged across the land of my birth, and when the farmers who had succeeded in escaping from romusha forced labor camps had collapsed by the sides of the roads and at crossroads because they were starving, with froth and water gushing out of their mouths and anuses, the gods, brahmins and ksatrias from the dalang’s box did not put themselves forward.  Much less let drip so much as a drop of coconut sugar onto their lips.  Yes, they were betrayed by their own adoration, the adoration that knew no reciprocation.  Their worship for this length of time had not only never let drip a drop of perspiration, they also had never eaten, like Flash Gordon, all they knew was putting up and tearing down kingdoms, and intrigue, and returning again to the beginning.  From their experience of returning again and again they had never learned the lesson of how rice in the plate, in fact even in the mouth, can be stolen by powers which had more robust organization and ability and weaponry: the cultivation system, the coffee plantations, the timber plantations, the spice monopoly, never-ending corvee labor, and then corvee labor combined with a head tax because money was increasingly circulating in the villages, and finally: Japanese ksatria who were carved from a totally different kind of leather and wood, what more do you want, sand grains had become a hill.  Finally?  For the farmers, what was the difference between the end and the beginning?  As far as they were concerned the results were just the same, as long as they were undaunted about the treachery of the world of their own thoughts.





Those with their wits about them, who were afraid of fear, all leapt to the tops of trees like cats getting out of the way of tigers, waiting for the king of the jungle to pass.  Those who dared did indeed attack in the midst of the fortifications of Japanese troops, “the yellow people supported on iron sticks”* �, in the regions on the borders of the Dutch Indies:  Papua (in New Guinea), Minahasa (in northern Sulawesi), Aceh (at the northern tip of Sumatra), a bit in the Javanese interior: Tasikmalaya (west Java) and Blitar (east Java).





The nearness of death, death which was concrete, made the box of the dalang freeze up, confined to barracks. Life was felt to become intensive, felt to be very long in its shortness.  Revolution.  And time after time the Revolution was defeated.  Everywhere.  What was wrong with losing?  These farmers, never mentioned by so much as a word by the gods, brahmins and ksatria in the wayang – before, during, for the length of, and after battle – never win, even when they join the battle.  For how many centuries wheeling past, they have always, always been called to fight by the alarm gong.  With their own clothes, with their own sharp tools and bamboo spears, leaving behind their rice paddies and fields and their wives and children to leave for the battle-fields that were not their battle, and to be defeated, their dead bodies strewn over the land?  Thousands of times they died and thousands of times they came back to life after touching the earth of their native land.  Like Bhishma, the wayang character who was the very one they never noticed?  But surrender?  No. In fact, even not joining the Revolutionary forces was the same thing as strengthening the troops of the Kingdoms: the Dutch and the English.  Those who ran away would be considered sniveling kids for the rest of their lives.  Revolution had never been known by the Mahabharata and the Ramayana.  It was something new.  And did those farmers know that on the face of this earth revolution had happened many times?  And that their own ancestors had done this, even though the pujangga poets never mentioned it:  Arok’s Revolution, the opener of a new era, from Hindu-Java to Java-Hindu.  The one now also was the opener of a new era: from colonialism to nationalism. Those who replaced Arok and those who came after them only returned to the ancient beginnings, determined to re-enter the vicious circle.  And the one now?  Well, to whom should I direct this question?  Yes, what would be wrong with going back to the same old dance with the spirits of the ancestors in the vicious circle?  Hasn’t it been the usual thing for centuries?  However, the fact remained: those who didn’t pass the test of this national revolution will not be able to pass the following tests, at most they will live a pretend life, losing the intensity of life, losing what other people will get:  individual value and national value.





Finally I returned to the world of the village.  Even further: to the world of the village founders.  It’s not going down in the sense of lowering oneself.  It’s going back in history, brother, to the basics.�  (Among the visiting officials there are some who convey the message: the manikebuists� are delighted we leftists now have gotten the chance to “go down” to the peasant level like we were always ranting about.  In fact up to the time this is being written it is apparent that they still don’t understand what it means to go down. Take note.)





In 1973 I saw a wayang once more.  Only once.  All night long until seven in the morning.  The world of the gods and brahmins and ksatrias returned as shadows flickering before my eyes.  The wayang puppets of leather, with complex and delicate carving by the political prisoners with more than fifteen kinds of traditional colors, five basic colors, four basic light colors and six combinations, without there being the color gray, opposing no fewer than 300 kinds of modern colors.





At the time of the previous occupation, the Dutch occupation, I once read the writing of a soldier in the Royal Army in the Nica magazine, saying that a dalang was the complete artist: a director, a dramatist, a singer, an orator, a comedian, a musical conductor ....The primary part of his art was to be a dramatist, to make the puppets perform a play, by means of the sabetan stick work* which -- strange but true: in some mysterious way became the source of inspiration for a number of Javanese dances, in fact also became the standard for dance movements.  (And what is it called when the source of inspiration is not the real workaday world?  Good Lord, I have no idea.)





In watching the wayang this last time the stick work of the dalang still had the power to enchant me, as it did when I was a little child.  The manner in which the little serving maids entered and took their places in front of the throne, how the athletic raksasa named Cakil tried a hundred different ways to provoke a response from the hero.  And all the characters were depicted clearly in perspective, appearing as the shadows of gods and humans as we imagined them to be.  The progress of the story was also like many others: reports where all tried to please the heart of the king, the source of all justice.  And there occurred the usual plot complication.  A ksatria emissary was sent forth.  His journey took him deep into the forest (in wayang stories whenever the ksatria come down out of their palaces they straight away enter the forest), he is harrassed by (or harrasses?) various raksasas, defeats them, achieves his goal, the complication is straightened out, and there is a prize for the honorable ksatria. The gods get themselves mixed up in his mission, each with his individual champion.





And the stick work of the dalang in manipulating Cekruk, the little hunter who fights a wild boar with his staff, like professional gladiator!  Ai, Cekruk.  You’re only a thin piece of leather.  In the hands of the dalang you are transformed into a human-like creature, but you are still just a piece of leather.





And the male gerong singers!  The blending of their voices, even if only for a few lines and songs, repeatedy reverberated like a religious chant, truly lulling one into a trance-like state, deadening the consciousness.  And the voice of the female pesindhen singer, strong and piercing, as if  calling the ancestors and the gods from heaven to bear witness to the joys and sorrows of the political prisoners of the Republic of Indonesia.  It all was mesmerizing, spell-binding, deadening rational thought, deadening awareness, stupifying.





In that stupifying  environment, of course one could accept that characters who were pot-bellied, weighed down by their own flesh, weighing maybe a hundred and twenty kilograms, could perform athletic feats as one with only half the weight.  And a body as heavy as that could be tossed with one hand by a skinny little ksatria.  The clumsy became agile, the stupid became clever, because the gods wanted it and the dalang agreed, values could change without going through any process:  people became animals and animals became people.  There was no evolution.  No one had heard of revolution.  Confusion everywhere, and preparation for one people to be colonized for centuries by just setting themselves up as easy targets on top of existing edifices.  Perhaps the Dutch and Japanese of coming generations will crow in triumph at having made dozens of peoples of the South Seas do whatever they ordered.  Or, the reverse, will cringe in embarrasment at the behaviour of their ancestors.  Or maybe neither.  The English and Americans apparently never cared that their ancestors had treated the natives of Africa like animals, after people hunted them with guns, caught them, sold them, transported them by ship to America, and sucked dry their energy, blood and life.  Generation after generation.  And the latest generation of the European peoples were still, without batting an eye, doing what their ancestors did.  Only in one place, to be sure.  In South Africa.





As I did before when I was a child, I kept watching the wayang performance for the entire night.  It was seven in the morning before it finally came to an end:  tancep kayon.�  The final gong was struck.  It was all over!  The gods, the brahmins, the ksatrias went back into the dalang’s box.  Thoughts and feelings were becoming increasingly stale with all the repetition. With the shining rays of the returning sun chasing away the gods, brahmins and ksatria into the perspective of their own forms. In fact it’s the members of the audience who don’t have perspective.  Returning to a world which consists of clods of earth, gravel, sand of the valley of Way Apo.  And the hand that was supplied with ten fingers returned to scratching a living from it.  This is not the the work of the gods, brahmins and ksatrias, especially not of those who came from the dalang’s box.  Nor was it the work of the ksatrias armed with rifles that we met every day, because they indeed know nothing of scratching the earth.  They only knew authority and power, and how to enjoy dreams and facts in making use of them.  





And another fact: the recent wayang, that had ended with the placing of the kayon, had also made the Javanese who were down-trodden and crushed feel that they were companions of the Pandawa in their exile, a corrupt characteristic of their souls which enabled them to survive� for centuries.  At the same time that a number of other races had been wiped off the face of the earth, physically, culturally, to say nothing of politically.  Survive!  Yes, survive to continue to put up with the trampling and the crushing.  And when the Pandavas had defeated the Kauravas, the trampling and the crushing still had to be carried on.  For that wayang too would survive.








The end of January, 1976


�Throughout, Pramoedya talks about dewa, meaning the gods of Hinduism, and about brahmana, satria, waisya and sudra, the Hindu castes of priests, warrior-rulers, craftsmen / merchants, and peasants.  The caste names are translated with an English version of the Sanskrit: brahmins, ksatrias, vaisyas and sudras.


�In Sanskrit tradition, the three noble castes are brahmin, ksatria and vaisya; these are the “twice-born”, who are seen as having a second birth during their coming-of-age ceremony.�


�The son of Bhima, the second Pandava brother, and the demon princess Hidimbi; he inherited the ability to fly from his mother.





�Pramoedya is speaking here of wayang orang, literally “person wayang”, where human performers dance the parts instead of puppets.





�When Ravana (= Dasamuka) steals Sita in the Ramayana and flies off with her, he is attacked in the air by the great eagle, Jatayu.





�Antareja is another of Bhima’s sons; his mother came from beneath the earth, giving him power there.





�All famous lovers in Javanese folklore.





�All names of magical weapons in wayang.





�Siliwangi was a region of West Java famous for its revolutionary activity; Silitonga is a Batak name.





�The official Indonesian language press.





* One of the expressions from certain editions of Joyoboyo’s prophecies (Author’s note).


�Joyoboyo was a Javanese king whose 12th century prophecies were interpreted as predicting the coming of the Japanese.


�Pramoedya is referring to his exile on the prison island of Buru, where he and other prisoners essentially had to set up their own “village” from scratch.





�Those who signed the “Manifesto Kebudayaan” Cultural Manifesto, which argued that art should be for art’s sake, not for the sake of supporting or advancing any political view, or “for the good of the people.”  In the early 60’s, Sukarno and leftist (including Communist) groups rejected the “Manikebu-ists”, who then were prevented from publishing, in some cases fired from their jobs, and in other cases threatened with bodily harm. A number of these people are still very resentful of the role Pramoedya played in articulating the anti-Manikebu point of view.


* sabetan (Javanese), the term in wayang for manipulating the puppets. [Author’s note]


�tancep kayon = the placing of the mountain/tree puppet (also known as the gunungan) in the center of the screen, signaling the end of the wayang and the return of the world to a state of balance and harmony.


�Pramoedya uses the English word “survive” in this passage.
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