Wayang Wahyu

My early memory of shadow play goes back to my childhood when my siblings played hand
shadows at home, casting shadows of images of animals and birds on a shouji, a sliding paper
partition between a room and corridor which was set in common in traditional Japanese houses.
Wayan kulit (lit. leather shadow) which I saw twenty-five years ago for the first time in
the Sonobudoyo Museum Theatre in Yogyakarta was not a mere shadow play.

In the middle of the large hall was a white cotton screen of about 5 metres wide and 1.5
metres high situated in the centre of a partition and a projecting bulb hang from the upper side.
On both sides of the screen leant several dozens of puppets. The puppets were — as Au/it meant
leather — flat objects, cut out from a sheet of buffalo leather and coloured by paint, and the
shapes of characters were significantly deformed. There was a rod handle in the centre of each
puppet, and the upper and lower parts of arms were jointed at the shoulder and the elbow so as
to be movable by means of a narrow rod attached at the tip of each hand.

The front side of the screen was the floor for the Javanese orchestra called gamelan where
various exotic instruments were arrayed. Most of them were percussion instruments that
included large and small gongs hanging from frames, xylophones with only seven to twelve
pieces of large keys and some sets of bowls turned upside down, all of them apparently made of
brass, as well as several drums which more or less resembled Japanese traditional hand drums.
Wind instruments and string instruments were not many, and some bamboo-made flutes similar
to the Western recorders and fiddles similar to Chinese erhus were seen. Musicians dressed with
batik sarongs and caps of brown, black and white colours, of Yogyakartan tradition, started the
tuning-up and several female singers dressed with colourful batik sat square on their positions.

The turn of the evening’s show was a part of the Ramayana story, as was printed on a
brochure in English. At eight o’clock, no sooner than the room light was dimmed and
the gamelan music started, the dalang (puppeteer) in the same costume as the musicians who
sat cross-legged in front of the screen picked up a puppet, called gunungan, which represented
the sacred mountain, Seweru, put it against the middle position of the screen and solemnly
recited the beginning part of the text. The dalang picked up different puppets one after
another and, while skilfully manipulating them by his both hands, he spoke the character’s
parts in different voices.

The rear of the partition which should be the proper side to watch shadows was a fantastic
different world, despite that it was separated by a thin wall, where only the rectangular screen
was light in the darkness and not only the outlines of puppets but also numerous small holes
perforated on the leather were vividly projected. The colour painted on puppets was faintly seen
on the shadows, passing through the semi-transparent buffalo leather. In such a scene as two
characters held a dialogue, only the hands of characters moved in a delicate manner, but once a
battle started, the whole two shadows lively ran all around the screen shifting their positions and
jumping into the air with their arms swinging to attack the opponent. The outline of characters
was occasionally blurred adding some effect to the shadow, as the puppets were intentionally
moved a little away from the screen by the dalang. Although the voices of characters as well as
the intoned narration of the text written in the old Javanese language in a unique poetic form,
called &akawin, were impossible to follow, the show of one and a half hour went on while I was
absorbed in the performance as if I were in a dream. How the lively shadows were produced
from leather-made puppets which were finely prepared but looked rather grotesque in day light?

Wayang kulit presumably originated in the 10th century at latest, along with kakawin, as
inscribed on a copper-plate charter issued by King Balitung of the Old Mataram Kingdom in
907 AD, and was made sophisticated #7z. in the court of the New Mataram Kingdom founded in
the 16th century. In its history, various stage plays such as wayang wong (a human-play), wayang
topeng (a masked play), wayang golek (a play with three dimensional puppets), etc., were derived
forming the so-called “Wayang World”. The repertory of wayang kulit itself which initially
rendered such classic stories as the Ramayana and the Bharatayuddha (classified in the category
of Wayang purwa or Original wayang) was widely expanded to play various tales or other genres,
including episodes from the Holy Bible, being called Wayang wabyu (/it. Revelation wayang), as
shown in the picture of the front page.
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