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Introduction

Varioustheoriesonothernessunderscorethattheselfrequirestheothertoconstructits

ownidentity.Theconstructingofselfinturnisachievednotonlybydifferentiatingtheself

fromtheotherbutalsobyreadjustingtheselfbyinternalizingtheother.Thesetwomodes

ofconstructingtheselfareapplicablebothtoanindividualandtoasociety.Recentstudies

ofAsiaseem toemphasizethediscursiveformationinwhichtheWestconstructsthe

othernessoutofAsiansocieties.However,fromtheAsianperspective,itisequallytruethat

AsiansocietiesconstructtheothernessoftheWesttobuildamodernsociety.TheWest,as

theother,hasbeeneitherperceivedasmalevolent(colonization)orasbenevolentoratleast

imitable(modernizationandindustrialization).Whatismoreinterestingisthattheotherin

AsiaisnotalwaystheWestbutalsoanotherAsianculture,society,ornation.Inmodern

times,aneighboringnationwasoftenseenasthecompetingotheragainstwhichthenation

hadtoconsolidateanddefenditself;aneighboringnationwasalsoseenasasourceof

inspirationandamodelfornationbuilding.Theseinteractionsalsotookplacebefore

moderntimes.Forinstance,JavanesesocietyinIndonesiawassoheavilyinfluencedby

IndianculturepriortotheintroductionofIslamthattheinfluenceofIndicelementsarestill

felt.ThehistoricalprocessoftheinternalizationoftheIndianother,or・localization,・asthe

processisoftencalled(Wolters1999),canbeseenasaprocessoftheformationofthe

Javaneseself.

ThispaperdiscussesGarinNugroho・sIndonesianfilm OperaJawainlightofthe

localizationoftheHinduepicRamayanaastheinternalizedotherinthepredominantly

Muslim Javanesesociety(GarinNugroho2006).TheRamayana,anepicstoryofIndian

Hinduism,hasfundamentallyinfluencedJavaneseculture.Thefilm notonlyretellsthe

storyoftheRamayanasetinthecontemporaryIndonesiabutalsomanagestorecreateitin

asimultaneouslymodernandtraditionalformwithafreshinterpretation.Thispaperwill

focusonthewayJavanesecometotermswiththeirIndicculturallegacyinthecontempo-

raryIndonesiancontext,althoughitalsotouchesupontypesofothernessintermsof
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ethnicity,gender,andsocialclass.

1.JavaneseinIndonesia

TheJavanesearethelargestethnicgroupinIndonesia.Witha96million,theJavanese

accountformorethan40percentofthepopulationofthecountry.TheJavanesetraditionally

andpredominantlyresideinthecentralandeasternpartsoftheislandofJava,buttoday

theyarealsofoundineverypartofIndonesia.Theirnativelanguage,Javanese,belongsto

theAustronesianfamily,towhichmostofthelanguagesinIndonesia,includingthenational

language,Indonesian,belong.InIndonesia,Javaneseisoftenregardedassophisticatedand

difficulttomasterbecauseofthedistinctionofstatuslevels,rangingfrom thengkoko

(informal)tokramatinggi(deferential).

MostoftheJavaneseareMuslims,althoughtheyaredeeplyinfluencedbypre-Islamic

customsandbeliefs.HinduismandBuddhisminparticularmadealastingimpactonthe

Javanesesociety,whentheIndiancivilizationwasintroducedtoJavainthefirstmillennium.

OneoftheconsequencesofthisimpactisinnumerableSanskritloanwordsintheJavanese

language.IndickingdomsbegantoappearinCentralJavainthe8thcentury.Inthe

followingcentury,aversionoftheRamayana,composedbytheIndianpoetBhattiin

Sanskrit,wastranslatedwithsomemodificationintotheOldJavaneselanguage.The

MahabharatawasalsointroducedtoJavanesesociety.WhenaJavanesekingdomconquered

theislandofBaliinthemid-14thcentury,theIndictraditionwasbroughttoBali.Sincethen,

aJavanese-BalinesevarietyofHinduismhasdevelopedinBali,andtodaynolessthan90

percentoftheBalineseareHindus.

InJava,thefirstIslamickingdomwasestablishedinthelate15thorearly16thcentury.

Sincethen,Islam hasbecomedominantinJavawhileBaliremainsattachedtoIndic

tradition.Nevertheless,despitetheconversiontoIslam,JavanesesocietyretainsitsIndic

tradition,thusmaintainingacertaincommonalitywithBalinesesociety.Theepitomeofthis

commonIndiclegacyisthetheatricalperformanceoftheHinduepics.Performancesof

shadowpuppettheaterandclassicaldancetheaterbasedonepisodesoftheRamayanaand

theMahabharata,accompaniedbygamelanorchestra,areverypopularinJavaandBalias

well.ThecitiesofYogyakartaandSurakarta,bothinthecentralpartofJava,areimportant

JavaneseculturalcentersbecausetheroyalcourtsofthetwoformerMuslimkingdomsare

locatedthere.

Asaconsequenceofcomplexculturalchangesinhistory,theJavanesesocietyexhibits

remarkablediversity.ToanalyzethediversityofJavanesesociety,CliffordGeertz(1960)

suggestsasetofthreeculturalvariantsofwhathecalls・thereligionofJava・:(1)Abangan,

whoarepredominantlypeasantsandbelieveinanimisticandHindu-Buddhistideas;(2)

Santri,whoarepredominantlymerchantsandareorthodoxMuslims;andfinally(3)Priyayi,
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whoaretypicallypublicservantsandbelieveinmysticalideas.Therehavebeenanumber

ofcritiquesofGeertz・strichotomy(Aoyama2004),butforthepurposeofthispaper,itis

sufficienttomentionarevisedschemeproposedbyBachtiar(1973).

Accordingtothisrevision,twoaxesmaybediscernedintheJavanesesocialstructure.

Oneistheverticalaxisofsocialstatus,wherehigherstatusisoccupiedbypriyayi(public

servant)andlowerstatusbywongcilik(smallpeople).Theotheristhehorizontalaxisofthe

dichotomyofunorthodoxandorthodoxIslamwhereabanganoccupiestheunorthodoxside

andsantritheorthodoxside.Theadvantageoftherevisedschemeovertheoriginalisthat

abanganisnotconfinedtopeasantsbutencompassesallsocialstrata,includingpriyayiand

wongcilik.TheschemerepresentsmorefaithfullytheculturalcharacteristicsoftheJavanese

society.

IfabanganisadominantgroupinJavanesesociety,thenquestionstobeansweredinthis

paperarethreefold:TowhatextentcanHindu-Buddhistculturebeinfluentialandcreative

forcesinJavatoday?HowdoesthefilmretellthestoryoftheRamayanainthesettingof

contemporaryIndonesiaandmaintainsitsrelevance.Andhowdoesthefilmchallengethe

audiencetoreexaminetheotherintheirownculturefrombothMuslimandnon-Muslim

perspectives?

2.OperaJawa

OperaJawa・sdirector,GarinNugroho,wasborninYogyakartain1961.Asanativeof

Yogyakartaandasonofalocalpublisherandwriter,Nugrohowasbroughtupinarich

traditionalculturalbackground.Sincethereleaseofhisfirstfeaturefilm Cintadalam

SepotongRoti(LoveinaPieceofBread)in1991,andinparticularthesuccessofDaundiatas

Bantal(LeafonaPillow)in2008,Nugrohohasbecomeinternationallyrecognizedasoneof

themostcreativeindependentfilmmakersfromIndonesia.

OperaJawaisoneofseveralfilmscommissionedfortheNewCrownedHopeFestival

heldinAustriain2006forthe250thanniversaryofthebirthofMozart.Afterthefilm

successfullypremieredinYogyakartainAugust2006,itwasshownatthefestivalin

November.Althoughthefilm wasnotcommerciallysuccessful,itwascriticallywell

reviewedandnowinternationallyavailableinDVDformat.

Thetitleofthefilm,OperaJawa,indicatesitsformalcharacteristics.First,itisakindof

opera,ormusical,inthesensethatall120minutesofthedramaticperformance,allthe

dialogueandothertext,aresung.Second,thelanguageusedismostlyJavanese,withafew

exceptionswhereIndonesianisusedinexplanatorytextsandLatinphrasesintherequiem.

A traditionalJavanesegamelanensembleaccompaniesthesungtextsandplaysother

musicalpieces.Mostofthetunesaretraditionalbutsomesoundcontemporary.Thecastof

thefilmalsomostlyconsistsofrenownedJavanesedancers,althoughitdoesincludesome
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notablenon-Javanesedancersandactress.ThesettingisCentralJavaandincludesiconic

objects,suchasthepalaceinSurakartaandtheBuddhistPlaosancomplex.

Thus,thefilmgivesanoverallimpressionofbeingdistinctivelyJavanese.Nevertheless,

becauseofitsmusicalformatandNugroho・suseofhighlyimaginativevisualrepresenta-

tions,theJavaneseaspectsinthefilmaredepictednotassomethingobviousandnaturalbut

assomethingunsettledandextraordinary.Nugrohosucceedsinbringingouttheotherness

ofJava.

Whenthefilmwascommissioned,oneoftheprerequisiteswastouse・requiem・asthe

themeoftheprojectedfilm,whichisevidentinthefilm・sEnglishsubtitle,・Requiemfrom

Java・.Uponacceptingthecommission,Nugrohoimmediatelydecidedthathewouldmake

aJavanese-stylemusicalfilm basedontheabductionofSitafrom theRamayana.He

explainedthathechosetheRamayanabecauseitsstoryissimpleandknownbyanyJavanese

andthuscanbeasuitablematerialtomakeafilmthatallowstheaudiencetohavemultiple

interpretations(TriyantoTriwikoromo2005).

3.Ramayanaastoldinthefilm

DuetoNugroho・schoiceinusingtheRamayana,thenarrativeofthefilm iscomplex.

ThreelayersoftheRamayanacanbeidentifiedinthenarrativeofthefilm:thetraditional

Ramayanastory,whichissharedbytheJavaneseaudience;thereferencetothetheatrical

performanceofthetraditionalRamayanaplayedbythemaincharacters;andthestory

narratedinthefilm inwhichthecoursesofactionofthemaincharactersroughly

correspondtothoseoftheRamayana.Thefirsttwoarenotnarratedinthefilmbutonly

referredto.

ThemainstoryofthetraditionalRamayanaconsistsofthefollowingepisodes:

1.BirthofRamaastheincarnationofgodVisnu

2.MarriageofRamaandSita

3.BanishmentofRamaandSitaintotheforest

4.AbductionofSitabyRavana

5.Hanuman・sreconnaissanceforSita

6.BattlebetweenRamaandRavana,andRavana・sdeath

7.BurningofSita,andherredemption

8.ReturnofRamaandSitatothecourt,andRama・sascensiontothethrone

Thestorynarratedinthefilmcorresponds,moreorless,totheepisodesofthetraditional

RamayanafromthemarriageofRamaandSitatotheburningofSita.However,becausethe

storyisnarratedfromtheheroine・spointofviewandtheburningoftheheroineresultsin

herdeath,episodesbeforehermarriageandafterherburningarenotnarratedinthefilm.

Becauseofthecomplexityofthenarrativestructureandthedeviationofthestoryfrom
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thetraditionalRamayana,tofullyappreciatethefilm,theJavaneseaudienceisontheone

handrequiredtobefamiliarwitheverynuanceoftheRamayana,butontheotherhand

encouragedtogivetheirimaginationfreerein.Thus,thefilm challengestheJavanese

audiencetore-examinewhathasbeenperceivedasobviousintheirownculture.

Theheroineofthestory,Siti,ismarriedtoahumblepotter,Setyo,inaquietJavanese

ruralvillage(Figure1).Setyooftenusesanoxcarttosellhisproductsintown,leavingSiti

alonewithhistrustedservantSura(correspondingtoRama・syoungerbrotherLaksmanain

theRamayana).ArrogantandpowerfulLudiro,whorunsanabattoir,controlsthetownwith

violence.Thesethreecharacterssharethesamepast,beingmembersofatraditional

theatricalgroupwhoperformedtheRamayana.Setyo,Siti,andLudiroplayedRama,Sita,

andRavana,respectively.Ludiro,whosecretlydesiresSiti,cannotgiveherupaftersheis

marriedtoSetyo.Sitiontheotherhandisfrustratedwithherquietbutlifelessexistence

aftershenolongerplaysSita.WhenLudirosendsalettertoSititoinvitehertodanceagain

asSita,shefeelstemptedtothepossibilityofanotherlife.Thestorygainsmomentum.

ThenameofeachcharacterhasameaninginJavanese.Sitimeans・earth・,Setyo

・sincere・,andLudiro・blood・,reflectingthetraitofeachcharacter.ThenameSitisuggests

・asSitaintheRamayana・thatshewillreturntotheearthintheend.Italsohintsather

husband,apotter,whoshapestheelasticclayaccordingtohisownwillandbakesitinto

rigidearthenware.ThisisametaphorfortherelationshipbetweenSitiandSetyo.Setyois

deeplyinlovewithSiti,buthisinflexiblesincerityforcesherintothemoldofanobedient

andsubmissivewife.Againstthisbackground,Ludiro・sobstinateattempttoseduceSita

eventuallyleadstoabloodyandtragicendforallthepartiesinvolved(Figure2).Ina

nutshell,theOperaJawaretellstheRamayanainalovetriangle.

Thestoryalsodeviatesfrom thetraditionalRamayanaatseveralpoints.Thestoryis
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narratedfromtheheroine・spointofview,andthusthedevelopmentofthestoryisdriven

bySiti,notRama,andthestoryendstragically.SitiisattractedtoLudiro,whoisarrogant

butcuriouslyelegantandmasculine,butinherfinalconfrontationwithhim,sherejectshim

onaccountofhisinsensitivitytoherownaspirations.Siti,however,doesnotreturntoSetyo

either.ShewalksawayfromSetyo,wholiterallytriestoshapeherlikeclayonapotter・s

wheel.Enragedwithjealousy,SetyofightswithLudiro.Meanwhile,Sitiputsonadance

costumeofSitakeptinadraweranddestroysSetyo・spottery;sheleaveshome.

AfterkillingLudiro,SetyomeetsSitiinburningflame,representedbyayellowconic

installationsetinabarrenfield(Figure3).InthetraditionalRamayanatheburningofSita

resultsinherredemption.InOperaJawaSiti・sburninghasironicandtragicconsequences.

ThedancecostumeshewearssymbolizesSiti・sdesiretoliveherownlife.Ludiroisthe

catalystthatenablesSititobecomeawarethatherrealdesireistoliberateherselffrom

Setyo・sprotectionandenablehertochooseherownlife.HavingunderstoodSitiisnot

comingbacktohim,Setyokillsher.SetyoisarrestedformurderingLudiroandSiti;thus,

allthreemaincharactersleavethestage.

AsaversionoftheRamayana,OperaJawaoffersanewinterpretationofthisclassicstory.

Mostimportantly,thestoryistoldfromthepointofviewofSiti,insteadofSetyo,andshe

isdepictedasthepersonwhodecidesherowndestinyforbetterorworse.Thestoryistold

asatypicallovetrianglesetincontemporaryJava.Nevertheless,theconnectiontothe

traditionalRamayanaisneverlostinthenarrative.Itisthenunderstoodthatanew

interpretationoftheRamayanaispossibleonlybecausethestoryiscompletelyinternalized

inJavanesesociety.EventhoughmostoftheJavaneseareMuslims,thestoryand

significanceoftheRamayanaisneverforgotteninJavanesesociety.OperaJawahas

succeededinre-creatingthestoryandtakingittoanewlevel.
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4.Requiem

WhatmakesOperaJawamoreinterestingisthefinalepisodeaftertheexitofthethree

maincharacters.Theepisodedepictsthethemeofrequiem,accountingforthefilm・s

Englishsubtitle.ThescenestartswithLudiro・smotherSukesiinmourning,singingthe

requiem lyricinLatin,accompaniedbyJavanesegamelanmusic.Inthetraditional

Ramayana,sheisalsonamedSukesi(correspondingtoKaikeyiinSanskrit).Althoughsheis

aminorcharacter,Sukesiisknownasthepersonwhoseekstheultimatetruthofthe

universe.InOperaJawasheplaysthecentralroleinthefinalepisode.Sheistheonewho

understandsLudiro・sdesireforSitiandinvariablysupportshisattempttoseduceSiti.She

isinfactanaccompliceinthistragicstoryandatleastpartlyresponsibleforthetragicend

ofthecharacters.Thosewhosurvivedarenottotallyinnocent.Thefinalsceneisnotonly

ariteofrequiem forthedeceasedbutanactofreconciliationbetweenthosewhohave

survived.

Thechoiceoftheplaceforthefinalsceneissignificant.Itisasandybeachontheseashore

facingtheIndianOcean,whichisawell-knownplaceforthesultanoftheYogyakartapalace

toconductthelabuhanritual,inwhichhemakesofferingstothegoddessofthesouthernsea,

NyaiLoroKidul,toensureherprotectionofthesultanate.Thesolemnprocessionleadby

SukesiandSuraincludesthosewhocarryanurn,whichmaycontaintheashesofthosewho

died,andaportableshrinecalledagunungan,anotherfeatureofaritualbytheSultan;these

followthestyleoftheriteoflabuhan(Figure4).

Thesceneshowsastrikingcontrastbetweentheblueskyabove,thewhitesandbeach

beneathwiththeprocession,andtheblueoceanbehind.Inthisscene,itseemsthatthree

naturalelementsconvergesymbolicallyinoneplace:heavenastranscendentbeing,oceanas

theabodeofthegoddesswhoisanautochthonousbeing,andearthasthesymbolofSitiand
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femalefertility.Attheendofthefilm,theaudienceseesthatthereisstillhopeintheform

ofriceseedlingsthatappearwhereSiti・sbloodstainstheearth.AccordingtoJavanese

belief,thegoddessSri,whoisassociatedwithVisnu・sconsortLaksmi,isthegoddessofrice

andfertility.BecauseSitaistheincarnationofLaksimi,itislogicaltoassumethatafterher

death,Sitireturnstotheearthandincarnatesintheform ofrice.Inthisway,thefinal

episodeofthefilmbecomesavisualblendingofmultipleJavanesebeliefs.

ThefinaltextstatesinIndonesianthat・thisfilmisarequiemforthevictimsofviolence

andnaturaldisasterthroughouttheworld,especiallyforthoseinYogyakartaandCentral

Java.・ThenaturaldisastermentionedinthetextistheMay2006Javaearthquake,which

causedmorethan5,000deaths.Becausetheearthquakeoccurredattheendofproduction,

sucharequiemmessagewasnaturalforNugroho.Yetthevictimsinthisfilmarenotonly

victimsofnaturaldisasterbutofviolence・bothimaginedandreal.

InOperaJawa,therearemanyrepresentationsofconflictthateventuallyresultinviolence.

ThefemaleandmalegenderisrepresentedinSiti・sconfrontationwithbothSetyoand

Ludiro.Theoppositionbetweenthosewhohavepowerandthosewhodonotis

representedbySetyo・schallengetothepowerfulLudiro;Setyochampionsthepowerless.

Theseconflictshaveviolentandtragicconsequencesandexposetheothernessinthesocial

fabric.Furthermore,inrecenthistory,Indonesiahasexperiencedmanyviolentincidentson

accountofethnic,religious,andotherdifferences,mostnotablythemassacresof1965-1966

andtheMay1998riots.Theimpactoftheincidentsissodeepthatemotionalrepercussions

arestillunsettledinsociety.Theincidentsalsodividedtheunityofthesociety,whichstill

callsforreconciliation.ThefinalepisodeofOperaJawaapparentlyreferstotheseviolent

incidents.Itisappropriatethatthefinalsceneisnotonlyarequiemforthevictimsbutalso

anactofreconciliationforthosewhohavesurvived.
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5.HinduBalineseonOperaJawa

HowthefilmwasreceivedbyIndonesiansisrevealedinaninterestingseriesofevents.

Whenthefilm wasbeingeditedin2005,theWorldHinduYouthOrganization,a

fundamentalHinduBalineseorganizationestablishedinBalioneyearearlier,accused

Nugroho ofdesecratingHinduism bymakingafilm usingsacredcharactersofthe

Ramayana,oneofthesacredscriptsofHinduism.Theydemandedthatthedirectormakethe

contentadheretotheoriginalRamayana,andtoapologizetotheHinducommunity.

Nugrohofirmlyrebuttedtheaccusation,statingthathisfilmwasnotaboutthecharacters

oftheHinduepicbuthumanbeingswhohaveplayedintheRamayanatheatereventhough

thestorywasinspiredbytheRamayana(SuaraMerdekaCybernews2005).Theofficial

organizationofBalineseHinduism,ParisadaHinduDharmaIndonesia,alsopromptly

intervenedinthedispute(ParisadaHinduDharmaIndonesia2005).Theyissueda

statementaboutthefilminsupportofNugroho,inwhichtheyremarkedthattheRamayana

isaHindulegacy,andthedevelopmentoftheRamayanainIndonesia,especiallyinJava,has

itsowntraditionwithlocalandnon-Hinduinfluences,andthistraditionstillexistsand

developsinpeople・slives.ThisstatementissignificantinthattheofficialBalineseHindu

organizationrecognizestheHinduinfluenceinJavanesecultureanditstradition.

TheJavanesepeoplearenotfollowersofHinduism.Yettheydomaintainanddevelopthe

traditionsofIndiclegacy.TheRamayanaisnoexception.ThismeanstheRamayanahasbeen

completelyinternalizedinJavanesesocietyinsuchawaythatitcanberetoldinacreative

way.TheaccusationmadebyaBalineseHinduorganizationironicallyprovedthispoint.

Conclusion

Asanaccomplishedworkofart,thefilmOperaJawacanbeinterpretedindifferentways.

Itshowsmultipleaspectsofotherness.Therelationshipbetweenselfandtheotheris

expressedintermsofgender,class,andotheraspects.ThefilmtestifiesthatIndicotherness

hasbeencompletelyinternalizedinJavanesesociety.Thefilmshowstheinternalizationof

theIndicotherthroughtheprocessoflocalization.Thisismoreapparentifwecomparethe

filmwithanotherfamousfilmadaptationofaHinduepic.PeterBrook・sadaptationofthe

Mahabharatawasoriginallyproducedasanine-hourstageplayin1985andmadeintoafilm

in1989.AlthoughitfaithfullyfollowsthestoryoftheMahabharata,thisversionattemptsto

retelltheMahabharataasastoryaboutallhumankind.Thus,ifwesayNugroho・sworkisthe

localizationofIndicotherness,itismoreaboutthegeneralizationofIndicotherness.

Ithasbeenarguedinstudiesofpre-modernhistoryofSoutheastAsiathatthelocalization

ofIndianculturaltradition,inparticularthatofHinduismandBuddhism,playedacritical

roleintheformationofthecultureoftheSoutheast.Thispapersuggeststhattheprocessof

localization stillremainsto berelevantand doesproducean artistically creative
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representation.

Notes

1 AnearlyversionofthispaperwaslaidoutinAoyama(2010).
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