Reading

Wayang Golek Cepak: History and Stories
Student background reading and synopsis both by Andrew Weintraub, Department of Music, University of Pittsburgh
Sunan Kudus, one of the nine wali sanga (pious leaders) who spread Islam to Java in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries C.E., is believed to have created the form of Indonesian puppet theater known as wayang golek to tell stories during the day (as opposed to wayang kulit which was performed throughout the night). In the north coast region of Cirebon this regional form was called wayang golek cepak (hereafter wayang cepak). Cepak, a corruption of the word “papak” (lit. “flat” or “level”), refers to the shape of the puppets’ Muslim-influenced headdresses

(compare the crowns of Indian-derived wayang golek purwa, which are curved and arc-shaped). Headdresses of wayang cepak puppets can be in the form of destar

(cotton cloth wrapped around the top of the head) or bendo (batik cloth hat worn by Sundanese aristocrats), among other forms. The wayang cepak repertoire of stories includes local historical chronicles (babad), legendary Javanese tales (for example, Panji and Damarwulan), as well as menak tales (wayang menak).  Wayang menak are tales about the history of the Arab kings (for this reason, wayang menak is also called wayang Arab) that came to the Indo-Malay region via India from Persia.
Wayang menak tales relate the heroic exploits of Amir Hamzah, the uncle of the prophet Muhammad. Amir Hamzah and his followers encounter numerous challenges from infidels (non-believers in Islam). These challenges lead to battles in which the infidels are defeated and subsequently adopt Islam as their religion.

The conquest of non-believers represents the strength of the Islamic faith in Indonesia, which has also incorporated

Sundanese, Javanese, and animistic religious strains. Puppet master Otong Rasta explains that the coalescence of diverse forces under the leadership of

Amir Hamzah represents the  incorporation of diverse cultural elements within Islam.
At the end of the wayang menak cycle of stories, after all of his enemies have been conquered, Amir Hamzah returns to Medina and meets with Muhammad. Amir

Hamzah enters the battlefield to defend Medina against an attack from Medayin (a kingdom in present-day Iraq). He is killed as a soldier of Allah. Since Otong Rasta is unwilling to represent Muhammad, he has never performed this last story in the cycle; like other Indonesian puppet

masters, he believes that since Muhammad is such an exalted figure in Islam, he would rather avoid representing

him. (He does not feel, however, that ALL representations of the human form should be prohibited.)

The Living Tradition of Wayang Golek: Dalang Otong Rasta

Early in his research on west Javanese wooden puppet theater,  ethno-musicologist Andrew Weintraub got to know the contemporary puppet master and musician Otong Rasta. Weintraub has been friendly with Otong Rasta and his family members, among whom are many

artists of the puppet theater—painters, carvers, and musician—for nearly twenty years. 

Puppet theater, like traditional art in many parts of the world, is often a family affair in Indonesia, handed down

from generation to generation. Otong Rasta (b. 1930) learned the Amir Hamzah tales orally and visually by listening to and watching his father perform. Otong Rasta’s father, a dalang based in the north coast area of Cirebon, moved his family to the Sundanese highland area of Bandung when Otong was a young boy, where as a young dalang, Otong frequently performed wayang cepak. 

But after Independence in 1945, there was not much demand for these stories: in its early years, the Republic of Indonesia emphasized the secular nature of the state,

despite the fact that the majority of the population was Islamic. This is one factor among many which contributed to a period in which the of the west Java-based

wayang cepak plays, with their Islamic content, went through a decline. In addition, wayang golek declined in the 1960s and 1970s due to the fact that dalangs could not compete with the influx of commercial popular forms of culture from the United States and other places, China, India and Japan, that flowed into the country after President Suharto opened up the country to capitalism in the late 1960s. However, once dalangs figured out how to incorporate these international cultural elements, including songs, dance movements, forms of language, and a number of visual elements, then wayang

golek began to revive.
Otong Rasta is now in his seventies. He largely stopped performing the wayang cepak plays some time ago, while continuing until recently to perform the wayang purwa, but he now feels hopeful that wayang cepak is once again becoming an important vehicle for narrating tales about the legendary heroes of Indonesia’s Islamic past, especially as the Islamization of Indonesia increases.

Sample Synopsis of a Wayang olek Cepak Play: 
“Menak Laré,” or “The Tale of Youth”
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Otong Rasta narrated the following synopsis to Andrew Weintraub in a series of recorded interviews on his life and art. Note that the names of characters are based on Otong’s pronunciation, and not on a standard model; thus, for example, Amir Hamzah’s wife is named Muninggar, and not Muniggarim, as in the background essay by Laurie Sears, “Visual Arts, Literature and Performance.” Personal idiosyncrasies are especially marked in this case because Otong Rasta and his children are the last carriers of the wayang cepak tradition in the city of Bandung.

Cast of Characters


Abdulmutholib*: here, son of the ruler of Mekah (Mecca); more often, specifically identified as Hamzah’s father, ruler of Mekah. (See http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00litlinks/hamzah/intro1 _ iran.pdf, a detailed and attractive website about the Persian epic Hamzanamah, the source of Indonesia’s Amir Hamzah

stories. A comparison of the list of characters and episodes with the one given here, from the Hamzah stories as performed by Javanese Otong Rasta, show how much the epic changed as it moved away from its Persian origins to Arabic, Turkish, Malay, and Javanese versions, among many others.)

Amir Hamzah* the uncle of the Prophet Muhammad and expert fighter.
Andali a general in the army of the king of Yaman (perhaps Yemen).
Bastak* minister of King Nursiwan and Amir Hamzah’s adversary.
Bastari* daughter of Bastak, beloved of Umarmaya.
Betaljemur* advisor to King Nursiwan.
Iman Suangsa son that will be born of the marriage of Amir Hamzah and Princess Kelaswara of Ceylon.
Kébar* king of a region near Mekah.
Kelaswara younger sister of King Lamdaur of Ceylon and a future wife of Amir Hamzah.
Kestahan* general in the kingdom of Medayin, in present-day Iraq or Iran.

Lamdaur* king of Ceylon (present-day Sri Lanka) and a giant.
Maktal* a robber who eventually joins forces with Amir Hamzah.
Nursiwan* the king of Medayin, in present-day Iraq or Iran, and future father-in-law of Amir Hamzah. 

Marpinjun princess, daughter of King Nursiwan.


Muninggar* princess, daughter of King Nursiwan, beloved of Amir Hamzah and one of his future wives.
Umarmadi* military leader of kingdom of Kokarim, perhaps in Africa (if so, it was probably Egypt).
Umarmaya* childhood friend and loyal companion of Amir Hamzah, also known as Umar.
* Characters shown in the thirteen photographs accompanying this lesson, from

the collection of Andrew N. Weintraub. 

Note that these characters would not be found as such in other Indonesian puppet theater traditions such as wayang golek purwa, in which stories inspired by the Mahabharata

and Ramayana are enacted, but the characters from one puppet theater tradition do have recognizable counterparts in other traditions. Also, note that the place-names connected

to the different events and characters in “Menak Laré” are based on the account of Otong Rasta, and should not be regarded as historically accurate.

Synopsis of “Menak Laré”
“Menak Laré” is the story of Amir Hamzah as a young man. It is one of the beginning episodes in the Amir Hamzah cycle of tales. Laré means youth; menak is a title for an aristocrat in the Malay language, on which both modern Malaysian and Indonesian are based. In the Indo-Malay region, Amir Hamzah, the uncle of Muhammad, is often referred to as either Prabu Menak or Wong Agung Menak. Thus, the title means literally something like “The noble Amir Hamzah as a youth.”

The king of Yaman (perhaps Yemen) controls the Arab lands (Arabia or Middle East). All of his subjects are ordered to pay tribute to the king. One day, Abdulmutholib, the son of the king of Mekah (Mecca, in Saudi Arabia), travels to the country of Yaman to pay tribute. On his journey, he is robbed by Maktal. 

Abdulmutholib requests the help of Amir Hamzah and Umarmaya. Amir Hamzah is an expert fighter, adept at fencing and archery. His childhood friend Umarmaya helps Amir Hamzah, who is strong and refined, but naïve.

They are attacked by Maktal, and Amir defeats him. Umarmaya persuades Amir not to kill Maktal because he might be  able to help them fight their enemies. Maktal joins their side. They hatch a plan to lure the king of Yaman from his palace. They send word for the king to

come and retrieve the chest of money. The king of Yaman and his general Andali arrive. After a battle, the king of Yaman submits to Amir Hamzah.

In a bordering territory there lives a king named Kébar. Hamzah defeats him in battle. Amir Hamzah is crowned king and Maktal becomes his new minister. They will be the new rulers of the Arab territories.

An army led by Umarmadi arrives from the kingdom of Kokarim (in Africa). Umarmadi loses the battle, and becomes a subject of Amir Hamzah along with the leaders of Kébar and Yaman, and Maktal. Nursiwan, the king of Medayin (in Iraq) and Amir Hamzah’s future father-in-law, is constantly trying to find

ways to topple Amir Hamzah. Nursiwan’s main adviser is an old priest named Betaljemur, who tells Nursiwan to be aware of an impending attack. Nursiwan becomes angry with his minister and banishes him. 

Meanwhile, Amir, Maktal, and Umarmaya arrive in Medayin. The general Kestahan despises the guests and wants to drive them out. He uses Nursiwan’s daughters, Muninggar and Marpinjun, to tempt the visitors. Amir and Muninggir fall in love. Kestahan finds out, and accuses Amir of stealing her. The king orders Kestahan to figure out a way to chase Amir and Umar (Umarmaya) from the kingdom.

Nursiwan has a minister named Bastak, whose daughter is named Bastari. Umarmaya has an affair with Bastari. Nursiwan and Bastak devise a plan: if Amir and Umar can defeat Lamdaur, the King of Ceylon (Sri Lanka), they

can have the girls they love, Princess Muninggir and Bastari. Lamdaur is a giant but has no magical powers. If he is killed, he will die  tanding up. He falls to Amir. Kelaswara, Lamdaur’s younger sister, vows to avenge her brother. She fights with Amir, loses, and becomes one of his wives. They have a son named Iman Suangsa.

(Iman Suangsa leads into the next story in the cycle, “Rengganis” or “The Beautiful Maiden”).

Assignment
Analyzing the Puppet Characters of Java’s Wayang Golek
In his book, Power Plays: Wayang Golek Puppet Theatre of West Java, Andrew Weintraub draws on the categorizations made by American puppet master Kathy Foley to show that characters in wayang golek are grouped according to several types, including “refined,” “strong,” and “ogres.”

Weintraub links the visual characteristics of puppets with their character types as follows:

1. Refined characters:
1. Include ladies and knights

2. Have small bodies, narrow eyes, long narrow noses, small mouths, heads that angle downward or forward, and

3. Tend to have pale or pinkish colored faces.

2. Strong characters:
· Include warriors, kings, and “emotionally uncontrolled demons”

· Have large bodies, bulging eyes, large noses, large mouths, heads that are level or angle upward, and

· Tend to have face colors ranging from pink or light red to blue or dark red.

3. Ogres:
· Have large bodies, bulging eyes, large noses, fangs (as opposed to closed mouths or slightly exposed teeth or fangs), and their heads angle upward, and

· Can have faces of any color.

First, as a class, organize the puppets into the three groups above. 

Next, examine the photos you have been given in your group, recording your answers to the questions below to be shared with the class:

Group A

Female puppet characters—Muninggar and Bastari:

· Describe each puppet in detail, paying close attention to their headdresses, the way they are wearing their scarves, and the different kinds of blouse each puppet is wearing.
· What is the social stature of each character?
· Why do you think their clothing might be different?
· From what you can see in the photographs, are their faces very different?
· Using Weintraub’s characterization of puppet types, describe their eyes, noses, body-types, head angles, mouths and facial colors, and see which type or types these characters belong to.
· If you have time, get a picture of one of the male characters from your teacher and compare the faces of the two female characters with those of the male character, especially the lines drawn on the faces. Are they similar or different? If they are similar, why do you think this is—what qualities might be common to both the female and male character, such as youth, innocence or purity, do you think the puppet makers are trying to convey?

Group B

Heroic puppets Prince Abdulmutholib and Amir Hamzah, and either the advisor Betaljemur, or minister Bastak:

· Start with the three characters’ headdresses, noting both differences and similarities. From Andrew Weintraub’s essay, you can tell that headdresses are a very important part of the appearance and classification of different kinds of Indonesian puppets. Why do you think this is so? Are hats or headgear as important in contemporary U.S. society?
· Notice the detailed work on the costumes of the puppets. Note the different fabrics and colors used for the robes. How do these details identify the roles of the puppet characters?
· Now compare the faces of the three puppets. Slight differences distinguish Amir Hamzah from Abdulmutholib, while Betaljemur (or Bastak) is very different. Notice the small even features of some of the characters and the exaggerated features of others, the colors and size of the characters’ eyes, the sizes of the mouths, the presence or absence and type of mustaches and beards, and the purpose of the lines painted on the puppets’ faces. What do you think these differences are meant to convey?
· Using Weintraub’s characterization of puppet types, describe their eyes, noses, body types, head angles, mouths and facial colors, and see which type or types these characters belong to.

Group C

Puppets: The king and giant Lamdaur of Ceylon, the military leader Umarmadi of Kokarim (a kingdom in Africa), and the king Nursiwan, who begins as an enemy of Amir Hamzah’s but is one of his future father-in-laws (remember that Islam permits a man to have more than one wife):
· Note the color of Umarmadi’s face. What do you think this striking color—very different from the white, pink or pale brown colors of other puppets’ faces—is meant to convey? What feature distinguishes the face of King Lamdaur?
· Why do you think both Lamdaur and Umarmadi are distinguished from Nursiwan either by facial color or size of features, including beards and mustaches?
· Note Lamdaur’s arched headdress. According to Andrew Weintraub’s essay, what influence might this style of headdress be due to? (Remember where Lamdaur is supposed to come from. What civilization in the region exerted an important influence on his country? If you’re not sure, take a look at Political Map of Eurasia.)
· What skills are Lamdaur and Umarmadi known for—governance, wisdom in political affairs, or physical and military prowess? How is this conveyed through their physical features?
· Use Weintraub’s characterization of puppet types to describe puppets’ eyes, noses, body types, head angles, mouths and facial colors, and see if you can tell which type or types these characters belong to.

Unit Glossary

Bendo Batik cloth headdress worn by Sundanese aristocrats. Sometimes wayang golek cepak is referred to as wayang bendo because characters in the plays frequently wear this type of headdress.
Dalang Indonesian puppet master.
Destar One type of Indonesian headdress: cotton cloth wrapped around top of head.
Hikayat Literally, tales in Malay about the history of Arab kings, from the Arabic word meaning story or narrative.
Menak Title for nineteenth century Sundanese aristocrats—compare English “Sir” or “The Right Noble” or “Prince.” Thus, Wayang menak is another term for wayang golek cepak, or puppet plays about Amir Hamzah.
Sundanese Ethnic group from the western part of Java. 

Wali Term used to refer to Muslim sacred persons or saints. A group of “nine walis,” known as the Wali Songo, are traditionally credited with bringing Islam to Java.
Wayang bendo Same as wayang golek cepak. 
Wayang golek Wooden puppet theaters of Java, especially west Java. Wayang means shadow. These puppet plays tell both Mahabharata and Ramayana stories, as well as stories about Amir Hamzah.
Wayang golek cepak Wooden puppets used to enact Amir Hamzah stories that originated in Arabia.
Wayang kulit or purwa Shadow puppet theater of Java and Bali, using two-dimensional puppets cut out of leather. There are several repertoires, but the most popular remain the Mahabharata and Ramayana tales.
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