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MUSIC IN CENTRAL JAVA 
Text by Benjamin Brinner 

Instructional Materials by J. Bryan Burton 
 

Activities are keyed as follows: 
AA = all ages   
E = elementary students (particularly grade 3-6)  
 S = secondary (middle school and high school, grades 7-12) 
C/U = College and university 

 

 
Chapter 6 

Shadows and Tales 
 
 

Wayang in Pangkah Village 
 
To perform a given wayang plot, the dhalang draws upon a highly varied, but clearly ordered, 
body of knowledge that includes plot structures, scene types and structures, character types, 
specific characters, voices, levels of speech, and formulaic expressions of numerous kinds. 
Formularity also applies to language, patterns of puppet manipulation, and musical elements. 
Drawing upon these tools, a dhalang can entertain an audience for an entire night without prior 
rehearsal. A successful performance is a delicate balance between formula and creative 
innovation. To set the stage for this exploration of wayang, read the description of the setting of a 
specific performance provided on pages 97-104. 
 
Listening Interlude 1:  
 

(1) Listen again to CD track 21. Note that many of the performers on this recording also 
performed at the wayang performance described on pages 97-104. 

(2) Follow the notation in Figure 6.1/Handout 6.1 and indicate changes of irama by noting 
time. Handout 6.1 may be found in this chapter and in the Supplementary Materials 
section of this manual. 

(3) Describe changes in intensification due to the increasing frequency with which gongs 
sound in each successive piece in the talu. 

(4) Compare this talu performance with a Western opera overture. 
 
 
The main elements of wayang are discussed on pages 104-113. 
 
Physical Setup  
 
The following questions and activities serve as a guide to learning activities for pages 104-107. 
A 1-4, 6-7, S/CU = 5 
 

(1) Describe the screen setup in a wayang performance. 
(2) Where are puppets held during a performance? 
(3) On which side are “good” characters placed? The “bad” characters? 
(4) How are the shadows produced? 
(5) Describe the symbolism of the various elements. Give specific examples from the text. 
(6) Describe how puppets are constructed. Include materials, process, and so on. 
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(7) Where are puppets stored when not used in a performance? What other purposes does this 
“storage case” serve during a performance? 

 
 
Plots and Plot Sources  
 
The following questions and activities serve as a guide to learning activities for pages 107-108. 
 
S/CU 
 

(1) What are the sources from which episodes are drawn for a wayang performance? 
(2) Briefly describe each source. If time allows, include a plot synopsis for major sources. 

 
(a) Ramayana 
 
 
 

 
      (b) Mahabharata 
 
 
 
      (c) Branch stories derived from Ramayana or Mahabharata 
 
 
 
 
      (d) Indigenous Javanese stories about the prince Panji 
 
 
 
  

Characters and Character Types  
 
The following questions and activities serve as a guide to learning activities for pages 108-111. 
 
AA = 1, 3-4   S/CU = 2 
 

(1) List representative categories of characters in wayang. 
(2) Discuss the use of dichotomy in between variations in character. 
(3) How does the appearance of a puppet provide information about a character? Are there 

similar stereotypes in the theatrical traditions of other cultures? (Example: the well-
known “black hat/white hat” distinction between heroes and villains in many  

       twentieth-century movies.) 
(4) How many puppets may be found in a complete set? In addition to characters, what other 

props may be found? 
 
Language and Voice  
 
The following questions and activities serve as a guide to learning activities for pages 111-112. 
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S/CU 
 

(1) What are the elements of the mixture that serves as the language of wayang? 
(2) Describe the use of formula in narration. How may different characters, places, and 

situations be accommodated within these structures? 
(3) How does the dhalang use speaking styles to distinguish among various characters, 

situations, and so on.? 
 
Listening Interlude 2: 
 

(1) Listen to the demonstration of voice characterizations on CD track 31. 
(2) Describe the timbre, register, speed, and so on of each character: 

(a) Arjuna, Cakil (0:00) 
(b) Bima (0:13) 
(c) Kresna (0:21) 
(d) Semar, Banowati (0:45) 
(e) Gathutkaca (0:51) 
(f) Brajadenta (0:58) 

 
 
Movement Patterns  
 
The following questions and activities serve as a guide to learning activities for pages 112-113 
 
AA 
 

(1) How may characters be recognized by a particular type of movement? 
(2) How does a dhalang play these idiosyncrasies against each other during a performance? 
(3) Discuss some of the challenges to manipulating multiple puppets, each with unique 

movements and vocal style. 
(4) Listen to CD track 31 for an example of a how a dhalang alternates between styles. 

 
Dramatic Structure: Schemata of Various Sizes  
 
The following questions and activities serve as a guide to learning activities for pages 113-114. 
 
AA  
 

(1) There are three major divisions (pathet) in a traditional wayang performance. Briefly 
describe the characteristics of each. 

(2) When does the protagonist typically appear?        
(3) Which section is the most “action-packed”? 
(4) Does the audience remain for the entire performance?  

 
Conclusion 
 
S/CU 
 

(1) Where have wayang resources been codified? 
(2) Describe the impact of secondary and tertiary performing arts schools upon wayang 

practices. 
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(3) How are informal and formal training in wayang balanced in creating a successful 
dhalang? 

(4) Describe the use of collaborations among dhalangs in creating wayang scripts. 


