





23 ' THE PERENNIAL APPEAL OF WAYANG

and Kumbakarna. Both paths seem equally heroic. The choice is difficult.
Choosing to serve one’s country means being disloyal to truth and being loyal
to truth means betraying one’s country. Of course, strictly speaking Wibisana
makes the right choice—he chooses absolute right over the lesser virtue of
defending his country—but, nevertheless, the dilemma is an intense one.
This however, is life—full of hesitations, conflicting loyalties and dreadful
decisions and this is what Wayang seeks to portray.

Wayang, however, is changing like everything else. With the breakdown
of the hierarchical system, the rise of commercial urbanism, and with em-
phasis on nationalism the old values are being threatened. This, coupled with
a faster pace of life, is turning Wayang into mere entertainment from educa-
tion. Further, the majority among the audience today are not interested in

_facing the complex moral problems that Wayang presents. They, thercfore,
simplify the conflict presented as one between Good and Evil.

Second, the influence of cinema and a liking for the sensational often
tends to reduce a Wayang performance to a series of battle scenes
interlinked with banal jokes and shoddy sentimentalism. This influence is
also seen in the attempt to shorten the traditional night-long performance
into two or three hours. 2

Third, there is an increasing criticism of the dalang’s philosophizing.
His philosophy, in any case, is often considered feudal and out of date. The
same psychology can be seen in attempts to rationalise sexual relations accord-
ing to the prevalent sexual ethics and to explain away the supernatural ele-
ments with pseudo-scientific explanations.

Fourth, the one truly contemporary element of Wayang—its anachro-
nistic humour with political overtones has been progressively done away with
because of censorship. The result is naturally a deterioration and a hyper-
sensitive response to healthy criticism.

Fifth, the changing values of society are also bringing about a change
in the attitude towards the various Wayang heroes. Judistira’s aloof medi-
tativeness is held less and less in esteem. Arjuna’s sexual prowess is empha-
sized. Kresna’s diplomacy is taken in isolation and regarded as a justification
for Machieavellism. Kumbakarna’s patriotism is often seen as more heroic
than Wibisana’s piety which is considered as suspect.

-

The question arises, in spite of the changing values, will Wayang
survive? The answer is yes. Like Tragedy, Wayang portrays human dilemmas
involving conflicting loyalties. Choice is an inextricable part of the human















Four Clowns with Arjuna





