
THE INTERTEXTUAL WAYANG

People often liken Gus Dur with Semar.1 This notion does not appear out of the 
blue.  It  has a history  that  makes us immediately understand that  Gus Dur was 
indeed Semar.2

Wayang has two meanings: (1) wayang as a puppet—if it is a flat puppet made of 
leather, it is called wayang kulit or leather wayang; if like a real, three-dimensional 
puppet or golekan, wayang golek; if performed by human beings, wayang orang, 
wayang wong, or wayang actors/wayang dance-drama; (2) wayang as narratives 
that originated and were developed from the two titles coming from the land of 
Jambhudvipa, or the Ancient India, which were present in their translated forms in 
Ancient  Javanese  in  Javadvipa  or  Java  at  the  end of  the  tenth century  (i.e.  the 
Mahabharata, which in this case meant the fragment of Wirataparwa) and in the 
second half of the twelfth century (i.e. Ramayana as a literary text; if as the visual 
text of the carving on the walls of Prambanan temple, which became verbal when 
narrated, certainly in the ninth or tenth century), and therefore talked of Pandava 
and Kaurava, and Rama and Ravana—but not of King Nusyirwan, who albeit having 
his own wayang narrative will never be considered simply as a ‘wayang’ character, 
but rather a character from a distinct stream of wayang, i.e. the wayang Menak, 
whose narrative originated from Persia.

The first meaning refers to some visual forms, which in the contemporary context of 
the Javanese-Indonesian culture today are already familiar to many, from the form 
of leather wayang to that of the wayang actors. The second meaning, meanwhile, 
presents a discourse, which in the Foucauldian sense is a collection of social and 
cultural  ideas  and  practices  that  have  shaped  humans  as  social  subjects,  and 
determines the way humans perceive and think about the world. One must mention 
here that the first sense, i.e. the visual forms as leather puppets and wayang actor,  
is a part of the second meaning, which actually also indicates a discourse about 
discourses.

In the context of Mahabharata and Ramayana, ever since the attendant Jurudyah 
Punta Prasanta popped in and advised his master, albeit with no accompanying joke 
just yet, in the Ghatotkacasraya narrative from the twelfth century, while the royal 
attendants such as Semar emerged from Jago Temple from the thirteenth century 
(Picture  1),  a  discourse  immediately  followed:  (1)  that  royal  attendants,  the 
panakawan, are local characters coming from Javadvipa, the ancient Java, who in 
essence serve as a counterpart,  an alternative,  and,  if  needs be,  a  rival  of  the 
superior discourse from ancient India, the land of Jambhudvipa, which in reality has 
been blended and brought down to earth as translations in the Ancient Javanese, 
orientated  toward  local  lives  and  nature;  (2)  that  Mahabharata  and  Ramayana 
become a narrative source to which the discourse of power almost always refers 
back, whether it is in the mere context of the relationship between the ruler and the 
ruled, or in the larger dimension such as the relations of power themselves—the 



receptacle in which all determinant factors are represented, from the regulation to 
the distribution (of values) in a hegemonic process—which can be re-interpreted 
according to the interests  of  the dominant group that impose meanings,  or  the 
subordinate group that rejects such imposition of meanings.

A case in point was when the courts of Surakarta and Yogyakarta recreated the 
wayang wong or the wayang dance-drama in the eighteenth century as a part of 
their identity politics, in which the courts could be understood as the ruling class 
(but  one  that  was  unable  to  oust  the  Dutch).  There,  the  dance  movements 
presented were thoroughly considered as ‘halus’ or refined. This meant that the 
comic gestures as could commonly be seen in wayang wwang scenes that had been 
performed in line with Hariwangsa text from the twelfth century, which represented 
folk’s  art,  were  erased,  and  one  might  say  that  such  humorous  gestures  were 
deemed inappropriate  for  the court,  which  used  refined gestures  to  project  the 
sophisticated  civility  of  the  nobility,  the  priyayi.  Clearly,  there  was  resistance 
against such identity politics, as when the court of Surakarta “gave its blessing” to 
the commercialization of the wayang dance-drama in 1910, there had already been 
forms  of  folk’s  wayang  dramas,  with  troupes  going  from one  town  to  another, 
performing  with  comical  attendants  and  using  the  rough  Javanese  for  the 
commoners as its main attractions.

It has been known that through the roles played by these attendants in a variety of 
leather  wayang  performances  or  wayang  dance-dramas,  veiled  criticism  is 
conveyed. If these royal attendants seem to be questioning the imposed meanings 
of power, then the context of such questions is not merely about the plot in the 
drama, but also about the policy of the reigning ruler outside the performance itself,  
or in other words: the real ruler in the real life. These royal attendants, therefore, 
play their role in accordance with the comic discourse, i.e. playing with peculiarities, 
bisociations, and surprises, and they freely wreak havoc to the established realm, 
such as taking over power—to return it back later on—faithful to its function as the 
institution of criticism in the feudal tradition.

So far,  after  we have studied the transformation  in the conduits  of  these royal 
attendants, from the literary text to the visual text in the Ancient Javanese carvings, 
and on to the leather wayangs and wayang drama, we are aware how in such a 
transformation  it  is  not  only  the  shape  that  undergoes  changes,  but  also  the 
contesting discourses in the cultural process, in which each supporting group fights 
for its interests and ideology. This is especially true as the wayang discourse still  
continues the transformation of the conduits and means of conveyance, from the 
leather wayang puppets and the wayang dance-drama to wayang comics.

***



In Mahabharata comics (created from 1957 to 1959), R. A. Kosasih did not include 
these attendants in an effort to be faithful to the “original” Jambhudvipa plot. In that 
comic book, too, the murderer of Bhisma, Srikandi—who according to the local lore 
is a female, wife (one of many) of Arjuna—is a male, Shikandi,  who has a wife.  
Kosasih, however, still negotiated with the text, and I see it as an effort to advocate 
the local lore, by making Drupadi have only one husband, Yudhistira, instead of the 
five Pandawa brothers, and depicting Gatotkaca as a muscular prince, just like how 
he is always portrayed in the wayang drama, instead of a bald giant as depicted in 
the Mahabharata films from India. Such a negotiation is a form of social consensus 
that shows how there is actually no fixed, “universal” (how clichéd the word is), and 
eternal meaning, because what we consider as a hegemony always turns out to be 
a condition in process.

Allow me to show you a glimpse of the contentions in the visual discourse of the 
wayang  comic  by  presenting  three  alternative  drawing  approaches  that  have 
emerged in the transference from one conduit to another. First, in Kosasih’s case, 
there  is  the  three-dimensional  approach  that,  considering  the  costumes  of  the 
characters, refers to the actors in the wayang drama on the stage, whom one often 
sees before the decorative background screen that depicts, in perspective, a palace 
or a dense forest (picture 2); second, in the comic book titled Soemantri Ngenger I  
(no publication  year  available,  printed using the old spelling system) by Sulardi 
(comic artist)  and Poedjowardojo (writer),  there is the two-dimensional  approach 
with no perspective, which clearly mimics the leather wayang tradition, including in 
the style of the language that shows the diction of a puppet master (picture 3); 
third, the Mintaraga comic created by Ratmojo (read: rut-mo-yo) and published in 
1966 that, albeit showing clear traces of the three-dimensional approach, still refers 
to the visual signs of the leather wayang world that adopts the two-dimensional 
approach (picture 4). I think the three alternatives adopted by the wayang comics 
clearly illustrate the contentions in the visual discourse as the wayang comics are 
evolving. This process is inextricably linked with the social and historical factors; i.e. 
the  fact  that  before  wayang  is  present  in  comics,  its  visual  elements  were 
manifested in two major streams of representation: those of the leather wayang and 
the wayang dance-drama (wayang orang). The three alternatives mentioned above 
show how there has been a tug of war between the visual discourse of the leather 
wayang  and  wayang  dance-drama  and  the  visual  discourse  of  the  comics 
themselves.

Apart from the “classical” comics of Mahabharata and Ramayana (created in 1966 – 
1956), all other wayang comics, including those that Kosasih made, incorporate the 
panakawan royal attendants as figures who are apparently too dear to be excluded, 
and it is precisely because of the strength of the panakawans’ characters that the 
Indonesian comics show some interesting phenomena. 

First of all, we can make a note that the panakawans in the wayang comics still play 
the same role that they have been playing in the leather wayang show and the 



wayang dance drama; i.e. as attendants and jesters, who do not only amuse but 
also, stereotypically,  give advices, and when necessary,  get their hands dirty by 
taking  corrective  actions  through  acts  of  disobedience  or  by  embarking  on  a 
madcap to take over power or handle the chaos that their masters cannot control, 
to return to their original position after order has beenrestored. In the Indonesian 
world of comics, however, these panakawans then move out of the wayang world 
and their function changes as they assume a myriad of roles, which in our effort to 
categorize them can be grouped as follows: (1) the panakawans who use humor as 
their sole purpose of being, for example in the well-known series of Dagelan Petruk-
Gareng (Petruk-Gareng Gags) by Indri Soedono (picture 5); (2) the panakawans who 
have dispensed with (parts of) their jokes in the articulation of their new roles, for 
example  when  they  become  vulgar  and  banal  as  in  Detektip  Petruk  (Detective 
Petruk; picture 6), or, on the contrary, become elegant as in Tiga Serangkai (The 
Three  Comrades;  picture  7),  both  by  Indri  Soedono;  (3)  the  panakawans  with 
ideological  humor  as  in  Gareng  Petruk  Sukarelawan  (Gareng  and  Petruk,  the 
Volunteers) by J. Suroso (picture 8) and the Keluarga Miring (The Peculiar Family) 
series (anonymous, but some people say that it was created by Li Ay Po; picture 9).

The term ‘articulation’ can be succinctly explained as referring to a concept that 
specifies  how  the  same  sentence,  when  understood  in  different  context  of 
discourse, politics, and social and historical situations, will have different meanings. 
The process of articulation also takes place in the process of signification of the 
roles played by the panakawans. In the beginning, it seemed that their roles have 
been  reduced  to  mere  jesters,  but  these  roles  soon  developed  in  different 
directions, each with its own ideological  burden, in line with the constellation of 
determining  factors  that  are  at  play  in  the  contemporary  power  relations.  It 
becomes apparent here that while in the wayang comics the role of the panakawans 
has  been  maintained  as  the  critical  and  humorous  spoilers,  by  merely  giving 
advices  or  bringing  the  world  upside-down,  outside  the  context  of  wayang  it 
undergoes a range of articulation processes with ideological impositions. The role of 
the panakawans seems to be trapped in a tug of war between a variety of interests 
in the contentions of discourses, seemingly because the high level of awareness in 
the contemporary discourse about the existence of the panakawans. Free from the 
world of the wayangs, the panakawans enter a new “world of wayang”, from the 
Cold War era up to the era of globalization, in which they can no longer play the 
flexible role as the representations of gods-and-commoners in the style of kawula-
gusti (the master and the subjects). The panakawans have been brought down to 
earth, become secular human beings whose partiality is determined by a range of 
factors, instead of serving as those who influence the situation from “beyond the 
boundary”, outside the inner world, as they have done in the previouseras.

***

That is how it is in the Indonesian comics, and also in the Indonesian world of art. It 
is not only the panakawans who have been taken out of the wayang world, inside 



and outside the world of comics; other wayang characters have moved out of the 
wayang world as well.   While in  comics the roles that these wayang characters 
assume are determined by the plot, outside the world of comics, which means in 
the world of art  as well,  there is no plot that defines how they play their roles, 
although there are a myriad of discourses out there that might be borrowing from 
them—in line with or (deliberately) in contrary to the old meanings that have made 
these wayang characters a myth—confronting them with a thousand and one icons 
in the discourse market that has become a forest of cultural signs.

At  this  point,  you will  understand how anyone who is  aware (or has once been 
aware)  of  Semar,  the  mythical  wayang  character,  will  not  ask  why  Gus  Dur  is 
likened with Semar.

But the contemporary world of the twenty-first century is far more complex than the 
world  that  has accommodated and re-delivered the wayang narratives  from the 
twelfth  century  to  the  first  half  of  the  twentieth  century.  The  accelerating 
negotiations in the process  of  hegemony and the multiplicity of  meanings have 
given rise to a world with intersecting streams of culture but with no disjunction, as 
every encounter brings about a new stream of culture. It is in this stage that the 
Indieguerillas  couple,  Santi  and  Miko,  affirms  their  articulation  of  the  wayang 
characters (picture 10). They might be doing it as a form of resistance or a proof of 
the  hegemony—you  can  read  it  for  yourself,  because  in  the  contemporary  art 
discourse, the artist no longer plays the role of the source of signification.

- Seno Gumira Ajidarma -


