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I KOMANG SUDIRGA
(IST Denpasar, Indonesia)

RECONTEXTUALIZING PASANTIAN: FROM ELITIST RELIGIOUS CHANT TO
MAINSTREAM BALINESE VOCAL MUSIC IN POST-NEW ORDER INDONES|A

Introduction

This study examines the vocal genre pasantian from the perspective of cultura] studies.
Etymologically the word pasantian consists of the root word ‘santi’ which means tranquility, harmony,
and peace of mind (Zoetmulder, 1995: 1017). Paired with the prefix 'pa’ and suffix ‘an’, the term connotes
in performance, the stylized recitation of literary works. Idealistically participants in pasantian activities
join with the expectation of peace of mind for themselves and their surroundings. This is particularly
significant because prior to the 1990s, the tradition of pasantian was an art favored by a handful of
people, mostly the elderly. Youth were largely not interested in pursuing the vocalization of literary
works, especially when many young people were embarrassed to practice what was considered archaic
and old-fashioned. These older forms of literary vocalization were a cultural activity considered centrist,
restricted and elitist because they were reserved for Balinese upper class gentry. These negative
perceptions of the art form gave rise to inequalities and discrimination and until recently, pasantian saw
limited growth. Moreover, given the limited avenues for self-expression, the public was less critical of
the artform's possibilities for reinterpretation, re-orientation and relocation that would eventually
transpire afler the 1990s. Undeniably, when in the 1970s, the three-tiered upper class elite called
friwangsa made the traditional knowledge of localizing literary works or mabebasan, this achieved a
higher social standing than those from the commoner class. As a result, the activity of pasantian only
thrived in traditional cultural centres, such as culturally elite and exclusive contexts such as palaces,
temples and religious centres. Based on the above description, issues to be examined in this study
include: (1) Why did a re-contextualization of pasantian occur in Bali?; (2) How did the re-
contextualization of pasantian formulate?; and (3) What is the impact and meaning of a re-

contextualized pasantian?

Background

After the fall of the Suharto's New Order in 1998, the freedom of uncensored and open
expression in the media enabled the pasantian's rapid growth and expansion. Unheard of in the history
of the development of Balinese art and culture, people from all walks of life from virtually every corner
of the island began to read, recite and perform traditional literary works. The splendor and enjoyment of
pasantian, not only in the context of ceremony, has also been recontextualized in numerous media
formats and social contexts. Now in Indonesia's era of reform, political and social restrictions no longer
hold true for the activity of pasantian, and literary material draws from a variety of sources, The solemn
and subdued presentation of pasantian’s predecessor called mabebasan, which tends to be passive and
serious, has been replaced with the more passionate and dynamic presentation of pasantian, which is
visually attractive and entertaining. This shows that pasantian has been transformed with the agenda of
penetrating temporal and spatial boundaries. These boundaries previously limited access through the
restrictions of caste and professional status. However today, pasantian has appealed to a large cross
section of the populace by embracing aesthetic tastes rooted in arts for presentation and performance
spectacle while maintaining creative substance and meaningful content,

Foundation of Thinking

The discussion surrounding the recontextualization of pasantian in this paper is also inthded
as a way to sec the phenomenon of pasantian activity in different contexts of Balinese social situations
after the New Order era. Understanding "context" as a concept can be defined as a situation that has to
do with an event (KBBI, 1990: 458). According to Ahimsa Son (2000: 414) art as a social phenomena
that appears in a specific context may be connected or have relationships with a variety of other
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phenognena ina given society. Art may be associated with a situation or political activity, with ecology,
and with various changes that are happening.

. T_he definition of the recontextualization of pasantian is clearly no longer fixated on the concept
of it serving, or being intended for, a single context. With this regards new meanings are not just
uncovered through different contexts, but through 'semiotic dismantlings' of existing, and firmly rooted
!neanings (Hoed, 2011: 120). The dismantling of a given phenomenon, which has become a myth and
ideology, can open up opportunities for the emergence of various interpretive responses that produce
new forms of creativity with different contexts. For example, pasantian which was originally
synonymous with lengthy and complex vocal forms called pepaosan sekar ageng, are presented in the
context of rituals in temples/palaces, where previously sacred and elitist connotations are no longer the
artform’s singularly constructed dominant meaning. The format of today's pasantian evidences a
trajectory of dynamic development largely through the utilization of popular, and more easily accessible
vocal forms such as tembang macapat. For example, the presentation of technically tense forms of
singing such as kakawin poems only makes up a small portion of performance, the remainder taken up
by the more popular macapat. These conditions indicate the recent phenomenon of pasantian expansion
may be largely attributed to the face that fembang macapat is at its core. Even in regional cultural centres
such as Denpasar and Gianyar, for example, tembang macapat has grown faster still in pasantian's
innovative sub-genres, such as pasantian gita shanti, arja negak, taman penasar and tembang guniang.

Post-New Order Pasantian

The phenomenon of post-New Order pasantian is interesting to research because it has seen
several significant changes in activities. First, in terms of literary text, pasantian has shown generative
capabilities in related genres. This can be observed through the adaptation of mabebasan vocal format
transformed into gita shanti, parks penasar, arja negak, and song guntang. Secondly, pasantian
performance used to only involve unaccompanied vocal music (songs), but has now been combined with
elements of instrumental accompaniment with drums, percussion and bamboo flutes called gaguntangan.
Gamelan orchestras such as the seven-toned semar pagulingan, among other ensembles has also been
used to accompany pasantian.

Third, contextually pasantian is not only performed in ritual contexts, but has changed
dynamically in presentation from sacred religious to secular presentations, as well as in aesthetic
presentation. Fourth, pasantian is no longer solely an affirmation of 'form follows meaning’ with
ideological significance but has shified to include 'form follows fun' (as a form that follows fun,
entertainment, and popularity in, and of self).

In addition to these developments, pasantian also has demonstrated quantitatively a spread to
almost all corners of villages in Bali. The development of pasantian during the New Order was very
slow. But after the reform era its development chart shows that in 1992 there were 606 sekaa santi groups
(Bandem, 1992) and in 2011 a staggering 3,141 groups scattered throughout Bali (Sudirga, 2012).

Expansion and growth phenomena make pasantian interesting to research, not only for its
textual aspects that have evolved, but also for its religious aspects and social context that has changed
dynamically. As a cultural product, although local communities have not been able to keep pace with a
rapid modern art market, pasantian activity has risen steadily in the last three decades and has shown
fantastic development, both quantitatively and qualitatively. This phenomenon cannot be separated from
reinterpretation, repositioning, revitalizing, and re-contextualization through modification of the creative
process, resulting in variant forms of pasantian innovation. Unprecedented in the history of the
development of Balinese art, there has never been such a widespread expansion across multiple tiers of
society as we witness today. Re-contextualized, pasantian is not only an important part of the ritual
tradition — where virtually all Hindu Balinese ceremonial activities include pasantian performance-- but
also has become part of pop culture. It can be enjoyed simultaneously by the public through electronic
media including both radio and television and other social media formats.

Forms of Re-contextualized Pasantian
Pasantian in the form of re-contextualization of this article can be observed through the three

domains, namely pasantian in the context of electronic media space, pasantian contestation and
competition, and pasantian in multiple social spaces.
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Pasantian in the Context of Electronic Media
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lifestyle (Suryabrata, 1990: 217). In this regard, 1m(hll|0nal Ballln‘cr?c ﬁItISlb‘ 1ave : cc1]1 able to pack art
forms full of relevant meaning to a subsequent generation where initially these were only assoudtc.:d with
ritual contexts. These artists have helped extract the essence of, for example, vos:allzmg text, into an
activity that thrives in the spectacle of art (aesthetic presentation). What stood out in reestablishing this

distinctive pattern’ was the emergence of pasantian as prescntation art in the realm of social and

The effects of globalization penetrat

electronic media. ] )
Efforts to proliferate pasantian through electronic media (radio) are not new, but has been done

since the 1970s. At this time the Cultural Advisory Council For Education (LISTIBIYA) had already
been established but, according to Darma Putra (2011: 256) pasantian promotion was not successful.
The reasons for this included limitations in effective communication technology for the public, which
were passive and not interactive. It is rcasoned when developing information technology tools so rapidly,
people can communicate from anywhere, such as offices, markets, or on the street. Today through the
case of technology it is not surprising that in every radio and television station has launched an interactive
program for pasantian.
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Pasantian in the Contestation and Competition Context
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ti Gita Contest, t

iti s the Sandyagita Festival Gong Kebyar (FGK), Sl(liat; ita and Go i;'i}:; Tamar} Penagy,
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Pasantian in the Context of Social Space

The prevelence and frequency with which pasan_tiqﬂ appears in the 509131 sphere of Balineg,

. Gt ion of tian activity. This can be seen in the context of social
contributes significantly to the expansion of pasan g T e :
activities such as wedding ceremonies and anniversary ccllcbratlons or soma“l rga;nzatlons, radio
events, business development exhibitions, and sqcrahzatlon prc_ipaganda rallies for government
programs. In addition to providing wholesome entcrta{nmcnt, pasantian Pcf.fOT mance in a social context
can provide enlightenment and educational alternatives to the community about values and Jocg]
wisdom.
Public space in temples, community wards (banjar), ‘schools, an_d offices have bccm:ne new
spaces for practitioners to develop their creativity. Without leaving sacred r.ltual spaces as the main base,
this new social space provides a spirit for interaction and social contact with t‘hc new cultlfral channels
being formed. Personal relationships, inter-group relations, between agencies, anq social networks
among others, have provided an opportunity and a chance for sckaa santi to interact with one another, in
a different time and space to cultivate a spirit of menyamabyara or solidarity and unity.

In this context is the power of creativity that can evoke the spirit of the local culture in the middle
of a noisy bustling churning out of global cultural products. The ability to uphold local culture when
faced with often dominant exterior cultural forces is called ‘local genius’ (Megatsari, 1986: 56). Through
pasantian activity, Balinese people take pride in their identity while wallowing in the middle of

globality.,

The Impact and Meaning of Pasantian Re-contextualization

Cultural impact

Pasantian’s re-contextualization and numerous manifestations as a vocalized literary
performance genre in the reform era has great impact and made outstanding contributions towards
strengthening pride and resilience in the Balinese. Through the growing craze in the wider community
to participate in pasantian, traditional Balinese literature has become vibrant and has witnessed a growth
in interest. Many members of sekaa San/i who were not able to read Balinese script, after participating
in pasantian activity have gradually gained facility in written forms of Balinese lanéuage Pasantian’s
re-contextualization has generated a sense of pride in, and enhanced participant’s sensitivit)} to their own
cultural roots. Growing awareness of Balinese-ness in the nation's cultural arena strengthens locality
while simultaneously registering national culture and national identity. .

Social Impact

However, it must be recognized that the re-contextualization of pasantian has not just been about
(?lfl\:glﬂcrr??r:;a{‘ta}rﬁfi:g?cr:i::*ti:ltl; t;‘)hlzron]?:e g]cndcr eduality and p articularly encourage the participation
' - Lhe reality shows that women'’s involvement jn the activity of pasantiant

:;123 ;j;{ﬂrst“t’g ;;;ﬁ?;lrrlﬁlanch with mf:n. Bllll considering the prominant usage of material derived fr om
, DS I pasantian may be more dominant than men. One important point
~TPOWEIING Women in pasantian is the emergence of the role of women '15;' engartos or ‘literary
Interpreters’ or commentators previousl y dominated by mep, Several talented :vo‘:qcn&pen;;raﬂas appear

in prominant media includin di o ; .
LuE s g radio, television :nc!udmg artists such as Luh Camplung, Luh Ema, and
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Creativity Impact

Re-contextualizing pasantian in many cases can improve the spirit of creativity. The creative
artists explore new sounds and express ncw ideas to modify an existing shape into a more artistic
presentation. Pasantian has been an appropriate creative medium for new aesthetic outputs modified to
satisfy a new generation’s tastes and expressive palet. The form of its predecsessor which was
mababoasan was a male-dominated, elitist form that ignored change and nearly extinguished vocalized
literary performance all together. But through the demands of ‘new packaging forms’ in pasantian,
gamelan craftsmen and a new generation of vocalists are experiencing the establishment of a creative
genre of which they themselves can take ownership.

Based on the above explanation, re-contextualization in this era of reform can be interpreted as
resistance, emancipation, and deconstruction.We see resistence to the dominance of the traditional elite,
especially those in control of traditional knowledge in the field of literature. This is clear as the
presentation of pasantian is no longer blocked by a rigid social boundary imposed through the fri wangsa
hierachy of feudal Bali. Emancipation has built an equal and harmonious footing for women in the field

of pasantian. Deconstruction is done to dismantle the hegemonic concepts that perpetuate singular truths
which moves participants towards a more humanistic and meaningful existence.

Conclusion

The re-contextualization of pesantian from feudal elitisim to mainstream Balinese
performativity repositions ritual tradition into the broader realm such as a media, contestation, and other
social spaces. But it is also important to note how we can see pasantian as a cultural product that is able
to evolve in the direction of democratization, penetrate the boundaries and limits of space and time.

Pasantian as a unique tradition, dignificd, laden with the values of local wisdom, is an agent of
social awareness, a character-forming pillar within multiple facets that make up Indonesian national
identity. The growth of the collective consciousness of the Balinese sees the building of culture through
local adaptation and global negotiations (glocalism). Revitalizing local cultural potential at the insistence
of global cultural flows constitutes a Balinese affirmation of identity on parallel with other local
reactions to global culture.

The formation of pasantian is not just based on the phenomenological aspects of performing
arts. Rather the question of religion, culture, aesthetics, and values of solidarity are intcgrally attached
to pasantian as a cultural phenomenon. Therefore, pasantian can be interpreted as one of the significant
cultural building blocks in the construction of post New Order Balinese identity.
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