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Does The Queen Of The South Sea Like Cigars?

Investigating What Makes a Sacred Dance

Alexander Dea

{Abstract)

During the first (and up to now, last) performance in October 2002 of the carefully
and laboriously reconstructed sacred Bedhaya Semang in the Yogyakarta Palace -- an
aspiration to rival or at least to balance that of the Bedhaya Ketawang in the competing
sister-city’s Surakarta Palace -- the Sultan Hamengku Buwana X, in full Javanese
ceremonial dress sat on the upper level of the royal hall, gave audience to the public for his
coronation anniversary. As official videographer of the reconstruction, my attention was on
the dance. | was shocked to hear reports that while my eyes were on the dancers rather than
the Sultan, that at some point, he had lit up a cigar during the performance. This is in great
contrast to the Surakarta king’s meditative posture as he spiritually revisits his conjugal
relationship with the mythical and often wrathful Ratu Kidhul, Queen of the South Sea.

In this paper, | entertain, investigate, and ponder what makes a dance sacred and
mystical in Central Javanese traditional culture. How does bedhaya, a superlatively
ritualized dance form, compare with other markers, indicators, objects and forms such
keris, gamelan, gong, cannon, and albino water buffalo? What is the relationship of
bedhaya to religiosity, and to spiritual and mystical concepts and practice? What is the
meaning of a cigar in a society full of upacara (ceremony), selamatan (ritual meals),
jamasan (cleaning of ritual objects), fasting, meditation, and the propensity for even
modern Javanese to “kramatkan” — to consign something with mystical power, evidently
consciously creating situations of danger as if to justify fear and respect for unseen higher
authority -- and to “menyambung-nyambung” -- to connect disparate events in an attempt
to show the hidden influence behind ordinary and extraordinary incidents? The Javanese
love of this creative connecting of the external and internal view points to highly personal
and individual expressions. One is looking for ways to “square up” the unexplainable. It
seems to come down to matching up one’s own sense of propriety, spirituality, and power.
In this extremely elastic situation, one may have to “look sideways” in order to glimpse the
meaning behind. Direct questions do not seem to yield clear answers. By means of close
observation from my insider’s seat at the heart of the action, and through interviews with
the practitioners and other insiders, I am learning not to be dismayed by a cigar in the
midst of a sacred ritual.
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