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A Piece of Indonesia in Czechia: The Puppetry
Family Symbolically ‘Adopted’ Me and Entrusted
Me with Care for the Collection

Interview with Jana Wolfova

Katefina Dolenska —

Jana Wolfova graduated in Theatre Studies at the Faculty of Arts, Charles University
in Prague and also studied traditional Balinese dance and shadow puppetry at the
Institute of Arts in Indonesia. In 2006, she established Kintari Foundation, an associa-
tion that presents Indonesian culture in the Czech Republic and through art projects
supports the education of underprivileged children on the island of Lombok. Here
Kintari runs a preschool, provides education at primary schools and through its own
courses and offers financial support to talented students in their further education. In
addition to an extensive collection of Indonesian shadow puppets, masks and dance
costumes, Jana also owns an extremely precious, comprehensive collection of wayang
golek puppets that are over a hundred years old, which is the focus of this interview.

Katerina Dolenska graduated in Theatre Studies at the Faculty of Arts, Charles Uni-
versity and the doctoral programme at the Department of Alternative and Puppet
Theatre at the Academy of Performing Arts in Prague (KALD DAMU), specialising
in Czech and foreign puppet theatre. In 2006, she began working as the editor of the
professional magasine Loutkdr/ Puppeteer. Since July 2015, she has been the chief edi-
tor. She is a long-term lecturer at KALD DAMU, where she teaches courses on the
theory and history of puppet theatre and cooperates with the Institute for Research
and Study of Alternative and Puppet Theatre and Theatre in Special Needs Groups at
DAMU. In 2025, she defended her habilitation thesis about Czech independent pup-
petry after 1989 and became an associate professor.
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Fig. 1: Jana Wolfova. Photo courtesy of Jana Wolfova.

[KD] The main reason for this interview is your unique collection of almost ninety wayang
golek puppets that you've been taking care of for twenty years. But before we talk about
how you got them, | think it's best to first explain where your fascination with the culture of
southeast Asia and Indonesia in particular, comes from. And what makes Indonesia, where

you regularly return, so interesting to you?

[JW] [I’ve had a close relationship with theatre and puppets since childhood, be-
cause I spent a lot of time in theatres with my dad. He was a painter and stage
designer, and worked with many theatres in and outside Prague. It was him who
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first took me to Indonesia. I was sixteen years old, and my encounter with tradi-
tional Balinese theatre was a fundamental experience for me. Its ritual character,
its uniqueness and deep connection to everyday life enchanted me so much that
I decided I would come back one day to study this theatre in much more depth.
This came true several years later.

[KD] Already during your studies at the Faculty of Arts, Charles University, you left for
a scholarship in Denpasar and studied traditional Balinese dance and shadow theatre at In-
donesia’s arts academy. Was this more of a practical or a theoretical programme? And did
you face any resistance or prejudice, as a woman from a different culture who might be seen
as someone defiling the ancient and sacred art?

[Pw] On Bali, education gained directly from the masters still carries a lot more
weight than any institutional programme. For this reason, most of the teaching does
not take place at the academy at all. The lecturers take students to ceremonies and
festivals as well as their homes. Together they create, observe, practice. The study pro-
gramme is tightly linked to practical application and live experience. Theory is barely
taught; you're supposed to pick it up yourself. I studied in a class full of men. I was
the only woman, and a foreigner who didn’t even speak Indonesian. And yet I faced
no disrespect. Quite the opposite. Everyone kept trying to help me, translate for me,
explain the local context. Thanks to this, I learned the language very quickly. From the
start, everyone made it clear that I was welcome and all my colleagues were delighted
by my interest in their theatre and culture.

[KD] While studying on Bali, did you encounter any local art groups trying to merge the old
with the new, oris that taboo because theatre is so tightly linked to religion? And what does
the general public think about attempts to update and modernise the traditional theatre
forms?

[JW] There are many attempts to modernise traditional theatre or merge it with west-
ern theatre, particularly by young students at art schools and at the Bali Art festival
that takes place every June. Here you can see both traditional groups and many new
types of theatre. The audience is very welcoming, because the Bali Art Festival is an
art festival with no religious component. In a religious ceremony, however, any major
changes to the traditional forms could be perceived negatively.

[KD] We've already said that on Bali, puppet theatre is an integral part of people’s cultural
and religious identity. Is this integration of puppetry in religious life also typical for other
cultures in southeast Asia? Or perhaps it used to be, but theatre has been secularised since
then?

W] You can find similar deep ties between theatre and religion for example with
the shadow puppets of Cambodia or in some parts of Thailand. The large Cambodian
leather puppets called nang yai are used exclusively during major religious festivals.
In Thailand, nang talung shadow theatre often has a ritual function. It is used, for
example, to appease the spirits so they do not harm the harvest. But these are mostly
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local traditions. There are also many forms that are not connected to religion. On Bali,
however, shadow theatre is virtually inseparable from religious ritual.

[KD] In the puppet theatre of southeast Asia, one of the crucial components is music.
Does a puppeteer have to be a trained musician? And perhaps choreographer? Because
dance theatre with masks is, at least from a layperson’'s perspective, very similar to the
aesthetic of puppetry.

[JW] Every puppeteer is at the same time a director, narrator, conductor, singer and of
course musician. The movements of puppets and masked characters are directly linked to
the music and vice versa, the musicians follow the movements of the puppeteer or dancer
and respond to them. It’s a very close collaboration thanks to which the music is never
quite the same. It’s always based on the current situation and the performer’s mood. The
puppeteer must know the music perfectly and know how to work with it.

[KD] Returning to Indonesia, is there a difference between the perception of theatre and
dance on the Hinduist Bali and on the other Indonesian islands dominated by Islam? After all,
the Muslim faith bans the depiction of humans, which is why Middle Eastern puppet theatre
emphasises shadows. How does this go together with wayang golek, the western Javanese
form that uses three-dimensional rod puppets?

[Jw] Shadow puppets and the three-dimensional wayang golek puppets have changed
their form with the arrival of Islamic culture. The originally human faces turned into
tall divine shapes that look more like supernatural beings than humans. This makes
them acceptable in the Islamic tradition.

[KD] Why is the wayang golek an endemic Javanese form that never spread to the other
islands? Is there any explanation?

[IW] The wayang golek is not even a universal tradition on Java; it’s a purely Sunda-
nese phenomenon. The Sundanese people who live in the west of Java have their own
language, humour and traditions, which are projected into their puppets. They are
generally less conservative, and therefore three-dimensional puppets are more toler-
ated here than in central Java. Conservative Javanese audiences find shadow theatre to
be more compatible with the Islamic tradition.

[KD] For puppet theatre scholars, it has always been fascinating how lively its rather unu-
sual technique of manipulating puppets from below turned out to be after it was adopted
into a completely different culture and aesthetic - mainly by Sergey Obraztsov, who was
heavily promoted in the Soviet bloc as the leading socialist realist. Today, many European
puppeteers consider rod puppets to be an outdated technique (that often carries unwanted
connotations), but there are puppetry cultures that still use them, and they remain common
in puppet shows on TV - for example in the form of The Muppets, popular in the English-
speaking world. What do the Javanese dalangs (the master puppeteers who lead wayang
performances, usually very respected and honoured by the society) think about that? Or do
they no longer consider them as part of their legacy?
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W]  Wayang golek is considered to be true wayang only in its traditional, unchanged
form. The Javanese do not see any transpositions or modifications of this form or any
similar phenomena found outside Indonesia to be part of their art. For them, it’s sim-
ply a different kind of puppetry. It would be different if these transformations and
changes happened in the homeland of the wayang; I can imagine that some traditional
puppeteers would not be happy about that.

[KD] Could you explain the basic differences between performing 3D wayang and 2D shad-
ow theatre? Do they differ in terms of the occasion, performance, content or stories? Are
the dalangs specialised in one form, or do they perform all the types of wayang? And how
many types are there?

[JW] Shadow theatre is traditionally associated with religion and the royal court,
while wayang golek is a popular form that primarily serves for entertainment. This is
reflected in the stories. While shadow theatre uses stories from the Ramayana and Ma-
habharata with all their philosophical and moralistic context, wayang golek often treats
the same material with irreverence and adds comedy that makes it more understand-
able to the common folk. A wayang golek performance also does not last longer than
two hours while shadow theatre is often performed throughout the night. Because
the cultural context is so different, it’s virtually impossible for one dalang to master
both forms. This would require knowledge of different languages, aesthetics and com-
pletely different techniques of work with puppets.

[KD] What kind of materials are the shadow puppets typical for southeast Asia made from?
Does this vary by region? Are they made by the dalangs themselves, or in specialised work-
shops?

[JW] Shadow puppets are carved from leather, but the kind of leather depends on
the region. In mainly Muslim regions, they use buffalo skin; on the Hinduist Bali, pig
skin is preferred. Javanese puppets have very stylised, thin and tall bodies so they don’t
resemble humans too much, while the puppets of Bali are more humanlike. In both
cases, the puppets are made by the dalangs or someone close to them - a brother, son,
father etc. Having your puppets made in a workshop is rare.

[KD] During your stays in Indonesia, you have acquired not only a fantastic collection of
shadow puppets, many masks and dance costumes, but also a unique set of wayang golek
puppets. How did you get it? No European institution can boast a collection like this, and it
must be priceless.

[BW] The tradition of wayang golek dictates that when a dalang dies, the puppets are
passed on to a direct descendant in the family who will continue the tradition. But if
there isn’t anyone to do that, the puppets are burned alongside the dalang. That’s why
the dalangs often adopt their pupils so they can pass on their puppets and ensure the
tradition is kept alive. That is why wayang golek collections are increasingly rare, even
in Indonesia. I was exceptionally lucky because one of the masters once passed on
his puppets to his adopted student who then brought them to central Java. After his
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death, the collection was stored in the attic of his workshop. His successors mainly
performed shadow theatre. They valued the collection greatly, but did not know how
to perform with these puppets. At the same time, they did not want the collection to
be destroyed or sold. Therefore, they decided to symbolically ‘adopt’ me and entrust
the collection to me with the mission to present it in faraway Europe as the legacy of
their unique culture. It’s been an honour to take care of the collection for twenty years
now, showing it to other students of theatre and people interested in the Indonesian
puppet arts.

[KD] How old are the puppets and what is their condition? Do they require any special care
(humidity monitoring, storage conditions etc.) or restoration? I'm surprised that no memory
institution has tried to obtain such a rare collection.

[Jw] It’s impossible to tell their exact age, but it’s estimated to be more than a hun-
dred years. I keep them in their natural environment, which is the original wooden
box known as kotak to which I've just added some silica. Some humidity is acceptable,
because you don’t want them to overdry. Because daylight could harm the tie-dye cos-
tumes of the puppets, it’s best to keep them in the dark. I'm trying to maintain their
original condition without any restoration works. Occasionally, some puppets need
a new string or I reattach a bead or two, but those are minor repairs. Many institutions
are unaware of the collection, but whenever there is an opportunity to present them,
I'm in favour.

[KD] What are the puppets made of? They have clearly been made with considerable skill;
they are painted, richly decorated with beads and wear tie-dye costumes.

W1 The puppets are traditionally made of light but strong wood, such as silk tree,
milkwood or breadfruit. This wood is easy to work with, and is also used to make
masks for dance. In Javanese tradition, wooden puppets are clothed in tie-dye cos-
tumes richly decorated with beads.

[KD] Who made the goleks for the dalangs? Were they specialists trained in the craft, or any
woodworker experienced with making statues or sacred sculptures?

[JW] The general rule with wayang golek is that the dalangs make their own puppets
with the help of their family. They often restore older puppets, and making brand new
ones is fairly rare. Most dalangs spend their life working with the collection they had
inherited, and only make new puppets if they need a new character.

[KD] What kinds of characters are there in your collection? And how are they differentiated
from another? To a layperson, they seem all very similar to one another. How does the da-
lang quickly tell them apart?

W] There are 88 puppets in the collection, representing characters from the Rama-
yana and Mahabharata epics, so both of these foundational stories of mythology can
be told with them. But they can also be used to stage other local stories, because many
characters are neutral. This means they can become anyone that the dalang needs for
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Fig. 2: Wayang golek puppets. Photo courtesy of Jana Wolfova.
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a story. But the basic colour scheme and visual style must always be preserved. For
example, demonic characters are red and often feature sharp teeth, and the dalang
cannot turn those into a hero or a comical figure. Similarly, a white, delicately stylised
hero cannot become a villain. The character of each puppet is mainly determined
by their colour, type of headdress and the elaborateness of their clothing. Within
a category, it doesn’t matter if you use a prince figure to depict a kind demigod of
a local legend, or a young courtier. The main characters of the epics, however, have
their clear attributes and cannot be changed into anyone else. So Bhima will always be
Bhima, with his snake around his chest, and Hanuman will always be a white monkey.
Arjuna always remains Arjuna with her typical spiral crown and Krishna’s headdress
is one of a kind.

[KD] As far as | know, part of the collection was presented just once, during the Skupova
Plzen festival in 2024 because its programme featured Indonesian puppetry. Will there be
another opportunity for the public to see the collection?

W] I'm sure the public will be able to see the puppets again. I would like to see
them exhibited again, ideally in a context that would also explain their cultural and
theatrical importance. I also dream of staging a full performance with them. To do
that, however, I would have to bring to Czechia a dalang who is a true master of the
technique. I don’t know if there will ever be an opportunity to do that, but it’s some-
thing I would love to do in the future.

This work can be used in accordance with the Creative Commons BY-NC-ND 4.0 International license terms and conditions
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode). This does not apply to works or elements (such as images or pho-
BY NC ND tographs) that are used in the work under a contractual license or exception or limitation to relevant rights.
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