TOPENG WORKSHOP 

Balinese masked dance drama

to be given by Cristina Wistari Formaggia
The masked dance drama of Bali which is called Topeng is a total Theatre which makes use of pure dance, speech and singing. In this theatrical form the noble characters use a wooden full mask and express themselves through pure dance, while the comic characters use a half or articulated mask  which allows them to speak.

This classical form is an  integral part in the ritual life of the island and dates back at least five hundred years. In contrast to many of the other dance dramas in Bali, which take their stories from the Indian epics of the Mahabharata and Ramayana, Topeng takes its stories from the Babad  or genealogical histories of important noble families set in the villages, kingdoms and Temples of Bali. 

The drama always begins with a group of 2 or 3 full masks (pengelembar) which are archetypes of prime ministers, young and proud as well as old and wise.  These characters set the stage for the story, performing pure dance to show their skill as dancers.   

The actual story itself then begins with the entrance of two half masked characters, Panasar  and Wijil , the  two servants of the king , who serve as the storytellers throughout the entire dance-drama.   They pave the way for their archetypal king, the Dalem, a refined character wearing a full white mask, representing purity and the perfection. He is the perfect being both androgynous and divine, the unification of male and female.  Within the dance drama, the story always revolves around Javanese and Balinese kings and the political or religious problems which arose within their kingdoms.

At this point, the plot evolves and it differs according to the story which is being told.

The complex hierarchy of Balinese society is reflected in the Topeng dance-drama. 

The bondres representing the common people appear now in the story as comic characters. They wear half-masks and articulated masks. While the noble characters are performing in a time long ago, the bondres  are given the liberty to go back and forth from ancient to modern times.  Contemporary issues, such as family planning, social issues and the like are the brunt of jokes.  Usually these characters are brought together for some kind of community service, usually religious in nature (such as to do work for a large temple festival or a wedding).  

The dance drama  usually ends with a solution to a conflict.

In the oldest form of Topeng, the Topeng Padjegan a single dancer impersonate all the characters wearing the masks in succession.  The ceremonial dance is concluded by the mask of Dalem Sidhakarya a magician who accomplishes the final ritual. 

The workshop: Sat 20 – Wed 24 October 2007, 10.00 – 15.00 (with a lunch break) 
1. Technical preparation:  

· development of the muscular tone

· geometry of the body in relation to the low of opposition

· direction of the movements in space according to the mask basic principles and mastering of the two complementary dynamic energy: keras  (strong, forceful) and manis  (refined, graceful)

· analysis and comprehension of the shifting of the weight in the basic postures and in the type of walking of the different masks: full, half and articulated 

· Rhythm: impulses and development of short ludic and choreographic phrases, stop, evolution and change of rhythm

· eyes movements, face expressions and head movements

2. The study of one dance of the Topeng repertoire:  Topeng Keras, the dance of the archetype of the prime minister:

· analytical study of the vocabulary of movements

· choreographic composition

· mask’s basic principles

3. The study of different styles of walk of the archetypal characters of Topeng which use the full mask:  


•
Topeng Tua,  the old advisor to the king


•
Topeng Dalam, the king


•
Topeng Raja Putri, the queen

4. The study of Bondres, comic masks:

· study of the chosen mask (type of walking, voice and gesture expression) in relation to selected scenes taken from Hamlet by W. Shakespeare or another chosen text.

· improvisation on specific themes and situations

Workshop’s cost: 300 euro (it includes a free ticket for the Topeng Demonstration – Performance on Thursday 25/10/2007, 20 euro value).

For more information, application of participation & seat reservations, please contact the organizers at theatre_entropia@yahoo.com 

Att.: Mariana Rizou (Cell phone: 0030 6978779354)

Limited number of participants! 

Applications’ deadline: 31 August 2007  

CRISTINA WISTARI FORMAGGIA

                                                                  Brief C.V.

Cristina Wistari was born in Italy  and  has lived in Bali since 1983. The first theatre discipline she studied was mime. Since 1977 she has traveled extensively throughout Asia researching arts as embodied in ancient traditions.
Her interest in the ceremonial paintings of women  led her to live in Mithila, a remote area of northern India.  Subsequent journeys took her to the Hindukush in Northern Pakistan where an almost extinct tribe, the Kafir Kalash, dwells. Her fascination was with the songs and dances that formed an integral part of  the ceremonial festivals of their animistic religion.

She sudied Kathakali, the South Indian dance drama, for two years. In Kerala, India she worked  with Guru Gopinath, one of the great master of this art. 

On reading the Antonin Artaud's essay on the Balinese Theatre in his book, "The Theatre and Its Double", she was drawn inevitably to Bali and its rich Hindu culture, complex rituals, and metaphysical dance theatre. In Bali the dance is a supreme form of offering to the gods, where the dancer becomes a medium between the  two worlds.
The study of Topeng, the masked dance drama was a catalyst for her further development. Besides Topeng, she studied Gambuh, a court dance of the fifteenth century, the most ancient form of Balinese dance drama,  and Calonarang the dance drama of magic. Under the guidance of I Made Djimat, a master of the classical style, she studied  these classical forms for 16 years. 

In 1985 she commenced dancing in the temple ceremonies, thus participating in the archaic rituals in which dance is an essential element. 

In 1993 with the help of the Ford Foundation she started "The Gambuh Preservation Project". The main  object of the project is to keep alive one of the most ancient form of classical dance-theatre in a contemporary society.

Since 1995 and currently she has been a collaborator in the ongoing research of ISTA  (International School of Theatre Anthropology), directed by Eugenio Barba.

From 1985 she has been teaching and performing in various festivals throughout Europe, Australia, Asia and South America. 

In 1998 she created the Topeng Shakti, a Women’s Topeng and Gamelan Group. 

During the last decade she has devoted herself to the preservation, research and documentation of Gambuh, the most ancient dance drama of Bali.

In the year 2000 she published a collective work of this classical art (Gambuh, Lontar 2000).

