Why Americans Can't Get Enough of
Javanese Music and Dance: Exploring the
Intricacies of Performing Arts

The vibrancy and diversity of performing arts have always been an integral part of
human culture. Each corner of the world has its unique rhythms, melodies, and
moves that captivate audiences and transport them into a realm of emotions and
collective expression. One such fascinating fusion of music and dance rests in
the heart of Java, an Indonesian island known for its rich cultural heritage and

captivating performing arts traditions.

Javanese music and dance have found an unexpected home in the hearts and
minds of many Americans. The allure of this ancient art form has garnered
audiences across the United States, with enthusiasts eagerly attending
performances and immersing themselves in the depths of Javanese culture. But

what exactly makes this Southeast Asian gem so enchanting for Americans?

Exploring the Roots of Javanese Music

Javanese music, often referred to as "gamelan" music, has a history that
stretches back for centuries. The gamelan ensemble, consisting of various
percussion and non-percussion instruments, creates a delicate and intricate
soundscape. The melodic beauty of the instruments, including metallophones,
gongs, and drums, casts a spell on listeners, whisking them away to a mystical

realm.
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One of the main reasons behind the American fascination with Javanese music
lies in its otherworldly charm and ability to create a sense of serene escapism. In
a world dominated by fast-paced lifestyles and constant technological
advancements, the meditative qualities of Javanese music provide a much-

needed respite.

The Unity of Dance and Music

It is impossible to discuss Javanese performing arts without mentioning the
seamless integration of dance and music. The delicate movements of dancers,
often accompanied by the rhythmic beats of the gamelan ensemble, tell stories of
love, spirituality, and nature. The synchronization between dancers and
musicians is an awe-inspiring sight, leaving audiences captivated and deeply

moved.

Americans have embraced this unity of dance and music, recognizing its power to
evoke emotions and create a profound connection. Watching a Javanese dance
performance is akin to witnessing a living painting in motion, where every
movement carries symbolic meaning and every note reverberates with its own

story.
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Preserving Traditions in a Modern World

In a world that often prioritizes modern and Western forms of entertainment, the
American love affair with Javanese music and dance represents a desire to honor
and preserve ancient traditions. Many individuals see the beauty in embracing

cultural diversity and expanding their horizons beyond their own cultural borders.

Additionally, Javanese music and dance offer a unique vehicle for self-expression
and exploration. Artists and performers often find inspiration in the delicate
intricacies of this art form, using it to push boundaries and create innovative
fusions with other genres. The influence of Javanese music can be felt in
contemporary compositions and collaborations across various genres,

showcasing its enduring impact on the global music scene.

The American love affair with Javanese music and dance symbolizes a deep
appreciation for the beauty and richness of global performing arts. It is a
testament to the power of music and dance to transcend boundaries and ignite

collective emotions.

By embracing Javanese culture, Americans demonstrate a hunger for exploration,
a desire to connect with diverse traditions, and an understanding of the
transformative power of art. As American audiences continue to flock to Javanese
performances across the country, it becomes evident that the allure and

fascination with this ancient art form are far from waning.
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Fragrant tropical flowers, opulent batik fabrics, magnificent bronze gamelan
orchestras, and, of course, aromatic coffee. Such are the exotic images of Java,
Indonesia's most densely populated island, that have hovered at the periphery of
North American imaginations for generations. Through close readings of the
careers of four "javaphiles" —individuals who embraced Javanese performing arts
in their own quests for a sense of belonging—Javaphilia: American Love Affairs
with Javanese Music and Dance explores a century of American representations
of Javanese performing arts by North Americans. While other Asian cultures
made direct impressions on Americans by virtue of firsthand contacts through
immigration, trade, and war, the distance between Java and America, and the
vagueness of Americans' imagery, enabled a few disenfranchised musicians and
dancers to fashion alternative identities through bold and idiosyncratic

representations of Javanese music and dance.

Javaphilia's main subjects —Canadian-born singer Eva Gauthier (1885—
1958),dancer/painter Hubert Stowitts (1892—1953),ethnomusicologist Mantle
Hood (1918-2005),and composer Lou Harrison (1917-2003)—all felt
marginalized by the mainstream of Western society: Gauthier by her lukewarm

reception as an operatic mezzo-soprano in Europe, Stowitts by his
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homosexuality, Hood by conflicting interests in spirituality and scientific method,
and Harrison by his predilection for prettiness in a musical milieu that valued
more anxious expressions. All four parlayed their own direct experiences of Java
into a defining essence for their own characters. By identifying aspects of
Javanese music and dance that were compatible with their own tendencies, these
individuals could literally perform unconventional—yet coherent—identities based
in Javanese music and dance. Although they purported to represent Java to their

fellow North Americans, they were in fact simply representing themselves.

In addition to probing the fascinating details of these javaphiles' lives, Javaphilia
presents a novel analysis of North America's first significant encounters with
Javanese performing arts at the 1893 World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago.
An account of the First International Gamelan Festival, in Vancouver, BC (at Expo
86),almost a century later, bookends the epoch that is the focus of Javaphilia and
sets the stage for a meditation on North Americans' ongoing relationships with the

music and dance of Java.
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