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Kelantan is a land of colorful traditions and scenic
b.eauty. Not only known for its natural attractions, cui-
sines and shopping heaven, it is also known as the
birthplace of some ancient Malay cultural arts in
Malaysia such as wayang kulit (shadow puppet show),
mak yong, menora, dikir barat and others. Some of
the cultural arts such as mak yong is recognized by
UNESCO as Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible
Heritage of Humanity in 2005.

Wayang kulit is a unigue form of theatre that uses the
principle of light and shadow to bring its characters to
life, depicted by intricate beautiful hand-crafted pup-
pets. The master puppeteer (Tok Dalang), is the only
one responsible to make the show alive by controlling
the movements of the puppets and provide each one
of them with different voices, and at times, to sing.

Mak yong is another ancient Malay theatre that com-
bines acting, vocal and instrumental music, gestures
and elaborate costumes. Experts believed that mak
yong appeared well before Islam came to the country.
It was performed as a royal theatre under the direct
patronage of the Kelantan Sultanate until the 1920s.

Later on, the tradition was preserved in a rural context
without forsaking the numerous refinements acquired
at court, such as its sophisticated costume design. A
typical mak yong performance will start with an
offering followed by dances, acting and music as well
as improvised monologues and dialogues. A single
story can be presented over several consecutive
nights in a series of three-hour performances.

Kelantan Entertainment Control Enactment

In 1990, when Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (PAS) came
into power in Kelantan, it introduced new political idea
for an Islamic State by introducing philosophy of
Islamic administration with the slogan of Membangun
Bersama Islam (Developing with Islam). Several
Islamic reforms in various administrative sectors had
been implemented including cultural and entertain-

ment sector.
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Due to the claims that wayang kulit, mak yong

menora, main puteri and several other ancient per-
forming arts contain elements contrary to Islam, the
staging of these arts were prohibited in the state,
According to Prof Mohd Taib Osman, mak yong
wayang wulit, menora and main puteri contain ele-
ments from pre-Islamic belief such as Hinduism ang
Buddhism. The Malay community during that time
were strong in believing the unseen, whether it was
being recognized in Islam or what was inherited.

Later on, Kelantan state government approved the
State Entertainment Control Enactment 1998 to incor-
porate the value of Islam in every performance as well
as to avoid the practice of superstition such as rituals
of worshipping the spirit in performing arts. To ensure
continuous survival of these arts, some of the perfor-
mances had gone through transformation or being
performed outside of Kelantan.
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Islamic elements in traditional performing arts
(Wayang kulit)

Professor Ghulam-Sarwar Yousof highlighted the sig-
nificant element of Islamic culture that have shaped
Indonesian and Malay traditional theatre. Instead of
becoming obsolete and extinct, wayang kulit was res-
urrected from extinction and became greatly popular
and was known as “the most artistic transformation”
that is in line with Islamic values.

The connection of Islamic learning with the per1;or-
mance of wayang kulit Java througl_ﬁ the Ignguage a;
been studied by Ferdi in 2017. His fmdujgs showe

that the wayang kulit scripts contains various Islamic
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The Islamisation Process

According to Professor Ghulam, in order for the‘local
performing arts to be suitable for the Musllm audience
as well as being acceptable by the non-Muslims at that
time, Sunan Kalijaga made alterations to the wayang
kulit and other performances through various ways.
The transformation process can be divided into four
ways; through physical changes to the figures of the
characters, reinterpretation of traditional plots, the
creation of new story and lastly making the perfor-
mance available to Javanese Muslim communities.

Consequently, the transformation process of the tradi-
tional theatre turned to serve as a vehicle for propaga-
tion (dakwah) of Islam. It is to be noted that the
transformation represents a fusion of indigenous
(peribumi) elements with those from Hinduism,
Buddhism and Islam. The first transformation is
through the change of the puppets’ figures by altering
the puppet shapes and colors according to their cha-
racters that capture their psychological or emotional
states.

The second way of transforming the arts by reinter-
preting the traditional plot to suit Islam so that the
shadow play is acceptable by the Muslim community.
The interpretation given by the nine saints to the
wayang kulit is particularly interesting. The wayang
kulit show is seen as a symbol that reflects “image of
law” or shari‘ah. “The wayang reflects all humanity,
the puppeteer (dalang) corresponds to Allah, Creator
of universe.”
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