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BALINESE LONTAR: ITS PHILOSOPHICAL BACKGROUND
AND ITS RITUAL PERFORMANCE!

Ida Bagus Putu Suamba

L. INTRODUCTION
The existence of lontar (palm leaf manuscript) in Balinese culture testifies that
Balinese people were fond of learning since 15th century A.D. when wriling practices had
used palm leaf as medium. Prior to 1t, writing practices used mediums like stone, metal, silver,
gold, etc. as found in inscriptions. The appearance of lontars as medium of writing activities in

the archipelago enhanced more branches of learning and more genres of text were produced

despite the fact they had undergone decay or even damage due to some reasons, like climate,
temperature and bad maintenance etc.

There has been a leaming and teaching tradition of various branches of knowledge
of which the role of a spiritual master (guru) is important. Lontars of various genres contain
records of Balinese mind in pursuing Ultimate Truth, which is believed fundamental in life. Arts,
culture, science, religion, spirituality, etc. are reflected on fontars. With this fact, knowledge
has been acknowledged to have an important role in Balinese culture. Balinese culture has been
developed in so far based on learning tradition.

Lontar is basically ritually embedded scripture especially on the genre of Kalpa-
sSastra. Even in tutur genre, which is viewed as the core basis of ritual practices, still we can
find some portions which discuss ritual. Aksara, mantra, or instruments for such ritual are
often mentioned in futur texts. It is not exaggerated when sacred letters (aksaras) have been
taken as an integral part of ritual practices. There is no yajia (ritual) accomplished without
the application of aksara, mantra, yantra, mandala and yoga since they build up an integral
part of it. It deals with ritual or action of both sacred and profane. In difference from western
tradition in which texts are viewed as merely a form of expression of human thoughts or ideas
or feeling, they are not directly related to something divine; whereas lontar as per Balinese
tradition is viewed as sacred and respected by Balinese. It is true that not all lontars as related to
religious matters, but they are considered expressions of human divinity as long as there is no
clear demarcation of sacred and profane. Knowledge either of spiritual or empirical in nature is
always associated with purity, which is attained only in the state of purity.

This paper attempts to throw some light on some aspects of /ontar, which is supposed
to reveal its philosophical background and its ritual performance. It is often found in some
traditions that ritual performance with its intricateness and complexities are just performed for

fulfilling a quest of spiritual longing. It is difficult to see its interrelation between performative

I A Revised paper presented in workshop on “Holy Scriptures” in the Heidelberg University, Germany , 26% No-
vember 2011,
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aspect of it and the possibility of having philosophical background on which a certain ritual
is performed. Of this interconnectedness, we will see lontar as ancient text as preserved in
Bali (Indonesia). Prior to having discussion on these two important points, however, general
information about lonfar as material culture is required. It is so since it is ancient text which is
less people are interested in reading it. Further, reading a lontar is basically having a dialogue
to its writer /composer whose ideas and thoughts are reflected on it. When people are struggling
for better life in global world, universal values of ideas/thoughts preserved in Jontar are worth
to study.

II. DISCUSSION
2.1 Definition of Lontar

At the outset, a little information about Jonfar is useful for us to understand the existence
and role it has as preserved well in Bali. Lontar or fal (in Balinese language) is actually a name
of palm leaf (Latin: Borassus flabellifer and another type is Coripha utan), which is used as the
medium on which script is inscribed using special knife (known in Balinese as pengrupak or
pengutik). It is more or less like pen in moderen stationary. Thus, lontar is ancient texts written
on palm leaves'. This plant is easy to grow in tropical or sub-tropical countries, like Indonesia.
However, in its development, lontar becomes name of ancient texts, which are expressed
through the medium of palm leaves irrespective of its content and kind. The process of making
a lontar, from flunking palm leaves to a lontar form, which is ready to be written, is quite
delicate — which we cannot go into details in this juncture.

Amongst lontar traditions in the archipelago, Balinese lontars are written in Balinese
scripts even though the language used can be Sanskrit, Old Javanese and Balinese languages or
mix of them. Different scholars have attempted to classify this huge lontar?. Aksara (scripts) used
can be divided into three groups, viz. (1) Aksara-wreastra — for writing Balinese kapara, e.g.
pipil, pangeling-eling, ete; (2) Aksara-swalelita — is used to write Old Javanese and/or Sanskrit.
e.g. kidung, kakawin, and parwa; and (3) Aksara-modre — for writing spiritual knowledge
(known in Balinese as kadhyatmikan - esotericism) and also for writing mantra (hymn)®. For
common people it is hard to understand the message of aksara in the last classification; it is
simply no meaning at all for them. One is required having purification for using it in spiritual

ascendance. This group is usually used in the practice of divine power (Sakti).

2.2 Lontar and sacredness

Important questions can be raised in this context: Why lontar manuscript is regarded
as sacred for Balinese? Or, what make /ontar sacred even though the subject or content of 1t
is not at all related to religion or spirituality? In modern times, why still people want to copy

the lontar into lontar rather than to paper or any other material? These questions are important
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‘o be considered with reference to sacredness and effectiveness of mantra ot aksara discussed
i the text. In other words why sacrifices so powerful in human life either spiritual or profane
when aksara/mantra are taken into account as an integral part of a yajiia ?

In Balinese culture, lontar is considered as sacred texts because it contains religious
and spiritual knowledge. This kind of knowledge is often associated with divinity to which
people always pay respects and looking for grace or protection. It also deals with secular one,
2.g. health, astronomy, astrology and literatures etc. These sorts of knowledge are required
for attaining abhyudaya (happy and prosperous life) and moksa (freedom from bondage). In
short, it can be stated that for Balinese they believe that happy life can only be attained through
acquiring knowledge — both of spiritual and secular one. Accordingly, lontars which behaves
as store house of various subject matters are highly respected and treated as sacred. And, as
per Balinese tradition, for reading to unearth its divine message, one should undergo a process
of purification, like pewintenan. This practice is not found in western tradition; the pursuit of
knowledge is not connected to religious practices. The reason of the purification practice in
Balinese tradition is that unless and until one is pure physically and spiritually, the one which is
divine having purity of nature cannot be attained. Achievement in attaining knowledge, in turn,
is aimed at having well being. The pursuit of knowledge should be based on purity and right
or good intention for the benefit of all. This is done in order to avoid the misuse of knowledge
for negative purposes.

On its sacredness, lontars are considered as abode of God of learning, i.e. Sarasvat
as she is sometimes addressed as the God of utterance (vak). What is printed on a lontar is
basically a representation of words of divine in nature. Thus, worshipping her once in every
six month — according to Javano-Balinese calendar — is performed through lontars. Tt is the
medium through which she is worshipped and asked for anugraha (divine grace), which is
required in life. It behaves as guiding manuals on various aspects of life, especially religion,
spiritual and culture. Owing to its role and significance, it is preserved and read by religious
leaders, like pedanda(priest of Brahmin class) in performing his duty (svadharma) to serve
the people. In ritual performance a pedanda always consults related lontar. Brahmin is always
associated with religious matters and they have responsibility to keep this tradition alive from
generation to generation despite the fact that not all Brahmins have profession as religious
leaders/teachers. .

At the outset, there is no religious performance devoid of message or ideas taken from
a particular Jontar. For rituals, a priest usually consults a class of literature belong to kalpa-
Sastra. Tt is a huge class of literature, which covers parica-maha-yajiia (five great sacrifices)
according to Hinduism as practised in Bali. When modern system of printing has not yet been
invented or has not reached the archipelago, lontar was the most widely used medium on which

various thoughts were written on it. It seemed that the appearance of lontar writing in ancient
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Bali came into existence around 14" century A.D when Bali had received intensive influence
from Javanese culture. Prior to it, stone was used especially when inscription was issued by
the ruler. Owing to its limited space and relatively hard to inscribe on stone, and also requires
times in the processing lontar preparing ready to be written, lontar was replacing the role of
stone as more or wider matters can be expressed through it. Trrespective of its lengthiness,
lontar also has disadvantage due to its strength in facing time. When it was not well prepared in
the process of making it, it is easy to decay. And, thus, the process of copying again and again
becomes the only way to preserve it. This happened continuously, especially on lontar which
has a great interest from readers, like Kakawin Ramayana, Parvas and Tuturs, €ic. However,
the process of copying from different person in different generations may cause its correctness
and originality are at risk. A4 lontar lover or collector will try to find the most original or oldest
version of a certain title or topic.

An interesting phenomenon happens in Bali nowadays is that even though Balinese also
adopt modern life style in global world, they still preserve lontar and some thoughts laboured
on religion and culture are written in lontar using Balinese scripts. Awig-awig (the local law)
of Desa-pakraman (traditional village) is a good example to illustrate the above remarks.
When everybody strives for the advancement of science and technology as one characteristic
of modern life, it seems that there is a feeling of longing to go back to ancient time. One stil.
inclines to past custom and tradition because one feels peaceful in his life. Keeping his though:
in lontar form is an cvidence of this longing and at the same time one preserves lontar Writing
and reading traditions. It is true that not all Balinese agree with this point, but lontar traditior
cannot be said as a dead tradition; instead it still has its role and significance in modern Balines:

life even though various new thoughts have reached in this land.

2.3 Lontar: textual and ritual traditions

Lontar tradition has been preserved through nyastra tradition, i.e. practice of readinz
writing, discussing and implementing the ideas/principles/values found in lontars. Accordingh:
the residence of a guru (spiritual master) becomes site of learning. It has been developed un:
the present day through a traditional lineage of teaching and learning (parampara) in whi-:
guru plays an important role. It is considered as the think-tank of Balinese culture. A perscs
who likes nyastra activity is well familiar with the existence and message revealed in lon:.
Brahmin and king in the past were used to have nyasira activity. It looked exclusive since o~
they have good access to lontar reading and writing activities. However, the stress seemecd
be put on religious and spiritual knowledge rather than on empirical one in which sense org="

play their role.
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Further, there is interconnectedness between textual tradition and living Balinese
tradition. It means that /ontar is a living tradition: it is not only read, interpreted and copied
in the course of history and culture but also new ones were created in the post-Majapahit
period (15" cen. A.D.). During the reign of king Waturenggong of Sweca-pura kingdom in
Klungkung (16" cen. A.D.), Balinese literature grew and developed to its peak especially in the
genre of kidung. A number of poet-sages created their works which we can read even today.
This happens in the genre of kakawin, kidung (of poem) and awig-awig desa pakraman (law
of traditional village) (of prose). What is performed ritually or secularly is derived from lontar.
Or, ritual is an expression of message found in Jontar. There is no ritual performed which is
devoid of Jontar message, i.e. philosophical/theoretical foundation on which the building called
“ritual” (yajiia) is erected. A person of nyastric in nature is the one who can read and interpret

its message. In religious practices, common people follow what is said by religious leaders.

2.4 The relationship between philosophy and ritual performance

As per Balinese religion there is a triple principle to which everyone should look at when
one acts either of religious or secular in nature. Understanding it will be helpful so that every
act we attempted is efficient, effective and purposeful in life. And the most important is that
when an act or ritual (yajiia) is performed based on metaphysical principle (fattva) as conveyed
by lontar, it can be grouped into sattvic yajia, otherwise it belongs to rajasic or tamasic ritual,
which has less value or significance in life. When the last two rituals are performed the point
is almost nothing because it is devoid of value and knowledge; it is just a ceremony which is
spiritually baseless and meaningless. The greatness of a ygjiia (ritual) should not be viewed
from its physical or empirical appearances, but from its purity and sincerity. Triple principles
— as mentioned above — are metaphysics (fattva), ethics (Sasana/sila/susila) and ritual (yajia).
Tattva is the basis on which sasana is observed and ygjia is performed. When we accept that
lontar as the store house of Balinese knowledge, we have to look from this angle. Consequently,
we will be able to see the interconnectedness between metaphysics (faffva) which is contained
in lontar and its counterpart in the form of observable ritual or actions.

An interesting point worth to mention in this juncture is philosophical foundation of
sakti (divine power) and its performative efficacy found in ritual. One practises rituals because
one believes that one can acquire divine power (sakti) either directly or indirectly. As per
Balinese tradition, when society is in trouble due to existence of some diseases, natural disaster
and calamities etc, they will perform ritual either individually or in group. As ritual will
cause/trigger power, all unhappiness, personal or social or natural problems, etc. in life both of
human being and nature can be cured. It does not mean that modern way of life is excluded in
Balinese life. Balinese adopt both ways, viz. spiritual and logical domains in life. It is better to
incorporate both rather than demarcated and treated them individually.
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For one who wishes to have sakti, one should have knowledge of it and practises it
accordingly through prescribed action or ritual. It is impossible to trigger sakti without ritual
whatever small it is*. Here is the role of /ontar as material text culture. Various elements taken
" from nature (bhiitas) are utilized in ritual, which is supposed to trigger saksi that exists in
oneself. The utilization of sacred letter [aksara, like vijaksara and omkara (pranama mantra))
both in microcosm (human body) and macrocosm (the world) is one way to be practised for
acquiring sakti. It is also worth to note that sakti is like a sword; it can be used for either for
goodness or destruction. It depends on the one who will treat it. Owing to it, one should be
mature in yoga (as a method of conjoining individual self and the Supreme-self and way/
method to conjoin them) in which inner faculties, like consciousness (citta), ego (ahamkara),
mind (manas), senses indriyas), etc. can be controlled and all elements composing our body
are balanced and harmonised for happy life; otherwise possessing sakti will be dangerous for
oneself and for others as well. A spiritually weak person is dangerous possessing sakti. That
is the reason, the teaching contains in lontar especially the one grouped to pengiwa/penengen
(esotericism) is considered secret knowledge (rahasya-jAana); it cannot be opened for public
learning. Mode of learning is individual and personal. When one wants to enter this kind of
teaching and learning tradition, one should undergo election and test to be fit for following
rigorous practices. These all are performed to purify oneself as only in the state of pure and
sacred sakti as a form of knowledge can be acquired. For that purpose, one should leamn it under
competent master (guri).

What is expressed in ritual which involves various art forms are basically philosophy
in reality; it is an extension of philosophy in action. When metaphysics attracts the learned one,
ritual (yajiia) can be performed by everybody irrespective of age, capability and intellectuality

etc. It is religion of masses exercising its power for the well being of all.

2.5 Lontar and the arrival of various foreign thought currents

When lontar is facing challenge from various foreign thought currents either from
India like Upanisad and Bhagavad-gita etc. or any other parts of the world arrived in Bali in
the post independence period, there is a worry about its existence and strength to cope with
the problem. Balinese now are given options, and sometimes it sounds more interesting. As
an open society, Balinese also tries to see them; some becomes fanatic practitioner of the new
thoughts; some just for knowing only. In the first place, internal conversion cannot be avoided
both religiously and culturally. The danger will appear when Balinese culture is systematically
abolished either from internal as well as external side.

Ofits preservation, lontar as the spirit of Balinese culture should be read and interpreted
through modern mode of learning and expression. With this effort, it still can perform its

philosophical foundation and performative ritual action.
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III. CONCLUSION

It 1s acclaimed that lontar is the core of Balinese culture and for ritualistic lontar,
tutur genre 1s viewed as the core basis on which ritual is performed. It records the dynamic of
Balinese minds and culture through ages. There is an interrelation between textual tradition and
ritual tradition as both basically a form of knowledge. One is abstract in type and the other is
concrete which can be practised by all. The truth of knowledge which is abstract can be proved
directly through performing ritual not only necessarily by reason. It is so since not only mind is
working but sense organs, which play an important role in acquiring empirical knowledge also
mvolves. In this regard, by performing ritual, one involves not only mind, but also body in the
form of actions. Through practising it one is undergoing purification and self-transformation
for better and of a higher plane of life. Sakti (divine) power is regarded as an effect produced

by performing rituals. This sakti be used to purify macrocosm and microcosm as well.
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I. Tim Penyusun Kamus Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa, Kamus Besar Bahasa
Indonesia, Balai Pustaka, 1990, p. 532.

2. Two classifications issued by the Gedong Kirtya of Singaraja and Pusat Dokumentasi
Kebudayaan Bali in Denpasar are two classifications, which are commonly used by
researchers. Both have some differences despite its similarity. Gedong Kirtya style is the
first attempt done in this regard (1928). Pusdok (1995) seems simpler with reference to
various subjects are treated in lontar.

3. Simpen AB, Pasang Akasara Bali. Denpasar: Dinas Pengajaran Propinsi Dati I Bali, 1979.
Another classification is done by Bagus (1980): Ordinary Balinese scripts — for is used to
write common daily life affairs, like literatures, law, etc.; and sacred Balinese scripts — it
belongs to Vijaksara, and Modre. Vijaksara consists of Ongkara, Rwa-bhineda, Triaksaras,
Paricaksaras, Paiicabrahma, Dasaksaras, Caturdasaksara and Sodasaksara. While Aksara-
modre 1s type of script (sometimes appears on drawing/picture) which is difficult to read.

+. There are mainly three grades of yajria (ritual) as practiced in Bali, viz. uttama (the biggest/
highest), madhya (medium) and kanistha (smallest/lowest). The success of yajiia (ritual) is
not determined by its rank but on the sincerity and purity of the performer. With these facts,

people are given options which can be taken in accordance to one’s limitations.
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