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Java in Jerusalem 
Israel Institute for Advanced Studies, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, June 17–19, 2019 
The conference “Java in Jerusalem” was the climax of the activities of a one-year research 
group on “New Directions in the Study of Javanese Literature – Reassessing ideas, methods 
and theories in the study of the literature of Java, Indonesia”. The research group and the 
conference were initiated and led by Ronit Ricci and hosted by the Israel Institute for Ad-
vanced Studies at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. During the conference from June 17–
19, world-leading scholars presented their findings on scripts, illustrations and performances 
of largely untouched sources from the seventeenth century to the present. 
In the light of a decline of Javanese Studies in Indonesia and globally, the conference was a 
ground-breaking event, combining linguistic and interpretative expertise and providing in-
sightful perspectives on the content, form, historical context and contemporary relevance of 
Javanese literary traditions, which are “among the world’s richest and most unusual” ones 
(http://ias.huji.ac.il/rgjavaneseliterature). 
The first session gave examples of “Javanese Tales of the Miraculous”, which revealed that 
Javanese stories about saints, prophets and kings match peoples’ everyday social reality with 
exterior contexts – be it the Muslim centres in the Middle East or natural disasters. George 
Quinn (Canberra) provided an example of contemporary pilgrimage to Mount Tidar, a hill in 
Magelang that is today especially important for the Indonesian military, which runs a nearby 
academy and holds ceremonies at the tombs of famous Javanese figures. Narratives surround-
ing Mount Tidar’s nail, which keeps earthquake-prone Java steady, are interweaved with the 
military’s claim of maintaining stability in society. 
Ronit Ricci (Jerusalem) introduced her study on the “Serat Anbiya” corpus (“Tales of the 
Prophets”), giving an example of a specific manuscript (Layang Anbiya, MS. MSB L 12 from 
the Sonobodaya Museum), which was produced in a pesantran (Qur’anic boarding school) in 
a rural area of Java, written in pégon script (modified Arabic for the Javanese language). Ricci 
discussed what role the manuscript’s colourful illustrations and the stories of prophets who 
preceded the Prophet Muhammad played in Javanese society. 
Els Bogaerts traced the wondrous adventures of the famous Javanese king Sultan Agung. 
Through her analysis of the Serat Nitik Sultan Agung, which were composed in the Javanese 
poetic form tembang macapat during colonial times, she showed that the legends about Sultan 
Agung and his leadership success, and the conversion of Javanese society to Islam, related to 
their interaction with Dutch colonial authorities. 
The second panel (“New Readings in Javanese Islamic Texts”) provided evidence of the in-
terrelation between societal controversies and Islamic texts. Verena Meyer (New York) com-
bined textual and ethnographic analyses of a recurring motif in stories about the wali (saints 
and bearers of Islam in Java), showing that a relatively recent wali story about Mbah 
Munawwir (died 1942) resonates with the older literary legacies of Sunan Kalijaga (one of 
the nine wali). Meyer suggests that there is a strategic reference to recurring wali stories in 
order to legitimate or dismiss traditionalist and mystical Islamic traditions. 
Yumi Sugahara (Osaka) contributed another wali story, namely that of Sunan Bonang, dis-
cussing his texts’ relevance for the ongoing interpretation of Islamic doctrines in Java. Nancy 
Florida (Ann Arbor) presented an analysis of a suluk, a Sufi song, by Ronggasasmita (1815), 
which tells the story of a Javanese Mecca pilgrim and admirer of Rumi who visited the holy 



144 ASIEN 152/153 (Juli/Oktober 2019)  

 

 

mosque of Mecca in the appearance of a naked three-year old child and engaged in a meta-
physical debate with Rumi. Florida argues that such stories must be understood as a local 
manifestation of universal Islam. 
The third panel was dedicated to the most recent transformations in the study of Javanese, 
featuring insights into the digitisation projects of the British Library, presented by Annabel 
Gallop (London), and the non-profit foundation Yayasan Sastra Lestari, presented by its 
founder John Paterson (Jakarta). Gallop’s presentation provided an understanding of the 
works of the royal library of Yogyakarta before and after the British assault on the palace in 
June 1812. Paterson explained the challenge of finding, refurbishing, digitising, translating, 
and interpreting the manuscripts. The discussion revolved around funding, open access, and 
online forums for cooperative work on translations and interpretations (both projects are open 
access), the decline of knowledge of the Javanese language and questions on repatriation. 
The fourth panel gave examples of interpreting the historical context of the creation of Java-
nese literature. Willem van Der Molen (Leiden) presented the “Panji Paniba”, one of many 
so-called Panji stories, which concern the romantic adventures of Panji and his fiancé, prin-
cess Candrakirana. Given the fact that the text was created at a time when Javanese society 
had already been Muslim for centuries, van Der Molen discussed how religious elements were 
used to provide the story with a pre-Islamic background. Esrih Bakker (Leiden) introduced 
the “Serat Rama”, arguing that the text needs to be analysed in an interdisciplinary and broad 
manner. Therefore, she is working on a hybrid edition consisting of a book and a digital schol-
arly edition. 
In the fifth panel, Marc Benamou (Richmond), Opan Safari (Cirebon), and Ben Arps (Leiden) 
took the audience into the world of artistic and performative representations of Javanese lit-
erature. Benamou recited Javanese poetry and explained how its transcription and translation 
reveals the extent of fragmentation, engaging the audience in a discussion about the value of 
poetry and recitation beyond semantic meanings. Through displays of his own glass paintings, 
Safari elaborated on the tradition of wayang glass painting in Cirebon, where artists refer to a 
local version of the Bharatayuddha tales. The transformation of wayang shadow puppet per-
formances also surfaced in Arps’ talk on the creation of affect in the Asian Islamic epic of 
Amir Hamza. With new methods of multimedia philology of performance, Arps traces the 
interrelation between the textual and performative creation of affect. 
Panel six brought discussions on new considerations of genre in Javanese writing together. 
Anthony Day (Graz) offered intellectual, artistic and culinary insights into his research on the 
“Serat Centhini”, one of the most important pieces of Javanese literary art, arguing that the 
sung poetry was a means of dealing with political and cultural uncertainty in early 19th cen-
tury Java. 
Edwin Wieringa (Cologne) discussed the rare genre of autobiography in Javanese literature 
with the example of “Sêrat Raga Pasaja” by Raden Sasrakusuma, who was a devout Muslim 
but was also exposed to Calvinist and colonial worldviews. His autobiography deals with 
confessions of sins, which is very unusual for Javanese literature. Another genre that was 
influenced by Dutch colonial presence is that of paintings, as presented by Judith Bosnak 
(Frankfurt) in her talk on literary and artistic impressions of exclusivist travels on the Javanese 
Post Road in the 19th century. The comparison with European travelogues and paintings al-
lows the conclusion that interaction with Europeans had a significant impact on Javanese art 
and literature. 
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Foto: Mirjam Lücking, Lizenz: CC BY-SA 4.0 
In addition to the insightful and innovative academic talks, the richness and variety of Java-
nese literary traditions became evident through a session of Javanese poetry recitations (maca-
patan), a Gamelan concert and students’ performance of Javanese dance (see picture). All 
papers shared the observation that the storytelling traditions were and are interrelated with the 
social circumstances at the time of their creation and their ongoing representation. Further-
more, they gave insights into the complexity of Javanese art and literary traditions. The con-
ference and its proceedings (a reader of Javanese literary texts and a special issue of Bijdragen 
journal are being prepared) are a highly relevant and pioneering contribution to the under-
standing of Javanese culture, religion and society – in its historical context and in contempo-
rary resonance. 

Mirjam Lücking 

Konferenz der nordostasiatischen DAAD-Zentren „Zusammenarbeit 
und Zukunft Ostasiens – im Spiegel europäischer und deutscher 
Erfahrungen“ 
Universität Peking (Zentrum für Deutschlandstudien), 2.–13. Oktober 2019 
Der Deutsche Akademische Austauschdienst unterstützt weltweit über zwanzig Zentren zur 
Förderung der Deutschland- und Europastudien. In Nordostasien sind es drei: an der Univer-
sität Peking, der Universität Tokio und der Chung-Ang-Universität in Seoul. Die beiden erst-
genannten sind staatliche Einrichtungen und jeweils die Topuniversitäten in ihrem Land, die 
Chung-Ang-Universität ist eine private Einrichtung unter den Top Ten in Südkorea. Seit 2015 
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