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Image of Reversal

Cross-gendered Performance in
Javanese Dance Drama Langendriyan

Kaori OKADO

This paper analyzes the relationship between the circumstances of the genesis of a
unique Javanese dance drama, Langendriyan and the expression of its cross-gendered perfor-
mance from perspectives of performer, movement, costume, and song. Langendriyan was
created in the late nineteenth century at Mangkunegaran palace, in Surakarta, Central Java,
and its most distinguishing feature is that all the roles are played by women.

I demonstrate that Langendriyan was born of a mixture of political and economic factors,
the state of art and culture in the palace, the status of women, and Mangkunegaran’s tradition
of being close to the common people. I also demonstrate that, on the other hand, I found
out that even though the cross-gendered performance of the Langendriyan was validated
by its stereotypical and traditionally differentiated “style” of movement and costume, it
did not completely follow the traditional “style”. By featuring beautiful women playing
ugly evil characters, a “reversal” or “turning over” of the image occurred. This inversion
resonated strongly with audiences because fixed ideas associated with the images were
also inverted. This kind of expression of cross-gendered performance in Langendriyan had
a very close relationship with the circumstances of the birth of this dance drama. For Mang-
kunegaran, the establishment of its own art styles, like the creation of this new dance drama,
was one means of strengthening the social position of Mangkunegaran in order to elevate
its status closer to that of other Javanese countries. From this point of view, I propose
that the creation, development, and performance of Langendriyan has a symbolic meaning
demonstrating the intentions of the royal family in Mangkunegaran to “reverse” or “invert”
the well-systematized Javanese world.

Keywords : Cross-gendered performance, Javanese traditional dance-drama, reversal of
image, Royal palace, Women
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