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It is commendable that this book has been published at a time when pho-
tographs are considered too costly in publications. This photographic diary is 
indeed a diary, wonderfully filled with personal comments, ordeals, frustra-
tions, and achievements. Carvers are named, relationships established and 
documented. The human aspect detectable throughout the book is engag-
ing: some Asmat artists chose to hide behind their art when Hoogerbrugge 
recorded them (p. 36), others requested to be photographed (p. 77). There are 
glimpses of Asmat agency in the patronage project: the introduction mentions 
how the Asmat people tried to sell low-quality work to Hoogerbrugge (p. 14). 

The bilingual character of the book (English-Indonesian) means that this is 
one of the few photography books that is accessible not only to anyone interest-
ed in Asmat art but also to Asmat carvers themselves. I hope that this book will 
be widely available among the Asmat people, giving them access to that part of 
their cultural heritage. As much as Rockefeller’s book is shown to be enjoyed by 
Asmat people (pp. 142, 218), this book can enthuse and inspire Asmat people.
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Wayang kulit has received scholarly attention for over 150 years, but not many 
overviews of wayang kulit collections exist, the extensive catalogue of the ex-
traordinary private collection of Walter Angst aside. In 2007, curator of the 
Museum of International Folk Art (MOIFA) Felicia Katz-Harris spent three 
months on Java to gather information and material for an exhibition on the 
performance tradition. Unexpectedly, the curator got the chance to purchase 
a full performance set – some 230 pieces – of wayang figures. The figures are 
made in contemporary court-based Surakarta style that has become the most 
widely spread form of wayang both within and outside Indonesia. The set was 
acquired mainly from one dalang Ki [The Honourable] Purbo Asmoro from 
Surakarta and complemented with individual figures from the collection of 
Ki Enthus Susmono based in Tegal, two of the few superstar dalang (puppe-
teer) in contemporary Indonesia. 

With this book Katz-Harris follows current trends in museology that tend 
towards an anthropologisation of heritage. She brought the wayang perfor-
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mance tradition into the museum with the acquisition of this performance set. 
In the book, the performance practice is mirrored in the structure of the book, 
which is a novel and interesting approach. Simpingan refers to the relatively 
standard arrangement of wayang kulit figures during a wayang performance 
on the gedebog (banana log). They are lined up to the left (simpingan kiri) and 
to the right (simpingan kanan) from the center of the screen that is the dalang’s 
playground. The figures, facing outward, ascend in size order with the small-
est lined up closest to the dalang and the largest at the far ends. Katz-Harris 
takes the simpingan as part of the wayang performance practice as starting-
point in the presentation of the newly acquired collection wayang kulit. This 
means that the collection in the book is presented from right to left, beginning 
with the largest puppet at the far right that also faces to the right on to the 
smallest closest to the dalang. Then the simpingan kiri is presented in the same 
way, but now from left to right, with the puppets facing to the left. 

Of great value is the documentation provided for each figure by Purbo 
Asmoro. The dalang provided Katz-Harris with a character list, basic descrip-
tion of the characters, special notes on individual wayang figures, place and 
date of manufacture, commentary on special characteristics, and examples of 
lakon in which a particular character would appear. The combination of a full 
set of wayang figures with this extensive information for each character from 
a practicing dalang is enormously valuable for a museum collection. Wayang 
puppets have usually entered museum collections in a fragmented way, 
either donated individually or in small numbers often by private individuals. 
This often provides problems for the documentation of wayang kulit figures as 
thorough knowledge of individual wayang characters often lacks in museums, 
which is problematic for the understanding of the object. 

Nowadays, it is not an uncommon practice for practicing dalang to sell 
their performance sets after having it used after a couple of years, as selling a 
set adds to their prestige and status. But when performance objects are taken 
out of their performance context and enter the exhibition space or storage 
rooms of a museum, their meaning shifts dramatically. From a museological 
point of view, a curatorial reflection on this phenomenon would have given 
more depth and context to the book and to the remark by Dr. Suyanto in the 
preface about wayang being proclaimed a UNESCO Masterpiece of the Oral 
and Intangible Heritage. 

The extensive documentation of the magnificently photographed wayang 
figures stands in contrast to the introduction that contains one third of the 
book. The introduction provides extensive general information on the way-
ang kulit performance performance setting, and on the technical aspects of 
making the wayang figures. However, the list of consulted literature is both 
limited and selective, and reflects an uncritical traditional perspective on 
wayang, with the welcome exception of the excellent work of Jan Mrázek 
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(1999, 2000, 2002) on wayang kulit as a performance tradition between theater 
and popular culture. The critical work on colonial influences on wayang by 
Laurie J. Sears (1996) is a notable absentee in the list ‒ although other work 
by this historian was consulted ‒ as is Andrew N. Weintraub’s work (2004) 
on the impact of mass media and power relations on wayang. The traditional 
approach is partly compensated by the lively pictures of the author that mir-
ror the contemporary performance setting very well, and the information 
Katz-Harris gained through interviews with various well-known dalang. The 
performance practice would truly have entered the book when the dalang 
themselves were heard from through quoting or taking up paraphrases 
of their statements in the text. Despite the disappointing introduction, the 
book’s approach of integrating the performance practice in the museum col-
lections and book deserves praise and can serve very well as a starting-point 
for further research.
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