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costumes were brought into use, and a great deal of new music from the Sendratari 
repertoire was adapted for the huge chorus. (Bandem and deBoer 1981:147)

From 1970 onwards the kecak ramayana was not only popularized, but stand-
ardized—the ever increasing numbers of performance groups eliminating all sig-
nificant differences in storyline, choreography, music, costume design, and even 
length of performance (figure 3).36 There are two reasons for the establishment of 
a standard kecak version. First, most groups founded in the 1960s and 1970s were 
taught by teachers from Bona and had learned the same performance elements 
(Dibia 2000:9). Second, and more importantly, travel agents continued to have a 
great deal of influence on those performing arts connected to tourism. According to 
Bandem and deBoer, travel agents forced the new kecak ramayana choreography 
on the groups by successfully playing them off against each other: “These innova-
tions were adopted almost everywhere within a few months under pressure from 
the travel agents, who threatened to halt the buses to villages refusing to adapt their 
play to the newer style” (Bandem and deBoer 1981:147). In an interview, I Ketut 
Sandhi, ketua sekaha (head) of the Sekaha Cak Trene Jenggala, explained how his 
group was indirectly forced into performing the “Kepandung Sita” (Abduction of 
Sita) plot. When asked if the group ever changed the plot, he answered: “Yes, it was 
changed. In the beginning we had the traditional kecak, without any costumes … 

 36. Several groups have started to use new plots. Some groups, in order to stand out from 
other, rival groups, will occasionally include new elements of music or choreography. These 
minor additions are usually copied quickly by other groups, resulting in minimal develop-
ments that do not disturb the general conformity among kecak groups.

figure 3. Standard kecak ramayana performance by Sekaha Cak Taman Kaja in 2010 
(photo by: Kendra Stepputat).
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We once had a storyline from the Mahabharata, the topic “Arjuna Wiwaha,” which 
focuses on the time when Arjuna approached Mount Indrakila” (I Ketut Sandhi, 
pers. comm., 21 July 2001).37 Explaining why they stopped performing “Arjuna 
Wiwaha,” he stated: “We didn’t continue because all other sekaha cak were already 
performing the Ramayana! No one performed the Mahabharata any more. We were 
not courageous enough to perform that.”38

Performance and performers: Kepandung sita

Kecak ramayana performances are staged by around twenty groups on Bali, most 
based in southern Bali in either Gianyar or Badung district. In 2001, sixteen of the 
twenty groups I filmed and interviewed performed “Kepandung Sita,” an abbrevi-
ated version of the entire Ramayana epic, one to seven times a week, with an aver-
age of three performances a week per group.39

Most of these groups are organized as sekaha cak.40 Sekaha (also seka or sekehe) 
can best be translated as “association” (Hobart, Ramsayer, and Leeman 2001:93), 
“corporate group” (Geertz 1980:158), or “club or organization … for which mem-
bership is voluntary” (Tenzer 2000:454). The second most important form of 
organization for a kecak group is the banjar. A banjar is a subdivision of a vil-
lage, consisting of fifty to five hundred families living in the same neighbourhood 
(Eiseman 1995:73). Every family must be part of a banjar, and while all members 
of a banjar have certain duties to the community, they also profit from the mutual 
help of fellow members.41 In general, the majority of both sekaha and banjar kecak 
groups are not professionally trained in music or dance. Group members usually 
represent a variety of professions and educational levels, and have diverse levels 
of music and dance skill. The general goal of most groups and their members is 
to raise money, either for every member of the group individually or, more com-
monly, for the community, and to do so on a collective basis. Participation in kecak 

 37. “Pernah berubah sekali. Kami pertama memang, kan, kecak tradisional itu tanpa pakai 
costume … pernah kami mengangkat polanya untuk anoh, Mahabharata, yang temanya ada 
Arjuna Wiwaha, pada waktu Arjuna itu bertapa di gunung Indrakila.”
 38. “Tidak dilanjutkan karena semua kecak-kecak itu sudah mengambil epos Ramayana! 
Ndak lagi mengambil Mahabarata! Sehingga sekaha kami juga belum berani mementaskan 
seperti itu.”
 39. I conducted my main field research in 2000–2001, being back to Bali for shorter periods 
in 2002, 2003, 2006, 2007, and 2010. In this ten-year period, some of the groups with which 
I worked and conducted interviews have stopped performing regularly (e.g., the Sekaha Cak 
Puspita Jaya), other groups have emerged (e.g., Desa Adat Taman Kaja) and in rare cases, 
existing groups have learned new choreographies (e.g., the Krama Desa Adat Ubud Kaja). In 
general, the number of groups has stayed the same and the majority of these groups to date 
perform the Kepandung Sita plot.
 40. In 2000–2001 I conducted an interview with one member in authority (most often the 
leader or the person responsible for public relations) from each of the twenty kecak groups. 
The following section is based on data and information from these interviews.
 41. For further detailed explanation of a banjar see, e.g., Hobart, Ramseyer, and Leeman 
(2001:85–93).
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groups is also a means to stimulate a sense of community and is valued by some as 
a cultural leisure activity.

A lack of music and dance experience among many kecak group members can 
lead to a lack of professionalism, which is often so extreme that tourists begin to 
avoid performances, or tour guides and agencies stop cooperating with the group; 
both scenarios can be fatal because groups rely mostly on personal recommen-
dations and collaboration with tourist agencies and guides.42 Some kecak groups, 
especially those located in the central Ubud area, have the great advantage of hav-
ing many music and dance professionals among their members. Groups located in 
more remote areas will at best have been trained by a well-known teacher invited 
to the village to set up the whole performance. Quite often the group will be hard 
pressed to meet the teacher’s demands and, even then, any initial skill or quality in 
the performance will quickly evaporate with the lack of sustained musical or chore-
ographic guidance. I Made Suada, sekretaris (secretary) of Sekaha Cak Eka Bhakti 
Budaya pointed out: “In this group we are, how to say, a little slow, but that is 
because we are no artists … What we have been taught … I would say, experienced 
a little adjustment, although we did not intentionally lower the quality we have 
been given” (I Made Suada, pers. comm., 8 September 2001).43 The constant flux 
of membership can also lead to diminished standards. In other cases, a good, local 
kecak teacher who provides ongoing support can compensate for a lack of musi-
cal and dance experience. Leader of Sekaha Cak Puspita Jaya, Ida Bagus Nyoman 
Mas, explained that “without rehearsals the sekaha would forget what I taught 
them in the beginning, [instead of] holding on [to what they had been taught]—it 
gets simple, for a high quality performance, we have to continually correct” (Ida 
Bagus Nyoman Mas, pers. comm., 10 May 2001).44 Yet another reason contributing 
to a general lack of quality is performance frequency; if a group performs the exact 
same thing more than three times a week over several years, they are likely to get 
bored with the act of performing.

Kecak ramayana is the kecak that most people both in and outside of Bali know. 
Considering developments after the Second World War and the standardization 
process that took place in the late 1960s, one might get the impression that kecak is 
a static performing art, stuck in fulfilling the expectations of a non-Balinese audi-
ence that comes to see what others before them have seen or, alternatively, stuck in 
what Balinese kecak groups think are tourists’ expectations.45

 42. Having watched innumerable kecak performances over the years, and having talked 
about quality issues with kecak professionals and entrepreneurs alike, as well as learning 
Balinese legong dance, gamelan gong kebyar, gamelan beleganjur, and pola-pola cak, I 
consider myself qualified to judge the quality of a kecak performance in terms of effort, 
commitment of performers, diversity of musical elements, musical precision, and dancing.
 43. “Kita ini agak, kalau bilang lambat, tapi kita kan bukan orang seni. … Jadi yang dulu 
diajarkan … kurang lebih, saya pastikan, mengalami sedikit nilai pergeserannya, walaupun 
tidak ada maksud tertentu untuk mengurangi nilainya yang diberikan.”
 44. “Karena tanpa ada latihan sekaha itu nanti lupa dia apa yang saya berikan pada awalnya 
dia lupa, mempertahankan—jadi simpel, untuk kualitas pertunjukan bagus perlu kita koreksi 
terus.”
 45. For a more detailed analysis of the connection between tourism and kecak and tourists’ 
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The other kecak: Kecak kreasi

But there is the “other” kecak that actually appeals to a Balinese audience, where 
artists use kecak basics creatively. Developed around the same time that classical 
kecak became the standardized kecak ramayana—that is, the 1970s—this alterna-
tive form of kecak has only recently been given a name: kecak kreasi or kecak kon-
temporer.46 In contrast to kecak ramayana, kecak kreasi is generally aimed toward 
a Balinese audience, though it draws tourists or expatriates as well. As far as I have 
seen, kecak kreasi is not bound to any ritual or religious performance contexts. It is 
instead staged for pure entertainment and attracts mostly people of varying origin 
and social background, who are interested in Balinese contemporary arts. In order 
to show both the diversity of and similarity between kecak kreasi approaches, I will 
present three different choreographers and their kecak works.

The first person to compose and choreograph a kecak kreasi was the famous 
Javanese dancer, choreographer, and film-maker Sardono W. Kusumo.47 In 1970, 
Kusumo worked on Bali with a kecak group from Teges village (banjar Teges 
Kanginan). Drawing upon his experience with several types of modern dance and 
combining them with kecak movements, he developed a new form of kecak,48 based 
on improvisational elements and less restricted movement repertoire and costumes. 
Kusumo’s adapted plot focuses on the fight between the two monkey brothers, 
Subali and Sugriwa, in one episode of the Ramayana epic. The kecak group of that 
time, Teges Kanginan (Cak Teges), is now known as Cak Rina and is named after 
its present leader and one of its main protagonists, I Ketut Rina, who became a 
member of the group as a boy (I Ketut Rina, pers. comm., 18 August 2001). Cak 
Rina performs the Subali and Sugriwa plot today on the ARMA stage in Ubud, 
twice a month, most astonishingly for an audience consisting mostly of tourists.

Since the 1970s, several other Balinese choreographers have followed Kusumo’s 
approach, among them I Wayan Dibia, teacher and former rector of the Institut 
Seni Indonesia (ISI) Denpasar. Dibia has choreographed a vast number of kecak 
kreasi since the mid-1970s (Dibia 2000:58–62). Like Kusumo, he has broadened 
the movement repertoire, but most of his choreographies do not focus on improvi-
sational parts. Instead, Dibia combines kecak with other genres, working out new 
approaches to kecak basics every time he creates a new kecak. In an interview, 
he described his influences and approaches, stating that he was inspired by the 
freedom the choreographer has to use the body of the pengecak-pengecak flex-
ibly, having them move around the stage, rather than being seated all the time. 
In addition, Dibia said that many of the movements he uses are an “imitation of 

expectations when watching kecak performances, see Stepputat (2011).
 46. It is unclear when these two interchangeable terms appeared and in what context. In any 
case, both terms are frequently used synonymously among Balinese performing artists.
 47. For biographical notes see “Pengantar Penerbit” by Sidharta (Kusumo 2004:viii–ix) and 
Sardono Waluyo Kusumo on the Prince Claus Fund for Cultural Development’s website; 
Kusumo received the Prince Claus Award in 1997: http://www.princeclausfund.org/en/pro-
grammes/awards (accessed December 2011).
 48. See a thorough, personal description of the process in Kusumo (2004:33–38).
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nature,” and described his approach as using “very contemporary kind of concepts” 
in dance (I Wayan Dibia, pers. comm., 16 April 2001).49 In 2001, for example, he 
staged a production entitled “Sunda and Upasunda—An Evening of Legend and 
Dance.” The performance was given by students and staff of the ISI Denpasar 
and performed in Nusa Dua on 27 April.50 The performance included elements of 
kecak, legong, jauk, and the barong and rangda play. Although this approach is 
far from a standard Kepandung Sita performance, it is still based on basic kecak 
principles and stands within the Balinese dance tradition. Dibia has also worked 
with kecak outside the tradition, for example in an international production enti-
tled “Body Tjak,” where he worked closely with the American body percussionist 
Keith Terry.51 This collaboration focuses on cak music and some basic, mostly 
percussive cak movements; far removed from the story-driven kecak that speaks 
to tourists, “Body Tjak” addresses a culturally interested international audience.

The third example is a kecak kreasi choreographed by I Made Sidia. Sidia is cur-
rently one of the most well-known and sought-after choreographers on Bali, head 
of the theatre department at the ISI (I Made Sidia, pers. comm., June 2010). For 
the annual Bali Arts Festival52 in 2010, Sidia created a kecak kreasi entitled Kecak 
Kreasi rebat based on an episode from the Mahabharata where the two demon 
brothers, Sunda and Upasunda, kill one another in a fight over a woman (figure 4). 
Sidia makes use of the kecak movement repertoire and adds contemporary dance 
elements—very expressive and extroverted movements compared to the restricted 
forms in classical Balinese dances such as the legong. He also incorporates a group 
of female pengecak-pengecak, which not only adds to the visual impression, but 
also alters the acoustic impact of the performance.

Each of these choreographers utilizes a variety of elements and has different 
approaches to kecak kreasi. Nevertheless, there are continuities that allow for a 
comparison of kecak ramayana and kecak kreasi, and can, in turn, be related to 
classical 1930s kecak. In terms of plot, kecak kreasi often makes use of elements 
and short episodes from either the Ramayana or Mahabharata, while kecak rama-
yana mostly depicts the whole Ramayana story in an abbreviated manner. The 
focus is often more on individual character studies or conflicts between individu-
als, which some may interpret as being a more profound approach to the plot than 
merely depicting a series of events, as in kecak ramayana. It is interesting to note 
that in 1930s kecak—that is, before standardization—episodes of the Mahabharata 
or Ramayana were used in the same manner as they are in kecak kreasi today.

 49. The interview was conducted in English.
 50. Exclusive performance for the “IBM Global Golden Circle.” I was allowed to document 
several rehearsals and the performance.
 51. See the website of Crosspulse, the company that produced “Body Tjak”: http://www.
crosspulse.com/html/bodytjak.html (accessed December 2011). See also a video of a later 
performance, recorded 22–24 October 1999 in the Theatre Artaud, San Francisco, published 
by Crosspulse as Body Tjak: The celebration (Dibia and Terry 2001).
 52. The Pesta Kesenian Bali (PKB) was established in 1979, primarily to attract a Balinese 
audience and thereby raise the standards and value of local Balinese performing arts (Kagami 
2003:70).
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In most kecak kreasi performances, no elaborate costumes are used and solo 
dancers are not differentiated from the cak chorus. All performers wear simple 
loincloths; in the case of female protagonists a shirt is added. This is in opposition 
to the kecak ramayana, where a clear distinction between soloists and cak chorus is 
made—the solo dancers wearing complete costumes, while the cak group members 
wear loincloths. Again, by virtue of the simplification of costumes, kecak kreasi 
comes closer to 1930s kecak, where, in terms of dress, the solo dancers were not 
distinguishable from other pengecak-pengecak.

Concerning movement repertoire and choreography, we have a clear and lin-
ear development: in the 1930s kecak, a very limited movement repertoire and few 
group choreographies were used. In kecak ramayana performances, the cak chorus 
is generally used as living scenery for the solo elements, including a variety of more 
elaborate group choreographies. The solo dancers in turn perform in the refined but 
set and standardized movement repertoire of the sendratari. By contrast, the kecak 
kreasi movement repertoire includes contemporary dance movements and often 
strong improvisational elements for all performers. 

All three previously mentioned choreographers (Kusumo, Dibia, and Sidia) 
describe their approach as using “natural movements,” depicting the movements of 
animals, plants, etc., as well as movements that are rooted in the motions of daily 
routine, in opposition to the very abstract and restricted classical Balinese dance 
movement repertoire (I Wayan Dibia, pers. comm., 16 April 2001; I Made Sidia, 
pers. comm., June 2010; Kusumo 2004:34). Even group choreography is generally 
more ambitious and based on a strong interaction between soloist and cak choir.

figure 4. Kecak Kreasi rebat by I Made Sidia in 2010 (photo by: Kendra Stepputat).
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Musical accompaniment follows the same shift towards complexity as does 
dance. Where the 1930s kecak made use of a few unison parts and was still strongly 
related to the sanghyang dedari, the kecak ramayana includes more elaborate 
musical elements, many taken from other Balinese musical genres. In kecak kreasi 
performances, more and diverse musical elements are included, some improvised 
as well, but based mostly on newly composed and further-developed cak material.

The pre-eminent disparity between kecak ramayana and kecak kreasi lies in the 
nature of the performing groups. Groups performing kecak kreasi today are mostly 
professional dancers and musicians brought together for that one performance. 
Kecak ramayana groups, on the other hand, are invariably comprised of members 
of a village community, many of them with little or no music or dance education. 
While the tendency is clear, exceptions do exist.53 A good and charismatic group 
leader with a dedicated group can still present a kecak ramayana full of energy and 
intensity, comparable to that of any professional group, as can be seen in 1930s 
kecak, where Bedulu village members formed a skilled and artistically convincing 
group under the leadership of I Wayan Limbak.

The kecak kreasi or kecak kontemporer can hardly be considered a “genre”; it 
is still a minor element in the vast canon of Balinese performing arts and much 
less prominent than the kecak ramayana. Too few artists utilize this form, their 
approaches being based on urban, academically informed concepts, inspired by 
Western ideas of a contemporary, aesthetic, and context-free use of existing per-
forming arts material. Though similarities can be found, the approaches differ too 
much to give kecak kreasi a distinct outward appearance as an independent dance 
form. In addition, the most prominent choreographers in kecak kreasi do not com-
municate and relate to one another. They are individuals working with kecak mate-
rial, each of them in his own time, own manner, and own frame of reference. Yet 
they all utilize a back-to-the-roots approach, returning to elements of 1930s kecak 
in terms of costume and plot, combining these with prevailing Western ideas of 
improvisation and modern dance theatre and adapting them to the principles of 
Balinese dance and music traditions. As diverse as they are, these examples never-
theless show that kecak appeals to artists whose claim it is to create something new, 

 53. For example, the Cak Rina as well as the Sekaha Cak Puspita Jaya. These groups have 
other approaches and higher standards due to their able leaders and the commitment they 
received from every member, which has explicitly been stated by both Ida Bagus Nyoman 
Mas (pers. comm., 10 May 2001) and I Ketut Rina (pers. comm., 18 August 2001). The 
Sekaha Cak Puspita Jaya, under the guidance of Ida Bagus Nyoman Mas, unfortunately 
stopped performing after the 2002 and 2005 terrorist bombings on Bali led to a sharp, short-
term drop in tourist arrivals (Stepputat 2007:279–82). Until then the group performed regu-
larly for a tourist audience at the Uma Dewi stage in Kesiman, Denpasar, and also collabo-
rated with contemporary artists, e.g., the highly controversial performing arts event “Sikat 
Gigi,” organized by I Nyoman Erawan in 2001 (see Darmawan 2001). Ida Bagus Nyoman 
Mas is a teacher at the ISI Denpasar and one more important artist choreographing kecak 
kontemporer. His latest work, Karya cak lubdhaka, was performed by a group of ISI stu-
dents and staff in April 2010. For a description of the work, see Gus Mas on the ISI website: 
http://jurnal.isi-dps.ac.id/index.php/artikel/article/view/300/409 (accessed December 2011).
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highly valued, and perhaps even provocative, and to do so for a mainly Balinese 
audience.

conclusion: Kecak for tourists—and for Balinese

The kecak is a dramatic dance performance initially developed and staged for a 
tourist audience that emerged as a significant factor in Bali’s tourist economy. It is 
quite likely that Spies and his companions did not plan on developing it as such, 
and instead were focused on the artistic and aesthetic qualities of performance. 
Nevertheless, kecak turned into a source of income for Balinese villagers and was 
standardized as kecak ramayana in the 1970s; it continues to be performed in that 
manner today—as a static, easy-to-sell tourist show.

An outgrowth of kecak, the kecak kreasi or kecak kontemporer, developed con-
temporaneously with kecak ramayana in the 1970s and continues to be performed 
as well, increasingly so, but for a primarily Balinese audience. I opened this paper 
with the question of why kecak is not attractive to Balinese audiences. Considering 
the parallel developments of kecak over the last forty years, the question must be 
re-phrased: Why is kecak ramayana not attractive to a Balinese audience? The 
answer to this modified question is relatively simple. The kecak ramayana does 
not attract Balinese audiences because it is seen as something that one performs for 
tourists in order to raise money for the community—it is work. The kecak rama-
yana is by definition—in the eyes of Balinese kecak performers and other locals 
alike—a genre that is traditionally staged for tourists and has always been such, 
in opposition to other genres such as the barong and rangda dance. The kecak 
ramayana is not considered a performing arts genre that is interesting to watch, let 
alone worthy of paying the relatively high entrance fee demanded of tourists. It is 
very understandable that what one does for income several times a week is not very 
desirable as leisure consumption.

Kecak in its kontemporer form, however, is appreciated by a Balinese audi-
ence. Examples from forty years of kecak kreasi performance show that if kecak is 
used in a creative, sometimes provocative, but always innovative manner, it is able 
to attract a Balinese audience, just like any other contemporary Balinese genre. 
Thanks to the work of several professional, capable, and daring local choreogra-
phers, kecak, through kecak kreasi, has been reintegrated into a local performance 
context. It nevertheless remains to be seen if the kecak kreasi—which up till now 
has been marginal—will gain more influence in contemporary Balinese perform-
ing arts, and if this lively art form might one day even influence the static kecak 
ramayana and stimulate developments there as well.
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Abstract in indonesian

Kecak adalah salah satu bentuk drama tari yang paling popular yang dipertunjukkan kepada 
para turis di Bali. Kecak dikembangkan secara bersama oleh seniman-seniman Bali dan 
pendatang-pendatang dari Barat, yang paling menonjol adalah Walter Spies dan I Wayan 
Limbak, yang menetap di Bali di tahun 1930an, yang dengan tujuan utama memenuhi minat 
dan harapan dari penonton dari Barat. Sejak akhir 1960-an, Kecak sudah distandarisasikan 
ke Kecak ramayana seperti yang dikenal saat ini, didorong oleh pertimbangan-pertimban-
gan ekonomi. Kecak ramayana tidak menarik bagi orang Bali dalam arti artistik, melainkan 
dianggap sebagai cara tradisional untuk menghasilkan pendapatan bagi masyarakat. Seba-
liknya, Kecak Kreasi atau Kecak Kontemporer telah dikembangkan oleh koreografer lokal 
di “luar” dari kecak tradisional sejak 1970-an. Dengan penggunaan kecak baik dalam unsur 
tradisional pra-1960an dan tari kontemporer barat, Kecak berakar dalam adegan pertunjukan 
kontemporer kesenian Bali. Kecak Kreasi terutama menarik bagi masyarakat Bali, yang 
mana menunjukkan bahwa kecak adalah suatu genre yang dapat menambah pendapatan 
di sektor pariwisata; dalam bentuk kontemporer, kecak dihargai oleh semua penonton ber-
dasarkan nilai seninya.

(translated by rudi Samapati)
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Appendix. Transcription of kecak patterns in relation to the basic kecak melody and beat. 
The melody (lagu cak, noted in Balinese grantangan notation at the bottom) is sung by 
the juru gending. The melody repeats over eight measures, voiced by the juru klempung 
(top line), starting at the most prominent beat in the cycle, the eighth. The six different 

cak patterns noted here are voiced simultaneously and are named after the number of cak 
calls (e.g., telu, Balinese for “three”) each part voices within one repetition of its structure 
(indicated with a grey box). Each cak part consists of two or three parts (polos, sangsih, 

plus sanglot) that together form the interlocking (kotekan) structure of the resulting  
cak pattern.

pung pung pung pung pung pung pung pung

8 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

cak cak ...
cak cak ...

cak
cak

cak
cak  ...

cak ...
cak ...

cak cak ...
cak cak ...

cak
cak

cak
cak  ...

cak ...
cak ...

cak cak cak ...

cak
cak

cak
cak  ...

cak ...
cak ...

juru klempung

cak besik

cak telu

cak lima

cak nem

cak pitu

cak lesung

juru gending

polos
sanglot
sangsih

polos

sangsih

polos

sangsih

polos
sanglot
sangsih

polos

polos
sanglot
sangsih

sirr yang ngir yang ngur yang nger yang
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