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The Balinese masked dance Topeng and gender

— A case study of the Luh Luwih female dance troop

Yukako YOSHIDA

During the 20% century, many female actresses emerged to perform Balinese
drama genres, such as Arja and Gambuh, which used to be dominated by male
actors. However, in fopeng, the masked dance drama which is the focus of this
paper, female performers had not existed, or at least not been widely known,
until the turn of the millennium. This paper examines the following two
questions, 1) Why had fopeng been a male domain until recently? 2) How did
some women start performing fopeng and how were they perceived in society?
The writer focuses on the case of Luh-Luwih (also known as Topeng Shakti). a
female dance troop which staged the first female topeng performance brought to
public attention.

In many regards fopengis a masculine theater. Tts story is based on babad,
a series of Balinese chronicles, which mostly depict kings, their principal
ministers, servants and villagers. Women are seldom the focus of the story.
Moreover, the important essences of fopeng art, such as the fortitude of
ministers and the eloquence of servants are related to the ideal masculine image
in Balinese society. In addition, its use of masks might have posed an obstacle
for women.

On the other hand, some women have started performing topeng mostly
motivated by their interest in its technical or aesthetic aspects. This new effort
was supported by recent shift in social conditions such as' 1) the active
involvement of women in other drama genres, 2) the diversification of social
status of topeng performers, and 3) the influences of foreign fopeng dancers and
audiences. In addition, they are daughters of famous fopeng dancers and (or)
famous actresses in their own right in other genres, and such profiles worked to
their advantage.

In Balinese society, Luh-Luwih’s fopeng performance has been perceived as a
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