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It was early in 1993 and I was seated with others in the front room of the Sinambela home in Pematang Siantar, North Sumatra, Indonesia.  We were gathered for the pre-burial wake of Mr. Sinambela who had died the day before after a long battle with cancer.  He was laid out on a bed in the center of the room, dressed in a suit and tie.  An ulos saput (a sacred woven burial cloth) covered the lower half of his body.  Family and neighbors were seated on the floor around the body.  Seated on a chair near his head was his wife.  I sat on the perimeter listening as she lamented for her dead husband.  Her lament told the story of his life – his youth, their marriage, their children and grandchildren.  She lamented in a generations-old Toba Batak style known as andung, first documented in the mid-19th century by European colonial and missionary visitors.  Many of the words of her lament came from the specialized metaphorical lament language of the Toba Batak – hata andung – and her voice was full of sound signifiers typical of such lamenting:  rhythmic sobbing and cry breaks, high falsetto wails and noisy ingressive breathing.   The gathered mourners listened intently to her lament and seemed eager to hear her words – to catch the beauty of the poetry and appreciate the way in which her lament honored her husband.  As I sat watching and listening, I recalled an earlier experience I’d had with Toba Batak lament singing.

In late 1989, not long after arriving in Indonesia, I attended a benefit concert at the Sports Arena in Bandung West Java.  The arena was packed out with an audience consisting 

primarily of Toba Batak migrants from North Sumatra who had come to West Java intent on improving their standard of living.  The music of the evening was almost exclusively pop Batak, a regional pop music of North Sumatra, as the concert was sponsored by the local Huria Kristen Batak Protestan (Batak Protestant Christian Church) which was raising money for a renovation project on their building.  

Although the evening’s concert consisted of many vocal groups, choirs and soloists, it was one singer in particular and the song he sang which caught and held my fascination.  The singer was Eddy Silitonga, one of the top Toba Batak pop stars of the day, and the song he sang was “Andung ni Anak Sasada”.  It was the drama and emotion with which he performed the song that most impressed me.  As he sang his voice began to quaver and break with sobbing.  His breathing was heavy and stuttered and he periodically wiped tears from his eyes.  Soon I noticed that many people seated around me were openly weeping as they quietly sang along with Silitonga.  Clearly there were some powerful emotional connections being made between singer and audience as well as between audience members and some invisible yet very present other.  Later, in a conversation with a friend, I learned that the song represented a lament by an only child for his parents who had died and that the drama and emotion of the performance were requisite elements in the categorization of that song as a pop andung (pop lament).  

In this paper I address some of the ways in which the movement from funerary mourning practice to popular music genre have impacted how laments are conceived and perceived by Toba Batak.  In particular I discuss shifts in performance media as pop laments incorporate many of the instrumental and harmonic trappings of Western pop music; shifts in gender participation as pop lament performances are decidedly male dominated; shifts in the performance context and thematic content of pop laments; and shifts relating to the construction of an “audience,” with connections to the changing socio-economic status of Toba Batak over time. I situate these “shifts” within a theoretical framework connecting the phenomena of migration and diaspora communities to cultural practices of nostalgia, longing and memory as a means of constructing and negotiating Toba Batak cultural identity.  Kathleen Stewart identifies nostalgia as a cultural practice that increases in importance as social life becomes more and more diffuse, ambiguous, and fragmented (Stewart, 1992:252).  I contend that Toba Batak pop laments serve as a vehicle for expressions of nostalgia in present day Toba Batak society, linking the imagined past and present, the village ‘homeland’ and the diasporic, acting, as Marita Sturken suggests, as a “technology of memory” in the collective construction of identity (Sturken, 1997:3). This paper is based largely on observations and experiences in North Sumatra where I worked as a university lecturer from 1989 to 1997, and conducted dissertation field research during 2002 – 2003. 

TOBA BATAK - SETTING

The island of Sumatra, situated in western Indonesia, is home to more than a dozen distinct socio-linguistic ethnic groups.  Of the island’s 40 million people, the six million Batak are divided among six linguistically and socially distinct sub-groups.  The largest of these, the Toba Batak, inhabit the Lake Toba region in the northern part of the province of North Sumatra (Sumatera Utara).  


Toba Batak social organization is based on a complex network of exogamous, patrilineal clans or marga.  Membership in a marga is fundamental to Toba Batak cultural identity construction.  The marga forms the bedrock of Toba Batak society, placing its members in a dynamic inter-relationship of rights and responsibilities which are governed by a set of social and religious customary laws known as Adat or Adat Dalihan na Tolu.   Coupled with the importance of Adat for the maintenance of cultural identity is the concept of a ‘homeland’ – a place of ancestral origin – expressed by the Toba Batak term Bona ni Pinasa.  The term contains within it concepts of geo-physical space, ancestral history, linguistic continuity and life practice which spans both the worlds of the living and the ancestor spirits.  The value and agency of these concepts increases significantly as Toba Batak emigrate (mangarantau) from the “homeland” in order to better their own, and their extended families’, fortunes.  

LAMENT SINGING AMONG TOBA BATAK

Lament singing (andung) appears in Toba Batak society in a number of contexts but is most often associated with funerary mourning rites, where it is considered to be primarily a women’s practice.   Other Toba Batak lament types are connected with activities such as ulos cloth weaving, working in the fields, herding livestock, and palm-wine tapping.  Laments sung by men are connected almost exclusively to herding and palm-wine production.  

Laments in Toba Batak mourning rituals serve as a means of expressing communal grief, of releasing pent-up emotions of sadness, and of fulfilling Adat requirements to honor and venerate the spirit of the deceased. Such veneration is offered as a means of procuring blessing for the present and future generations.  Lament texts are spontaneously created, and most often recount the life story of the deceased to the gathered community of bereaved, functioning both as a tribute to the dead and as didactic material for the living.  Laments make use of a specific vocabulary  – a specialized lexicon containing some 500 terms (known as hata andung) used to describe, metaphorically, many elements in the Toba Batak material and cosmological world.  Further, Toba Batak laments make use of what anthropologist Greg Urban terms “sign vehicles and icons of crying” (Urban 1988:386) including body postures, hand and arm gestures, cry breaks, steady rhythmic sobbing, voiced inhalation, and the use of falsetto vowels. On numerous occasions my questions to Toba Batak about lament singing elicited spontaneous, “mimicked” laments, all of which included the kinds of icons of crying Urban mentions as well as specific body movements and the incorporation of several hata andung terms, clearly suggesting that these were requisite elements in Toba Batak lamenting.  [VIDEO EXAMPLE OF LAMENTING WOMAN HERE]  

The predominance of women as lamenters is significant in Toba Batak society – one in which women are viewed as second class, having few rights to self-determination, and subjected to the power and authority structures of a male society.  My Toba Batak colleagues suggested that because of these conditions women are far better at lamenting than men, noting a correlation – be it spiritual, performative, or both – between the degree of suffering one has experienced and one’s ability to lament well.   Fine lamenters are highly respected (even feared), and are understood to be those who are well acquainted with suffering and poor fate. 

In the present day, traditional lament singing is fading from Toba Batak society.  Elderly Toba Batak frequently remark on the decline of lament singing today in comparison with the days of their youth.  Many speak woefully of the loss of hata andung fluency and comprehension.  Some suggest that it is an extinct form.   Most often the reason given for the decline in lament singing is the strong presence of the Protestant Church in Toba Batak society and the perceived conflict between traditional Adat beliefs and practices and the doctrinal teachings of the Protestant Church.  Coming to the region via Germany in the mid-19th century, the Batak Protestant Church is presently the largest Christian church in Indonesia, with nearly 90% of all Toba Batak as registered members. Church hymns are frequently sung at mourning rites in place of laments, a situation summed up in the oft heard Toba Batak expression “Ganti andung, gabe ende” (replacing laments - becoming hymns).  Publications by Toba Batak anthropologists and linguists frequently list “keagamaan” – religion (here meaning Christianity) as the primary reason for the decline of this and other indigenous art forms used in traditional ceremonial rites prescribed by Toba Batak Adat.    

TOBA BATAK POPULAR MUSIC

Toba Batak popular music early in the 20th century reflects at once the influence of the Protestant Church with its hymn singing, 4-part choral anthems, brass bands and pump organs (elements which, according to Martin Hatch, greatly influenced the growth and development of Indonesian pop music in general) (Hatch, 1989: 60), and the influence of exposure to early 20th century Anglo-American and Indo-European popular musics (particularly kroncong and stambul).  This influence came largely via the practice of voluntary emigration (pangarantoan) by Toba Batak men to cosmopolitan centers for the purpose of educational and socio-economic improvement and as a means of “proving” oneself thereby bringing honor to self and to the larger clan.   

As a regional pop music (pop daerah) Toba Batak pop music began to emerge in the early 1970s, concurrent with the blossoming cassette industry in Indonesia.  Pop Batak songs were often based upon songs from the earlier folk theater known as Opera Batak, though modernized with electrified instruments and a Western pop harmonic structure (cf. Yampolsky, 1989:14).  

 The Pop Batak music industry was (and remains) male dominated (it is the men who migrate out in order to ‘prove’ their worth) and the primary medium for Pop Batak was the all-male vocal trio, beginning with Trio Golden Heart in the early 1970s, having shifted from vocal group quartets and small choirs of earlier years.  In the early 1980s, Trio Lasidos [SHOW OHP OF ALBUM EMAS] introduced a style of pop lament which made use of some of the requisite elements of traditional lament mentioned earlier. This new style became very popular among Toba Batak – particularly those who had migrated out of the homeland – eventually becoming a defining genre of pop music for and about Toba Batak .  This idea follows Bart Barendregt’s comments on Minangkabau pop music in West Sumatra where he notes that migration “often glorifies the moods of melancholy, nostalgia, and longing for an often distant other person that to a great extent define the Minang identity for themselves and others” (Barendregt, 2002: 430). 

While pop laments borrow musical and textual elements from traditional funerary laments, many pop laments are thematically more about loss and separation, leaving and grieving, than they are about death in particular.  Expanded pop lament themes include laments for lost loves, for fathers who have out-migrated and left families behind, nostalgic laments of longing for home and hearth by the diaspora, and even laments of social protest such as the lament “Tao Toba Lam Mahiang” concerning the Lake Toba environment damaged by industrial runoff from the Indorayon pulp factory in Porsea, a small town on the shores of Lake Toba.  In my own research, the thematic broadening of Toba Batak pop laments as well as the ambiguity with which present-day Toba Batak (both those living in- and out-side the homeland) define laments supports Stewart’s earlier assertions regarding the cultural practices of nostalgia.  Further, Steward states that the importance of nostalgia increases “as culture takes on the power of ‘distance’ that comes of displacing speakers – the power to flatten distinctions, to blur genres” (ibid., 1992:252).

Jack Marpaung, one of the original members of Trio Lasidos, told me that the thematic expansion of pop laments paralleled the growing popularity of the genre, particularly in relation to Toba Batak who had emigrated from the region: “When those who have left Sumatra hear these songs…wah!… there’s a strong connection there.  Feelings come up and come out.  People weep when they remember.”  Reinhard Nainggolan, a member of Amigos Band, concurred: “Mothers remember sons; sons remember mothers; younger siblings remember their older brothers; wives remember husbands; everyone is crying when they hear these songs, that’s what makes them marketable (laku)” (Marpaung & Nainggolan, 2003 – personal interview).   Marpaung also mentioned that his grandmother was an important textual resource in creating their early pop lament songs.  She knew the meaning of many hata andung which the group incorporated into their songs in order to make them more authentically laments.  The group also incorporated vocal features from traditional lament singing – a regular, almost metric, heavy vibrato (representing steady sobbing), melodic contours representative of wailing, and rhythmic motifs which appear in traditional laments.  A number of these features are clearly present in the following example from the VCD “Lagu Pop Batak” (Batak Pop Songs).  The song is “Andung ni Anak Sasada” and the singer is Sarudin Saragih. [PLAY ‘ANDUNG NI ANAK SASADA’ VHS] 

That pop lament performance is almost exclusively male (a shift from traditional lament singing) is largely a reflection of the Pop Batak music industry.  There are industry acknowledged “Raja Andung” (kings of lament) – Bunthora Situmorang and Jhonny Manurung – but there is no “Ratu Andung” (queen).  [SHOW OHP OF ALBUM COVERS] Beyond this, Toba Batak performing artists are often viewed as having an “extra” sensitivity (sifat kesenimanan – artistic character) which may allow for extra-ordinary behavior i.e. that of men performing what is traditionally a women’s art.  I suggest that these characteristics of the pop lament milieu coupled with the fact that pop laments, unlike funeral laments, are composed works and not spontaneously created permits a conceptual distancing between the traditional and popular genre which discourages comparison and allows the genres to coexist as blurred and conflated expressions of nostalgically framed identity.  I suggest that it is the ‘distancing’ (geo-physical, cultural, and historical) of out-migration which gives to pop laments a power to bind dispersed Toba Batak to one another and to a collective construction of community, thus permitting them to be what Christine Yano, writing on the sentimental Japanese pop genre “Enka,” describes as “a forum for collective nostalgia” (Yano, 2003:15).  

The audience to whom pop laments are addressed includes, by and large, those Toba Batak who have left the ‘homeland’ and for whom a deep nostalgic longing for an imagined Bona ni Pinasa persists.  Pop laments allow Toba Batak to remain rooted to, even while negotiating, constructions of “home,” “tradition,” “past” and “present”. The strong appeal of Toba Batak pop laments is connected in part to their “medicinal value” in that, by virtue of their mass mediation they permit both performer and audience to express / relieve / “get out” the pent-up emotions of grief and longing connected to nostalgia.  At the same time pop laments keep the nostalgic past in the self-reflexive present through the employment of textual, sonic and performative metaphors.  In this way they serve as a means to tell the community’s collective stories and to communally venerate the past in the present.

My research on Toba Batak pop laments is ongoing and represents a specific aspect of my broader dissertation research project on Toba Batak lament singing in the present day.  In addition to the ethnomusicological issues addressed, this paper presents issues relevant to those with research interests in popular music, laments studies, gender studies, and Southeast Asian studies.
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