
WAYAN TANGGUH – BARONG MAN  
 
Of all of the wonderful, mysterious and exciting manifestations that I have encountered in Bali it is the Barong 
that I whole-heartedly adore.  The Barong entertains a special place in my imagination; the realm of powerful 
childhood fantasies that at times is in conflict with my logical mind.  This logic likes to deny the existence 
mystical phenomena, believing that the esoteric power of creatures such as the Barong cannot possibly be 
true.  However, deep inside I know this to be otherwise.  
 
The Barong is a lion like creature with a red head, big black, round and hypnotic eyes, and rows of white, shiny 
teeth. Its physical presence is distinctive and magnificent. It takes two men to occupy the Barong’s enormous 
costume that is often covered in thick, shaggy fur, decorated with gilded jewelry and adorned with pieces of 
mirrors.  One man assumes the role as the body and rear legs, while the other manipulates its head, with its 
great snapping jaws, and front legs.  
 
The Barong’s origins go far back in time and are uncertain, however it is believed to be connected with animist 
spirits and ancient beliefs in the supernatural protective power of animals that predate Balinese Hinduism. 
There are associations with the Chinese lion, also an ancient traditional symbol and features in many Chinese 
cultural festivals. 
 
The Barong plays a most significant role within the villages of the Balinese Hindu people.  Barong is the 
benevolent guardian spirit watching over the lives of individuals. It remains housed in a special room within 
the temple, Pura Desa, in each village throughout the island. During certain temple ceremonies it is present, 
often in an extraordinary display of performance, the Calonarang, filled with spectacle and drama. This is 
when its potent energy is so palpable the audience literally can sense it, and the Barong’s unique magic comes 
to life. 
 
According to the Balinese Hindu philosophy good and evil are both equal parts of the one infinite universal 
life-giving source and must be harmonized in a never-ending precession of prayers, offerings and ritual. 
Barong assumes this harmonizing role and represents all that is positive within the universe. 
 
In banjar Mukti, in the village of Singapadu several kilometres west of Ubud lives Wayan Tangguh, renowned 
as a craftsman of some of the finest Barongs in the regency of Gianyar. Tangguh was born in the early 1920’s 
into a family of rice farmers with strong traditional ties, his father was a multi-talented man.  He was especially 
gifted as a carver of sacred ceremonial wooden masks, topeng, and he specialized in creating the Barong.  
 
As a child each morning Tangguh would rise upon the call of the roasters, and along with his father would 
venture out to tend the fields.  Late in the morning they would return home and crave masks, and in the cool 
of the late afternoon they returned to the sawah and resumed their work.  Tangguh served as  “apprentice” to 
his father for many years learning the sensitivities of eye to hand co ordination in order to become a master 
craftsman. There is also another essential part of the creative process he learned from his father as well. 
 
Like all aspects of the Balinese culture the making of the Barong is based upon time honoured and practical 
fundamentals, that of the wisdoms of the multi dimensional natural environment, astute resourcefulness, and 
highly skilled artistic techniques. 
 
Following the Balinese principles of sekala-niskala, which holds that we all live equally in two worlds; the seen 
or conscious world sekala, and the unseen or psychic world niskala, the procedure to create the Barong, from 
the initial cutting of the tree for the wood, until the mask is carved, painted and attached with the costume is 
very time consuming, and governed by a strict process of ritual and ceremony.  After the Barong is ordained in 
the ceremony known as the pasupati, giving it supernatural powers, it is then ready to serve the community in 
its sacred role. 
 



Via a complex series of prayers and offerings, step by step the craftsman is guided through the journey so 
as every facet of the creative process, from the beginning until the end, is aligned with the ancient 
traditions and accordance with the universal laws.  It is these important rituals that, over decades, 
Tangguh learned from his father too. 
 
Materials to make the Barong are generally obtained locally. Often the ubiquitous frangipani tree, found 
in every Balinese family compound, is the source of the wood.  The shaggy hair of the costume can be 
made, for example from the fibrous leaves of the pandan tree, or silk from the cocoon of the silk worm, 
or the most expensive fibres, white horse hair from Sumbawa. 
 
If you have never witnessed the Calonarang performance during a Balinese temple ceremony, it is sight 
that you will never forget, and indeed a spectacle to behold. During these occasions the worlds of skala 
and niskala meet and, for a time, become indistinguishable, and the Barong truly becomes animated.  
 
Often referred to as the kris trance dance, the performers, clad in only the black and white poleng 
sarongs, come under the spell of Barongs adversary, Rangda, the wicked witch, a symbolic personification 
of evil.  In a frenzied trance they turn their long, razor sharp ceremonial knives upon themselves, often 
with such force the blade of the knife bends.  It is Barongs protective power that keeps the performers 
free from harm. This mesmerizing performance that dramatizes the relationship between order and 
chaos, a battle that represents an eternal universal conflict is utilized as a cleansing ritual during the 
temple ceremony.  
 
Tall and wiry, Tangguh is both a strong and lively character for his distinguished age. One of his most 
important responsibilities is to share his master skills with his sons who will carry on with his cultural 
legacy.  Tangguh’s role within his community affords him great respect for his sacred knowledge of ritual 
power qualifies him as a priest, and his creative skills are the source of one of the most famous icons of 
the Balinese traditional culture.  
 


