
Tradition: Indonesian Puppetry

Have you ever made shadow puppets with your hands? On the islands of Java and Bali in Indonesia, 
there’s a special tradition of shadow puppets that is really unique. It’s called Wayang Kulit, which 
means "leather shadow." These puppets are made by talented artists who carve them from leather. 
Each puppet is flat and has sticks attached to help move the arms, legs and head.

During a Wayang Kulit show, many puppets are used—sometimes even hundreds! The puppets 
perform behind a stretched piece of cloth lit by coconut oil lamps or electric lights. When not being 
used, the puppets are kept on a banana tree trunk where the puppeteers sit, which represents the 
earth, while the performance above shows the sky and heavens. The stories told in these shows are 
very old and have been passed down for many years.

Even though Indonesia has a rich history of puppetry, Papermoon Puppet Theatre does things a bit 
differently. They created their own puppet worlds without following the old traditions. They came to 
puppetry without any formal training, approaching their shows out of curiosity, creating puppet 
worlds inspired by how Sesame Street uses puppets to communicate with audiences and the ways 
in which Japanese Anime can make a complicated history understandable to audiences of different 
generations. Later, the founder, Ria Tri Sulistyani, learned from a master how to make Wayang 
puppets and began to use the history of shadow puppets from their island to inspire new stories.

Artist: Papermoon Puppet Theatre

Papermoon Puppet Theatre believes that “anything can come alive,” and that every creature and object 
in the world holds life somewhere inside of it. They create and use beautifully handmade puppets, often 
constructed from local materials, to tell their stories. Founded in 2006 by the now husband and wife 
team of  illustrator, writer, and theater performer Maria (Ria) Tri Sulistyani and visual artist Iwan Effendi, 
this group of storytellers and puppeteers has created an entirely new way to use puppets to tell the 
stories of joy and the sorrow in their lives. 

Papermoon Puppet Theatre originally focused on performing for kids, but soon they realized that 
puppets can connect with everyone, no matter their age. All their shows are non-verbal, which means 
the puppets don’t talk. Instead, they express emotions through movement and facial expression. This is 
great because it allows anyone to understand the stories, even in a country where almost 400 languages 
are spoken!

Papermoon Puppet Theatre works out of a studio they built themselves deep in the jungle. Their studio 
is surrounded by dense forest, but inside it is big and bright, allowing the company to create all of their 
hand-built puppets together and to work on creating their shows. The stories they tell through their 
puppet shows are often heartbreaking, showing the sadness and loss that are part of life. But their 
puppets also convey joy, wonder and good humor—all inspired by the history and environment where 
the group creates their work. 



Place: Yogyakarta, Indonesia

Did you know that Indonesia is not only the fourth most populous country in the world but it also 
has the largest population of Muslims on earth? Indonesia is in Southeast Asia, located between the 
Indian and Pacific oceans, and consists of over 17,000 islands. The smallest of these islands is 
smaller than a football field! Most Indonesian Islands were formed as a result of volcanic activity and 
many active volcanoes are still found throughout the country. Indonesia is a predominantly Muslim 
nation, but depending on which island you are on, you will likely meet people of a variety of religions, 
such as Hindus on the island of Bali, Christians and Catholics on Eastern Indonesia, Muslims on the 
islands of Java, Sulawesi and Sumatra. In the center of the island of Java is the city of Yogyakarta 
(JOHg-ja-kaart-ah), where Papermoon Puppet Theatre calls home. Yogyakarta, or as it is now more 
commonly called Jogja (JOHg-jah), sits in the shadow of Mount Merapi, an active volcano.

Yogyakarta was once the center of an independent kingdom, and still has a king. While no longer a 
ruler of a vast kingdom, the king still acts as governor of the region. The royal family supports arts 
around the city, operating out of the palace, or Kraton, as it is called.

The six puppeteers that make up Papermoon hail from all corners of Java but came together in 
Jogja, drawn by its vibrant arts scene. Jogja has long been hailed both as a center for arts as well as 
the home to dozens of colleges and universities. This creates a powerful mix, where the ancient 
traditions come in direct contact with young people and what they like, inspiring a feeling of 
creative energy throughout the city. Visiting Jogja today, you’re as likely to see a punk rock show as 
you would a wayang kulit performance, attend a workshop at the Papermoon Theatre studio or 
purchase traditional batik (dyed fabric) from a master craftsperson.


