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ABSTRACT 

 

The central region of the Indonesian island of Java is home to three world heritage sites, 
while four others are on UNESCO’s tentative list. Its internationally protected temples 
and palaces draw large crowds of domestic and foreign visitors, and offer a lucrative 
source of income for tourism service providers. In 2006, when I was doing fieldwork on 
local tour guiding around these monuments, a severe earthquake and several volcanic 
eruptions of Mt. Merapi struck the area. Many lives and homes were lost and some his-
torical buildings badly damaged. In addition, the number of tourists drastically dropped. 
The ensuing crisis intensified existing conflicts over heritage appropriation and interpre-
tation on local, national, regional and global levels. Why, for instance, did the main com-
plex of Prambanan temple remain closed until international UNESCO experts showed up 
to assess the damage? Moreover, how to defend the pumping of overseas money into 
the restoration of ‘dead’ pre-Islamic heritage when thousands of families had lost their 
houses? The local tour guides were struggling with these issues too. I use this particular 
Indonesian case study to explore ethnographically how extra-local processes influence 
the local meaning of heritage – both in times of stability and of turmoil – but also how 
these ‘foreign’ elements become incorporated and strategically (mis)used in the heritage 
narratives told and sold. An in-depth analysis of the empirical findings leads to a broader 
reflection on the dynamic interplay between the externally imaged (represented) and 
locally imagined value and use of ‘world’ heritage in Asia and beyond. 
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JAVA’S CULTURAL HEART 

 
Java is the fifth largest island of the Indonesian archipelago and, with its population of 
over 130 million, the most populous and one of the most densely populated islands in 
the world. The Javanese, speakers of the Austronesian Javanese language, are Indone-
sia’s largest ethnic group and play a dominant role in the country’s economic and politi-
cal life. The central region of Java comprises of two provinces: Central Java and the 
much smaller Yogyakarta Special Province. The earliest signs of habitation in this fertile 
volcanic area are prehistoric.1 From the seventh century, the region was dominated by 
Hindu and Buddhist kingdoms, giving rise to the eighth century Buddhist shrine of Boro-
budur, the ninth century Hindu temple complex of Prambanan, and many other temples, 
including Ratu Boko, Kalasan and Sambisari. Islam, coming mainly via India, gained 
ground in the inner areas of the island during the sixteenth century. The Dutch began to 
colonize the archipelago in the early seventeenth century. The British established a brief 
presence on Java under Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles (1811-16), but the Dutch retained 
control until Indonesia’s independence 130 years later. When the Dutch reoccupied Ja-
karta after the Japanese occupation of Java during World War II (1946-49), Yogyakarta 
functioned as the stronghold of the independence movement by becoming the provi-
sional capital of the newly declared Republic of Indonesia. In return for this unfailing 
support, the first Indonesian central government passed a law in 1950 granting Yogya-
karta the status of Special Province and making Sultan Hamengku Buwono IX Governor 
for life. 
 
Organised tourism to the centre of Java first developed under Dutch colonial rule, mainly 
through the Vereeniging Toeristenverkeer (Association of Tourist Traffic of the Dutch 
East Indies), which opened an Official Tourist Bureau in Weltevreden (now Jakarta) in 
1908, and published informative guides such as Java, the Wonderland (1910). After in-
dependence, the new Indonesian government continued to promote international tour-
ism (mainly to Bali), although President Sukarno’s political rhetoric was markedly anti-
Western. Under Major General Suharto’s New Order government (1966-98), long-term 
planning and a relatively stable environment for business transformed the country’s 
tourism. The opening of the luxurious Ambarrukmo Palace Hotel in 1966 – built with 
funds provided by war reparations from Japan on land owned by the family of Yogya-
karta’s Sultan – marks the beginning of mass tourism in the region. Since then, the pro-
vincial city of Yogyakarta has become a major gateway to central and east Java, both for 
international and domestic visitors. By the mid 1990s, tourism had become Indonesia’s 
third most important source of foreign revenue and Yogyakarta the second most visited 
destination after Bali. The most loyal international tourist markets are from the Nether-
lands, France, Germany and Japan. Repeated travel warnings keep numbers from Aus-
tralia, the USA and the UK low. Targeted new markets include China, India, Russia, the 
Middle East and Eastern Europe. 
 
Tourism growth rates declined in the 1990s, at first only slightly after the Gulf War, but 
then there was a more pronounced decline after an outbreak of cholera amongst return-
ing Japanese tourists in 1994 and 1996. The Southeast Asian economic crisis of 1997 
and the national political turmoil of 1998 further slowed tourism development considera-
bly. More recently, the Bali bomb blasts of 2002 and 2005, the outbreak of SARS (and 
the Iraq War) in 2003, the tsunami of 2004, the Yogyakarta earthquake of 2006, and the 
outbreak of avian influenza have had major negative impacts on the region’s tourism. In 
addition, the government introduced visas on arrival in 2003, stopping two decades of 
open door policy. Before 1997, Yogyakarta received ten percent (300,000) of Indonesia’s 

                                                 
1  Excavations at Sangiran between 1936 and 1941 led to the discovery of a hominid fossil. Later, 50 fossils of 
Meganthropus palaeo and Pithecanthropus erectus (‘Java Man’, now reclassified as part of the Homo erectus 
species) were found – half of all the world's known hominid fossils.  
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foreign visitors (three million). Since then, tourism development has halted and there 
have only been small increases. In 2005, the number of foreign tourists in the area was 
down to 115,000, a mere two and a half percent of Indonesia’s total of five million tour-
ists, and receiving a similar small fraction of the 4.5 million USD in national receipts 
(UNWTO, 2006). Challenges facing tourism today include the low volume of tourists, the 
harsh competition with neighbouring countries offering similar products and an interna-
tional image of Indonesia that is political instead of a promotional asset. Some of the 
shortfall in foreign tourists has been met by a rise in domestic tourism. 
 
Central Java offers a whole range of touristic activities: village tourism, agro-tourism 
(coffee, snake fruit and other plantations), trekking and hiking (especially in the cooler 
Mt. Merapi areas of Kaliurang and Kaliadem), sports (biking, caving, golf, and kayaking 
or rafting), museums and beaches. However, the region’s main product is its cultural 
heritage. The three Indonesian cultural sites on UNESCO’s World Heritage List – the 
Prambanan Temple Compounds (1991), the Borobudur Temple Compounds (1991) and 
Sangiran Early Man Site (1996) – are all located in central Java.2 Four others – the 
Yogyakarta Palace Complex, the Ratu Boko Temple Complex, the Sukuh Hindu Temple 
and the Great Mosque of Demak – are since 1995 on UNESCO’s tentative list. The most 
common tour package includes visits to Borobudur, the Yogyakarta Palace and Pramba-
nan. When time permits, tourists also have a chance to experience central Java’s rich 
intangible cultural heritage, including performing arts (traditional court dances, Rama-
yana Ballet, shadow puppet plays and gamelan orchestra performances), traditional 
craftsmanship (woodcarving, batik design, the silverware from Kotagede and the pottery 
from Kasongan) and the occasional ritual or festive events (such as the annual Sekaten 
and Labuhan festivals). 
 
 
WHOSE CULTURAL HERITAGE? 

 
As Dahles points out in her study on the politics of cultural tourism in Indonesia, ‘the cul-
tural heritage of the Yogyakarta area has shaped the (international) images of Indone-
sia, as government propaganda has used architectural structures like the temples and 
the sultan’s palace and expressions of art like the Ramayana dance to promote Indone-
sian tourism world-wide’ (2001: 20). This kind of image building particularly happened 
during the New Order era, when the central government (led by Javanese) strongly fa-
voured central Java in their (re)invention of Indonesia, promoting it as the cultural heart 
of the nation. The current planning and development of heritage tourism in the area is in 
the hands of many stakeholders at various levels: city (Yogyakarta City Department of 
Tourism, Arts and Culture) and regency (Magelang, Sleman and Klaten Tourism Offices), 
provincial (Central Java and Yogyakarta Provincial Tourism Offices), Java (Jawa Promo), 
national (Ministry of Culture and Tourism), regional (ASEAN Committee on Trade and 
Tourism and APEC Tourism Working Group), and global (UNWTO and UNESCO) levels. 
Because policy makers at these different echelons have a diversity of interests, decisions 
taken at one level are often contested at another. 
 
UNESCO has a long-standing history of involvement in central Java’s heritage. In 1972, 
it launched a 25 million USD safeguarding campaign to restore Borobudur, often listed as 
one of the seven (forgotten) wonders of the world. Concurrent with the elevation of 
Borobudur and Prambanan to World Heritage sites in 1991, UNESCO collaborated with 
UNDP and the former Indonesian Directorate General of Tourism in the ambitious 1991-
94 ‘Cultural Tourism Development Central Java-Yogyakarta’ project (UNESCO, 1992). 

                                                 
2  The World Heritage List includes 878 sites forming part of the cultural and natural heritage that UNESCO 

considers as having outstanding universal value (Di Giovine, 2008). The first twelve sites were inscribed in 
1978. As of 2008, the list includes 679 cultural, 174 natural, and 25 mixed sites in 145 countries. 
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This led, among other things, to increased cooperation between the provinces of Central 
Java and Yogyakarta in the planning and promotion of heritage tourism. Since the May 
2006 earthquake, UNESCO has been actively involved in the rehabilitation of the dam-
aged Prambanan temple complex. Other important global players in the area’s heritage 
management include the non-governmental International Council on Monuments and 
Sites (with an Indonesian secretariat in Bandung) and the non-profit World Monuments 
Fund. The latter listed Kotagede Heritage District in Yogyakarta, which suffered severe 
damage after the 2006 disaster, on its 2008 World Monuments Watch list of 100 most 
endangered sites. Kotagede is also the current focus of the local Jogja Heritage Society. 
 
It is no coincidence that sites such as Sangiran (prehistoric), Prambanan (Hindu) and 
Borobudur (Buddhist) appear on UNESCO’s list of world heritage, whereas Sukuh temple 
or the Sultan’s palace are not (yet) included. After all, the central government in Jakarta 
proposes sites to UNESCO. It is in their strategic interest to nominate politically ‘safe’ 
monuments. Sukuh temple, for instance is a beautiful Hindu temple tucked away in the 
highlands of Central Java. It is unique, not only in overall design, but also in decoration: 
it is the only known erotic temple on Java. Around the temple, statues and reliefs of 
erected male members abound. Given the moral sensibilities of the majority Muslim 
population (and the increasing power of fundamentalists), Sukuh is not a site the Indo-
nesian government would want to promote. The Sultan’s Palace, on the other hand, is 
Muslim (or, at least, partly) but a place where current politics are being played out in-
stead of a ‘dead’ heritage site, such as the Ratu Boko Hindu-Buddhist complex.3 Even 
the much less known Mosque of Demak, the historical place from where Islam spread 
around the island, probably has more chance of being reclassified as world heritage than 
the Sultan’s Palace. This serves as a reminder that, ultimately, a World Heritage Site is 
the product of agency on the national level. Besides, the Indonesian government has its 
own heritage politics and national list of cagar budaya (heritage conservation).4 
 
Central Java is not only passively undergoing outside influences in its heritage tourism, 
but also acting as a symbolic location where broader tourism and heritage agendas are 
being set. As a fashionable venue for conventions, Yogyakarta has had its share of key 
conferences in these domains. In 1992, for instance, the International Conference on 
Cultural Tourism led to the Yogyakarta Declaration on National Cultures and Universal 
Tourism. This was followed up in 1995 by an Indonesian-Swiss Forum on Cultural and 
International Tourism and in 2006 by an UNWTO-sponsored International Conference on 
Cultural Tourism and Local Communities, leading to the Yogyakarta Declaration on Cul-
tural Tourism, Local Communities and Poverty Alleviation. In 1994, the city hosted the 
APEC Tourism Working Group meeting and, in 2001, it welcomed the East Asia Inter-
Regional Tourism Forum. In 2002, Yogyakarta housed the ASEAN Tourism Forum. For 
that occasion, the city built a brand new facility, the Jogja Expo Centre. In the same 
venue, Jogja hosted the 2004 and 2005 Tourism Indonesia Mart and Expo, an event or-
ganized by the Indonesian Tourism Promotion Board. 
 
 

                                                 
3 The current Sultan, Hamengku Buwono X, was elected as Governor of Yogyakarta in 1998. In 2008, his ten-

ure was extended by three years, in a bid to prevent a vacuum of power in the province. The Sultan also de-
cided to contend in the 2009 presidential race, if his candidacy gains wide support. 

4 The national regulation concerning the preservation of cultural sites and objects (Undang-Undang Nomor 5 
Tahun 1992, Pemeliharaan Benda Benda dan Situs Benda Cagar Budaya) was made based on Dutch colonial 
law (Monumenten Ordonantie, Staatsblad 1931, No. 238). 
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PRAMBANAN 

 
Having sketched the broader context, I now present some of my ethnographic findings 
regarding the dynamics of heritage appropriation and interpretation at one particular 
site. The Prambanan complex, named after the surrounding village, is one of the largest 
Hindu temple compounds in Southeast Asia. It was built around 850 CE, but one century 
later the Hindu court and most of the population moved to east Java and the 224 tem-
ples were abandoned. The temples themselves collapsed during an earthquake in the 
16th century. The earliest written report of the ruins is by Cornelis Antonie Lons, an offi-
cer of the Dutch East India Company who made an excursion to Prambanan in 1733 and 
found damaged statues among the piles of stone blocks.5 Despite the fact that the ruins 
were the earliest reported in the region (Borobudur was rediscovered only in 1814, after 
a survey expedition by Raffles), relatively easy accessible and, therefore, often visited by 
Europeans, the site was only cleaned in 1885. In the meantime, Dutch colonials carried 
off sculptures for garden ornaments while villagers used foundation stones for construc-
tion material. The restoration of the main temple was the subject of long discussions. 
Reconstruction work started in 1918 and continued from 1937 until 1953. 
 
The park surrounding the temples and the related infrastructure (ticket booths, interpre-
tative services and parking lots) are administered by PT Taman Wisata, a state-owned 
enterprise that also manages Borobudur and Ratu Boko. Souvenir stands, food stalls and 
other tourism-related structures outside the main grounds fall under the control of the 
Provincial Tourism Office of the province in which they are located (Prambanan is located 
right on the border between Central Java and Yogyakarta). The actual monuments, how-
ever, fall under the responsibility of the National Archaeology Department of Indonesia 
(and, with the ongoing process of regional autonomy, increasingly the provincial Archae-
ology Departments of Central Java and Yogyakarta). Because of this fragmented distri-
bution of authority, funding and conservation duties are unbalanced, leading to multiple 
problems in the management of the site. 
 
There are three ways of visiting the temple complex: (1) on your own, (2) with your own 
tour guide or tour leader (most often from Yogyakarta, Bali or abroad), or (3) with an 
on-site tour guide. Depending on which of the three options you take, you can have po-
tentially very divergent interpretations and experiences of the site. The majority of on-
site tour guides (only 10 men) live in Prambanan village. After a short course and exam 
(organized by the Provincial Tourism Office), they obtained their guiding certificate and 
became members of the small Prambanan branch of the Yogyakarta Chapter of the In-
donesian Tourist Guide Association (with over 400 members). Most are autodidacts with 
a genuine interest in local heritage and culture, which their self-studies of history, ar-
chaeology or anthropology, and their ability to perform traditional arts (e.g. classical 
Javanese dance or music) illustrate (Salazar, In Press). One older local tour guide has 
published and sells his own guide book (Subarno, 2006). Since Prambanan is located in 
what is now a predominantly Muslim area, the temples are only rarely used for Hindu 
rituals.6 What is more, in order to accommodate the religious needs of the many Muslims 
working at and visiting the site, a musholla (small building where Muslims perform their 
religious duties) was built right next to the entry gate. Foreign tourists may find it odd 

                                                 
5  Interestingly, the official website of Prambanan Temple gives a version of the ‘discovery’ in which the Dutch 

colonizers play no role at all: ‘In 1811, Collin Mackenzie, a surveyor in the service of Thomas Stamford Raf-
fles during Britain’s short lived rule over the Dutch East Indies, came upon these temples by chance’ 
(http://www.borobudurpark.com/?isi=content&id=Prambanan). 

6  Although historically most Hindus on Java migrated to Bali, Hinduism has survived in varying degrees and 
forms on the island. Minority ethnic groups such as the Tenggerese, the Osing and the Baduy (Kanekes) 
have religious practices that include many Hindu traits. Interestingly, conversions to Hinduism have been on 
the rise in recent years, particularly in regions surrounding major Hindu religious sites, including Prambanan. 
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that while visiting the Hindu temple complex around prayer time they can hear the Is-
lamic call to prayer far into the compound. 
 
 
FROM A PILE OF STONES TO WORLD HERITAGE 

 
Thanks to sustained efforts by the central government in Jakarta to create and dissemi-
nate image campaigns of nation building, Prambanan has become a cultural icon of In-
donesia. As a result, every year thousands of domestic tourists visit the temples, not 
primarily to learn more about Hindu religious heritage but to personally witness the 
beauty of this great Indonesian monument (and to have a good time). The Javanese 
have an added reason to visit the site. Apart from a general appreciation of the monu-
mental architecture – quickly captured in overpopulated snapshots – they particularly 
come to see the north chamber of the central Shiva shrine. According to local beliefs, the 
statue in that room does not represent the Hindu goddess Durga but Loro Jonggrang 
(Javanese for slender virgin). Legend has it that she was a Javanese princess who 
agreed to marry a man she did not love if he could build her a temple ornamented with 
thousand statues, between the setting and rising of the sun. When the man was about to 
fulfil her demand, she tried to trick him. He was so furious that he petrified her and she 
became the last (and most beautiful) of the thousand statues. At the entrance of the 
main complex, there are two signboards: an older ‘Candi Prambanan, World Heritage List 
number 642’ and a newer ‘Candi Rara Jonggrang’. This is a clear visual marker of con-
flicting interpretations and appropriations of the site. 
 
The on-site guides often stop at the signs to point out that the correct name of the main 
site is Rara Jonggrang Temple and they love to explain why the Loro Jonggrang statue is 
so important. 
 

 

Explaining the folkloristic beliefs surrounding the shrine of Durga: 

If women want to look prettier, you have to touch the face [of the statue] and 
then [touch] your own face, three times. After the visit, one becomes really 
pretty. But it only works for women. For you and you and you [pointing to the 
men in the party], you can touch, but only here [touching the breasts of the 
statue], it brings good luck [laughing]. If you touch the face, afterwards you walk 
like this [imitates a stereotypical gay gait]… The face of Jonggrang is very black 
because every day girls and women come to touch it. The breasts of Jonggrang 
are also black because I often come up here. Twice a day! [Everybody laughing] 
 

 
Foreign visitors are informed about these local interpretations of the site too. Guides ac-
tually enjoy telling international audiences about local popular beliefs and check how 
much of it the tourists actually ‘believe’ by performing their instructions. 
 

 
Commentary about the statue of Kuvera, the Hindu god of wealth: 

This is a god with plenty of jewels, with a purse. He doesn’t hide it but gives to 
everyone. This is the god of money, or wealth. If you want to become wealthier, 
you need to pray before Kuvera three times. Like this [showing]… and you put 
[money] in your pocket, one, two, three. I try already 13 years, but it doesn’t 
work. It’s for tourists maybe… [One tourist doing as instructed] And don’t forget 
20% commission [for the guide]! 
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What is more, when guiding for international tourists, local guides also criticize tradi-
tional Javanese beliefs and cultural practices. 
 

 
Interpreting elements of Javanese culture for foreign tourists: 

The Javanese only come to visit the statue of Jonggrang and then, finished! 

Can you see the birds here? [pointing to a wall relief] It’s the cockatoo here. The 
cockatoo is a symbol for both Hindus and Buddhists. The same like you have the 
white dove in Christianity, the symbol of peace. But we have parrots, because 
parrots always say yes. 
 

 
In the first comment, the guide belittles his fellow Javanese for their perceived lack of 
appreciation of ‘high culture’, here translated as interest in the cultural history of the 
temples.7 There is some self-interest of the guide involved in this commentary, because 
the described situation often implies that Javanese do not want the service of a guide 
when visiting the site. On the metadiscursive level, the guide is transmitting yet another 
message. By taking distance from the Javanese commoner, he is positioning himself on 
the side of the tourists, as a person with a broad cosmopolitan interest in culture(s) and 
religion(s). The second comment contains an implicit criticism of Javanese culture. Par-
rots are known for their ability to mimic sounds or speech. The guide suggests Javanese 
in general are uncritically parroting one another, and certainly not contradicting the tra-
ditional holders of power (Anderson, 1972). It is interesting to note that the later com-
ment also illustrates that local guides, the majority of whom are Muslim, have not only 
studied the cultural history of Hinduism (and Buddhism), but seem familiar with ele-
ments of Christianity too, allowing them to create shared frames of religious reference 
with their predominantly Euro-American clientele (cf. Feldman, 2007). 
 
Guiding narratives contain not only criticism on the Javanese but on other ethnic groups 
too, especially the Balinese. Even though Yogyakarta’s tourism is greatly dependent on 
neighbouring Bali, it is important for proud Javanese guides to inform their clients that 
Indonesia encompasses much more than one small exoticized and eroticized island. A 
couple of guides told me they are upset every time it becomes evident that their clients 
from countries such as Russia or South Korea have only heard about Bali, never about 
Java. The Balinese in general are reprimanded publicly for having commoditized and 
Westernized their cultural heritage, whereas the Balinese guides in particular are ac-
cused of being far too shopping-minded and money-oriented, selling everything imagin-
able to foreign visitors. In the contact with tourists, however, Javanese guides will 
camouflage this type of negative evaluation. 

                                                 
7  Recognizing the early cultural influences from India, a ‘high’ civilization because complex and literate, Java is 

rarely represented as primitive or tribal. The civilized image is also due to a concerted effort by Indonesian 
authorities in the 1980s and early 1990s to send gamelan orchestras and traditional dance troupes around 
the world, advertising the country’s high culture. During that time, above all Javanese intangible heritage re-
ceived wide coverage in documentaries and in performances and museum exhibitions abroad. 



International Conference on Heritage in Asia: Converging Forces and Conflicting Values 

8-10 January 2009, organized by the Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore  
Seminar Room A, B, C & D, Block AS7, Shaw Foundation Building, Level 1 

 

Draft Copy – Not to be Quoted Without Permission from the Author 8

 

 
Commenting on the Hindu rituals sporadically held at the temple: 

Here [in Prambanan], the flowers are taken away soon after the festival. In Bali, 
they leave them up to three weeks or a month. That is why temples in Bali are 
dirtier compared to here. 
 
After having told a story about a Hindu friend who lives in Bali: 

All these offerings [they do in Bali] are expensive and take up a lot of time. 
 

 

Javanese guides cannot afford to be more direct in their criticism because they know 
tourists generally love Bali. By giving vague comments like the ones above, they leave 
the final interpretation and judgment up to their clients. 
 
The on-site guides at Prambanan are very well aware that the heritage site in which they 
operate has significance that goes far beyond the local or national. As briefly mentioned 
before, the temple complex has a clearly visible signboard indicating its privileged status 
of UNESCO ‘world heritage’.8 With international tourists, guides will often stop at the sign 
for a photo opportunity, while using the information on the sign to reinforce their own 
tales.9 Bruner calls this strategy ‘dialogic narration’ (2005: 169-188) because the guide’s 
narrative is not just indexically referencing what is actually written – for instance that 
the Prambanan Temple Complex is a UNESCO World Heritage site – but takes account of 
all the stories tourists have heard, read or seen about other world heritage sites as well. 
Explicit comparisons with those other monuments are used to put the local site on an 
equal level of global importance. 
 

 
Explaining the structure of the temple complex in Prambanan: 

For example, also in Cambodia, in Angkor Wat, there are five pillars. 

Prambanan temple is the largest Hindu temple in the world outside of India. It re-
sembles the temples in South India. 
 

 
This kind of supralocal legitimacy, stressing the global significance of the place visited, 
gives the guiding narrative more weight. At the same time, it gives local guides a chance 
to show off their own cosmopolitan knowledge. 
 
Using simile and metaphor, guides repeatedly compare their explanatory narratives with 
cultural elements that foreign tourists can easily recognize, a technique used to mollify 
the effects of strangeness associated with a trip abroad (Dann, 1996: 171-174). Of 
course, the strategy only works if the tourists share the same frame of reference. Some 
examples illustrate the common use of references to global (popular) culture. 
 

                                                 
8  The placing of such signs is actually part of UNESCO’s Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the 

World Heritage Convention. Article 268 of that policy document states: ‘Properties inscribed on the World 
Heritage List should be marked with the emblem jointly with the UNESCO logo, which should, however, be 
placed in such a way that they do not visually impair the property in question’ (UNESCO, 2008: 69). 

9  Even at sites without world heritage status, guides create imagined links to UNESCO. At the Water Castle in 
Yogyakarta, for example, one guide stressed that the compound was renovated in 2003 with money from 
UNESCO and Portugal (pointing to the big panel at the entrance gate). The board actually indicates that not 
UNESCO but the private World Monument Fund supported parts of the rehabilitation. The support from Por-
tugal came from a private foundation too. 



International Conference on Heritage in Asia: Converging Forces and Conflicting Values 

8-10 January 2009, organized by the Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore  
Seminar Room A, B, C & D, Block AS7, Shaw Foundation Building, Level 1 

 

Draft Copy – Not to be Quoted Without Permission from the Author 9

 
Interrupting the narration of the Ramayana story before taking the visitors to the 
neighbouring temple where the depicted story on the wall reliefs continues: 

Lakshmana [Rama’s brother] takes his Swiss knife, ouch no, his Javanese knife, 
called keris, to make a magic circle to protect Sita… Rama and Lakshmana leave 
for the forest, Sita stays alone in the magic circle … to be continued next week! 
[tourists laughing] 
 
Continuing the Ramayana tale: 

Hanuman [king of ape-like humanoids] tells Rama: Don’t worry, be happy! 
 
At the last Ramayana wall relief in the Shiva temple at Prambanan: 

So, that’s the end of the Ramayana story. Now if you go to the theatre this eve-
ning, you can follow the story. Even if you sleep well [during the performance], 
you’ll be able to follow. [laughing] 
 
Pointing to a particular geometric pattern on a wall relief panel: 

A mandala, but don’t be confused with Mandela. 
 

 
After the light-hearted comparison between the relatively unknown Javanese keris – a 
sacred double-bladed heirloom dagger – and the globally renowned Swiss army knife, 
the guide started mimicking the genre of a soap opera: briefly summarizing the latest 
developments in the story and stopping the narration at a dramatic moment. The guide 
used the time needed to walk to the second temple to promote the nightly performance 
at the Ramayana Ballet Open Theatre (local advertising time), making the interdiscursive 
comparison even more striking. The whole tour was a prime example of intertextual nar-
rative performance. The tour guide, formerly a Ramayana Ballet dancer, not only nar-
rated but also enacted (in a very dance-like fashion) parts of the Ramayana story, 
changing voice pitch when talking about different characters. In addition, he imitated the 
chants of a Brahman priest while explaining the Hindu rituals taking place in the temple. 
 
The second comment immediately struck my attention because it was uttered during a 
French-language tour and involved codeswitching (French to English). The guide quickly 
added the French translation (‘ne vous inquietez pas’), but it is obvious he was referring 
to the legendary Bobby McFerrin song that is widely used in films, advertising and popu-
lar culture. The next stretch of guiding narrative contains an implicit recognition that the 
Ramayana Ballet performance in the open-air theatre next-door is long and can be bor-
ing, especially for tourists who lack the cultural cues to grasp the subtleties of the show 
and who are tired at the end of a long day. The reference to Mandela is a nice pun, al-
though somewhat outdated and out of context – by 2006, South Africa’s former Presi-
dent Nelson Mandela had greatly retreated from public life due to his age and health 
issues. It should rather be seen as a way the guide is checking whether his clients are as 
cosmopolitan as he is (or imagines to be). 
 
During tours, local guides not only voice their opinions vis-à-vis close and distant col-
leagues and groups, but regarding tourists too. The most common (and safest) mode of 
doing this is by sharing anecdotes about the foolishness of previous clients. 
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Telling tourists to mind their head while stepping out of an inner temple room at 
Prambanan: 

‘Yesterday, there was a tourist who wanted to film the building over there, like 
this [imitating the tourist’s pose] and, without seeing this [pointing to the low en-
try arch], oew… It’s not the head that is the problem, but the broken stone. One 
has to pay 10 dollars extra for restoration [tourists laughing]. If all tourists break 
stones, there will be no temple left.’ 

 

 
By sharing such stories with his clients, the guide is positioning them on a higher level 
than the tourists he is talking about, yet the anecdotes also serve as an implicit warning 
not to commit the same stupidities (or they will be degrading themselves). In any case, 
the guide is transmitting the message that he encounters quite a number of brainless 
people. 
 
Issues of positionality are also at stake with Asian heritage visitors. Their presence poses 
many challenges for local guides (Salazar, 2008). Interestingly, this is not because tour-
ism of Asian origin is a newer phenomenon (Winter et al., 2008). Actually, Asian tourists 
(especially Japanese) arrived in the region as early as Western visitors did. However, lo-
cal guides have been trained mainly to serve Western clients.10 Through trial and error, 
they learn that for Asian tourists it matters more to be treated well as guests than to be 
told extensive contextual narratives about a site. The guide is expected to be a good or-
ganizer (instrumental) and entertainer (social) of the group, more than an information-
giver (communicative) or culture broker (interactional) for the individual tourists (cf. 
Cohen, 1985). To make matters even more complex, having close contact with a ‘white’ 
person is considered as status enhancing in Indonesia. In the personal imagination of 
many guides, Westerners act as their gateway into an imagined better world, a Promised 
Land they know from television programs, advertisements and movies (Salazar, In 
Press). The privileged interaction with Westerners nourishes their dreams of escape from 
their harsh local life. Asian tourists are perceived as socio-cultural proxies, people who 
have (materially) ‘made it’ in their lives and are able to travel abroad. Many Asians de-
votedly embrace their role of nouveau riche by being much more demanding towards 
service personnel (Cochrane, 2008). This (and the different tipping culture) explains why 
the on-site guides at Prambanan generally prefer guiding for Westerners. 
 
 
WHEN TRAGEDY STRIKES… AND THE MEANING OF HERITAGE CHANGES 

 
During the last decade, central Java’s tourism has suffered from a series of unfortunate 
events in Indonesia and the wider region (see above). However, 2006 dealt a fatal blow 
to the already ailing industry.11 Between May and July of that year, the area had to en-
dure numerous natural disasters. Mt. Merapi, one of the most active volcanoes in the 

                                                 
10 As part of the ‘Cultural Tourism Development Central Java-Yogyakarta’ project, a European consultant wrote 

general job descriptions for guides and tour managers and helped creating the first national occupational skill 
standards, including the design of national tourism training standards and programs. He also organized a 
three-month upgrading course for already licensed guides. 

11 Since the disasters also greatly affected my fieldwork, I wrote a public weblog, entitled Earthquake Disaster: 
An Anthropologist’s Report from Yogyakarta, Indonesia, with reflections as the events unfolded: 
http://www.museum.upenn.edu/new/research/blogs/earthquake_blog.shtml 
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world, erupted multiple times.12 While few people died, many were evacuated and eve-
rybody had to cope psychologically with the almost constant threat of a major eruption. 
A similar story can be told about the tsunami that hit the southern shores on July 17. 
The damage and casualties were minor, but the memory of the 2004 tsunami in Aceh 
was still fresh in everybody’s mind and people, in panic and fear, overreacted. On May 
27, people had a valid reason to be afraid. On that infamous day, a major earthquake of 
5.9 on the scale of Richter struck, killing around 6,000 people and leaving an estimated 
1.5 million Javanese homeless. Tourists massively cancelled their trips to Java and the 
local service industry was crippled because tourist workers had died, were injured or had 
lost their houses. The entire situation exposed the fragility of the local tourism sector but 
also brought to light the resilience of its workers. Prambanan was among those heritage 
sites hit by the quake, along with the Royal Graveyard of Imogiri and parts of the Sul-
tan’s Palace.13 Although the Prambanan main temples appeared to be structurally intact, 
damage was significant. Large pieces of debris, including carvings, lay scattered on the 
ground. The main area was closed to the public until damage could be fully assessed. For 
several months, the immediate surroundings remained off-limits for safety reasons. The 
parking lot of the site became a temporary shelter for villagers who had lost their 
houses. 
 
The calamities did not spare the local guides. Some lost their relatives, others their 
houses; most were deprived of their main source of income. The disasters also disclosed 
some of the politics of local tourism. The low position guides occupy in the tourism hier-
archy became particularly clear in the case of Prambanan. It took almost a month before 
international experts from UNESCO came to measure the damage to the site. During that 
time, the monument was closed to visitors. After the assessment, a newly built viewing 
platform (very similar to the ones erected after September 11, 2001 around Ground 
Zero in New York) allowed tourists to see the main temples from a safe distance, without 
being allowed to enter them. PT Taman Wisata, the state-owned enterprise managing 
the park, decided not to lower the entrance fees (10 USD for foreigners). Anticipating 
tourist complaints, many local tour operators decided to suspend trips to Prambanan. 
The few tourists who still visited the temple complex did not want the service of a local 
guide (approximately 5 USD extra) because they knew that they could not get near the 
main temples anyway. This left the Prambanan guides in a very precarious situation. 
Some of the security guards in charge of protecting the site offered foreign tourists to 
enter the damaged main complex anyway, in exchange for sizeable amounts of cash. 
The on-site guides knew about these practices but preferred to keep quiet. 
 
The series of disasters became the feeding ground for new narratives and imaginaries. 
Visually confronted with the damage the quake caused, tourists obviously asked more 
information about it. In Prambanan, the on-site guides replaced the flashy ‘Take a guide 
with you for a better visit’ sign at the ticket booth by a more sober message: ‘An-
nouncement: Please consider taking a guide. U help also the victims of the catastrophic 
earthquake. Thank for your attention. Head of the Prambanan Guide Association.’ This 
new message gave guides a chance to complain about the little aid the central govern-
ment was giving to the affected families.14 While walking around the closed main com-
pound, guides did not always mention to tourists that the rubble they saw had not been 
caused by the earthquake but was simply the ruins of smaller temples that had never 

                                                 
12 For the last two centuries, the activity of Mt. Merapi has alternated regularly between long periods of viscous 

lava dome extrusion and brief explosive episodes at 8–15-year intervals. The 61 reported eruptions since the 
mid-1500s killed about 7000 people. 

13 Borobudur did not suffer from the earthquake but had to be cleaned because the monument was covered 
under dark grey ashes from Mt. Merapi’s eruptions. 

14 The government supported families affected by the earthquake with a mere 9 USD per month for ‘living 
costs’. 
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been restored. In addition, the large photographic panel ‘Prambanan Temple before & 
after the “gempa”’, on display inside the temple park, made the imagined impact of the 
recent quake all the more dramatic. 
 
The adversity precipitated a spontaneous revitalization of old Javanese myths and mysti-
cal beliefs. Inspired by folk disaster theories, guides had a good excuse to entertain their 
clients with endless tales about the legendary Queen of the South Sea, and her troubled 
relations with the current Sultan of Yogyakarta.15 This kind of narratives widely circulates 
every time a disaster strikes in the area (Schlehe, 1996). According to these stories, the 
earthquake was the result of an escalating conflict between the Queen of the South Sea 
and the Sultan. The mythical Queen appeared to be angry because the Sultan did not 
want to take her as his second wife (polygamy used to be common in the Sultanate). A 
related hypothesis pointed to the quake as the Queen’s protest against the proposed na-
tional anti-pornography legislation (which would prohibit some age-old Javanese ritu-
als).16 In the stories, Mbah Marijan, the 80-year old spiritual gatekeeper of Mt. Merapi, 
arose as a new hero and protector of Javanese tradition because he openly challenged 
the authority of the Sultan regarding the evacuation of the villagers living on the moun-
tain’s slopes. 
 
Little did the heritage visitors hearing these tales know that they served as a criticism in 
disguise against the Sultan and his political agenda of rapid regional modernization. Over 
the last couple of years, the Sultan (who is simultaneously the Governor of the Province) 
has endorsed the construction of shopping malls. He claims the malls, which he and his 
entourage co-own, will stimulate regional economic growth. Traditionalists, however, ar-
gue the malls obstruct the spiritual line between the sea and the volcano. They claim the 
Sultan is destroying Yogyakarta’s heritage while his divine mandate is to protect the cra-
dle of Javanese culture. Both the northern and southern powers are showing their dis-
agreement and the Sultan does not have enough spiritual authority to negotiate a truce. 
Guides were very careful, though, in how they framed their opinions. The calamities fa-
cilitated critical commentaries as well as allowing the business-as-usual narratives and 
practices to take on new dimensions. Guides often preferred not to tell their clients what 
losses they themselves had suffered. They instead used humour to entertain the tourists 
but also to obtain some relief from the accumulated stress. 
 

 
Commentary while passing by a pile of bricks: 

Brick makers, now, they have a good business he [laughing]. Ya, after the earth-
quake! 
 

 

                                                 
15 The construction of temples in central Java is based on an idealised mountain–sea polarity. Both Hindu and 

Buddhist temples, which are considered as the meeting points between gods and humans, were built on a 
spiritual line between Mt. Merapi and the South Sea (Dumarçay, 1986: 88-91). The Kraton of Yogyakarta, 
where the Sultan lives, is also organised around an axis of authority reflecting this mountain–sea polarity. 
The old fault from Merapi to Bantul, which was reactivated during the May 2006 earthquake, lies parallel to 
the sacred north–south axis in Javanese cosmology. Javanese Muslims traditionally combine their Islamic 
faith with belief in this Javanese spirit world (Geertz, 1960). Schlehe (1996) highlights a complex, often syn-
cretic, amalgam of Islamic, Hindu, Christian and pre-Christian spiritualities and the important role these play 
in shaping reactions and responses to disasters. As is common throughout Southeast Asia, also in Java per-
turbations in the natural realm have long been interpreted as presaging perturbations in the social and politi-
cal realm (Anderson, 1972). 

16 In October 2006, the Bill was revised to include articles that ‘protected the sartorial preferences of people 
from indigenous cultures’, allowing Javanese women for instance to wear the traditional tight-fitting kebaya 
(blouse). The controversial anti-porn legislation was tabled in October 2008, under heavy protest from sev-
eral civil society groups and organisations. 
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In this case, the tourists had no clue that their guide too had lost her house and some of 
her relatives in the quake. 
 
In the weeks following the earthquake, the guides blamed UNESCO for keeping the main 
temples closed to the public (preventing them from earning their living). This translated 
in their narratives containing much fewer references to the organisation. At the Sultan’s 
Palace, which has been on UNESCO’s tentative list since 1995, guides made sure to 
mention that UNESCO would help with the reconstruction of the pavilions that were de-
stroyed by the earthquake. Through initiatives such as the 2008 Prambanan Camp for 
World Heritage Volunteers, the negative perception of UNESCO in Prambanan was 
somewhat adjusted. This project, in collaboration with the Archaeology Department and 
Provincial Tourism Office of Central Java, enabled international volunteers to assist the 
experts with the restoration of the temple and to increase the heritage awareness of lo-
cal youth. 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
Much of the theorizing on heritage interpretation and appropriation in Asia and elsewhere 
has relied upon inherited or borrowed (Euro-American) conceptions and assumptions 
about what should be valued and privileged. As this paper has illustrated, instead of one 
universally accepted meaning, the significance of heritage – be it natural or cultural, 
tangible or intangible – is characterised by pluriversality. Heritage appropriation and in-
terpretation are always enmeshed in complex webs of meaning, variously cherished and 
expressed by shareholders at different levels (Salazar and Porter, 2004, Porter and Sala-
zar, 2005). Studies of heritage tourism such as the one at hand make it clear that heri-
tage interpretation is not fixed but always a product of interaction. The tales that visitors 
will hear depend upon the guide, the way both tourists and guide position one another, 
and the broader context in which the guided tour is taking place. This can lead to multi-
layered heritage narratives, but also to ‘heritage dissonance’, or the mismatch between 
heritage and people caused by ‘the selectivity with which heritage is marked and used in 
tourism: notably to reflect back to visitors their own heritage rather than to reflect the 
heritage perceptions of local residents’ (Ashworth and Tunbridge, 2000: 68). While the 
externally imaged (represented) and locally imagined value and use of ‘world’ heritage 
can be divergent, it is also important to recognise that, even at the local level, not eve-
ryone necessarily speaks with one voice. 
 
This paper illustrates how, in times of change, the local meaning and function of heritage 
change too. Despite the fact that central Java is constantly undergoing economic and so-
cial transformations (Mulder, 1994), the Sultan’s Palace and its revered inhabitants still 
symbolize the power of traditional Javanese life. The study of the area’s rich cultural his-
tory shows how outsiders have set the heritage agenda since the time heritage became 
an issue of importance: Dutch and British colonials, the central government in Jakarta, 
and UNESCO. The growing extra-local interdependence is irreversible but variously re-
ceived. The global recognition by UNESCO, for instance, is used strategically when guid-
ing for foreign tourists, but local guides clearly sensed and criticised the organisation’s 
‘distance’ in the period after the earthquake. The feelings of vulnerability and insecurity 
caused by the recent series of disasters have made many local people return to tradi-
tional Javanese interpretations of their lifeworld, including heritage. The role of national 
governments is certainly not disappearing in heritage tourism and management, but 
their authority is challenged both from above and from below. In Indonesia, the ongoing 
process of regional autonomy is facilitating the Javanese re-appropriation of heritage. 
While decision making at the global level receives criticism because it is perceived as too 
(culturally) distant, regional blocs such as ASEAN or APEC seem to receive more leeway. 
Such organizations play an increasingly important role in Indonesia’s heritage tourism 
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planning, management and training. It remains to be seen whether such regionalization 
indicates the erosion of individual countries or is a way by which neighbouring nation-
states may secure their future by pooling sovereignty and resources. At any rate, the 
predicted growth of intraregional tourism – 1.2 billion intraregional arrivals per year by 
2020 (WTO, 2001) – will seriously change the tourism landscape in Indonesia and the 
rest of Asia. Those interpreting heritage better be prepared… ■ 
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