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 Art

The island of Bali is renowned for its 
rich natural beauty, but it is time to see 
it flaunt its traditional arts and crafts. 
 
Text Amrita Das

Like the seasonal winds that transcend 
from one continent to another, 
traditional art traverses across 

cultures, bringing different ethe together. 
I understood this as I explored the art trail 
in Bali. 

Indonesia’s art and multifarious crafts 
are influenced by the neighbouring Asian 
countries. From India’s Hindu mythology 
to Buddhist-styled sculptures that date 
back to the 8th-10th century, there seems 
to be a constant convergence of designs 
and meanings. 

The art 
The origins of Kamasan painting can be 
traced back to the late 14th century to the 
eponymous village, located about 32 km 

Facing page: Colourful mosaic coasters make for lovely souvenirs.
Above: A traditional Kamasan painting.
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from the capital city of Denpasar. The artwork was 
essentially crafted for the royal court of Majapahit 
Empire. In its formative years, heavily ornamental 
paintings depicted scenes from the Hindu epics of 
Ramayana and Mahabharata, in addition to stories 
from Buddhism. The paintings were created using 
colours from natural sources – white from animal 
bones, blue from Indigo, black and grey from soot, 
yellow and brown from clay, and so on. The legacy 
of this art can be seen at Kertha Gosa pavilion, 
a remnant of the grand Klungkung Palace in 
Semarapura city.

After modern art came to Bali in the 1920s, one 
of the important contemporary art forms that 
developed was the Batuan art. The stark differences 
in its evolution can be observed at many points. The 
religious and mythological narratives were replaced 
with depictions of daily life and folklore from the 
identifying village of Batuan. A Batuan painter 
restricts his palette to dark tones. The canvas of a 
Batuan painting is filled with minute details, seldom 
leaving any empty spaces. 

The craft
There is something for everyone amongst the varied 
collection of Balinese handicrafts boasting delicate 
shavings, intricate designs, balanced symmetry and fine 
details.

Carvings on wood (even deadwood), stone or bone are 
seen on popular tourist trails on the island. The craft 
of carving has a long history here. Availability of rich 
forests, especially in the village of Mas inspired the 
locals to shape religious figures from the wood. Over 
the years, flower motifs, home decor items, and the 
island’s favourite mythological hero, Garuda, became 
popular wood carving subjects. The popularity of these 
products with tourists has made it a sustainable source of 
livelihood for the Balinese artisans.  

Clockwise from left: 
Mythological characters 
are central to traditional 
Kamasan paintings; Artistic 
interiors of the Kertha 
Gosa pavilion at Klungkung 
Palace; A craftsman gives 
final touches to a wooden 
showpiece.
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Stone carving is a leitmotif found in the architecture 
of Bali. These carvings adorn most temples, ancestral 
homes, and store entrances on the island. The designs 
are intricate filigree work and representations of deities 
and demons carved on sandstone called ‘paras’. The 
streets of Batubulan village, the centre for stone 
carvings, are lined with stores with displays of the craft in 
various shapes and sizes.

Some stores on the island also house crafts made of 
lava stone, the remains of thousands of years from 
Bali’s geological past. The volcanic rubble adds a natural 
texture to artefacts. These lava remains are sold as 

Above: Intricate stone 
carvings are a standout 
feature of temples in Bali. 
Left and right: Markets 
and stores in Bali are 
flooded with handicrafts 
and artworks.

bracelets and earrings sitting prettily alongside 
semiprecious stones. These pieces can often be 
confused with stone carvings. 

Raising the bar for the crafts in Bali are 
the silversmiths. Walk around the multiple 
workshops in the village of Celuk to explore 
the elaborate process in which a piece of silver 
is moulded. The silver is beaten into thin sheets 
and then heat is used to shape the metal into 
various designs. Since Bali has no silver mine, 
they export all the raw materials from Java, 
Sumatra and Kalimantan. 
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Fact File

CURRENCY
1 Indian rupee = 210.20 Indonesian 
rupiah (approx.)

UPCOMING EVENTS
Tumpek Wayang, February 24: A special 
day dedicated to traditional performing 
arts in Bali with particular emphasis on 
Balinese shadow puppetry, known as 
Wayang 

Nyepi, March 17: The Balinese New 
Year’s day is celebrated as a ‘day of 
silence’ with the island completely 
shutting down for 24 hours 

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Visit www.balitourismboard.or.id

Jet Airways operates daily 
direct flights to Singapore and 
Hong Kong. From both these 
destinations, connect to Bali 
with codeshare partners Garuda 
Indonesia and Fiji Airways, 
respectively.

Gaze through the enormous 
silverware collection in any store in 
the neighbourhood. Most popular 
products are accessories such as 
brooches and hairpins, trays and 
other cutlery, and large home decor 
items. 

The textile
From the supermarket to a temple 
visit, the textile from the island 
flaunts itself in every corner. There 
are beautiful fabrics in bright colours, 
some with gold and silver shimmering 
strands, and others in subtle, pastel 
colours and geometric designs. 

Dominating the island is the vibrant 
batik. Men don it as shirts and 
women are dressed in batik kamen 
(sarong) and kebaya (blouse), 
secured by a sabuk (waistband). 
In this dyeing technique, wax is 
manually stamped on parts of the 

fabric to keep the area devoid of 
colour, and then soaked in dye. 
Thereafter, the wax is boiled off 
and several designs are obtained. 
Traditionally, cotton is the most 
sought-after textile for batik. The 
art is said to have come to Bali 
from the neighbouring Java island. 
However, the designs and colours 
are dissimilar in many ways.

On the other hand, celebratory 
costumes are made of handwoven 
fabric, songket. This Balinese 
brocade with metallic threads is 
used extensively in sarongs. Today, 
the songket can be seen making 
appearance in the fashion industry 
in a big way. 

The island of Bali doesn’t fail to 
impress with its repertoire of natural 
beauty and art! n

Top left and right: Filigreed 
silver is used to make pretty 
adornments and accessories.
Bottom left: Balinese people 
have mastered the batik 
dyeing technique.
Bottom right: The rich 
songket is making 
appearances in the fashion 
industry.
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