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ABSTRACT: Langgam Jawa, a subgenre of keroncong rooted
in Javanese musical and poetic traditions, serves as a crucial
expression of postcolonial cultural identity in Indonesia. This
article investigates the role of Waldjinah, the genre’s most iconic
figure, in shaping the gendered and national aesthetics of
Langgam Jawa through her musical style, lyrical themes, and
media representation. Employing feminist musicology,
postcolonial performance theory, and reception analysis, this
study draws on archival recordings, televised performances, and
song lyrics to explore how Waldjinah’s vocal ornamentation and
public persona mediated Javanese femininity within state-
sanctioned cultural frameworks. Beyond its theoretical
contribution, the study also offers practical insights for cultural
preservation strategies and gender-inclusive heritage policies in
Indonesia. Analytical attention is given to her use of undul-usuk
ornamentation, integration of macapat-inspired lyricism, and
curated visual aesthetics across different media platforms. The
results demonstrate that Langgam Jawa’s hybrid musical
structure combining diatonic instrumentation with traditional
Javanese idioms enabled Waldjinah to navigate and subtly
challenge dominant gender and cultural norms. Her work was
simultaneously supported by state institutions and shaped by
them, contributing to the canonization of Langgam Jawa as part
of Indonesia’s national musical identity. This research concludes
that Waldjinah’s artistic trajectory reflects the complex interplay
between individual agency and institutional power in the
construction of musical canons. Her legacy exemplifies how
music functions as a site of gendered, regional, and national
negotiation in postcolonial contexts. The findings suggest a need
for further inquiry into the evolving interpretations of Langgam
Jawa in the digital age, particularly among younger female
performers.
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INTRODUCTION

The evolution of keroncong in postcolonial Indonesia is not merely a reflection of changing

musical tastes; rather, it embodies a profound transformation that mirrors Indonesia’s
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sociopolitical landscape from colonialism to the post-independence era. Originating during the
Dutch colonial period, keroncong music underwent significant modifications that symbolize the
cultural adaptation and resilience of Indonesian identity amidst external influences. Sosrowijaya
(2023) articulates that the music’s evolution reflects historical epochs, where traditional melodies
and instruments, such as the ukulele and flute, interweave with Western musical forms brought by
colonizers and later popularized through various media channels. Furthermore, during the
Japanese occupation, keroncong became a medium for resistance and national pride, with works
like Ismail Marzuki’s “Jembatan Merah” advocating fervently for Indonesian sovereignty (Sabaria
& Supiarza, 2023). As such, keroncong not only adapts to contemporary tastes but also carries the
weight of historical significance and nationalistic sentiment that continues to resonate within the
Indonesian populace today.

Langgam Jawa, a localized and stylistic manifestation of keroncong, serves as a crucial conduit for
articulating regional musical identity within Indonesia’s diverse soundscape. By incorporating
Javanese melodic sensibilities and poetic devices into the diatonic keroncong ensemble, Langgam
Jawa presents a hybrid form that blends tradition with innovation. Sosrowijaya (2023) notes that
this syncretic genre reflects the dynamic interplay between Javanese cultural heritage and modern
sonic structures. The genre’s emergence signifies a mode through which regional identity is both
preserved and reimagined, positioning Langgam Jawa as a vessel of cultural resilience.

Central to the rise and popularization of Langgam Jawa is Waldjinah, a prominent female
performer whose career traverses the intersections of gender, regionalism, and national culture.
Historically, Indonesian popular music has been shaped significantly by female performers who
challenge dominant norms and assert their presence in the public sphere. Rahmawati et al. (2023)
emphasize how Indonesian female musicians, despite systemic barriers, have utilized their
platforms to advocate for women’s rights and social justice. Waldjinah exemplifies this dual role
of artist and cultural agent, using her voice and stage persona to articulate a gendered vision of
postcolonial identity.

To understand Waldjinah’s cultural impact, it is essential to consider the theoretical frameworks
that illuminate the relationship between gender, aesthetics, and music. Feminist musicology, as
Larsen (2017) proposes, provides a critical lens for examining how patriarchal structures mediate
the production and reception of female musicianship. Complementary approaches from cultural
studies and performance theory further unpack how female performers like Waldjinah navigate
and reconfigure gender roles within their artistic practices. Burns (2024) extends this discourse by
exploring the contradictions inherent in women’s musical representation, particularly within
traditionally male-dominated genres.

Post-1945 Indonesian cultural policy also plays a pivotal role in shaping the reception and
institutionalization of genres like Langgam Jawa. Following independence, the state undertook
extensive efforts to foster a cohesive national identity by promoting regional art forms within a
unified cultural framework. Mashuri et al. (2024) highlight how traditional music, including
keroncong and gamelan, was revitalized under state auspices to reflect Indonesia’s rich cultural
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mosaic. Langgam Jawa, promoted through national media outlets like RRI and TVRI, became
emblematic of this policy shift, reflecting both local distinctiveness and national pride.

The negotiation between tradition and modernity is a recurring theme in Southeast Asian
musicology. Bagaskara et al. (2024) discuss how musicians in genres like dangdut and keroncong
respond to cultural expectations by fusing traditional motifs with contemporary stylistic elements.
This hybridity allows for creative innovation while anchoring the music in cultural authenticity.
Langgam Jawa exemplifies this dynamic, blending Javanese ornamentation and poetic diction with
diatonic harmonic progressions, thus forging a space where the past and present coexist in sonic
form.

This article aims to analyze the postcolonial aesthetic constructed by Waldjinah through her music,
visual representation, and media engagements. It posits that Langgam Jawa, mediated through
Waldjinah’s artistry, functions as a gendered expression of regional identity that resonates with
broader narratives of national cultural formation. By examining her vocal techniques, lyrical
themes, media portrayals, and institutional affiliations, this study contributes to an interdisciplinary
understanding of how music, gender, and postcolonial identity intersect in modern Indonesia.

METHOD

This study employs a qualitative approach grounded in cultural studies and feminist musicology,
aiming to understand how Waldjinah, as the central figure of Langgam Jawa, shaped musical
aesthetics, gender identity, and national representation in a postcolonial context.

The research is framed as a descriptive—interpretative analysis guided by feminist musicology
(Larsen, 2017), postcolonial performance theory (Lee, 2018), and reception analysis (Gripsrud et
al., 2018). This design enables an examination of musical practice alongside its social, political,
and gendered dimensions.

The data set includes:

1. Archival audio recordings of Waldjinah from the 1950s—1990s, both commercial and non-
commercial.

2. Audiovisual documentation, including national television broadcasts (RRI, TVRI) and
concert footage.

3. Song lyrics from Waldjinah’s repertoire of Langgam Jawa, especially those drawing from
macapat traditions.

4. Secondary sources, such as media articles, critical reviews, and academic literature on
keroncong, Langgam [awa, and gender in Indonesian music.

Data were gathered through:

e Archival research to access original recordings and media documents.
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e Textual analysis of song lyrics, linked to macapat poetic structures.
e Media analysis of televised performances and Waldjinah’s visual representations.
e Literature review to provide theoretical grounding and historical context.

The analysis was conducted in three main stages:

1. Musicological analysis, including vocal transcription, identification of ornamentation (e.g.,
undul-usuk), and examination of keroncong’s diatonic harmonies blended with Javanese
idioms.

2. Discourse and semiotic analysis, to interpret lyrical symbolism and the construction of
gendered meanings in media representation.

3. Reception analysis, exploring responses from audiences, media, and state institutions—
through awards, criticism, and public recognition—that shaped Waldjinah’s cultural status.

Validity was enhanced through source triangulation (audio, video, lyrics, and secondary
documents) and theoretical triangulation, integrating perspectives from musicology, feminism,
and postcolonial theory. Findings were cross-checked against previous scholarship on
Indonesian music, gender, and cultural politics to ensure consistency and analytical depth.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

Vocal and Musical Traits

Waldjinah’s vocal style exemplifies Javanese ornamentation through techniques such as wndul-usuk
a rapid, narrow oscillation that conveys nuanced emotional textures distinct from the broader,
uniform vibrato of Western practice (Adeshola et al., 2022). This ornamentation aligns closely with
the cultural and narrative context of the music, functioning as a conduit for emotional expression
embedded in Javanese aesthetics. Waldjinah's phrasing employs gliding pitch transitions and subtle
dynamic shifts that enrich the lyrical interpretation, demonstrating a highly stylized and poetic
approach rooted in slendro and pelog modalities (Lisiak, 2017). Diatonic instruments such as those
in keroncong ensembles adapted with microtonal sensitivity enable these melodic idioms to be
articulated effectively, bridging traditional scales with Western harmonies (Branicki et al., 2023).
Vocal transcriptions remain instrumental in preserving and analyzing these expressions, capturing
performance subtleties and offering insight into cultural and gendered stylizations (Swan, 2017).

Lyrics and Language

Langgam Jawa lyrics draw heavily from Javanese macapat poetic traditions, particularly forms like
dhandhanggula and pocung, which structure lyrics around moral, spiritual, and emotional themes
(Ramadhan, 2025). These texts are steeped in symbolism, with nature, love, and social values
functioning as recurring motifs that situate personal experiences within communal and
cosmological frameworks (Pertiwi et al., 2023). Gendered narratives dominate the lyrical space,
where female characters are frequently romanticized or idealized; yet, newer compositions reflect
increased agency and portrayals of resilience, indicating shifts in the cultural representation of
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femininity (Bastos et al., 2021). Comparative studies across Southeast Asian poetic traditions
highlight shared tropes and thematic overlaps, suggesting historical and cultural exchanges that
enrich Langgam Jawa’s lyrical repertoire (Alenichev et al., 2024).

Media Persona

Waldjinah’s portrayal in Indonesian mass media from the 1950s to the 1990s was framed within
traditional femininity emphasizing grace, modesty, and virtue. While state-run institutions such as
TVRI and RRI curated her image to align with nationalistic narratives, audiences and fellow
musicians sometimes responded with ambivalence, negotiating between admiration for her artistry
and skepticism toward state-mediated representations. This dual reception illustrates that
institutional support coexisted with grassroots contestation(Gripsrud et al., 2018).

Institutional Support

RRI's programming, particularly through Bintang Radio competitions, played a pivotal role in
canonizing Waldjinah’s music and broadcasting Langgam Jawa as a nationally relevant genre (Haro,
2024). Postcolonial cultural policies aimed to integrate regional art forms into a broader national
framework, balancing preservation with unification goals (Ebong et al., 2023). Government awards
cultural service honors, national artist recognition served as institutional validations that reinforced
Waldjinah’s stature (Chen & Hu, 2024). These efforts not only legitimized Langgam Jawa but also
opened pathways for female representation in heritage discourse. Gender-inclusive policies by
state institutions have been crucial in recognizing women’s contributions to Indonesian music,
challenging historic biases and expanding cultural narratives (Channon & Phipps, 2017).

Langgam Jawa, as exemplified through Waldjinah’s career, stands as a prime site of postcolonial
musical negotiation, where tradition and modernity, regional identity and national consciousness,
femininity and institutional power all intersect. Its hybrid structure melding Western harmonic
foundations with Javanese vocal and poetic aesthetics epitomizes the broader dynamics of
hybridity within Indonesian music. According to Zandra et al. (2022), such hybridity reflects
historical patterns of cultural exchange, colonization, and resistance, enabling genres like
keroncong and its derivatives to secure canonical status within the national imagination. Yet, this
process of canon formation is not neutral; it is imbued with debates over authenticity and purity,
often reflecting shifting power structures within cultural policy and public discourse (Lee, 2018).
These tensions reveal not only aesthetic concerns but also political stakes in determining which
forms of musical expression are legitimized, preserved, or marginalized.

The canonization of Langgam Jawa thus emerges as a product of both grassroots cultural
continuity and top-down institutional support. While Waldjinah’s aesthetic choices her vocal
ornamentation, lyrical selections, and stage presentation resonate with deeply rooted Javanese
traditions, her widespread dissemination via RRI and TVRI illustrates the role of state media in
shaping cultural memory. The integration of Langgam Jawa into national programming served to
align regional expressions with a broader vision of Indonesian identity. Sunarto et al. (2020)
observe that hybrid genres increasingly achieve canonical status through global and national
celebration of fusion aesthetics, which both complicates and legitimizes their place within heritage

discourse. Moreover, Langgam Jawa’s circulation through public competitions, such as Bintang

168 | Harmonia : Journal of Music and Arts https://journal.idscipub.com/harmonia


https://journal.idscipub.com/harmonia

Voice of a Nation: Waldjinah, Langgam Jawa, and the Gendered Politics of Postcolonial Music
in Indonesia
Putti and Zainsty

Radio, further institutionalized it as a “national tradition,” despite its syncretic and regionally
grounded character.

Postcolonial performance theory further elucidates Langgam Jawa’s function as a performative
space where identity is not only expressed but also contested and reconfigured. Lee (2018) notes
that in postcolonial Southeast Asia, musical performance serves as a site of agonistic expression a
mode of articulating colonial legacies while asserting cultural agency. Waldjinah’s performances,
often rich in symbolism and rooted in macapat poetry, enact this negotiation. Her work affirms
traditional values while adapting to modern aesthetics, embodying the cultural resilience and
innovation emblematic of postcolonial subjectivities. In this context, Langgam Jawa becomes more
than a musical genre; it becomes a discursive terrain where ideas about Javanese womanhood,
cultural authenticity, and national allegiance are tested, refined, and transformed in the public
sphere.

Gender is a central axis in this negotiation. As Bowerman et al. (2018) and Syahvira et al. (2023)
argue, female musicians in Southeast Asia often operate within dual frameworks asserting
nationalist ideals while simultaneously contesting gendered limitations. Waldjinah’s artistic
persona, crafted through careful mediation of femininity and cultural pride, exemplifies this duality.
Her music aligns with state-sanctioned ideals of womanhood, yet her visibility and longevity
challenge patriarchal norms that typically marginalize female artists. Gripsrud et al. (2018)
emphasize that the visual and performative tropes employed by such artists costume, gesture,
comportment function as coded expressions of both compliance and subtle resistance. These
performative strategies, situated within broader debates about women’s roles in cultural
production, reflect an evolving discourse on gender in Indonesian music, where female performers
gain symbolic power even as institutional constraints persist.

Institutional narratives play a decisive role in how these female-led traditions are received and
remembered. As Haro (2024) and Channon & Phipps (2017) illustrate, recognition through awards
and broadcast opportunities often hinges on adherence to state-endorsed representations. This
creates a narrow field in which women’s creativity is validated only when it aligns with dominant
gender ideologies. Yet Waldjinah’s case complicates this narrative; her status as a national icon,
built within institutional frameworks, also carves space for more inclusive and representative
cultural imaginaries. Her success opened opportunities for future female performers and subtly
shifted the criteria for recognition, helping to redefine the boundaries of acceptable and celebrated
femininity within the nation’s musical heritage. Such shifts, though gradual, indicate the potential
for institutional transformation when exceptional artistry challenges restrictive norms.

Ultimately, Langgam Jawa, mediated through Waldjinah’s career, reveals how music operates as a
layered and dynamic field of cultural production. It is not merely a vehicle for aesthetic expression,
but a site of ongoing negotiation between past and present, individual and institution, local and
national, male and female. Through her voice, presence, and legacy, Waldjinah articulates a
postcolonial cultural vision in which hybridity, femininity, and national belonging are not
contradictions, but intertwined elements of Indonesia’s musical identity. Her contribution
underscores how female artists can serve as conduits for cultural meaning-making, disrupting linear
narratives of tradition and modernity, and generating new frameworks for understanding

169 | Harmonia : Journal of Music and Arts https://journal.idscipub.com/harmonia


https://journal.idscipub.com/harmonia

Voice of a Nation: Waldjinah, Langgam Jawa, and the Gendered Politics of Postcolonial Music
in Indonesia
Putti and Zainsty

postcolonial performance. In this sense, LLanggam Jawa is not a static form but a living dialogue
an evolving articulation of identity shaped by voices that have long fought to be heard.

CONCLUSION

Waldjinah’s career illustrates how female artistic agency can shape cultural memory and national
identity in postcolonial Indonesia. By elevating Langgam Jawa from a regional variant of
keroncong into a widely recognized symbol of Javanese femininity, she demonstrated how hybrid
aesthetics combining diatonic keroncong structures with macapat-inspired lyricism could resonate
across local and national audiences. Her artistry reveals that canon formation is not merely an
institutional process but also the outcome of negotiation between gendered performance, cultural
policy, and popular reception.

More broadly, Langgam Jawa’s trajectory underscores the role of women in redefining Indonesia’s
cultural heritage within shifting political and media landscapes. Waldjinah’s legacy highlights the
duality of support and constraint within state institutions, while also pointing to the potential of
female musicians to expand cultural imaginaries. Future studies should explore how younger
generations reinterpret Langgam Jawa in digital and transnational contexts, ensuring that its
evolving meanings continue to reflect diverse voices within Indonesia’s musical identity.
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