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Preface
Magnificent Monstrosities 

When I was seven years old, my father performed a magical healing 
on me. To be precise, my father made a wart the size of a ladybug melt 
off the third knuckle of my right hand into sheer nothing by reciting a 
Russian Orthodox prayer three times, making three knots in a slice of 
cotton string and then burying the string in the compost pile next to the 
red rose bush in our back yard. The string burial was done under a full 
moon at exactly midnight.

A few days later I noticed that the obnoxious wart had disappeared. 
This supernatural feat made a lasting impression on me and, left a 

space in my psyche where the uncanny can reside along side a generally 
rational worldview. At different times in my life I have mulled over the 
possible interpretations of what actually occurred. 

‘Sympathetic magic’, a theory developed by James Frazer in his 
landmark book, ‘The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion’, 
provides a plausible perspective. Frazer subdivided the principal of 
‘sympathetic magic’ into two varieties: similarity and contagion. 

Sympathetic magic, also known as imitative magic, is a type of magic 
based on imitation or correspondence. Imitation involves using effigies 
to affect the environment of people, or occasionally people themselves. 
Contagion or correspondence is based on the idea that one can influence 
something based on its relationship to another thing.

Did my father enact a form of shamanic contagion magic on my wart? 
Perhaps the three prayers, the three knots and the full moon were just 
theater trappings. I tacitly accepted this wobbly explanation of what must 
have happened until a scornful dermatologist exclaimed, “Ridiculous! 
Warts are viruses. They cannot be removed by magic. That’s just foolish 
superstition!” I was back at square one trying to figure out the uncanny.

There are other such conundrum events that have persistently tugged 

on the fabric of everyday reality forcing me to look beneath, behind and 
beyond a plausible explanation of how things appear to work, or how I 
have been taught  to think they work in a modern world. 

Over time I have come to realize that understanding isn’t all it is 
cracked up to be no matter how much one desires it. It is the weird, 
mysterious and grotesque phenomena that help make life complex, rich 
and interesting. It is the wondering and the beguiling engagement in 
mystery that matters.

 
Encountering Ogoh-ogoh in Bali
The grotesque involves the managing of the uncanny by the comic – 

Michael Steig, ‘Defining the Grotesque: An Attempt at Synthesis’.
Anticipation is at key pitch at the crossroads where I am standing along 

with hundreds of Balinese villagers and a smattering of camera-toting tourists. 
The excited chitchat ceases as a clamorous band of musicians advance from 
Jalan Hanoman. All eyes shift upward toward the hulking, green-skinned, 
Mohawk-haired, red-eyed monster lurching toward us out of a black sky. 
I gasp, take a quick breath and lift my camera: click, click, click. Another, 
even bigger creature, red-skinned, bulgy-eyed and with yards of dreadlocks 
bouncing wildly, follows dangerously, teetering forward then backward as if 
drunk. The crowd is pushed back briskly as the ogoh-ogoh have the right of 
way tonight. A third human-like entity, also on a bamboo platform carried 
by body painted teenagers, advances into a spray of camera flashes. 

“Rarung, the leader of the leyaks” says Kadek . 
“What are leyaks?” I ask. 
“Evil shape-shifters,” she states, just before the deafening discordant 

metallic percussion instruments overpower any further conversation. 
Rarung is far from comical, rather a force to be reckoned with; her power 
exudes from her long fingernails and her sharp-eyed glare (front cover).
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I am impressed by the creativity and skilled craftsmanship of this imposing 
personage looming precariously over the gaping crowd. Click.

It would take six years and much learning before that night’s 
photographs would find their way into this book.

 
Of Men and Monsters: Regarding the Grotesque
It is appropriate that most people feel uneasy when confronted by the 

grotesque because the function of the grotesque is in its nature paradoxical. 
It liberates, disarms, repels and creates anxiety simultaneously.

Like all artistic grotesques the ogoh-ogoh effigies emerge from the 
dark grottos of a collective unconscious that embraces both western and 
eastern psychological perspectives. Grotteschi is the ancient Italian origin of 
‘grotesque’, a term that has become both a noun and an adjective. It refers 
to the grottos or caves in which statuettes of distorted figures were found in 
XV and XVI century Italy. The mental image of the term probably delighted 
Carl Jung who gifted us with the concept of the collective unconscious.

Balinese culture and architecture is replete with repugnant carved 
stone guardian-like beings positioned at temple and home entrances. 
The Balinese Raksasa perform the same apotropaic function as gargoyles, 
grotesques, chimera and the sexually exhibitionistic Irish sheela na gig 
statues do in Christian gothic architecture—they ward off evil forces and 
dark spirits. 

I grew up schooled in Christian-based ideology and was used to 
picturing good conquering evil as well as the threat of the reverse. So, it 
was surprising to discover the Balinese Hindu spiritual notion that it is 
more desirable to maintain a balance between good and evil. Since evil 
(as a force) cannot be destroyed according to Balinese belief, it must be 
appeased, mollified, given due attention and ritualized respect in the form 
of offerings.

Ogoh-ogoh are communally created, highly artistic effigies of monsters, 
evil forces, witches, demons from Hindu mythology (and most recently 
anti-heroes from Western television), that are paraded through village 
streets on Balinese New Years Eve in preparation for Nyepi, New Year’s 
Day. The ogoh-ogoh effigies are finally burned in a ritualistic effort to rid 
the community of the previous year’s evils. The ogoh-ogoh effigies are 
psychologically complex entities that are comical, grotesque and beautiful 
artistic creations. Some are powerful; some are playful. They function on 
multiple levels and resist easy interpretation, much like the wondrous cave 
paintings of Lascaux and Altamira.

James Frazer would have considered this creative endeavour as the 
Imitation form of sympathetic magic, which involves fetishes, effigies, or 
puppets to rid the environment of evil.

One of the grotesque’s functions in art and life is to reveal the 
constructed nature of rationality and order. Artists all over the world have 
deliberately employed the grotesque to shake viewers out of unconscious 
complacency. The surface relationships by which daily life is governed 
are anything but ordained and stable. The uncanny, the mysterious, the 
monstrous, push us out of our illusions. Like fairytales, ogoh-ogoh are far 
more than childish play. 

As an artist I became intrigued by the Balinese perspective of reality. 
After I moved to Bali I began photographing the ogoh-ogoh seriously. This 
book is my offering to anyone who is interested in Balinese culture and the 
fascinating ogoh-ogoh monsters.

Tamarra Kaida
(16 May 2011, Ubud, Bali)
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Towards a Sacred Ouietude
by Sarita Newson

Bali may be the only place in our contemporary world that ritually and officially 
honors nature by enforcing a day of silence and stillness once a year, regardless of the 
disruption this incurs upon trade and commerce.

Nyepi is a Balinese holy day devoted to quietude and contemplation. It is the 
one and only day in the year when the entire island stops. Shops close. No cars or 
motorbikes are allowed on the streets, (except during emergencies) and no airplanes 
depart or arrive. Lights are turned off or kept to a minimum by most residents. Even 
local Balinese television channels are suspended for 24 hours in order to encourage 
personal reflection. Nyepi, the beginning of a new year on the Saka calendar, is seen 
as a time for introspection, a fresh opportunity to make a new beginning, to be more 
aware of one’s purpose in life—to become a better person. 

On the eve of Nyepi, in order to rid villages and towns of dark forces accumulated 
over the year, villagers lure them to a feast, and then escort them away in a rowdy 
procession of ogoh-ogoh effigies made in their imagined likeness. 

Turning off all the lights and keeping silent is also a way to fool the evil spirits 
into thinking that Bali is empty of people, as they will have little interest in returning 
to a place devoid of human prey, and so are tricked into leaving the island in peace.

On the day of Nyepi, peace rules the island, the air is clear of pollution, and 
birdsong seems to attain a rare volume and clarity, as if the birds and animals have 
re-inherited the earth.

`
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New Year’s Eve: the driving out of evil

Good and evil, right and left, gods and demons, are banded 
into two opposing factions, constantly at war, in which the 
weapons are their magic powers and the stakes the lives 
and interests of the Balinese themselves, compelling them 
to propitiate both sides so as not to attract the wrath of 
either party.

Miguel Covarrubias: “Island of Bali” (1946)

and the ordinary customs and laws held no longer, as with the later 
Roman feast of the Saturnalia where masters and slaves exchanged roles. 
 In the festival of Saturnalia the Romans constructed an effigy of 
the king, an ugly-looking personage of Saturn and the master of revels. 
Upon completion of the annual revels his effigy was burned. Until 
today this ribald tradition can still be witnessed in those parts of the 
world where Carnival is celebrated, especially in the grotesque looking 
floats of Mardi Gras parades. The wild revelry on the thoroughfares, 
the colors and costumes and the masks featured in these carnivals all 
evolved as part of the pre-Christian tradition of spring rites.

In a somewhat similar mode of celebration, Balinese create their 
own giant effigies—known as ogoh-ogoh—at Nyepi. The date of Nyepi is 
based upon the Saka calendar, (Çaka in Romanized Sanskrit). This lunar 
calendar originated in South India, and is known in Java and Bali by the 
name of the pilgrim who brought the calendar to the archipelago. The 
Saka year begins on the new moon of the ninth lunar month of the more 
ancient Sasih calendar of Bali—falling in the Gregorian month of March 
or April. Each of the twelve months of the year begins on a new (dark) 
moon, called Tilem. 

Whilst the actual lunar cycle takes slightly more than 29.5 lunar days 
from one new moon to the next, the Saka calendar prescribes 30 lunar 

The sacred is inevitably linked with the profane, two sides of the coin 
of life, the black and the white intricately woven together as with the 
famous ‘poleng’ cloth, a chequered black and white fabric that decorates 
many shrines and statues on Bali.

This play of opposites is observed not only in Bali’s life philosophy 
of Hindu Dharma, but in many other cultures as well. One only has to 
look into the history of Mardi Gras, for example, a festival that began 
long before Europeans set foot in the New World, to see a similar thread. 
In mid-February ancient Romans celebrated the Lupercalia, a circus-like 
festival on which the Mardi Gras of today is based. When Rome embraced 
Christianity, the early Church fathers decided it was wiser to incorporate 
certain aspects of pagan rituals into the new faith rather than attempt 
to abolish them altogether. Carnival became a period of abandon and 
merriment that preceded the penance of Lent, thus giving a Christian 
interpretation to the ancient custom.

In most cultures, some sort of changeover of the year has given cause 
for similar occasions of community revelry. A time of jubilation at the New 
Year has been traced by anthropologists to prehistoric times and to almost 
every section of the world. Often this period was thought to be an intercalary 
season, that is, a number of days inserted at the year’s end to make the lunar 
calendar coincide with the solar. In a sense, these days were outside time 
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Constructing an Ogoh-ogoh at the Banjar.



5

days in a month, which, unless compensated for, would cause the phases 
to appear half a day earlier every month. So once every nine weeks (63 
days) two lunar days are made to share a single solar day, in a day called 
‘ngunalatri’, from the Sanskrit for “minus one night”. There is a complete 
cycle of ‘ngunalatri’ days relative to moon phases every 32 months, so if a 
double lunar day date occurs on a new moon on a particular date, it will 
next fall on a new moon 32 months later. 

The lunar year may contain either 354 or 355 solar days, depending 
upon where in the 32-month cycle it begins. After the completion of 
a year, if no compensation were made, Nyepi would slip backward 
through the Gregorian calendar anywhere from ten to twelve days. 
This would mean Nyepi would fall back about one month every three 
years and would soon take place nowhere near the vernal equinox. 
To avoid this the Saka calendar is adjusted by inserting an intercalary 
month every so often. 

In the days leading up to the ninth new moon, activities at the Banjar 
meeting-halls in each community take on a fresh energy, as young men 
and boys gather together and enthusiastically discuss plans for creating 
their collaborative ogoh-ogoh effigies with which to farewell the year. 
Discussing ideas, gathering materials and raising the money to pay for 
them, requires time, effort, and dedication from everyone involved in 
the creative process.  It is a true labor of love, and this is one of the ways 
that young men of the village learn to work with each other, setting the 
foundation for their future adult life in the community. This is ‘young 
men’s business’, and the creations take several weeks to construct and 
perfect. But even children as young as five or six years of age make their 
own small ogoh-ogoh with the help of their elders, adding their own 
creations to the festive parade (page 10).  

Two days before Nyepi the small pratima statues that serve as 
receptacles for gods and deified ancestors are carried to the holy springs 
or to the sea for symbolic washing in a rite called Melasti. This involves 
large processions of villagers of all ages who escort the holy icons for their 

annual bath and purification. Long before dawn the sounds of bands of 
musicians can be heard setting the beat with their drums and jaunty tunes 
beaten out on pentatonic scale metallaphones, and the roads become 
packed with straggling groups of villagers dressed in their best temple gear, 
bearing offerings. 

Some cover the distance to the beach or lake squeezed together on 
the back of pickup trucks, and it is a rowdy, picnic-like occasion. The 
day before Nyepi, known as Pengrupukan, is a time for casting out evil. 
Chickens of a particularly colorful plumage (ayam berumbun), and the 
fattest of the local indigenous black pigs are carefully selected, or purchased 
in the market for the sacrifice. Before dawn the men of the village gather 
to do the work, leaving the feathers or skin in one piece with the head and 
legs for use in the devil-bait. The rest of the meat is divided amongst the 
villagers for their offerings at home and to put into the family pot. Large 
mats of coconut leaves are spread out at the village crossroads and piled 
with offerings around the carcasses for the bhuta and kala—evil spirits that 
love to interfere with human endeavor.

Meanwhile the freshly completed ogoh-ogoh of all shapes and sizes 
have been taken out of the village meeting halls and parked ostentatiously 
on the road. They portray witches such as Rarung1, who devours babies 
in order to add to her magical powers (pages 40 & 50), mythical Hindu 
monsters such as the ten-headed Rahwana2, (page 59), and hellish fanged 
bhuta kala characters from the underworld (page 43). In the last two decades 
increasingly diverse and non-traditional forms have begun to play a part in 
the procession. The anti-heroes of today, these more contemporary figures 
of disrepute in the public eye usually reflect the evils of modern society 
such as the gaunt gambler and alcohol addict, a scantily-clad prostitute, or 
the obese, corrupt politician on the lam with his bags of corrupted money. 
These magnificently detailed monsters of both ancient and contemporary 
form have all been created for the ritual purpose of ridding the village 
and its inhabitants of evils accumulated over the previous year. Their brief 
night of wild celebration is about to begin.
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Wayan and Kadek and their mini Ogoh-ogoh.
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Enjoy many more images and stories about this amazing 
cultural phenomenon in the full 100-page hard-cover book!

Order your own copy of 
“Ogoh-ogoh - Balinese Monsters”
by email at: books@saritaksu.com
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