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Abstract 

Water should not only be viewed in terms of its form but also from the point of view of its source 
and its use. Water is very important in our lives and especially in Indonesia, which is an agrarian 
country where water is the source of life. It is important to avoid a decline in the understanding of 
water. Water can be understood from various perspectives, including the Hindu religion and the 
arts. In the Hindu religion, water is very important since it is believed to be a medium for 
purification and enlightenment. Therefore, both water itself and also its source or origin are taken 
care of and considered sacred. Similarly, from the perspective of the arts, water can be used as an 
aesthetical medium of expression, to produce various sounds and be treated in numerous different 
ways in a musical composition. Water can be utilized to the full as an aesthetical product. 
Understanding the meaning of water from these different perspectives will ensure that we are ready 
to preserve water itself and its sources which guarantee the life of each and every one of us. 
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A. Introduction  

Water is the symbol of the start of life (the birth of a human being) 

Water is the source of life (a need) 

Water is a life medium (a ritual) 

Water needs to be looked after to ensure the continuity of life. 

Indonesia is an agrarian country where the majority of the people earn their living from the land. In 
Java, and specifically in areas around the region of Surakarta, the former area of power of the 
Mataram Kingdom, such as the districts of Klaten and Boyolali, the land is very fertile and most 
people earn a living from planting rice. In a single year they can harvest three crops of rice while 
other areas are only able to harvest twice, and the key to this is the supply of water. In this area, 
water is plentiful because there is a water source (umbul) that never runs dry. It is not surprising that 
this never-ending water source has given rise to various myths. The umbul in this area is considered 
sacred and the local community performs a traditional rawat umbul ritual to ensure it is always taken 
care of. This is the kind of respect the Javanese have for water, and some people even name their 
children after words that mean water, such as: Tirta, Warih, dan Bening. 

Nowadays, however, this phenomenon has begun to change and there has been a decline in the 
respect for water. Water is used in excess for various purposes, such as washing vehicles, rather 
than for its proper use in household consumption for providing food and drink. Water is polluted 
with toxic waste which flows into rivers. It is pumped and used for production or sold for profit. 
Some water sources on mountain slopes are blocked off to build luxurious villas. It is truly 
saddening that this is being allowed to get out of control. For this reason, let us contemplate deeply 
the meaning of water, and use the characteristics of water as guidance in our lives. We love water. 
Water… .water… .water. 
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B. Perspectives for Understanding the Meaning of Water 

Ethnohydraulics views water from a variety of perspectives, including its utilization, management, 
and preservation (Sahid, 2011). These perspectives encourage us to look at the importance of 
responding to an event correctly. In culture, the various thoughts and concepts of water are part of 
a cultural process which give rise to the different ways in which water is treated. 

Myths and folktales about water can be found in almost every part of Indonesia. The sacred value 
of water is mentioned in ancient manuscripts, oral stories, and folklore. Traditional ceremonies 
involving water in Java include ruwatan (exorcism) rituals at the site of a water source (umbul), mbelik, 
and petik laut, which are intended to preserve and look after the environment, with special concern 
for water. This paper explains how water is understood from the perspective of the Hindu religion 
and the arts. 

In the Hindu religion, water is considered important for cleansing and purification. The importance 
of water as means of purification is mentioned in the holy mantra of R. Veda, which reads: 

“Almighty God, ruler of water, erase and purify all our faults or sins, even though we know that we 
should not have done what we did and that it was not right. Now we immerse ourselves in the 
water, we unite with the power that created this water. May the holiness hidden in this water purify 
us and give us holy power”.  

Rg veda I. 23. 22 -23 

“May this holy water purify us with resplendent light. May this cleanser clean us with holy 
water. May this holy water wipe away all our impurities. Truly, we are revived after receiving 
its purity. 

Rg veda X. 17.10. and Yajurveda IV.2 

From the perspective of the arts, in truth, art is an expression of beauty. Various media of 
expression can be used, depending on the creativity of the artist. In the arts, water can be used as a 
sound source to make the music beautiful. In a work of art, what is presented is what can be seen, 
heard, and felt, and the symbols that are used as a medium of expression for the artist to pour out 
his expression of ideas about life in his surrounding environment. 

 

C. Water from the Perspective of the Hindu Religion 

Hinduism began to develop in Indonesia in the year 400 AD along the banks of the Mahakam 
River in East Kalimantan, in the kingdom of Kutai. A stone inscription in the form of a yupa (a 
stone pillar onto which people were tied and sacrificed in ritual ceremonies) provides evidence of 
early Hindu communities in Indonesia. The inscription written in Sankrit with Pallava script refers 
to Sivaistis and Vaprakesvara, which were holy places associated with Deva Iswara, another name 
for the god Shiva.  

In the 5th century, the influence of Hinduism reached West Java, marked by the kingdom of 
Taruma Negara and the Hindu king by the name of Purnavarman. Evidence of this is found on 
seven stone epigraphs with Sanskrit inscriptions using the Pallava script. From these epigraphs it 
can be learned that King Purnavarman dug a river named Gomati and pronounced the god Vishnu 
the source of prosperity.  

In Central Java, Hinduism began to develop in the year 670 AD, as shown on an epigraph with an 
inscription written in Sanskrit with Pallava script, which mentions the growth of Trimurti or the 
worship of the three gods, Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva. Another epigraph, Tuk Mas, shows 
drawings of the attributes of the Trimurti such as a water jug, a disc, a trident, an axe, and a lotus 
flower. 

Hinduism spread to East Java with King Empu Sendok in the Medang kingdom from 929-947 AD. 
He was given the title Sri Isana Tungga Deva Wijaya, which meant he was a king who worshipped 
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the god Shiva. The Hindu influence continued until the reign of Airlangga (1019-1042 AD) who 
built a large number of sacred buildings. In its development, the Hindu religion has continued to 
grow and thrive on the island of Bali right up to the present day. In connection with the journey of 
Hinduism in Indonesia, numerous places of worship, or holy temples, called pura, were built. When 
building a holy place or pura to worship Sang Hyang Widi Wasa or Almighty God, there are a 
number of factors to be taken into consideration. 

The site for a pura should be in an “upstream” location, facing the sunrise, or close to a mountain. 
The meaning of upstream here is pointing towards the east but it can also be understood to mean 
facing a river or a road. A water source is an important consideration for Hindus when choosing 
the site for building a place of worship because water is used for ceremonial purposes.  

In certain ceremonies, water is very important. It is used to purify or wash away the dirt from the 
earth and all that is found there. Imagine if there was no water. In the Hindu community, the 
mekiyis or melis or melasti ceremonies leading up to the holy day of Nyepi are intended to cleanse the 
world and all that exists therein, since it is filled with dirt and stains caused by all kinds of 
disturbances. Therefore, every year a cleansing ritual needs to be held. Hindus in Java usually 
participate in Nyepi ceremonies in Prambanan Temple in the Klaten district of Central Java. Prior 
to the mekiyis ceremony, holy water is collected from a water source that is considered sacred. 
Around this temple, there are numerous natural springs and pools. After the cleansing ritual, the 
symbols that have been cleaned are thrown into the sea which is also a natural source of water. 
Hindus in Central Java usually thrown these symbols into the South Sea in Parangtritis.   

In addition to the mekiyis ceremony, another Hindu ritual in which water is very important is 
Tirthayatra. As explained above, one of the conditions for building a pura is that is must be near a 
water source. The word tirtha means water, river, lake, holy water, a place providing holy water, and 
yatra means the act of visiting or making a journey. Hence, Tirthayatra means a ritual that involves a 
journey to a place that Hindus consider holy, or in other words a pura. Tirthayatra is often called 
Tirthacarya, which means a holy place to meditate and pray for holy water. Other terms that are 
sometimes used are Tirthagamana, Tirthagocara, or Tirtasthana which mean a holy place which is at the 
site of a spring, or at the edge of a river, lake, or ocean, all of which are believed to be sacred. This 
kind of holy place is commonly known as Pathirtan. Tirthayatra is essentially a religious activity in 
which Hindus endeavour to improve their spiritual lives by visiting holy places.  

The places that are visited are known as Tirtha and Ksetra and are sacred sites with holy powers 
where a person can achieve a state of moksa (liberation or release from worldly ties and freedom 
from the cycle of reincarnation or Punarbawa). In India, holy sites are usually places where a river 
passes through. This makes the place more interesting for people to visit and meditate. In Bali there 
are many holy places that have natural water sources, such as Tirtha Empul in Tampaksiring, 
Tirthagangga in Karangasem, Tirtha Petung in Karangasem, and Tirta Pasucian in Tabanan, which 
are always kept in a pure state. In these places, it is forbidden to do anything bad or anything that 
violates religious teachings. This is because Hindu places of worship are generally built in these holy 
sites, especially at the site of a spring or upstream from a spring, since water is an important part of 
religious ceremonies.  

 

D. Water from the Perspective of the Arts 

The shape and form of any work of art is the result of the expression of the artist in his pouring out 
of ideas about the values of life. The discussion related to water in the arts is limited to the use of 
water as a medium of expression or a sound source. There are many different media that can 
produce sound as an expression of beauty. 

Composers such as the late Hajar Satoto and the late I Wayan Sadra used statues as a sound source 
for some of their musical compositions. In order to produce a sound, the statues were struck, 
rubbed, plucked, and shaken. Other sounds sources in their compositions included brooms that 
were shaken to produce a sound. In contemporary musical compositions, various media that exist 
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in our own natural surroundings can be used as a sound source. For example trees, caves, and water 
from natural springs (umbul) or pools (sendang). In general, nature or our surroundings are only used 
as a backdrop for an art performance, but in this discussion, they are treated as music or as a text or 
art form.  

The general function of water sources (umbul or sendang) in the Surakarta area is to supply water for 
farming activities. It is said that in former times, kings used to meditate or perform spiritual 
activities in these places, such as immersing themselves in the water in order to gain some kind of 
divine guidance. Umbul Pengging in Boyolali, for example, is an ancient site where kings from the 
Kasunanan Palace in Surakarta used to perform spiritual acts. 

In the 2000s, Pande Made Sukerta carried out an experiment, using his creativity to search for 
something new that could be used as a sound source for writing a musical composition. Creativity 
here means doing something that did not involve imitation or replication but was his own 
imaginative idea and action, leading to an innovation in the treatment and form of his art 
composition. A spring (umbul) or pool can produce different timbres or colours of sound. These 
were arranged as a series of sounds to form a composition of water music. Although this activity 
went against the traditional use of the umbul as a water source for irrigation, a place for bathing, or a 
site of meditation for the king, when viewed from a different perspective, it was discovered that the 
umbul could also be used as a medium for creating a work of art. When the Javanese play around 
with water in a river or umbul to create different sounds, it is often referred to as playing ciblon. 
When organized and designed in an aesthetical way, this ciblon will create an aesthetically pleasing 
musical composition. Playing ciblon is an indirect way of optimizing the water source as a medium of 
entertainment. The community living around the umbul were highly supportive of this activity in 
which the umbul was used to create music, and the water was used as the main medium of 
expression by a number of artists who created different rhythmic patterns to create a mesh of 
interlocking sounds. 

 

E. Closing  

All life on earth is essentially bound in some way to water, or what is usually referred to as tirtha. 
For this reason, the preservation and proper maintenance of water and natural water sources is 
essential. Water should be used in accordance with its true function and not be treated carelessly or 
without consideration. 

From the perspective of the arts, the water from various natural sources should be treated 
optimally. An umbul is more than a source for irrigation; it can also function in other ways that can 
be beneficial for society, such as using water to produce an aesthetical sound for entertainment or 
spiritual nourishment. 

Understanding the meaning of water from a Hindu perspective, it will always be needed as a 
medium for purification or cleansing, and for this reason it is important to preserve its holy nature. 
Cultural acts that are performed according to these two perspectives are traditional endeavours to 
help preserve, utilize, and look after water. 
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