Bethania, Applied Ethnomusicology Journal, Vol. 2 No.1

Hhromicieclogy

ARTICLE
Submitted date : 18" May 2026

Revised date  : 29" June 2026
Accepted date : 29" June 2026

Alamat Korespodensi:
Ethnomusicology, Performing Arts, Insitut Seni Indonesia Yogyakarta

E-mail: Jocellyne184@gmail.com

Jocellyne Christmas Bethania”

" Ethnomusicology, Performing Arts, Institut Seni Indonesia
Yogyakarta

Abstract:

"Acciacatura Ostinato: Lamentations in the Rambu Solo'
Ritual" is a documentary film that explores the practice of
Ma'badong in the Toraja people's death rituals. Ma'badong is
a collective vocal tradition sung as a final tribute to the
deceased and as an expression of shared grief. Despite its
cultural significance, this tradition remains largely
undocumented through audiovisual media, leaving it relatively
unknown beyond Toraja communities, particularly among
younger generations. This study aims to document and
represent the Ma'badong tradition through an audiovisual
approach to facilitate a deeper understanding. The research
employs ethnomusicological and visual anthropological
approaches using a descriptive qualitative method. Data were
collected through observation, interviews with To Ma'badong
and traditional leaders, as well as audio-visual documentation
during the ritual. An observational approach was used to
preserve the authenticity of the recorded cultural practices.
The research findings indicate that Ma'badong features
musical characteristics such as unison vocals, repeated verses,
and a responsorial pattern led by the indo' badong. The verses
sung contain expressions of respect, prayers, and the life story
of the deceased. The circular formation and community
participation demonstrate the strong value of solidarity within
Toraja culture. This documentary film illustrates that
Ma'badong serves not only as a mourning ritual but also as a
medium for the preservation of culture and the collective
memory of the Toraja people. By combining ethnographic
research with documentary filmmaking, this study offers a
model for documenting oral musical traditions that lack
written notation systems, contributing to both academic
discourse and community-based cultural preservation efforts.
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Abstrak:

"Acciacatura Ostinato: Nyanyian Ratapan dalam Ritual Rambu
Solo" merupakan film dokumenter yang mengangkat praktik
Ma'badong dalam ritual kematian masyarakat Toraja.
Ma'badong adalah tradisi vokal kolektif yang dilantunkan
sebagai bentuk penghormatan terakhir kepada mendiang
sekaligus ekspresi duka bersama. Meskipun memiliki nilai
budaya vyang signifikan, tradisi ini masih jarang
didokumentasikan secara audiovisual, sehingga kurang
dikenal di luar masyarakat Toraja, khususnya oleh generasi
muda. Penelitian ini bertujuan mendokumentasikan dan
merepresentasikan tradisi Ma'badong melalui pendekatan
audiovisual agar dapat dipahami secara lebih mendalam.
Penelitian menggunakan pendekatan etnomusikologi dan
antropologi visual dengan metode kualitatif deskriptif. Data
diperoleh melalui observasi, wawancara dengan To
Ma'badong dan tokoh adat, serta dokumentasi audio-visual
selama ritual berlangsung. Pendekatan observasional
digunakan untuk menjaga keaslian praktik budaya yang
direkam. Hasil penelitian menunjukkan bahwa Ma'badong
memiliki ciri musikal berupa vokal unisono, repetisi syair, dan
pola responsorial yang dipimpin oleh indo' badong. Syair-syair
yang dilantunkan memuat penghormatan, doa, serta kisah
hidup mendiang. Formasi lingkaran dan keterlibatan
masyarakat menunjukkan kuatnya nilai solidaritas dalam
budaya Toraja. Film dokumenter ini memperlihatkan bahwa
Ma'badong tidak hanya berfungsi sebagai ritual kedukaan,
tetapi juga sebagai media pelestarian budaya dan memori
kolektif masyarakat Toraja. Dengan memadukan penelitian
etnografis dan pembuatan film dokumenter, penelitian ini
menawarkan model dokumentasi tradisi musik lisan yang
belum memiliki sistem notasi tertulis, sekaligus berkontribusi
pada wacana akademik dan upaya pelestarian budaya
berbasis komunitas.

Kata Kunci: Ma'badong; Rambu Solo'; Toraja;
Film Dokumenter; Etnomusikologi Terapan
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1. Introduction

Indonesia boasts a rich cultural diversity reflected in various oral traditions,
rituals, and musical practices passed down through generations. One
tradition that has survived to this day is Ma'badong, a ritual performed
during the Rambu Solo’ ceremony of the Toraja people in South Sulawesi.
Ma'badong is a collective vocal tradition chanted as part of a funeral
ceremony to honor the deceased and guide their spirit to the realm of Puya
within the Aluk Todolo belief system. This tradition serves not only as a
musical expression but also as a medium for conveying cultural values,
social solidarity, and the collective memory of the Toraja people.

In practice, Ma'badong is performed in groups arranged in a circle and led
by the indo’ badong, who recites the verses. The verses are chanted
repetitively using vocal elongation techniques that create a contemplative
and emotional atmosphere. These verses contain stories of the deceased’s
life, expressions of respect, prayers, and affirmations of the deceased's
social identity. The existence of Ma'’badong demonstrates that music in
Toraja society is inseparable from the social, spiritual, and cultural contexts
that surround it.

Amid the progress of modernization and social change, the survival of oral
traditions such as Ma'badong faces challenges in terms of transmission
and documentation. The lack of audiovisual documentation capable of
representing Ma'badong practices in context has resulted in this tradition
remaining largely unknown to the general public, particularly the younger
generation. Therefore, documentation efforts are needed that not only
record the performance itself but also capture the cultural experience,
symbolic values, and emotional atmosphere inherent in the ritual.

Given these conditions, this study presents the documentary film
“Acciacatura Ostinato: Lamentations in the Rambu Solo’ Ritual” as an
application of ethnomusicological and visual anthropological approaches.
The documentary film was chosen because it serves as a medium for
cultural representation that presents visual elements, sound, and spatial
experiences in a more tangible way. An observational approach was used
to preserve the authenticity of the events and to present the Ma'badong
practice as it unfolds in the field.

This study aims to document and analyze the musical practices of
Ma'badong within the context of the Rambu Solo’ ritual. Additionally, this
study seeks to examine how musical elements, lyrics, body movements,
and collective community participation shape the social and spiritual
meanings within this tradition. Through this research and documentary
film, it is hoped that Ma'badong will be understood not only as a mourning
ritual, but also as a form of cultural identity and a means of preserving the
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traditional heritage of the Toraja people.
2. Literature Review

The Ma'badong tradition is a form of musical practice within the Rambu
Solo’ ritual of the Toraja people, which is closely intertwined with the
community’'s social, cultural, and spiritual systems. In this study,
Ma'badong is understood not only as a ritual song but also as a medium of
cultural communication that embodies the values of respect, social
solidarity, and the collective memory of the Toraja people. This practice
manifests through collective vocal chanting performed in a circle and led
by the indo’ badong, who recites the verses.

The study of Ma'badong in this research is grounded in an
ethnomusicological approach that views music as an integral part of a
community’s cultural life. The musical elements of Ma'badong include the
use of unison vocals, verse repetition, syllable elongation, responsorial
patterns, and the interplay between vocal rhythm and bodily movement.
This musical structure creates an emotional and reflective atmosphere
within the Rambu Solo’ ritual. Furthermore, the verses chanted also serve
as a medium for conveying life stories, paying respects, offering prayers,
and affirming the social identity of the deceased.

In a social and cultural context, Ma'badong reflects the strong solidarity of
the Toraja community. The circular formation used in the badong practice
symbolizes unity, the continuity of life, and the relationship between
humans and their ancestors. The community’s collective involvement in
the ritual demonstrates that grief is understood as a shared experience,
not one belonging solely to the bereaved family. This tradition is also linked
to the community’s social structure, where the performance of Ma'badong
is influenced by a family’'s social status and economic capacity.

This study also employs a visual anthropology approach through the
medium of observational documentary film. This approach is used to
represent the Ma'badong practice naturally and contextually without
significant intervention in the course of the ritual. Documentary film was
chosen as the medium because it is capable of presenting visual elements,
sound, emotional expressions, and the atmosphere of the ritual more
vividly. Through an audiovisual approach, the Ma'badong tradition is
understood not only as a research subject but also as a living cultural
experience.

In addition to serving as a form of cultural documentation, the
documentary film in this study functions as a medium for preserving the
oral traditions of the Toraja people. Given that Ma’badong has been passed
down from generation to generation without a written notation system,
audiovisual documentation is essential for ensuring the continuity of this
cultural knowledge. Thus, this study seeks to connect musical analysis,
sociocultural context, and visual representation in
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understanding the practice of Ma'badong as part of the Toraja people's
cultural identity.

3. Methods

This study employs a descriptive qualitative method using
ethnomusicological and visual anthropological approaches. These
approaches are used to understand the Ma’'badong practice not only as a
musical form but also as part of the social, cultural, and spiritual context of
the Toraja people within the Rambu Solo' ritual. The research is realized in
the form of an observational documentary film titled “Acciacatura
Ostinato: Lamentations in the Rambu Solo’ Ritual.”

Data collection was conducted through field observations, in-depth
interviews, and audio-visual documentation during the Rambu Solo' ritual.
Direct observation was used to examine the Ma'badong performance
process, social interactions among community members, performance
formations, and the overall atmosphere of the ritual. Interviews were
conducted with To Ma'badong, traditional leaders, and local residents to
gather information regarding the musical structure, the meaning of the
lyrics, the function of the ritual, and the cultural values embedded within
the tradition.

An observational approach is used in the filmmaking process to preserve
the authenticity of the cultural practices being recorded. The camera
follows the course of the ritual naturally without interfering with the
unfolding events. Sound is recorded live to capture the chanting of the
Ma'badong, conversations, and ambient sounds as part of an authentic
audiovisual experience.

The creative process is carried out through three stages: pre-production,
production, and post-production. The pre-production stage includes
literature review, initial observation, film concept development, selection
of interviewees, and technical production preparation. The production
stage involves capturing video and audio during the ritual using a visual
ethnographic approach. Subsequently, the post-production stage involves
organizing the footage, editing the images and sound, color grading, and
constructing the film'’s narrative in a reflective and continuous manner.

Data analysis was conducted through descriptive interpretation, focusing
on the relationship between the musical elements of Ma'badong, the
sociocultural structure of the Toraja community, and their visual
representation in the documentary film. The analysis examined vocal
characteristics such as unison singing, syllable elongation, and
responsorial patterns; the lyrical content and its narrative and symbolic
functions; the spatial and physical dimensions of the circular formation;
and the role of collective participation in constructing shared meaning
within the ritual. Findings from each analytical layer were then interpreted
in relation to the broader theoretical frameworks of ethnomusicology and
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visual anthropology, ensuring that the academic conclusions drawn from
the data are grounded in both musical evidence and cultural context.

To ensure the credibility of the research findings, data triangulation was
applied by cross-referencing information from three sources: field
observations during the ritual, in-depth interviews with To Ma'badong and
traditional leaders, and audio-visual documentation collected throughout
the fieldwork. Each finding was verified across these sources to ensure
consistency and reduce interpretive bias. In addition, member checking
was conducted by presenting key interpretations to the informants,
allowing them to confirm or clarify the researcher's understanding of the
musical meanings and cultural values embedded in the Ma'badong
tradition. This process strengthened the validity of both the academic
findings and the visual representation presented in the documentary film.

4.Results

Research findings indicate that Ma'badong is a musical practice deeply
intertwined with the social, cultural, and spiritual systems of the Toraja
people within the Rambu Solo’ ritual. This tradition is expressed through
collective vocal chanting performed in a circle and led by the indo’ badong,
who recites the verses. In its execution, Ma'badong serves not only as a
lament but also as a medium for honoring the deceased, conveying
collective memory, and strengthening social solidarity within the
community.

Musically, Ma'badong possesses distinctive characteristics, including the
use of unison vocals, verse repetition, syllable elongation, and a
responsorial pattern that develops progressively. The vocal elongation
technique creates an emotional and contemplative atmosphere that
enhances the ritual experience. The performance structure is led by the
indo’ badong, who initiates the lyrics and melodic patterns, followed by
other groups to form a dense and unified collective sound.

The research findings also indicate that Ma'badong poetry serves both
narrative and symbolic functions. The verses recited contain life stories,
tributes, prayers, and affirmations of the deceased’s social identity. The
content of the poetry varies depending on the context of death, the
individual's age, and their social standing within the community. In the
case of a young person’s death, the poetry emphasizes a sense of loss and
regret, whereas for the elderly, the poetry emphasizes respect and
acceptance of the cycle of life.

From a social perspective, the circular formation in Ma'badong reflects the
values of solidarity and community among the Toraja people. All
participants stand in a circular formation and move in unison as a symbol
of unity and collective connection in the face of grief. The community's
involvement in the ritual demonstrates that death is understood as a
shared social experience, not merely the domain of the bereaved family.
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5.

Through an observational documentary approach, this study also
produces a visual representation of the Ma'badong practice that is more
contextual and emotional. The use of natural cinematography, direct
sound, and documentation of the ritual atmosphere creates an audiovisual
experience that closely mirrors the reality on the ground. This
documentary film demonstrates that Ma'badong is not merely a ritual
musical practice, but also a form of cultural preservation and a
manifestation of the Toraja people’'s identity, passed down through
generations.

Discussions

The discussion section interprets the results in the context of existing
knowledge, explaining how the findings offer new insights into the
problem. It should link back to the introduction, demonstrating how the
study contributes to the broader body of knowledge and its implications
for society.

Research findings indicate that Ma'’badong cannot be understood merely
as a form of ritual song, but rather as a cultural practice that unites musical,
social, spiritual, and symbolic aspects of Toraja society. This tradition plays
a vital role in the Rambu Solo’ ritual and serves as a means of honoring the
deceased, strengthening social solidarity, and conveying the community's
collective memory.

From a musical perspective, the use of unison vocals, the repetition of
verses, and the elongation of syllables form the distinctive and
contemplative musical character of Ma'badong. The collective singing
technique creates a deeply emotional atmosphere, so that the music
functions not only as entertainment but also as a medium for the collective
expression of grief. The musical structure, led by the indo’ badong, also
demonstrates the existence of an organized performance system within
the Toraja people’s oral tradition. Furthermore, Ma'badong poetry
demonstrates that music serves a narrative and communicative function
in rituals. The lyrics not only convey a sense of loss but also document the
life story, social identity, and contributions of the deceased during their
lifetime. Variations in the lyrics based on age and social status indicate that
Ma'badong is closely tied to the social structure of Toraja society. Thus, this
musical practice serves as a medium for representing identity while also
functioning as a form of social tribute to the deceased.

The circular formation and collective participation of the community in
Ma’'badong demonstrate the strong value of solidarity in Toraja culture. All
participants are on equal footing and interconnected through the sounds
and bodily movements performed in unison. This illustrates that death
rituals in Toraja society are not merely a private family experience but a
shared social experience borne collectively by the community.
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Through a visual anthropology approach, the observational documentary
film in this study is able to present the Ma'badong practice in a more
contextual and emotional manner. The use of natural visuals, direct sound,
and minimal intervention demonstrates how the ritual unfolds
authentically in the field. The documentary film serves not only as a
medium of documentation but also as a vehicle for cultural representation
capable of conveying an audiovisual experience to the audience in a more
intimate way.

This study also highlights the importance of audiovisual documentation in
efforts to preserve oral traditions. Ma'badong is passed down through
direct practice without a written notation system, making its existence
vulnerable to social change and modernization. The presence of the
documentary film serves as a form of cultural archive that can help ensure
the continuity of the Toraja people’s cultural knowledge and practices.

Ma’'badong can be understood as a musical practice that serves complex
functions in Toraja society. This tradition is not only a means of expressing
grief, but also a space for the formation of cultural identity, the
strengthening of social bonds, and the transmission of life values that are
collectively passed down from generation to generation.

6.Conclusions

Ma'badong is a musical practice within the Rambu Solo’ ritual that is
closely intertwined with the social, cultural, and spiritual life of the Toraja
people. This tradition serves not only as a lament but also as a means of
honoring the deceased, conveying collective memory, and strengthening
social solidarity within the community. Through the use of collective vocals,
poetic repetition, and responsorial patterns, Ma'badong offers an
emotional and reflective experience that is an integral part of the Toraja
people’'s death rituals.

Research findings indicate that the musical elements in Ma'badong are
directly linked to the symbolic meanings and social structure of the
community. The verses sung contain the life story, prayers, tributes, and
social identity of the deceased, so this tradition functions as a form of oral
documentation passed down from generation to generation. The circular
formation and collective participation of the community also demonstrate
the strong values of togetherness and social bonds within Toraja culture.
Through an ethnomusicological and visual anthropological approach, the
documentary film “Acciacatura Ostinato: Lamentations in the Rambu Solo’
Ritual” successfully portrays the Ma'’badong practice in a more contextual
and authentic manner. The observational approach employed allows this
tradition to unfold naturally through visuals, sounds, and the ritual
atmosphere, closely mirroring the reality on the ground. The documentary
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film serves not only as a medium for cultural documentation but also as a
tool for education and the preservation of the Toraja people’s oral traditions
amidst the progression of modernization.

Thus, this study affirms that Ma'badong is an integral part of the Toraja
people’s cultural identity, possessing musical, social, spiritual, and historical
value. Audiovisual documentation through documentary films is expected
to help ensure the continuity of this tradition while broadening public
understanding of Indonesia’s rich local culture.
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