
BALI Culture Facts
First inhabited around 2000 BC, Bali’s cultural roots run so deep that the island is known as
“The Island of the Gods.”  Hindu influences reached the Indonesian Archipelago as early as
the first century. There are two major theories for the arrival of Hinduism. The first belief is that
South Indian sea traders brought Hinduism with them. The second describes how Indonesian
royalty first embraced Indian religions and culture, and soon after, the masses followed their
lead.

The Balinese have just four names. A fascinating aspect of Balinese culture is that there are
just 4 names: Wayan, Made, Nyoman, and Ketut, and the people know their babes names
before they are even born. The names are in order of the child’s birth, so the first baby is
called Wayan, the second baby is Made, the third baby is Nyoman, and the fourth is Ketut. If
there’s a fifth baby, they are called Wayan again, and the cycle continues.  The fitfth child
‘Wayan’ may be called Wayan Balik, which loosely translates to ‘another Wayan’.  There are
exceptions, and can get complicated depending on the caste of the family and nicknames
used.  During the first three months of a Balinese baby’s life, they are carried everywhere.
They are LITERALLY not allowed to touch the ground until they pass the three-month mark.

Though Bahasa Bali is the local language spoken in Bali, Bahasa Indonesia is the most
common spoken language around the tourist areas. There are a lot of different languages and
dialects spoken all over Indonesia, although Bahasa Indonesia is the country’s official
language. Most Balinese residents speak 3 languages: Balinese, Indonesian and English (the
last one mostly due to tourism).

One of the most famous foods in Bali is suckling pig known as Babi Guling, considered an
absolute must. Roasted over an open fire for several hours, the meat is flavored with basa
gede – a spicy paste, rubbed with turmeric, and basted with coconut water.

It’s polite to leave food on your plate if you’re invited to eat in the home of a Balinese person.
You may find yourself enjoying dinner sitting on the floor and eating with your hands, in which
case, you eat with your right hand only. When you’ve finished, it’s recommended to leave a
little bit of food on your plate to signify that you’re done.

Bali has a rich arts and culture heritage. Bali is famous for its rich arts heritage, in fact the
island is filled with a plethora of traditional forms of dance and handicrafts found nowhere else
in the world. Such is the uniqueness of Balinese art, it has drawn attention from wealthy
travelers, art collectors and even celebrities.

Bali has been known to leave mouths agape with its dramatic dances. These intricate dances
express a story of drama using the whole body. The Balinese like a blend of seriousness and
slapstick and their dances reveal this; like a vaudeville show, the audience cheers on the good
guys and cringes at the bad guys. Dancers learn the craft at an early age. While the aspiring
dancers are taught to dance with their hands before they can walk, official training starts as
young as age seven.
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The Wali Dance means “sacred,” but the literal meaning of the word is bantén, or offering.
This refers to the direct link to deities, and is not just a form of entertainment for the
Balinese, but a formal exchange of energies. These dances are considered sacred and
must be performed in the inner court of the temple.

The Bebali dances, usually performed in the middle court of a temple, comprise ceremonial
performances. They fall in the middle of sacred and secular. These dances are considered
more as entertainment for the deities than as a direct means of contact.

The Balih-Balihahb dances are often considered secular and take place solely for the
entertainment of people. They are performed in the outer court or even outside the temple.

Balinese dance is inseparable from religion. Based on their religious functions, traditional
Balinese dances can be divided into three categories.

Pencak silat is an umbrella term for a class of indigenous martial arts originating in Indonesia.
Pencak silat was used by Indonesian freedom fighters during their struggle against the Dutch
colonists. Unfortunately after Indonesia gained independence, silat became less popular
among Indonesian youth compared to foreign martial arts like karate and taekwondo.

Pencak silat was practiced not only for physical defense, but also for attainment of higher
psychological ends. In addition to using weaponry, it is a full-body fighting form incorporating
strikes. Every part of the body is subject to be attacked and used to attack. Other than
traditional cultural-related pencak silat, several cultural regions have developed their own
style. The most notable pencak silat traditions are Minang Silek, practiced by Minangkabau
people of West Sumatra. Bakti Negara is the style of pencak silat from Bali.

The Wayang, or Balinese shadow play, is perhaps the most famous show in Balinese theatre.
In a Wayang performance flat cut-out figures are silhouetted against a translucent, rice paper
screen, lit by a coconut- husk lamp. Accompanied by a gamelan (traditional ensemble music)
orchestra and occasional chanting or singing, these entertaining performances harken back
hundreds of years, tapping into religious mythology or well-known Balinese sagas blended
with historical facts. This whole show is managed with just one highly skilled puppet master,
or Dalan.

In Bali, spirits are everywhere, they sustain the balance of zen. And there are myriad practices
to keep evil ones at bay. There’s a screen behind compound gateways called an aling aling,
intended to keep them out. (As it happens, Aling Aling is also the name of one of Bali’s most
powerful waterfalls). Every morning, Balinese people leave offerings of food and incense
wrapped in banana leaves outside their homes and businesses, to appease the spirits. There
are also noisy processions and fearsome stone carvings on walls to frighten them off.
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There are a few simple rules of etiquette that can be applied that will show our respect for local
Balinese culture. Outright anger is to be avoided in Indonesia. Indonesians lose respect for
people who do not control themselves. If for any reason you feel you have been mistreated, try
to resolve the matter in an amicable way. 

Religion is the soul of Indonesia; life rotates around religious ceremonies and temples,
especially in Bali. You will see a drastic change in dress and customs between Bali and Java;
one has a mixed Hindu/Buddhist approach to life where in Lombok and especially Java, Islam
is predominant. 

The most conspicuous manifestation of Bali’s rich culture can be found all over the island –
Bali's many temples. Some sources put the number of temples on the island at 20,000; this
does not include the small shrines in every family compound, or the shrines put at crossroads
all around Bali (the Balinese believe that demons congregate at crossroads, and must be
appeased). Every village in Bali has three temples.

The Pura Puseh Temle dedicated to Lord Brahma who created the world: set on the highest
spot of the village (swah), facing the mountains. The village founders are venerated at the local
pura puseh.

The Pura Desa Temple, dedicated to Lord Wisnu, who maintains the world: set at the village
center, the pura desa helps regulate the village's activities. As a sign of its importance in
village-wide matters, the pura desa traditionally also holds the bale agung, a pavilion where
villagers can meet and decide matters as a community.

The Pura Dalem Temple, dedicated to Lord Siwa, the destroyer: the temple of death, the pura
dalem is set at the lowest part of the village, often facing the sea, where demons reside (bhur).
As the area of the village closest to bhur, the dead are often buried here as well.

Nyepi day of silence, is a Hindu New Year celebration observed in the Balinese calendar,
which only has 210 days in a year, and on this day the entire island goes into complete shut
down! This includes shops, businesses, and even the airport – there is no work, no travelling,
and noise is not allowed. This ‘Day of Silence’ is seen as a chance for self-reflection, and is
enforced by the pecalang (local security offers). Beaches, streets, shops and bars are all
closed, even to tourists.
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