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Abstract  
The Tarian Asyik, a royal dance from Kelantan originating in the Pattani Kingdom of Southern Thailand, was created by Raja Kuning, the Queen of 
Pattani, to express longing for a lost bird. Beyond court entertainment, the Asyik Dance represents nature through graceful movements, symbolic 
imagery, and harmony with the natural world. This study examines these representations by analysing three motifs—the bird, ocean waves, and 
elephant—through Aristotle’s theory of mimesis, which interprets art as the imitation of life. The findings reveal that Tarian Asyik embodies aesthetic 
beauty, philosophical meaning, and the Malay worldview.  
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1.0 Introduction  
Nature and humanity maintain a symbiotic relationship: humans rely on nature for survival, and nature depends on human stewardship 
for preservation and continuity. In art and culture, nature serves as a persistent source of inspiration, shaping creative ideas and artistic 
expression. This process is conceptually framed by mimesis, a philosophical concept introduced by Aristotle, which defines art as the 
representation or imitation of life and nature through structured human actions and experiences. 

In the Malaysian cultural context, numerous traditional dance forms embody elements derived from the natural environment. 
These include Tarian Sumazau and Kuda Pacu from Sabah, Tarian Rejang Beuh and Ngajat from Sarawak, Tarian Pelanduk from 
Pahang, and Tarian Asyik from Kelantan. Each of these performances reflects a close relationship between movement, symbolism, and 
the surrounding ecological or social environment. 

Tarian Asyik is a classical Malay court dance believed to have originated from the Patani Sultanate during the reign of Raja 
Kuning (1635–1649), prior to the fall of Patani in 1688, as recorded in Hikayat Patani. It was later introduced to the Kelantan court around 
1844 during the reign of Sultan Muhammad II (1839–1886). The dance narrates the story of Raja Kuning, the Queen of Patani, who 
mourns the loss of her cherished dove. The performance expresses her longing and affection through soft, graceful movements, 
captivating audiences with its refined aesthetics. The term Asyik, which means “beloved” or “passionate,” aptly captures the emotional 
and aesthetic essence of the dance. 

Tarian Asyik features a range of movement motifs (ragam), such as merpati terbang, tanduk kerbau, mengambur, sasang, 
ketam melambai duyung, setukang benang, gedik itik, itik berenang, gajah gulung belalai, and gelombang. Each motif represents 
specific aspects of nature and human emotion. This study examines three motifs—merpati terbang (the bird), gelombang (the wave), 
and gajah gulung belalai (the elephant)—as symbolic representations of the natural world. The analysis applies Aristotle’s Theory of 
Mimesis to investigate how these motifs express the relationship between movement, nature, and meaning in Tarian Asyik. This 
approach aims to demonstrate that Tarian Asyik embodies natural representation as creative transformation, reflecting cultural values, 
aesthetic sensibilities, and human engagement with nature. 

 
 

2.0 Literature Review 
Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) was born in Stagira, Thrace, and is widely regarded as the intellectual successor to Plato, though he diverged 
significantly from his teacher’s views. This divergence led to the emergence of new philosophical ideas that profoundly influenced 
Western thought (Sustrisno & Hadiman, 1992). Aristotle is often credited as the pioneer of the concept of detached aesthetics—the 
notion of “art for art’s sake.” Both Plato and Aristotle viewed art as a form of imitation, reflecting nature, life, and reality. However, their 
interpretations of imitation differed considerably. While Plato regarded artistic imitation as an inferior and deceptive copy of the ideal 
world, Aristotle saw it as a meaningful process through which knowledge and understanding of the real world could be achieved. For 
Plato, true knowledge derived from intellectual contemplation of perfect forms rather than sensory experience, whereas Aristotle argued 
that abstract patterns and physical reality were inseparable; observation and representation of the physical world served as legitimate 
sources of knowledge. 

The term mimesis originates from the Greek word meaning “imitation,” but its semantic range extends to “representation,” 
“reproduction,” “expression,” “fiction,” and “make-believe” (Woodruff, 1992). It refers to the creation of mimemata—representations or 
images that reflect aspects of life and nature. In Plato’s writings, mimesis often carried negative connotations, being associated with 
illusion and moral corruption, while Aristotle employed the term more positively and comprehensively. He used mimesis to describe a 
fundamental human impulse to create and to find pleasure in representation, acknowledging art’s cognitive and emotional dimensions. 
Despite its extensive application, Aristotle’s notion of mimesis remains fluid, existing within a conceptual field that encompasses likeness, 
signification, and transformation rather than mere imitation. 

According to Halliwell (2012), Aristotle’s conception of mimesis extends beyond the analytical classification of artistic forms to 
encompass the interpretive flexibility inherent in all creative acts. This approach recognises that every artwork operates within its own 
representational framework, defined by the artist’s intent, medium, and audience perception. Instead of imposing a rigid aesthetic 
system, Aristotle’s mimetic theory accommodates variations in artistic interpretation, allowing for multiple layers of meaning and diverse 
modes of representation. Within this view, mimesis is not merely the act of copying reality but a transformative process through which 
art reimagines, reframes, and communicates human experience. 

In his seminal work Poetics, Aristotle categorised the arts under what he termed “the mimetic arts,” analysing them based on 
their medium, objects, and manner of imitation. This framework provides the foundation for understanding how artistic expressions—
whether through poetry, theatre, or dance—serve as structured reflections of human life and action. In this study, Aristotle’s theory of 
mimesis functions as the central analytical lens to interpret how selected movement motifs (ragam) in Asyik dance embody 
representations of nature and emotion through stylised imitation. 
 
 

3.0 Methodology 
The primary data for this study were obtained from selected video recordings of Tarian Asyik. These recordings were chosen for their 
clarity in illustrating the defining movement motifs and stylistic features of the dance. Each recording was examined to identify the 
structural composition, rhythmic phrasing, and gestural vocabulary characteristic of the Asyik tradition. In addition to the visual 
analysis, relevant secondary sources—such as published literature, historical documents, and archival materials—were reviewed to 
provide cultural and historical context supporting the interpretation of the movements. 
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The analysis was guided by Aristotle’s theory of mimesis, which conceptualises art as the imitation of human actions and 
lived experiences through an organised narrative or formal structure. In this context, mimesis is understood as the process of imitation 
that reproduces gestures, expressions, and movements to convey emotional and symbolic meaning. This research employed a 
qualitative approach combining a library-based study and analytical observation of existing performance recordings to explore how 
natural elements and symbolic gestures are represented in Tarian Asyik through mimetic expression. 

 
 

4.0 Findings 
Asyik dance is performed exclusively by female dancers seated close to the floor, emphasizing the connection between the body and 
the ground. The choreography highlights refined movements of the torso, hands, and fingers, reflecting the dance’s courtly aesthetics. 
The subsequent analysis examines three primary motifs—the bird, the wave, and the elephant—each representing specific meanings 
and cultural expressions within Tarian Asyik. 
 
4.1 The Influence of the Patani Queen on the Origin of Asyik Dance 
Asyik dance is rooted in the cultural and historical legacy of the Patani Sultanate, particularly during the reign of the four Patani Queens 
(1584–1688). Queen Raja Kuning significantly influenced the symbolic and emotional foundation of the dance. The legend of her longing 
for a lost dove inspired the creation of Asyik dance, which expresses sorrow and spiritual affection through delicate movements and 
lyrical gestures. The term Asyik, meaning “beloved” or “one who is in deep affection,” encapsulates the connection between emotional 
expression, feminine grace, and royal refinement. 

Asyik dance, performed exclusively by female dancers seated near the ground, emphasizes gentleness, restraint, and 
harmony with nature. These qualities reflect the aesthetic ideals of the royal court and the feminine character of the performance. The 
dancers’ proximity to the floor symbolizes humility and the rootedness of human life in the natural world. Motifs inspired by birds, waves, 
and elephants further illustrate the connection between nature and femininity. 

The bird symbolizes freedom, longing, and beauty. The wave signifies rhythm, emotional flow, and continuity. The elephant 
represents wisdom, strength, and loyalty. Together, these motifs reflect Aristotle’s concept of mimesis, in which art imitates life through 
symbolic enactments of nature and human emotion. Asyik dance thus serves as both a reflection of royal history and a cultural text that 
celebrates femininity, empathy, and the harmonious relationship between humanity and the natural world. 
 
4.2 The Representation of Bird 
The movement known as ragam merpati terbang (the flying dove), depicted in Figure 1, is a mimetic imitation inspired by Raja Kuning’s 
lost bird. This gesture exemplifies Aristotle’s concept of mimesis, where art imitates nature and human experience as emotional re-
creation rather than simple replication. The dancer leans gently to the left or right, with both palms facing upward, emulating the fluttering 
motion of a bird in flight. This embodied imitation transforms the queen’s longing and sorrow into a symbolic and aesthetic form. 
 

 
Fig. 1:  Merpati Terbang 

(Source: Authors) 

 
In semiotic performance analysis, the dove serves as a signifier of peace, love, and freedom. The rhythmic oscillation of the 

dancers’ movements symbolizes harmony among body, emotion, and nature. When twelve Asyik dancers perform together as Raja 
Kuning recalls her lost bird, the communal aspect of emotional expression is emphasized, indicating that grief and affection are shared 
human experiences elevated through ritual performance. 

The term Asyik, meaning “beloved” in Malay, deepens the metaphorical significance of the dance by connecting the queen’s 
affection for her bird to broader concepts of devotion, purity, and transcendence. Asyik dance thus operates as both a mimetic and 
semiotic embodiment of human emotion expressed through natural imagery. The bird becomes a poetic intermediary between internal 
emotion and the external world, consistent with Aristotle’s view that art transforms experience into beauty and meaning. 
 
4.3 The Representation of a Wave 
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                (a)                                        (b) 

Fig. 2.(a) Gelombang duduk; (b) Gelombang berdiri 
(Source: Authors) 

 
Figure 2(a), gelombang duduk (seated wave), and (b), gelombang berdiri (standing wave), demonstrate dancers’ graceful arm 
movements that imitate the undulating motion of sea waves. In gelombang duduk, the dancer releases her scarf while performing soft, 
seated gestures. In gelombang berdiri, the dancer transitions from kneeling to standing, creating a continuous, flowing rhythm that 
mirrors the rise and fall of ocean waves. Both patterns function as mimetic representations of the sea, illustrating Aristotle’s concept of 
mimesis as the imitation of nature’s rhythm and essence through artistic expression. 

From a geographical perspective, both Kelantan and Siam (Patani) are coastal regions positioned strategically between the 
Burmese and Annamese kingdoms, within the historical Indo-Chinese realm under French influence. Their geographical proximity to the 
sea has long shaped their cultural identity and aesthetic sensibilities. According to John Nieuhoff’s account during his visit to Patani in 
1600, under the reign of Raja Kuning, the kingdom prospered as a major maritime trading hub for voyages to the Far East (Mohd 
Zamberi, 2006). This historical context suggests that the coastal environment, with its constant interaction between land and sea, 
inspired the creation of the gelombang duduk and gelombang berdiri motifs—movements that reflect both the serenity and the dynamism 
of the ocean. 

Davies (1902) also documented a significant event in 1899 following the death of Sultan Mansur, when the reigning Rajah of 
Kelantan, fearing political unrest, sought assistance from Siam. The Siamese government responded by sending troops and a gunboat 
via the sea, underscoring the importance of maritime routes as the main channel for communication, transportation, and governance. 
Although the political disturbance was later resolved peacefully, this episode highlights how the sea symbolized both connection and 
instability—an ever-shifting force mirrored in the fluid movements of Asyik dance. 

These gestures do not simply replicate the physical movement of waves; instead, they reinterpret the motion as an aesthetic 
metaphor for emotional continuity, transition, and resilience. The dancers’ subtle swaying and undulating arm movements express 
harmony and equilibrium, embodying the philosophical unity of human emotion, nature’s rhythm, and the Malay court’s cultural 
worldview. The wave motif in Tarian Asyik thus exemplifies Aristotle’s idea that art imitates life as a reimagined reflection of nature’s 
beauty and wisdom. 
 
4.4 The Representation of an Elephant 

 
Fig. 3: Gajah lambung belalai 

(Source: Authors) 

 
In Figure 3, the dancers’ hand movements resemble an elephant raising and curling its trunk, serving as a mimetic imitation that captures 
both the animal’s physical form and symbolic significance. In Tarian Asyik, this motif represents power and dignity, aligning with 
Aristotle’s notion of mimesis, where art imitates life in essence and meaning. The dancer’s controlled, rhythmic motions evoke the 
elephant’s grace, patience, and composure, transforming natural movement into an aesthetic expression of human virtue and cultural 
philosophy. 
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In Southeast Asian cultural consciousness, particularly within Thai and Malay traditions, the elephant occupies a revered 
position as a national and spiritual symbol. In Thai belief, the white elephant (chang phueak) is considered sacred—an embodiment of 
royal authority, divine wisdom, and moral virtue. During the Ayutthaya and Sukhothai periods, elephants symbolised sovereignty and 
were used in warfare and royal ceremonies as emblems of majesty and courage. Similarly, in Kelantan, elephants were regarded as 
royal beasts that featured prominently in state ceremonies and processions, symbolising nobility and royal power. 

Beyond its symbolic association with strength and sovereignty, the elephant in the Asyik dance also represents diplomacy and 
unity between neighbouring kingdoms. Historical accounts by Davies (1902) document the long-standing ties between Patani, Kelantan, 
and Siam, maintained through the ritual offering of Bunga Mas (Golden Flowers) — a gesture of respect and peaceful allegiance to the 
King of Siam. Even during periods of conflict and displacement, the relationship evolved into one marked by resilience, negotiation, and 
cultural exchange. 

Viewed from this perspective, the elephant-inspired movements in Asyik dance transcend physical imitation and embody 
political harmony, endurance, and moral equilibrium. These gestures represent strength balanced by serenity and authority guided by 
compassion. The motif demonstrates how traditional Malay court dance integrates natural symbolism and historical experience into a 
poetic reflection of human virtue, royal identity, and the balance between power and empathy. 
 

5.0 Discussion  
Analysis of Asyik dance through Aristotle’s theory of mimesis reveals a strong interconnection among humanity, nature, and cultural 
identity, expressed through the motifs of the bird, wave, and elephant. Each movement surpasses imitation, embodying deeper 
meanings and emotions. The bird represents freedom, longing, and the transcendence of sorrow, reflecting Queen Raja Kuning’s 
narrative and the human desire for liberation. The wave signifies rhythm, fluidity, and life’s continuity, inspired by the maritime geography 
of Patani and Kelantan. The elephant symbolizes wisdom, endurance, and royal power, merging spiritual and political meanings rooted 
in Southeast Asian traditions. Together, these elements transform Tarian Asyik from a courtly performance into a philosophical text that 
mirrors the moral and emotional dimensions of life. Through mimesis, natural imagery becomes an aesthetic and ethical reflection of 
human virtue, portraying balance, serenity, and unity between the natural and metaphysical worlds. Asyik dance is thus affirmed as both 
a historical artefact and a living expression of Malay cultural thought. 
 

6.0 Conclusion and Recommendations 
In summary, Asyik dance demonstrates how traditional Malay court dance serves as a medium for philosophical and cultural expression 
through Aristotle’s concept of mimesis. The motifs of the bird, wave, and elephant illustrate a complex dialogue between humanity and 
nature, integrating emotional, spiritual, and moral dimensions within artistic form. This study underscores the value of interpreting 
traditional dance as a living text of cultural knowledge. Future research should expand this analysis through comparative studies with 
other regional dances and employ practice-based methodologies to deepen understanding of embodied symbolism. Strengthening 
documentation, education, and performance revitalization is also recommended to preserve and sustain Asyik dance as a vital element 
of Malay heritage. 
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