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INDIA & 
INDONESIA

Two Countries, One Ancient Soul
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Guess the Main 
Religion in Bali
You said Buddhism? No. Islam? Wrong again. It is 
Hinduism — practised by nearly 87% of the island’s 
population, though Indonesia itself is a Muslim-
majority nation. There are over 4,600 Hindu 
temples in Bali alone. The offerings outside every 
home are changed daily. Saraswati Puja is a public 
holiday. And Nyepi — the Balinese Hindu new 
year — is the only day in the world when an entire 
island of four million people goes silent. No lights 
or vehicles. Even the airport shuts. 
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02 The National Airline  
is a Hindu God
Garuda — Vishnu’s divine eagle — is both Indonesia’s national emblem 
and the name of its national carrier, Garuda Indonesia. The country’s 
word for language — bahasa — comes from the Sanskrit bhasha. Rivers 
carry names from the Ramayana: the Serayu river in Java is said to echo 
the Sarayu of Ayodhya. Indonesian men are named Wisnu and Surya. 
And the word for temple — candi — derives from Chandikagriha, a 
Sanskrit name for the goddess Durga. 
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Sita Would 
Not Recognise 
Herself Here
The Ramayana arrived in Indonesia roughly 
2,000 years ago and the Indonesians promptly 
rewrote it. In the Kakawin Ramayana — the 
old Javanese version — Sita is bold and strong, 
fighting the Asuras in Lanka rather than waiting 
to be rescued. Ravana is a complex, almost 
sympathetic figure. Rama is shown as fallible. 
Hanuman, meanwhile, is a superstar, appearing 
in shadow puppet shows, temple dances and 
Odalan festivals across the archipelago, one 
of the most beloved characters in 
Indonesian performance 
tradition.

Don’t Miss 
This: 
At Pura 
Uluwatu 
in Bali, the 
Kecak fire dance, 
performed at sunset on a 
clifftop above the Indian Ocean, 
retells the Ramayana with 50 bare-chested 
performers and actual flames. One of the great 
live performances on earth. Book ahead; it sells 
out every single night.
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The Money is 
Called Rupiah
From the Sanskrit rupya — silver. The same root 
that gave India its Rupee. Two countries, one 
ancient word for wealth, an ocean between them 
that was never really a barrier, only a road.
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05 There’s a Shiva Temple that 
Rivals Angkor Wat
The Prambanan complex in Yogyakarta was built in the 9th century, dedicated to the 
Trimurti, with the central Shiva temple rising 47 metres — the tallest ancient structure 
in all of Indonesia. It is the second largest Hindu temple complex in Southeast Asia, 
after Angkor Wat. It has 240 temples. Its walls are carved with the entire Ramayana. 
And unlike Angkor, you can walk right up to the stones.

Don’t Miss This: The full moon Ramayana Ballet is performed in an open-air 
theatre on the Prambanan grounds, May through October. It is theatrical, atmospheric, 
and frankly unmissable.
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06 The Country is Literally 
Named after India
Indonesia. Indo — from Indus. The subcontinent’s name, stamped onto an 
archipelago of 17,000 islands. Before that, Sanskrit scholars called it Suvarnadvipa 
— the Island of Gold. And Yavadvipa — the Island of Java — appears in the 
Ramayana itself, mentioned as a land of great riches beyond the sea. Indian 
astronomers were writing about Indonesia two thousand years before the first 
tourist arrived with a carry-on bag.
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The Shadow 
Puppets Have an 
Epic Connection
Wayang Kulit — Indonesia’s ancient shadow 
puppet theatre, using hand-carved buffalo-hide 
puppets, draws its repertoire almost entirely 
from the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. The 
puppet master, or dalang, is considered a priest. 
The show traditionally runs from midnight 
to dawn. And here’s the astonishing part: the 
Balinese performances are conducted in Kawi 
— an ancient Sanskrit-derived language that 
most Balinese cannot speak in daily life, but 
know by heart from childhood, from decades of 
watching. The characters: Rama, Sita, Arjuna, 
Krishna, same as ours, rendered in leather 
and lamplight, speak a dead sacred language 
to an audience that understands every word. 
UNESCO called it a Masterpiece of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage. 

Don’t Miss This: Yogyakarta’s Sonobudoyo 
Museum runs a shortened Wayang Kulit show 
every evening, designed for visitors. Worth 
every minute.
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Kissaten
Japan’s Old-World 
Coffee Ritual
A kissaten is a traditional Japanese 
coffee house, but calling it a café 
doesn’t quite do it justice.
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T                             he world tends to associate Japan with 
matcha, and for good reason. The ritual of Japanese 
tea, with its choreography and calm, has travelled far 
beyond the country’s borders.

But for those who don’t quite take to matcha’s earthy 
sharpness, Japan offers an equally rich alternative. 
Coffee has its own deeply rooted culture here, and the 
kissaten sits at its heart.

A kissaten is a traditional Japanese coffee house, but 
calling it a café doesn’t quite do it justice.

Walk in, and the first thing you’ll notice is the mood: 
low lighting, wooden interiors, perhaps a hint of 
cigarette smoke lingering from another era, and 
almost always, soft jazz playing somewhere in the 

background. There’s no rush here. No laptops 
clattering. No takeaway cups.

Instead, expect to sit down, order slowly, and be 
served coffee that has been made with almost 
meditative care—often hand-ground, brewed one cup 
at a time, and presented with quiet precision.

Coffee as a Pause
Kissaten began appearing in the early 20th century, 
inspired by Western coffee houses but shaped by 
Japanese sensibilities. The first café opened in Tokyo 
in the late 1800s, and over time, these spaces evolved 
into something uniquely local.

They became what sociologists might call a “third 
place”—neither home nor workplace, but somewhere 
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in between. A place to read, think, meet quietly, or 
simply be alone without feeling alone. In a country 
known for speed and efficiency, kissaten offer 
something rare: permission to slow down. They 
remind you that a cup of coffee can be more than a 
caffeine fix. It can be a moment of solitude, a gentle 
conversation, or simply an hour where nothing much 
happens, and that’s the point.

In their early years, they even offered something 
quietly radical: a neutral ground where young 
men and women could meet outside rigid social 
expectations. Writers, students, and thinkers 
gravitated here, giving kissaten a slightly intellectual, 
slightly bohemian air.

The Coffee Itself
At a kissaten, coffee is treated with respect bordering 
on devotion.

Beans are often ground fresh for each order. Water 
is poured slowly, by hand. There’s no automation, no 
haste. The process is deliberate, almost ritualistic.

What you get is not just a cup of coffee, but a carefully 
constructed experience—one that reflects Japan’s 
larger cultural instinct for precision and detail.

What’s on the Menu
Food at a kissaten is simple, nostalgic, and 
comforting.

You’ll often find the classic “morning set”: thick toast, 
butter, eggs, and coffee. There’s Napolitan pasta (a 
distinctly Japanese take on spaghetti), sandwiches, 
and old-school desserts.

Inside Japan’s 
Kissaten Culture

Watch the Mood
Paolo fromTOKYO – Kissaten & Japanese 
Coffee Culture. https://www.youtube.com/@
PaolofromTOKYO.

A beautifully shot introduction to everyday 
Japan—his café videos capture the rhythm, 
etiquette, and quiet charm of kissaten.

Read for Depth
Coffee Life in Japan – by Merry White
A thoughtful exploration of how coffee—and 
kissaten—became woven into Japanese social 
life. Insightful, without being heavy.

Feel It in Film
Hakodate Coffee
Gentle and atmospheric; coffee becomes a 
thread connecting strangers and their stories. 
(Apple TV)

A Step Back in Time
Many kissaten feel frozen in Japan’s mid-20th-
century period right down to their furniture, 
crockery, and music. And that is their charm. 
Younger visitors, tired of uniform global cafés, are 
drawn to their character, their texture, and their 
sense of stillness.
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