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Art And Political Activism

In Indonesia

During the past decade, changes in Indonesia’s political, social, and cultural worlds bave been

dramatic. The turbulence brought about by the changes, however, inspired artists to make

work that has been both bold and thought-provoking. Through the politicization of their art,

many groups and individuals have belped to create a climate of activism and an awareness

endra, the Indonesian poet and
dramatist, wrote in his poem of
the 1970s, When criticism
comes only through official
channels / life is like vegetables
without salt.... This was an act of defi-
ance against the then-president Suharto’s
bureaucracy and its attempts to suppress
dissent,! but in the last few years of 20th
century, with economic crisis, dissent
erupted everywhere, Suharto was forced
to step down and the “vegetables™ became
very salty. This time is now known as
Reformasi, and the visual arts were one
significant avenue of dissent.

As with literature, the visual
arts had experienced a history of
suppression since 1965, initially for
any association with left wing and
Communist ideologies but even-
tually as part of dictatorial at-
tempts to control culture and
present a benign image of Indo-
nesia under Suharto’'s New Order.
Both literature and the visual arts
had to deal with military and po-
lice restrictions, although the vi-
sual arts were possibly less easily
interpreted by the authorities than
the written word, and sometimes
avoided censorship.?

Representational art had
the potential to convey criticism of
government more clearly to the
public than abstract art. As a re-
sult, art influenced by Dutch Mod-
ernist traditions and art that did not
refer to any religious, social, or
political issue was generally fa-
vored by the cultural bureaucra-
cies, the mainstream galleries, and
collectors: the developing art mar-
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of art that is refreshing.
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ket followed suit. Certain artists struggled
against this suppression such as the mem-
bers of Gerakan Seni Rupa Baru, or the
New Art Movement, which sought to de-
pict the new, modern Indonesia develop-
ing under Suharto’s regime. But along with
art that made references to psychological
tension or depictions of the poor, protest,
when expressed, was necessarily oblique.
All this came to an end in 1998, and, de-
spite all the subsequent problems boiling
in Indonesia, artists really reveled in a free-
dom of speech not known under Suharto,
as the artist Heri Dono said when in Aus-
tralia recently.?
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Art intersects with politics in com-
plex and interesting ways, and sometimes
even art that was created for no other rea-
son than art-related issues, art that did not
refer to any religious, social, or political
issue, was, in Indonesia ‘political’ in its
non-political stance because by not criti-
cizing the current regime, it appeared to
be supporting it. Sometimes political art is
simply an expression of the times, the art-
ist using the tools to hand to participate
in events; but at the other extreme politi-
cal art can be didactic, even though the
artist may deny this. In the opinion of the
well-known art writer and activist, Lucy
Lippard: “Few labor under the il-
lusion that their art will change the
world directly or immediately.....
art may not be the best didactic tool
available, but it can be a powerful
partner to the didactic statement,
speaking in its own language (and,
incidentally, sneaking subversively
into interstices where didacticism
and rhetoric can’t pass).™

Whatever the style, what-
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(From the resignation (of Suharto)
to Semanggi (a demonstration in
1998)). This poster was photographed
in the tiny studio of Nandang Gawe, a
young Bandung artist. It expresses all the
pent-up frustration young activists felt at
the time of Reformasi. Student
demonstrators led the demand for reform
but they were themselves targeted by
security forces and were abducted and
disappeared, thatdisturbing verb thathas
turned into a category of person. Suharto s
New Order regime collapsed like a house of
cardsin 1998 in three brief months between
February, when the rupiah hit an all-time
low against the US dollar, to May, when
protest exploded in riots.
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Djoko Pekik, poster of Without Flowers or Condolence Telegram in the

year 2000, 1999, oil.

ever the intention expressed by the artist,
the urge to raise awareness, alter opin-
ions, ‘raise consciousness,” and eventually
effect change is, I believe, implicit in po-
litical art.

A history of debate surrounds ac-
tivist and political artwork that resurfaced
with Reformasi. Such art is evaluated on
the basis of its ability to convince its audi-
ence, but this audience is not a single, fixed
entity and an artwork popular with the
general public may not have convinced
sections of the art world. This is seen with
the work of the group, Taring Padi. A
political work that is successful in the mar-
ket and fetches a high price is often consid-
ered to have lost integrity, as if its message
is contaminated by money. Such issues
have surfaced around the recent work of
Djoko Pekik, for example. Yet with the mul-
tiple ways in which an artwork can travel
and be reproduced or reconstituted now,
wherever a work ends up, in the home of

The cover of a book of poetry by Goenawan
Mohamad with a sketch portrait by Ayu Utami.
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Indonesia 1998, Berburu Celeng >

Djoko Pekik, Berburu Celeng (Hunting the Boar), 1998. Reproduced

here as a poster for his exhibition. The original was sold for one billion rupiah,
or AU$200,000, to a private collector in Yogyakarta.

an investor or in a public collection, it can
have an afterlife. If the artwork is an instal-
lation or performance, being ephemeral,
the afterlife is vital for the survival of the
concept, and this very act of writing about
particular works, such as those of F. X.
Harsono, Mella Jaarsma, and Tita Rubi, is
part of the process of afterlife.

Perhaps the bitterest of debates
surrounded the purpose of art as espoused
by the Communists in 1965 and their sub-
sequent suppression under Suharto’s re-
gime. The cultural arm of the Commu-
nist Party was known as Lembaga
Kebudayaan Rakyat (LEKRA), and their
requirement that art should serve the
people was feared as propaganda.

oenawan Mohammad, poet,

critic, and former editor of the

Tempo magazine, still maintains

the criticism that he expressed

against such art in the Cultural

Manifesto of 1963, although he considers
that LEKRA's policies were not yet rigidly
set then. The danger, he believed, was that
political commitment would lead to ex-
cessive didacticism that would stifle cre-
ativity. He made, though, an interesting
distinction between state-authorized art
and politically activist art. His condemna-
tion was reserved for the ideologically rigid
work produced by Communist regimes,
and he gave as an example a statue called
Of An Armed Farmer, that was a gift from
the Soviet Union and stands outside the
Aryaduta Hotel in Jakarta. He feared that
with the artistic policies of LEKRA, such
stereotypical art would become orthodox
at the expense of experimentation and free
expression.” In contrast, though he sup-
ports the work of activist artists such as
Djoko Pekik, having written the introduc-
tion in the catalogue for Djoko’s exhibi-
tion in 1999.° and the Taring Padi group.
Djoko Pekik is one of the last sur-

viving members of LEKRA. In 1965, he was
imprisoned for seven years, tortured and
starved, and on release, stigmatized as a

former political prisoner, which prevented
him from obtaining work. He worked as a
tailor for 15 years, not very profitably, and
continued painting expressive works de-
picting the life of the poor, until in the early
1990s his work received some international
and local recognition.

In 1996, Pekik began a series of
paintings about a celeng, or boar, as a sym-
bol of abusive absolute power. The boar
is a creature that lives violently, destroy-
ing the farmer’s land, and dies violently,
killed by the peasants, which was a re-
markably overt symbol for Suharto and his
regime. The last work of the series is With-
out Flowers or Condolence Telegram in the
year 2000, and was painted in 1999. It is
a prediction that the boar will die in the
wilderness, pecked by crows. Nearby in
this image is a forest that has been clear-
felled and destroyed, and in the distance
can be seen the high-rise buildings and a
fly-over of Jakarta, all signs of Suharto’s
program of development for Indonesia.

Djoko Pekik.
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