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Art as Criticism

Tatehata Akira
Professor, Tama Art University

The idea of Asia should not be presented as representing coun-
ter values. This sort of claim is not only a simplistic reversal
of Orientalism but leads to a construction of Western moder-
nism in negative terms tailored to our needs. The concept
opposed to a fantasy Asia ends up being a fantasy of the West.
This sort of opposition creates a convenient formula which
is easy for anyone to understand, but it is a dangerously polit-
ical formula which cannot be adequately demonstrated. Naive
anti-modernist theories which appeal to our sense of justice
are often derived from this formula, for example, the appeal-
ing rhetoric that Cubism is the result of colonialist exploita-
tion of primitive art (in this case, African art).

It is certainly “morally good”” when making contact with
another cultue to treat it as equal to one’s own. The problem
is that confrontationism may be concealed under the pleasant
name of equality. The rhetorical criticism of cultural exploi-
tation is related to a narrow point of view which refuses to
allow the possibility of understanding other cultures except in
terms of their original state as if this were the only natural
approach. If this morality is required of artists as well as of
cultural anthropologists doing field work, it becomes virtu-
ally impossible to refer to another culture in a work of art.

We are reduced to the either-or choice of accepting the Other-

totally or giving up on any kind of communication.

This is the trap into which multiculturalism tends to fall
all too easily. A certain multiculturalist says, ‘“The standards
for judging art are produced within particular histories and
societies and it is necessary to take the cool, relativistic view-
point that they are not one or universal.” What is induced from
this “good morality”, however, is the ideological position that
‘“Western modernism only applies in the West.”” The opposi-
tional concept of Asia which follows from this conclusion is
confined to an oppressive discourse. Opposition borrows the
name of equality (in a move that might be called absolutist
relativism), and in real terms this implies throttling the ability
to imagine the other. When the West is viewed as a unified
set of incompatible values, those criticizing the West are quilty
of the same uniformity of thinking practiced in the West, only
in reverse. The prejudiced viewpoint that reduces the other to
a single entity is not confined to the ruling culture, it can just
as easily be maintained by the opposition. The diversity of the
West with all its contradictions is not given sufficient consider-
ation and excessive privilege is unknowingly accorded to the
peripheral status of Asia. Caution is required when this
approach is taken superficially as a “new ideology.”

If one wishes to take an objective, relative position, it
would be wise to say, Asian and Western values should not
be opposed as if they were entirely incompatible. The stan-
dards of judgment created out of a certain history and cul-
ture can admit the value of works made according to another
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culture’s standards of judgment. Works which seem excellent
to us can be recognized as excellent according to the Other’s
values and vice versa. Because this kind of trust is possible,
multiculturalism can be accepting as a beneficial idea.

Since the convenient word postmodernism became gener-
ally popular in the 1980s, I believe that modernism has come
to be seriously distorted. For example, it is often said that
universal values are an illusion produced by modernism. Even
if this were the case, it is a fact that most civilizations prior
to the modern age also aimed at universalism. This illusion
is not unique to modernism. Also, it is incorrect to claim that
multiculturalism is anti-modern. Intensified ethnicity, region-
alism, and multiplicity of values are also inherent in moder-
nism. If multiculturalism is thought of as postmodernist, then
postmodernism must be considered to be an aspect of moder-
nism, modernism being the name given to a serious rupture.

* * *

The modernism of Indonesia can certainly be said to have
created unhealable ruptures in the culture of that country. In
art, this situation is vividly illustrated by the dilemma of the
PERSAGI (Persatuan Ahli-Ahli Gambar Indonesia; Union of
Indonesian Artists)started in 1937 under the leadership of Soed-
jojono. This group promoted the independence of art from
ethical restrictions and tradition and at the same time took the
democratic position of respect for the ethical views and tastes
of the common people. Another example is the conflict seen
in the fifties and sixties between the realist, expressionist style
of the Yogya School with its strong social consciousness and
the abstract style of the Bandung School starting from Cubism
and searching for ever greater formal purity. These conflicts
and discords were not caused by cultural immaturity not should
they be viewed as inevitable aporia implied by modernism.
These difficulties are related to the peculiar context of modern
Japanese art history. Although the Japanese case is unique in
terms of its system and stylistic changes, certain issues involved
are inherent to modernism itself rather than as a “difference”
from the ‘“‘center.”’

In a symposium held in Tokyo last year (Contemporary
Art Symposium 1994 “The Potential of Asian Thought), Jim
Supangkat discussed the indonesian words suni rupa (mean-
ing visual arts), usually treated as the translation of the English
term fine art, and the word kagunan which is a concept of
art peculiar to classical Indonesian culture, pointing out the
complex relationship between the semantic rules of the tradi-
tional culture and the genres imported from the West.! This
situation is reminiscent of that in Japan where the words bijutsu
(fine art), kaiga (painting), and chokoku (sculpture) were
coined to designate art genres introduced at the beginning of
the Meiji period. Because these categories eventually absorbed
elements of the Japanese tradition it has become difficult to



see the difference between the Western and Japanese concepts.
As one example, when teachers were invited from Italy to open
the Art School Attached to the Technical College in 1876,
courses in painting, sculpture, and architecture were established
in accordance with the Western art system. However, even
when this school was closed and the Tokyo School of Fine Art
was established by nationalist idealists, the classifications of
painting and sculpture continued to be used without any sense
that this was problematic.

It might be most appropriate to say that modernism did
promote the idea of universal values based on rationalism, but
as a result produced unavoidable conflicts (sometimes latent)
between particular traditions. If differences exist, they are not
differences from modernism but differences caused by
modernism.

* * *

Contemporary art in Indonesia actually began with the New
Art Movement which emerged in the latter half of the 1970s.
It was a movement of young artists from Yogyakarta and
Bandung organized in protest against the judging of the Second
Jakarta Painting Biennale of 1974 which awarded prizes to
decorative styles of painting. The protesters published the
“Black December Statement” fiercely criticizing the lack of
social and political consciusness in decorative art and declar-
ing that it was symptomatic of the lack of creativity in
Indonesian art. They attracted the hostility of the jury and
plunged ahead on a course of “artistic rebellion.” The idea
of “‘new art” they championed went beyond the rejection of
decorative art to a disarding of the concept of ““fine art” limited
to painting and sculpture.

Naturally, this way of thinking required a new definition
of suni rupa. According to Supangkat, who was personally
involved in the movement, the kinds of art favored by it were
‘“‘installations, ready-mades, photographs, found objects, and
photo-realist paintings.”” > Generally speaking, it was an anti-
formalist movement which made provocative use of vulgar
everyday reality. The artists involved threw out the concept
of suni rupa (the categories of painting and sculpture) and
attempted to tear down the barrier between high art and low,
or popular, art.

Many of the artists emphasized social criticism, and works
by artists like F.X. Harsono (three of his works made at the
beginning of the movement are reproduced for this exhibition)
could be described as political art. According to Harsono (who
lived in Yogyakurta in the seventies and presently lives in
Jakarta), the New Art Movement, organized as a protest move-
ment in 1974, arose spontaneously in both Yogyakarta and
Bandung, the two groups having little contact with each other.
They armed themselves with theory after the fact. It was the
art critic Sanento Yuliman, a teacher at the Bandung Insti-
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tute of Technology, who noticed the anti-modernist tendency
common to the two and joined them together with the name
of the New Art Movement. Yuliman also provided the theo-
retical backing for the issues they raised by reexamining the
definition of suni rupa. As the movement developed, the works
of Harsono and others began to take on the character of instal-
lations although their post-sculptural, post-painterly experi-
ments were known at the time as ‘““an alternative idiom”’ of
suni rupa. The word installation (instalasi in Indonesian) came
into common use in the latter part of the eighties under the
influence of overseas trends.

The New Art Movement was often criticized by the con-
servative art establishment as derivative of Pop Art, but
Harsono says that the artists were more interested in Neo-Dada
than Pop. Their aggressive involvement in low art seems closer
to the audacious, chaotic quality of Robert Raushenberg’s
““‘combine paintings’’ which “try to act in the gap’ between
art and life than the cool, masterful “icons” of modernity
characteristic of Pop Art. Also the reality of Indonesia was
incompatible with decadent, nihilistic attitude of Pop artists
toward a rich consumer society. The kind of found objects
used in New York junk art would be likely to be salvaged and
reused in Indonesia, a practice which might be described as
bricollage. The interest of the New Art Movement artists in
low art was closely linked to the problems of poverty in the
city and maintenance of traditional culture in the rural regions.

* * *

Although, as I have said, the New Art Movement was anti-
modernist, what it rejected in modern art was ‘‘avantguardism,
the purity of expression, the individualism of the artist, the
tendency toward the decorative as acceptable or formal art”
(Jim Supangkat).’ So at the time, young artists understood
anti-modernism as anti-formalism and so had begun to think
in postmodernist terms (anti-avantguardism, anti-
individualism). As I have stated above, I believe that the “will
to foment discord” exemplified by these artists is in itself an
internal criticism of modernism, but in any case, it is notewor-
thy that this radical spirit of criticism was shared by many
young Indonesian artists in the latter part of the seventies, espe-
cially because it roughly coincides with the critical explora-
tion of the unique context of art taking place in certain other
nations like Italy, Germany, and in Japan. If one were to take
an ironic view, the viewpoint of postmodernism seems to have
been ‘“‘universally’’ shared by young artists in different cities
and countries, a spirit of the age expressed in simultaneous
protests against universalism.

At any rate, the issues and methods involved in the New
Art Movement, the social and political criticism and the use
of the installation format and found objects, went on to play
an even more important part with the great interest in cultural



identity that emerged in Indonesia in the eighties and continue
to be applied to the art of the present day. Three Indonesian
artists born around 1960 are introduced in the contemporary
section of this exhibition, and I would like to examine the cur-
rent situation of Indonesian art with particular reference to
their work.
* * *

Anusapati has been making wood sculptures since he returned
to Indonesia after studying in New York in 1990. To him, wood
is more than just a material with plastic possibilities. It is pro-
foundly connected to his views of civilization and of nature.
He is an artist who clearly understands the massive power of
a block of wood, the effect of contrasting hollows and volumes,
and the simple beauty of the surface of ordinary wood, but
he treats it as more than a convenient metier for sculpture.
As he faces the wood, his chisel carries his ideas about the cul-
ture and customs of the place where he was born and raised.
That is why Anusapati uses only those trees which are familiar
in Java.

His work often takes the form of implements or furnish-
ing used in everyday life, for example, boats, wardrobes, and
percussion instruments. All of his pieces do not refer specifi-
cally to a particular object, but the forms have a metaphori-
cal quality, which refer to images contained unconsciously in
memories of ordinary life. Anusapati’s primitive forms are
related to his dream of bringing back a way of life based on
the earth and a simple relationship between people and things
which is being lost even from farm communities today. From
a different point of view, this work reflects a quiet personal
response to the society which is destroying nature an older ways
of life. The outward appearance of the work resembling tools
and furnishings is, of course, a fiction derived from the unique
critical imagination of the artist, a virtual reality which presents
a strange sense ambiguity.

In an interview, Anusapati has said, “These forms simply
pop up in my mind. They come from my subconscious world,
from the world of my inner self.””* The fact that his work
sometimes contains a concealed sensuality may be due to
unconscious desires aroused by the spirit of the natural
material. Thinking with wood is a way of thinking that, for
Anusapati, directly links society and the individual immersed
in regional customs.

Nindityo Adipurnomo’s current work is based on the
motif of the konde, a traditional female wig. and a recent exam-
ple is included in this exhibition. The konde is intended for
ritual use, for example, in the wedding ceremony, and its form
differs according to the ceremony or ritual in which it is used
and also reflects the age and social status of the wearer. Nin-
dityo sees the form of the konde as a symbol of social oppres-
sion pervading the history of Java. He has explored Javanese
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culture through paintings and choreography of Javanese dance
and recently his efforts have led to a more profound analysis
of the social system.

The work shown here, Who Wants to Become a Javanese
(cat. no. I-59), is constructed in the form of a mirror stand.
Copper vessels in the form of a konde are attached to either
side of the mirror. From these partially opened jars one can
see wooden models is of konde and make up items like nail
polish and lipstick. There is also a carved wooden konde
attached to the center of the mirror. The title is clearly ironic
but the artist’s intention is not obvious. The work is a puzzle,
raising questions and inviting various interpretations. Perhaps
the elegant mirror stand is a symbol of bourgeois life where
a woman constructs herself to meet the social expectations sym-
bolized by the konde. This sort of feminist reading is certainly
possible. Also, the make up arranged together with the konde
could be read as showing the conflict between Javanese tradi-
tion and Western moernism. Or perhaps one could say that
the modernity which has inserted itself into tradition deter-
mines the current condition of “gender” in an institutional
system of women’s clothing and make up.

In any case, this work demonstrates a sense of objective
criticism of the artist’s own culture by member of a genera-
tion steeped in postmodernism. The humorous viewpoint which
sees “‘exoticism’’ ironically is especially interesting. Nindityo,
like Anusapati, lives in Yogyakarta, and quiet flow of time
in this ancient city of central Java seems to form the back-
ground for the elegant ambiguity of their work, appearing in
different ways. This may be a superficial impression, however,
since I have only been studying Indonesian art for a very short
time.

Tisna Sanjaya is a printmaker living in Bandung. He lived
in Germany between 1991 and 1995 and his work, mainly etch-
ings, was directly Influenced by Neo-Expressionism. These
monochrome pictures spill over with a plethora of images
depicting extreme subjects like death, violence, and oppres-
sion, portraying the artist and the absurd conditions which sur-
round him allegorically. They imagery may be mythological
or theatrical but the artist is obviously engaged in a struggle
with the absurdity of social realities. In the dark spaces domi-
nated by an ominous power, figures representing victims and
rescuers are shown in despair and isolation but shining with
light. They demonstrate the artist’s determination to go on
living in the face of oppression.

Tisna also makes frequent use of a skull-like form, appear-
ing sometimes as a spherical cage which shuts in the desire for
freedom and sometimes as a ghost floating behind a bustling
crowd of people. These images are also disquieting. The anony-
mous darkness which looks down on the chaotic conditions
in the pictorial space may be the artist’s own shadow. Tisna’s



powerful imagination, although depicting a swirling, discor-
dant drama, does not simply appeal to violence of emotion.
It is joined to a cool critical attitude which views phenomena
with the objective eye of a third party.

These etchings fascinate by weaving a space of intersect-
ing darks and lights out of finely vibrating lines. Tisna observes
the dangerous rise of Neo-Nazis in post-reunification Germany
and the problems caused by modernization in Indonesia with
the expressive line made possible by the etching process, but
he also succeeds in creating a hard and profound lyricism in
a monochrome world. His allegories reveal and accuse but also
find hope in poetic imagination.

* * *

These three artists have all studied in the West, and undoubt-
edly this experience has helped them to understand the ambiva-
lent aspects of modernism as well as to achieve the objective
powers of observation necessary to see themselves in relative
terms. Of course, this kind of consciousness is not the exclu-
sive privilege of people who have studied overseas. Many of
the younger generation of Indonesian artists have developed
vital forms of expression marked by critical irony, a bold sense
of satire, and a rich sense of humor unique to this country.
Their view of the world, which has escaped a narrow
antagonism, should be good news to those who believe in the
possibility of sharing the cultural values of others, although,
of course, one needs to guard against overly optimistic
expectations.

(Translated by Stanley N. Anderson)

Notes

. Jim Supangkat, “Indonesian Contemporary Art : a Continuation,” Potential
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. Ibid., p. 61.
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A number of suggestions for this article were received in direct interviews with
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