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The Emergence of Indonesian Modernism and its
Background

Jim Supangkat
Art Critic

During the symposium ‘“The Potential of Asian Thought,””!
presented in Tokyo, there was a session with the theme ‘‘His-
tory: Steps Toward the Present.”” During this session, the
problem of the history and the development of modern art in
Southeast Asia was discussed. While moderating this session,
the critic Tani Arata explained, ‘“... this is an examination of
the kinds of Western modernism assimilated by various
Southeast and East Asian countries.”’?

This session opened up new horizons in the thinking on
modern art. Analysis of the development and discourse of
modernism outside of the context of the developments in the
West is not usual, and, in fact, almost never occurs. Tani Arata,
I am sure, was well aware of this. In relation to this matter
he wrote: ““To speak of modernism is to speak according to
Western standards, and this theme implies that no discussion
can proceed outside of this context. This is a difficulty of art
related to occidentalism as opposed to orientalism.””?

However, Tani Arata believed that there is modernism
outside of the context of the West. I agree with him and with
similar views, because in my opinion, on the basis of pluralist
convictions, modernism is a symptom of pluralism. In other
words, modernism is not an absolute concept. To the contrary,
it is a concept that shows some plural truths. It turns out that
modernism interacts with many various realities which in the
view of pluralists do not stand upon one substantiation alone.
Therefore, modernism can be seen through the eyes of Wil-
liam James: ‘““The world is ... a pluralism of which the unity
is not fully experienced as yet ... The universe continually grows
in quantity by new experiences that graft themselves upon older
mass; but these very new experiences often help the mass to
a more consolidated form.”’*

On the basis of this platform, Alice G. Guillermo of the
Philippines, who was making a presentation during the ses-
sion with the theme ‘‘History: Steps Toward the Present,”’
brought forth that, “Modernism in the Philippines followed
the same pattern of a reaction to the establishment, yet the
specific character of modernism in the Philippines far out-
weighs in importance the similarities it has with the general
aspect of the modernist phenomenon. Thus, we are here
primarily concerned with defining what modernism is in the
Philippine context, since each country gave rise to its own
modernism in reaction to specific artistic conditions, adapted
these aspects of European modernism that it found most con-
genial to its soil, and finally pursued its own ways of appropri-
ating and indigenizing a European phenomenon. Modernism,
then, was not a neutral process, welcomed with a fresh and
unproblematic enthusiasm as a liberating impulse to an art
floundering in academic formulas. Indeed, the course it took
in the Philippines was shaped by the material conditions obtain-
ing in the country and over determined by Philippine culture
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and tradition’’.’

Guillermo’s statement emphasized how modernism can
be discussed outside of the context of the developments in the
West. Although it cannot be denied that modernism constituted
the basis for the patterns of development taken on by modern
art in the Philippines, but this basis itself underwent changes
and was reinterpreted in line with any number of local condi-
tions. And this is what has been considered untenable as a topic
of discussion all of this time. Modern art outside of the develop-
ments of the West (Europe and America) was assumed to be
related only to ‘“‘modernity’’ or ‘‘modernization’’ and not
directly touching on ‘‘modernism”’ as a complex way of think-
ing developing only among the societies of the West.

This kind of view can be seen in the writings of Sarah
E. Murray, an American anthropologist who is now doing a
study of modern/contemporary Indonesian art. Murray writes
of Indonesian modern art: ‘“This new art was modern with
a small ‘m,” but not ‘Modern’ or ‘Modernist’. What do I
mean by that? I mean a distinction between sociological and
historical modernity and cultural Modernism. Modernity, as
a sociological term, refers to a particular set of social and cul-
tural conditions that lead to a distinctly new form of society.
Modernism refers to a particular movement that, in terms of
painting, originated in European art of the late 19th century
as a reaction against what was perceived as stultifying rules
and standards of the French Art academies and art world.
When western writers write about Modern Art with a capital
‘M,’ they are usually referring to Modernist Art.”’®

This particular view, which is often set forth by other
observers as well, including those on the cutting edge of most
recent thought, has emerged relatively recently. This view is
meant to answer this question: Why does modern art which
has developed outside of the context of the West exhibit
peculiarities which are difficult to evaluate within the princi-
ples of modernism. This intellectual; view attempts to eliminate
the long-term confusion about the modern art that is developing
outside of the context of the West.

At a glance, this kind of view seems to solve the problem.
However, in my opinion, this view is not accurate because it
continues to perceive modernism as an absolute concept —
modernism is believed to be a part of the development of the
culture of the West, which cannot be interpreted or assimi-
lated in relation to any other concept.

This belief, which I believe to dominate to this day, is
understandable. For the last century, the discussion of the
modern art of the ‘““‘world’’ has for all intents and purposes
revolved around a single reality of development (the reality
of the West). There is no information, publication, theory or
view about the development of modernism/modern art out-
side of the developments of the West; no firm theories related



to any other channel of development. Because of this, it makes
sense that if modernism and modern art are then seen as abso-
lute, having links with only one channel for seeking the truth.
This is the discourse of modernism. When this discourse is
applied to the analysis of modernism and/or the development
of modern art within the context of the world (including out-
side of the context of the West), confusing peculiarities auto-
matically emerge.

The lack of information about the development of moder-
nism outside of the context of the West causes the signs of
modernity, or modernization to be construed as substitutes for
modernism. Thus emerges confusion of the sort set out in Sarah
E. Murray’s explanation. This phenomenon can be seen clearly
in the internationalism of the 1960s — which followed the
declaration by Hans Hoffman that, ‘‘Art has become inter-
national.”” This statement was made on the basis of the belief
that the process of modernization was occurring simultane-
ously worldwide, without any consideration of the possibility
that modern art was exhibiting the symptoms of pluralism.
Thus internationalism expected to see the same developments
occurring in modern art around the world.

In a book published in 1964, Harold Rosenberg set forth
modern art as international art, which emerged along with the
‘“‘global drive for modernization.”” Concerning the develop-
ment of modern art outside of Europe and America, Rosen-
berg wrote: ‘‘A modernist painter and sculptor in the most
backward country of Africa or Latin America (and in the large
international exhibitions such countries are now almost invari-
ably represented) is synchronized with a world system to the
same extent as the local oil refinery or airport’’’” Rosenberg
emphasized this view in the following sentence: ‘“The notion
of an excessive internationalism has to do with the problem
of content in art once localism has been left behind.”’®

The kind of view set out by Rosenberg in undeniably still
developing today. Within the discourse of contemporary art
the understanding of international art, more or less, continues
to carry the kind of understanding set forth by Rosenberg. The
discourse of contemporary art, in particular, the one based
on discussions of modernity/post-modernity, is linked to the
analysis of modernism as can be found in the perceptions of
Rosenberg and Hoffman. Thus the discourse of contemporary
art automatically requires uniformity in that development.

The result is that contemporary art outside of the develop-
ment of Europe and America loses its basis and confuses once
again because this contemporary art cannot be immediately
discussed or analyzed through the problematics of moder-
nity/post-modernity. The position of modernism within this
development is not clear because this has never been discussed.
In the midst of this confusion, the discussion of contemporary
art outside of the European-American developments again
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appears linked to the dilemma of local/international — other-
ness, traditional frameworks, ethnicity, national identity —
which in my opinion is not relevant. The local/tradi-
tional/ethnic elements of culture, within the development of
contemporary art, cannot be viewed as a ‘‘pole’’ because their
position is limited to that of a factor that brings about
influence. As a result, there is a confusion of substance in any
debate of (world) contemporary art. A number of these debates
have become embroiled anew in the East/West dilemma.
When, in fact, the contemporary art discourse has the pur-
pose of freeing itself from the bipolar dilemma of East/West,
local/international, traditional/modern, it is, in turn, viewed
as a ““Western’’ concept.

Because of this, in my opinion, analyzing the develop-
ment of modernism/modern art outside of the context of the
West/mainstream/Euro-American — as was done in the sym-
posium ‘“The Potential of Asian Thought”’ — is very impor-
tant for understanding the development of contemporary art
worldwide at this time. This, I think, is what was meant by
the session called ‘“History: Step Toward the Present’’ held
during that symposium.

Analysis of the development of modern art outside of the
context of the West — in this discussion the developments in
Asia — requires a new point of view in my opinion. Besides
the conviction of pluralism, this analysis must also differenti-
ate between the discussion of ‘‘Western influence’’ and “‘the
emergence of modernism.”’

In Asia, in particular the formally colonized countries,
meaning of Western influence is not identical with the emer-
gence of modernism. The influence of the West in Asia in no
way started with the process of modernization within the
modern era, and cannot be said to be the result of globaliza-
tion/internationalization of modernism. When modernism
emerged in Asia this was not entirely due to the modernism
of Europe. Local conditions and realities also motivated the
emergence of modernism.

In the symposium ‘‘The Potential of Asian Thought,”’
at which I was asked to put forth as discussion of the develop-
ment of modern art in Indonesia, I said that the development
of art in Indonesia was showing signs of Western influence
in the seventeenth century. In the eighteenth century, there were
seen developments indicative of signs of assimilation. In the
paper I presented at that time, I stated: ‘“There are strong pos-
sibilities that Javanese classical culture already adapted High
Art conception in the eighteenth century. This culture is differ-
ent from other Indonesian traditional cultures since it was
created by Javanese feudal families and the Dutch colonial
government in colonial times at the beginning of the seven-
teenth century. Consequently, it was a culture with many
Western influences, amongst which were its identification in



what is conceived of as art activities.””’

This reality often escapes our attention because the
influence of the West has become mixed into the process of
assimilation, and thus is no longer visible. Because this resulted
in emerging, the Javanese classic culture is often viewed as —
and believed to be — the original culture. Even though it cannot
be denied that this culture is a result of assimilation and thus
carries elements of the culture of the West. It is a reality that
a large number of the ceremonial garments worn by the kings
of Java — which are now viewed as part of the specific qual-
ity of the classic culture of Java — were designed by Euro-
pean designers.

Within the Javanese culture exists the term kagunan which
means none other than ‘‘fine arts.”” Within cultural concepts,
this term is also known as ‘‘kagunan adiluhung’’ or ‘‘High
Art.”” The definition of kagunan indicates a similarity to the
understanding of artes liberales and mousike techne even
though Plato’s premises concerning the sensibility and truths
of art are not adapted. The definition of kagunan set out the
nobility of character (in the moral sense) as the basis of sensi-
bility. In the Dictionary of High Javanese, kagunan is defined
as: (1) cleverness (2) beneficial activity (3) the pouring out of
intelligence/sensibility related to nobility of character which
produces the esthetic/beauty as in a sketch or a drawing or
a sculpture, musical composition and lyrics for songs.'®

Another thing that strengthens the impression that the con-
cept of kagunan was the result of the assimilation of the con-
cept ““fine arts”’ is the fact that this kind of concept does not
exist among the hundreds of other traditional cultures to be
found in Indonesia. Within the framework of the traditions
existing in Indonesia, visual sensibility was almost never spe-
cifically conceived of.

The formulation of the term “‘seni rupa’’ (fine arts/visual
arts) in the Indonesian language was done in consideration of
the understanding of kagunan because there certainly was no
other reference existing. The basic meaning of the two terms
is almost identical. I also pointed this out at the symposium
““The Potential of Asian Thought”’ in the statement: ‘“The
Indonesian language is a modern language adapted from Malay
and became a national language in 1928. There are many terms
in Indonesian which do not exist in any dialect. Seni rupa is
among those new terms, and only exists in Indonesian. This
phenomenon is related to the reality that visual art, as a special-
ized, distinct activity, never existed in any Indonesian tradi-
tional culture. The concept concerns the definition of the ‘arts’
in classical Javanese culture, known as kagunan adiluhung
(which literally means : ‘high art’).”’!!

All of the above realities clearly indicate that the influence
of the West existed long before modernism emerged in Indone-
sia around the time of World War II. Thus, within the dis-
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cussion of the issue of ‘‘visual art’’ and also ‘‘the art of paint-
ing’’> before modernism emerged, it cannot be denied that the
discussion of the issue of artistic sensibilities within the tradi-
tion/framework of ‘‘fine arts”’ is Western and not ‘‘art” within
the framework of local tradition. This new tradition and the
local tradition developed in a parallel manner. Because there
existed a difference in their basis framework, the two cannot
be considered the same thing and cannot be contrasted — the
value of validity in one cannot be said to be of a higher level
than the value of validity of the other.

In light of this, a great deal must still be analyzed in rela-
tion to the process of adaptation of the Western culture/tra-
dition of High Art in the seventeenth and the eighteenth cen-
turies. And any discussion must include consideration of the
conditions existing in the West as the source of influence within
this adaptation process. Historical notes indicate that the tra-
dition of High Art was spreading worldwide at the time the
Baroque style was developing in Europe. This style experienced
internationalization at the beginning of the seventeenth cen-
tury — from Italy to France, Belgium, Holland, Spain, Bri-
tain and then on to the colonial regions in Asia, Africa and
Latin America.

There is a great possibility that this internationalization
was rooted in the condition in which the Baroque style exhibited
a shift in the religious values of Europe to the values of scien-
tific knowledge. Historian H. W. Janson wrote: ‘‘Baroque art
is not simply the result of religious, political, or intellectual
developments. Interconnections surely existed, of course, but
we do not yet understand them very well. Until we do, let us
think of the Baroque style as one among other basic features
— the newly fortified Catholic faith, the absolute state, and
a new role of science — that distinguish the period 1600-1750
from what have gone before.”'?

Within the analysis of that influence in Indonesia, we must
specifically observe the emergence of ‘“North Italian Realism,”’
which in the beginning was exhibited in the paintings of
Caravaggio (1573-1610). It was this tendency that was develop-
ing at the time the Baroque style was undergoing internation-
alization. This was particularly true after the developments
introduced by Flemish painter Pieter Paul Rubens (1577-1640)
and the Dutch painter Rembrandt van Rijn (1606-1669)."
This tendency toward realism is what was then carried to
Indonesia where it developed in line with adaptation to
function.

This tendency toward ‘‘realism’’ exhibited a trend toward
the depiction of scenes from daily life. In this sense, painting
was no longer linked to the depiction of the ideal world of
the elite, but functioned as a toll to record reality — the hard
way of life and mysterious actualities. In their practical forms,
the arts of drawing and painting became tools of



documentation.

The definition of painting in Indonesia began with the
emergence of a need to document — topographical drawings,
paintings of natural scenes and drawings depicting the way of
life of the natives — in the British, Portuguese and Dutch
colonial regions of Asia. One example of the art of the period
when painting first made its entrance into Indonesia is a paint-
‘ing of the activities in the market near the Batavia fort — the
center of the Dutch colonial administration in Indonesia —
which was painted by Andries Beeckman in 1656.'

In 1785 it was recorded that the British painters Thomas
Daniell and William Daniell sailed to Southeast Asia and made
documentary sketches. A number of those sketches were made
between 1785 and 1810. One of the sketches by William Daniell,
which depicts a Javanese noble in ceremonial dress, illustrates
Governor General Raffles book The History of Java, which
was published in 1817.%

The sketches of these two artists, which provide a clear
portrait of the indigenous peoples of Java, tended to embrace
the style of “‘realism.”” Their style of sketching exhibited the
techniques which were developed by Rubens and Rembrandt.
Both of these British painters appeared to be oriented toward
a recording of reality and not tied to the images of the ideal.
Their sketches exhibit a sense of scientific exploration, or a
sense of curiosity in the face of strange realities.

Several Dutch artists also came to Indonesia with the inten-
tion of fulfilling the need for documentation. They spread the
practice of painting. In the nineteenth century, the painting
of landscapes in particular developed. These paintings exhibit
a kind of ‘“‘naturalism”” which had its roots in a belief in an
ideal beauty which presented nature. The scenes in Indonesia
surprised the painters because they felt they represented the
ideal beauty of nature — something which could not be found
in Europe. The beauty of the earth and sky of Indonesia seemed
to provide the main element of landscape art these artists had
been seeking: the chief organ of sentiment.

In 1830, the Dutch painter A.A.J. Payen painted the
natural scenery of Ternate Island in eastern Indonesia, which
exhibited the Drama of the Sky.'® The beauty of the sky
depicted in this painting resulted from the processing of esthetic
aspects or the expression of the artist (as can be seen in the
naturalist paintings of John Constable and William Turner),
but were painted in accordance to the existing reality. The
awareness of this reality is what developed the landscape genre
of painting in Indonesia.

The development of landscape painting continued with
the emergence of increased attention to the world of the flora
and fauna of Indonesia. In 1815, a scientist, C.G.C. Reinwardt
was sent to Indonesia by Dutch King Willem I to research the
natural sciences. In 1816, Reinwardt was appointed the direc-
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tor of the Institute of Science and Arts, which was located in
the city of Bogor — the site of the Botanical Garden estab-
lished by Governor General Raffles in the eighteenth century.
In order to document this research, Reinardt brought in A.A.J.
Payen, a Belgian painter, and several sketchers of plant life,
among them A.J. Bik and J. Th. Bik."”

These three artists taught the arts of sketching and painting
to a few interested parties in Indonesia with the intention of
achieving a wide variety of documentation — sketches of
plants, of ways of life, traditional structures, portraits of
natives, sketches of the remnants of Hindu temples, and paint-
ings of natural landscapes. However, it was not easy for Rein-
wardt’s institution to find masterful sketchers and painters.

Among the painters gathered by Reinwardt was Raden
Saleh Syarief Bustaman (1807-1880), an indigenous painter and
student of Payen, who was to become the best painter of the
colonial period in Indonesia. Because his abilities stood out
so far above those of the other painters — including the Dutch
artists — this painter of Javanese noble descent got special
treatment. He was considered a highly talented artist.'® This
indicates that by the beginning of the nineteenth century, paint-
ing had been known and appreciated among the Javanese
nobility.

In 1829, Raden Saleh left for Holland and studied por-
trait painting from the Dutch painters Cornelius Kruseman and
Andreas Schelfhout. In 1839, he began traveling to a number
of countries in Europe and in 1844/1845 he went to France
and stayed in this center of development for six years. As a
noted ‘‘Dutch painter,”” he had the chance to mingle with the
Romantic painters of France, among them Horace Vernet
(1769-1857). With Vernet, he visited Algiers, in North Africa.
The wildlife in this French colony had long been a source of
inspiration for the Romantic painters of France, among them
Théodore Géricault and Eugéne Delacroix.'®

When he returned from Holland in 1851, Raden Saleh
introduced several new developments into the art of painting
in Indonesia. A number of his landscapes no longer adhered
to the tenets of naturalism (the belief in the beauty of nature
as the perfect creation). The drama apparent in the landscapes
of Raden Saleh carried with it a wild, mysterious quality, which
was frightening at times. The dark colours of the paintings
asked whether, indeed, nature was the perfect creation.

It cannot be denied that these paintings of Raden Saleh
were being done in the Romantic style. These dramatic paint-
ings exhibited the spirit of freedom. Besides producing land-
scapes full of mystery, Raden Saleh also painted hunting scenes
with wild beast, and battles between man and beast, as well
as fights between the wild animals themselves.

The painting The Capture of Prince Diponegoro done in
1857 displays the painter’s bias toward the spirit of freedom



and the struggle against suppression. Prince Diponegoro was
one of the ulemas belonging to the nobility who rose up against
the Dutch colonial administration of the archipelago. This
rebellion resulted in a five-year war (1825-1830) which was
extremely costly to the Dutch colonialists. Because of that, the
capture of Prince Diponegoro was a major event in the eyes
of the Dutch colonial administration.

The painting by Raden Saleh provided a version other than
that painted by the Dutch artist J. W. Pieneman, who worked
in Holland. In Pieneman’s painting — which was clearly meant
for documentation purposes — Prince Diponegoro and his fol-
lowers were depicted as surrendering after defeat at war.
Whereas, in Raden Saleh’s Romantic version, the capture of
Prince Diponegoro was depicted as a crisis. The dynamic sit-
uation depicted in this painting set forth the spirit of freedom
which was faced with the last moments of struggle. This paint-
ing is reminiscent of The Third of May (1808) painted by Fran-
cisco de Goya.

Raden Saleh was later to be recognized as the only truly
great painter to emerge from the development of painting
during the Dutch colonial period. During his lifetime, there
was no other painter — Dutch or native — who could come
even close to his reputation. In notes recorded by J. De Loos
Haaxman, Raden Saleh was described as being isolated in the
midst of the painting activities occurring in the Dutch colonial
period. The opportunity to travel in Europe and to meet up
with the developments in the art of painting there had made
him different from the other painters. Even from his teacher
A.A.J. Payen.”?

The difference in the paintings of Raden Saleh as com-
pared to the works of the other painters of the time became
particularly apparent in 1883 — three years after his death —
during the exhibition ‘‘Dutch East Indies Painting Exhibition’’
at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. In this exhibition 19 works
by Raden Saleh were displayed along the works of other
painters — A.A. J. Payen, Abraham Salm, Jan Daniel Beynon,
A. de Gris, H.N. Sieburgh, F. Lebret, A.J. Bik, W.M. van
de Velde, Raden Somo, and Raden Magkoe Mihardjo — who
in general offered natural landscapes, documentation and
portraits.?!

The fact that the style of Raden Saleh did not spread
widely indicates a difference in the development of painting
in Indonesia and the developments occurring in Europe.
Although it cannot be questioned that the painting of Indonesia
of that time had its roots in Europe, the kind of painting
coming forth exhibited a different kind of belief and thus a
different style. In fact, even the Dutch painters living and work-
ing in Indonesia could not extract themselves from these local
conditions.

In the period of Raden Saleh and afterwards, landscape
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art — which exhibited dramatization of the sky as in the paint-
ings of Payen — continued. These landscape paintings can be
said to constitute the main trend. This style, which was linked
to local conditions, continued to hold sway into the first part
of the twenteenth century. During this period, it is recorded
that more and more indigenous Indonesian painters were
emerging — maybe because the teaching of drawing and paint-
ing had been introduced into middle schools.

In Indonesia’s history of art, three painters emerged at
the beginning of the twenteenth century. They were Raden
Abdulah Surio Subroto (1878-1941), Wakidi (1889-?) and Mas
Pirngadi (1865-1936). These three are often cited as Indone-
sian art figures of the Dutch colonial period. Besides paint-
ing, they are also recorded as having passed on knowledge and
painting skills to other indigenous Indonesians. Wakidi was
a figure at Indonesia first school, the Academy at Kayu Tanam
in West Sumatra.

Concerning these three painters, the critic/art historian
Sanento Yuliman wrote, ‘‘Painters like Abdullah Surio
Subroto, Mas Pirngadi and Wakidi used their time to go to
quiet places like Tangkuban Perahu at the foot of Merapi
mountain, along the Pelabuan Ratu coast, or to Sianok Gorge,
far from the crowds, in order to meditate upon the natural
environment they intended to paint. Apparently, these painters
found a friend who greeted their finest feelings with joy in the
natural environment that stretched as far as the eye could see
in its original beauty and peacefulness.’’?

‘The above facts indicate how the art of painting of land-
scapes, although it originated in the tradition of the art of the
West, was linked into the framework of kagunan which car-
ried with it local colour. The ‘‘naturalism’’ occurring in this
painting of natural landscapes was not entirely in line with the
idealization of the beauty of nature. The beauty of nature in
these paintings was the result of the careful recording of real-
ity. The esthetic that carried a sense of the transcendental
behind it was related to poetic and lyrical sensibility. This ten-
dency allowed for the pouring forth of lyrical and poetic feel-
ing — which can be analyzed through the framework of kagu-
nan — which constitutes an esthetic framework that provides
the basis for almost all of the developments occurring in the
art of Indonesia, even up to now.

This tendency toward lyricism can be seen clearly in the
works of the painter Raden Basuki Abdullah (1914-1994), who
saw lyricism as beauty and sensuality. The works of this painter
were depictions of beautiful women in portraits and as models,
as well as female beauty as reflected in legend. This painter
was also known as a worshiper of nobleness. In order to express
this image, he painted the way of life of the elite inhabiting
palaces. All of his life Basuki Abdullah mingled with this kind
of environment and spiritedly painted the portraits of the



nobles, the wealthy and the important people in the govern-
ment. He did this not only in Indonesia, but also in Singa-
pore, Thailand and the Philippines.

Basuki Abdullah’s paintings exhibit a tendency toward
the development of representative painting techniques that
result in realistic depictions. The painter came by this high level
of skill through formal education. Basuki Abdullah was one
of three Indonesian painters who studied drawing and paint-
ing in Holland. The other two painters were Barli Sasmita
Winata and Lee Man Fong.

The techniques exhibited in the paintings of Basuki Abdul-
lah were then embraced by other painters. Even without formal
education, a number of other painters were successful in
developing this technique of painting. Among those painters
were Trubus, Dullah, Affandi and Siauw Tik Hwie. Although
it is not certain where they gained these skills (possibly from
Dutch painters living and working in Indonesia), these painters
clearly knew the methods necessary to painting in a represen-
tational manner. These painters — and also Barli Sasmita
Winata — were known to have passed on this skill and
knowledge to many other painters in an informal manner from
1950.

Unlike the representative painting techniques of classic
European painting, (which were linked to attempts to depict
the realities of nature) the art of representative and realistic
painting in Indonesia developed into a kind of craftsmanship
— reminiscent of the tradition of handicrafting which was
known as a part of traditional art. This skill once again
exhibited the connection that the development of art of that
time had with the esthetic framework of kagunan.

During the last years of the colonial period, Basuki Abdul-
lah was the best known of the indigenous Indonesian painters.
Up to the end of his life (he was killed by robbers in 1994),
Basuki Abdullah was one of the better known painters, par-
ticularly in the elite circles. From 1930 to 1940 he was recorded
as having been very active in presenting exhibitions. It was his
paintings, which, it turns out, gave rise to the reactions that
initiated the emergence of modernism in Indonesia.

Reactions to Basuki Abdullah and to the kind of land-
scape painting being done at the beginning of the twenteenth
century encouraged the emergence of modernism in Indone-
sia. The tendencies exhibited in those two kinds of paintings
were considered conservative, feudalistic and to have ignored
the reality of the populace.

The emergence of modernism could be seen when Soed-
jojono (1913-1986) began criticizing the paintings of Basuki
Abdullah. In 1939, Soedjojono criticized Basuki Abdullah who
had expressed the concern that he could run out of subjects
for painting. Soedjojono disapproved of Basuki Abdullah’s
view that only certain subjects had high level artistic value,
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and were thus appropriate for use as subjects in painting. In
Soedjojono’s opinion, the subjects that Basuki Abdullah
thought were of value, had not roots in the truth, but rather
only in convention. Soedjojono wrote: ‘‘Painting is not only
related to the conventional values of that sort. A pair of old
shoes and Hamengku Buwono VII, and the banks of the
Ciliwung river and the scenery of Bromo Mountains are all
the same. What gives value to the painting is not convention,
but the soul of the painter.’’?

Soedjojono’s statement cannot be denied to have exhibited
the views of a modernist out to reject conservative values. This
painter did, indeed, play an important role in the emergence
of modernism in Indonesia. His views, which heavily influenced
the development of Indonesian modern art, exhibited the fact
that he was turning toward realism and believed in ‘‘honesty.”’

Soedjojono’s views clearly exhibited the belief that the
beauty in art was not necessarily related to idealization, con-
ventional esthetic measurements, sensuality and the lives of
the nobility. Beauty could also be found in the realities that
convention defined as ‘‘not beautiful.”” The dark side of life,
the way of life of the rough, common people also contained
beauty in Soedjojono’s view — compare his view with Gustave
Courbet’s (Realism) manifest (1861) which could be seen as
regarding three points: (1) Rejecting the conservative idealism;
(2) Adapting principles of positivism; (3) Believe in the liber-
ation of the individual as a political goal.

The tendency toward realism set forth by Soedjojono
indeed should not be viewed as only a challenge to the views
on beauty. The challenge he threw out had its roots in social
realities, among which was the fact that during the colonial
period, painting was practiced only among the elite circles —
among the nobility and the Dutch colonial administration offi-
cials. Besides that, the paintings depicting the beautiful scenery
of Indonesia were bought and sold in the elite circles as sou-
venirs for the Dutch to take home to their country.

In this kind of feudalistic environment, reality and the
image of beauty formed a kind of hierarchy. In relation to
this, Sanento Yuliman wrote: ‘““To the feudal community, a
nobleman held more value than a carriage driver or a vegeta-
ble seller — due to social conventions: feudalism established
a vertical distance between human beings. Heroic events were
considered to be of more value than the buying and selling
of vegetables in the marketplace due to social conventions. And
animals such as bulls and lions were viewed as having a higher
value than goats because of social conventions: the Indone-
sian people have long used the bull and lion as symbols. Thus,
Raden Saleh depicted nobility heroic events and battles between
lions and bulls as the central elements of his painting, rather
than day-to-day objects.”*

Soedjojono rejected this hierarchy of reality and conven-



tion. In relation to this, Sanento Yuliman wrote: ‘‘Painters,
according to Soedjojono, must only resort to their own souls:
Painting is the visualization of the soul. Because of that,
painters must be free of the ties introduced by all forms of
collectivity, so that they are ‘true,”’ that is that they are capa-
ble of setting forth everything in their hearts, everything that
stirs in their souls, in a pure, straightforward manner without
any limitations. Painters must be free of conventional stan-
dards, from tradition, ‘groep moraliserende mensen’ and this
party and that party. The soul of a painter visible in a paint-
ing is what gives value to that painting. In this way painters
could truly paint anything and bring forth works of quality
as long as they guarded the quality of the soul.”’?

If seen from within the esthetic framework of kagunan,
the differences between the views of Soedjojono and Basuki
Abdullah are to be found in the moral perceptions, which
within the kagunan framework are called ‘‘budi luhur,”’ or
nobility of character. This difference in perception gave rise
to differences in perception of reality.

However, within the midst of the debate between these
two artists about morality and reality, there remained some
similarities in their perceptions and views, those being related
to lyricism as the sensibility of art. The ‘‘quality’’ of the
soul/feeling/expression conceived of by Soedjojono continued
to have a connection with the lyrical, poetic sensibility. Lyri-
cism emerges in one of Soedjojono’s statements: ‘‘May it be
the will of God that your art be great even though it tells of
the jasmine, may your art be great even though you sing of
solitude, may your art be eternal even though you sing of
death.”’%

The conflict between the opinions of Soedjojono and
Basuki Abdullah exhibits clearly the emergence of the discourse
of modernism in Indonesia. Of course, it must be understood
that this discourse of modernism was different than that of
the modernism of Europe. This modernism, as well as the con-
servative values which it rejected, were local products rooted
in local realities. There are even signs that this conflict between
esthetic stances were rooted in the framework of kagunan, or
fine art. In my opinion, this is the basis for the discourse on
artistic expression within the development of Indonesian art:
the discussion of beauty/expression linked to moral precepts.

What we must note immediately is that this discourse of
modernism is not linked in any way to the East/West
dichotomy, nor to the dilemma of modern/traditional as we
have assumed up to now — in particular the theorists of the
West. It cannot be denied that the conflict over convictions
on esthetics existed within the channel of the development of
art within the framework of High Art (West), which had
experienced changes as a result of local interpretations (the
framework of kagunan).
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The involvement of the Western colonial society in this
conflict between concepts was not related to the ‘‘culture of
the West,”’ but was rather a result of the position of these
Westerners within the way of life of the larger community.
These colonists, along with the indigenous feudal society of
Java, constituted an elite group which within the development
of art could be said to have established conservative esthetics.

The conflict between these convictions about esthetics did
not follow a bipolar pattern either: the traditional pole on one
side and the modern pole on the other side. The position of
local tradition within this discourse was not polar in nature,
but was a unifying influence within a process of assimilation.
This was also true of the tradition of High Art (West), which
also cannot be seen as a pole because it is not a complete
framework.

There is no longer a pure delineation between the East
and the West behind the discourse of modernism in Indone-
sia. The framework of High Art, which forms the basis for
this discourse cannot be considered separately from the frame-
work of kagunan. The developments which provide the basis
for this discourse themselves exhibit signs of being a mixture.
Within their creative efforts, the Dutch painters as well as the
indigenous painters were very influenced by local conditions.
It is almost impossible to trace a line of indigenousness within
this development. The works of Raden Saleh, an indigenous
painter, turned out to reflect more influence from the develop-
ments occurring in Europe, rather than from the Dutch painters
who worked in Indonesia (among them being Pieter van Oort,
Ernest Hardouin, Frans Lebert and Jan Daniel Beynon).

Thus, it cannot be denied that there has been a discourse
on modernism occurring within the development of Indone-
sian art. Because of this, modern art in Indonesia is linked
not only to modernity and modernization, but also has its roots
in modernism. However, it must be noted that this modernism
had its roots in values other than those occurring in the dis-
course on modernism of the West, upon which we have focused
up to now.

Of course, this discourse of modernism cannot be consid-
ered separately from modernity and modernization in Indone-
sia. The emergence of this discourse cannot be isolated from
the social changes occurring at the time. The nationalist move-
ment, the invasion by Japan during World War II, and the
struggle for independence against the Dutch colonial forces
formed the basis for the emergence of modernity and modern-
ization in Indonesia.

Soedjojono’s statements that criticize the conservative
esthetic values of landscapes cannot be viewed separately from
the sentiments of nationalism. During my presentation at the
symposium ‘‘The Potential of Asian Thought,”’ I put forth
that: ““What he disliked about the theme of landscapes was



that painting them could be interpreted as serving the tastes
of the Dutch Colonial Society who saw the natural environ-
ment of Indonesia as beautiful — cynical, he called the style
Mooi Indie (the Beautiful Indies). ¥’

The medernity and modernization reflected in these social
changes, and which constitute a part of the discourse of
modernism, contain complex problems which when mixed with
the issue of modernism frequently give rise to confusion.
Within this context of modernity, a number of issues emerge:
national identity, nationalism, nationality, the East/West
dilemma, the traditional/modernity dilemma, indigenousness
and the search for cultural roots (the Great Past). When these
issues, which should be considered separately, become mixed
up with the issue of modernism, confusion occurs.

In relationship to modernism, modernity and moderni-
zation indicate once again that reality does not stand as one
substance. Misinterpretation occurs when these diverse issues
are assumed to be one substance, which can be discussed within
one framework of thought. The modernism, modernity and
modernization linked up within the discourse of modernism
continue to have separate circles of reference, which are differ-
ent from one another.

Modernity in Indonesia emerged along with the aware-
ness of nationality and nationalism. Because of that, during
my presentation at the symposium ‘“The Potential of Asian
Thought,” I put forth that: “‘In Indonesia, modernity was
shadowed more by the French Revolution and the birth of
democracy in America. The perception of these events led to
the development of nationalism. Therefore, it should not seem
strange that the kind of individual freedom, independence and
the right to advancement that Soedjojono advocated was a far
cry from the progress among mankind reflected in the develop-
ment of modern art.”” %

The awareness of nationality which emerged in Indone-
sia in the run-up to World War II was related to the Japanese
campaign about the emergence of ‘‘Greater East Asia.”” The
Indonesian intellectuals who were raising the issue of nation-
ality were immediately attracted to the concept of easternness
being offered by Japan. In the 1930s a cultural polemic
occurred based on the questioning of the identity of the Indone-
sia populace. Within this debate, the background of the cul-
ture of the people of Indonesia — a people of the East sup-
pressed by a people of the West — was made an issue. Japan’s
proposal about the identity of the East immediately ignited
the East/West dilemma — a debate which continues to this
day. When the J apanése toppled the Dutch pawers in Indonesia
in 1942, the Emergence of Greater East Asia campaign echoed
even more strongly. The body most responsible for this
resounding outcry was the ‘‘Keimin Bunka Shidosho.”’

Painting, which was undergoing changes (with the emer-
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gence of modernism) immediately experienced a new type of
observation based on a totally different point of view. In 1943,
at the opening of an exhibition presented by Keimin Bunka
Shidosho, Sanusi Pane, the chairman of that institution, said,
““Our painters are trying to achieve an Eastern basis and style.
In general it is very clear that they are doing so within an
environment heavily influenced by the West. This can be seen
in a comparison, for example, of the thinking of Indonesian
experts of tradition, who view customary law through the
glasses of European experts, or experts in the Indonesian lan-
guage who view Indonesian through the framework of Euro-
pean languages. The responsibility of Indonesian painters is
to move themselves entirely out of this environment into an
environment of the East and Indonesia. Their steps in this direc-
tion are clearly seen in this presentation.”” ¥

In relation to this Easternness and Indonesianness, Soed-
jojono wrote, ‘“... our painting here has no Indonesian charac-
ter or style as yet. Actually we must have a way to formulate
our own character — if we relate ourselves directly to our souls
through the formulation of ourselves. But because we continue
to follow patterns set out from others as we have done since
the times of Raden Saleh, Abdullah Surio Subroto and Pirn-
gadi, up to the contemporary painters of today, we will con-
tinue to be hindered from formulating our true selves ...”” ¥

Soedjojono’s statement exhibits a different dimension
within his conflict with the existing conservative esthetic values.
This was the dimension of ‘‘Indonesianness.”” These two
aspects of Soedjojono’s views — opposition to conservatism
and the advocating of Indonesianism — are, in fact, two very
different issues. The one is connected with the esthetics of
modern art (and modernism) and the other is a part of the
issue of Indonesian culture (and modernity). Although, within
Soedjojono’s view, these two things can still be related to each
other through the principle of ““honesty’” which he was always
advocating. In Soedjojono’s eyes, honesty, on the one side,
could be seen as a tendency toward realism. On the other hand,
honesty was also a source for the presentation of Indonesian-
ness through the idea that, ““... if we relate ourselves directly
to our souls through the formulation of ourselves.”’

This honesty, based on the realism of Soedjojono, and
also on the Indonesianness he advocated, have a moral con-
notation. Within his views, Soedjojono appeared to believe
that artists/painters were moralists. According to Soedjojono,
painters must ‘‘be courageous enough to live, to face poverty,
to love the truth, to struggle for the truth, even though they
make enemies of the gods themselves, they must continue to
be modest, but must also be as arrogant as a garuda(mythical
eagle-like bird).”” 3!

The morality to be found within Soedjojono’s views is,
of course, related to socialization. In his other writings he sug-



gests that, ““... there is one factor which I also consider major.
That is the factor of the populace. Even though I hate the soci-
ety we have now, I love the populace, the people. ... My people
are a people who can understand only the simplest of reali-
ties. Their reality is the reality of rice. They might also under-
stand imagination, but if their wives and children are hunger,
they will resort to theft ...”” 3

Soedjojono’s views reflect the discourse of Indonesian-
ness which contained societal values such as solidarity. In 1957,
when this Indonesianness was becoming an increasingly impor-
tant issue, the critic/author Trisno Sumardjo expressed the view
that the painter was the barometer of the nation. Sumardjo
believed that the painters, ‘‘capture and process the movements
and the signs of the society around them, so that the problems
of nature and man, which have become like close relatives to them
in their daily lives, also become a part of their art itself.’” 3

According to Sumardjo, artists were the recorders of the
signs of the times among the public, which could depict Indone-
sianness. In Sumardjo’s opinion, an artist, ‘“... sees the strange
within the nature around them, the sky, the sea, the land, the
trees and the animals; he captures the movements of his human
compatriots: they who work in the fields and in the factories,
or those who botch things up in the salons of the rich, those
involved in corruption, or those struggling; he records their
results: a hut or a building, keroncong(grassroots music) or
a symphony a lake or a puddle, drawings on a becak(pedicab)
or in a museum ...”” 3

This discourse of Indonesianness, as can be seen in the
views of Soedjojono and Trisno Sumardjo, reflects the situa-
tion of that time: Indonesia with a sad face. A society which
had suffered suppression for so long, a people lacking progress
and development, who had been plunged into even greater
poverty and disorder due to the war. A people whose culture
was under pressure, suppressed and dishonored. A society
which had no sense of itself or pride in what it was.

This depressed situation caused a tendency toward real-
ism in the background of the emergence of modernism in
Indonesia, as if it were some sort of source of inspiration: a
reality that not only offered a different actuality from that of
the ideal, elite and conservative world, but a reality that was
hard, bitter, sorrowful, and full of injustice. It was this con-
dition that made the resulting realism a <‘moralistic realism,”’
which held only a small element of esthetics. This realism was
a moral movement which tended to delve into the bitter, dark
realities and to express them. A realism that, because of its
moral basis, was a biased realism.

In the practice of painting, this realism was reflected in
the ‘“‘People”’ themes — depictions of daily life, poverty, the
struggle for life, the seething and the survival of a simple
people. These themes were selected and painted on the basis
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of raw emotion; a mixture of a feeling of awe, a feeling of
awakening, and a feeling of the poetic and lyrical. The paint-
ings produced reflected the movement of these emotions —
between the feelings of awe and anger — which made them
expressive in nature. However, the placement of elements often
appeared lyrical.

This is the discourse of modernism which emerged in
Indonesian art. As I have said before, this discourse of modern-
ism is different from the discourse of modernism which we
have known all along. This modernism, as I said during the
symposium ‘‘The Potential of Asian Thought,”’ is not based
in the spirit of the avant-garde — showing a tendency to criti-
cize tradition and the establishment within society for the sake
of progress. This modernism, to the contrary, had its roots
in moralism, and, in fact, had the purpose of defending the
people, including their traditions and cultures, which were
under pressure and despised.

This morality within the discourse of modernism can be
returned to the framework of kagunan which, indeed, con-
tained moral aspects. Besides this, the impact of the feeling
of awe, and the feeling of awakening, as well as the feeling
of beauty, can also be linked to the framework of kagunan.
Within painting, the conviction of modernism appeared as an
expression and pouring out of feelings and this sense of awe.
Even this tendency is closer to that of the framework of kagu-
nan, thus being far removed from the expression which con-
tains a vision such as exists within the modernism we have
become familiar with.

The modernism within this framework of kagunan is the
modernism of Indonesia. Two important aspects are seen
within this modernism, those being morality and lyricism. With
the development of modern art in Indonesia, these two aspects
can be seen to have become channels of development. In the
symposium ‘“The Potential of Asian Thought,’’ I analyzed in
detail the two tendencies in Indonesian modern art, those being
the tends set by the Yogya School and the Bandung School.

The Yogya School emphasized the morality and honesty
aspects as found in the thinking of Soedjojono. Because of
the faith in morality, the tendencies apparent in the Yogya
School were those of the themes of the people and the com-
munity, while the belief in honesty/feelings/emotion as a
source of truth gave rise to expressive paintings. Indonesian-
ness and society constituted important issues within this
tendency.

The Bandung School appeared to develop along the lines
of lyricism. Actually this tendency had the purpose of develop-
ing the factor of form which had its roots in the observation
of visual reality (which constitutes influence by the modernism
of the West). However, as it turns out, the development of
this visual reality turned in the direction of the development



of lyricism. The theme of the people and the issue of Indone-
sianness were not emphasized in this tendency.

Another channel apparent in the development of lyricism
was the tendency toward decorative painting. The decorative
style was consciously brought into the art of painting because
it was considered to reflect Indonesianness — in reference to
the large variety of decorations existing in traditional
handicrafts.

It will take a great deal of further observation in order
to fully understand the modernism of Indonesia. Its symptoms
and signs are different from the symptoms and signs of the
accepted concept of modernism we have become familiar with,
thus bringing forth the possibility that we will encounter major
difficulties in our attempts at this observation. In order to look
closely at the pattern of development and to understand the
discourse, comparisons between this pattern and the develop-
ment of modernism in the other countries of Asia, as is being
done in this ‘‘Asian Modernism exhibition,”’ will be necessary.

The clarification of this modernism will be of use in under-
standing the developments in art occurring internationally at
this time — in which we are all involved. In order to under-
stand the international contemporary art discourse, we still need
to answer the question as to its relationship to this ‘‘other
modernism’’ within the context of the discourse of contem-
porary art which frequently emphasizes the discussion of
modernity and post-modernity. This presents an interesting
problem. Within the development of Indonesian art, for exam-
ple, the borders between modern and contemporary art are
not clear. A number of the developments in art in Indonesia,
which have earned the label ‘‘contemporary,’’ continue to have
roots in morality. Another segment continue the advocating
of lyricism — in line with the emergence of the unexpected
art boom. These two directions are the same directions taken
in the modern art.

In the end, we are forced to ask: Whether there actually
is development in art, in the modern era, in this era, in Asia.

" Maybe there is, but the theory of the history of art — which
emphasizes observation of continuity, influences, and con-
tradictions (post hoc, ergo propter hoc) — may not be the cor-
rect tool for understanding the meaning and development of
art in Asia.
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