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Protesters dem onstrat ing agai nst former president 
Suharto . Asiaweek (2 June 2000 , pp.36- 37) 

with super bad and super good characters, linking them to the fantasy world of dancing 

shadows. Another way of viewing Dono's work is to compare it with how wr iters such as 

Pramoedya Anania Toer adapted wayang plots to feature the struggle of good to surv ive 

evi l spirits. 38 But whereas in literary wo rks such as Pramoedya Toer's Awakenings, it is 

clear who are the devils, Dono's characters are sometimes mixed, as good deit ies are 

turned into crafty demons. 

Eating Bullets (Makan Pelor) (1992, cat.no .11), Three Pistols in the Back (1992, 

cat.no.12), and Campaign of the Three Parties (1992, cat.no.13) were executed at the 

t ime of relative political stabi lity in Indonesia. The scenes show war-mongering part ies 

fighting in frenzy and confusion. In contrast , in Dialog with a Pistol (1998, cat.no.14), 

painted towards the end Suharto's troubled regime, the characters are easily decipher­

able . A so ldi er in a red helmet w ith dark glasses and Badman badge is blasting two 

bullets into the forehead of a man holding his hands in surrender . The background 

reveals the riot scene in Jakarta behind raised curta ins. Dono described this work : "How 

can honor be found through holding a dialogue via the force ofweapons?" 39 

Hindu myths feature strongly in The Bearer of the Peace Discus (1994, cat.no.15) . 

Battle among grotesque beasts is disrupted as a flying goddess with a Vishnu's cakra 

(wheel) comes between them. The burly three-headed monster in military regalia and 

boots pissing in a glass symbol izes authoritative power against determined opponents. 

Dono's mythological signifi cat ion anticipated the terror and turmoil that awaited the 

Indonesian people in the late 1990s. The resignation of Suharto as president on 21 May, 

1998, brought an abrupt end to Indonesia's 32-year-old New Order regime. Four years 

ear lier, the cover of Far Eastern Economic Review (September 1994) featured a carica­

ture of smiling Suharto balancing on high-wire economy. The nepotistic culture seemed 

to be impossible to dispose of. Since his resignat ion , demonstrators have demanded 

that Suharto be placed trial for treason and corruption. Students wore smil ing masks of 

Suharto at the Semanggi traffic rotary in Jakarta in protest against his crimes. Posters 

and cartoons depicted him as a demon with fangs. 40 During the topsy-turvy events as 

power changed hands from Suharto to Bacharuddin Jusuf Habibie to Abdurrahman Wahid, 

Dono captured the rapid transitions as politicians, cronies, bankers, religious leaders, 

mi lit ary generals, civi lians, and students performed like human puppets on stage . 

In A Magician Who Never Killed (2000, cat.no .16), the laugh ing magician with a 

decapitated head rides the Reform Order vehicle. Meanwhile, the other politi cal power 

in the guise of a urinating demon tries to capture a magician in a mirror reflection and 

shoots him at close range through a telescope but misses. The King Who is Afraid of 

Approaching Barong (2000, cat.no.17) is a ta le of a greedy king who is throw n out of 

power. Habibie is seen being ejecting from his seat as the volcano erupts. He is attacked 

by a flying Superwoman, who is symbolic of Megawat i Sukarnoputri, whose grandmother 

was a Hindu from Bali. Barong, the Lord of the Forest, a fantastic tiger-dragon who is the 

protector of mankind, is pulling the char iot to expel evil forces with wh ite magic . The 

figure of an opportunist rides the chariot as the dragon and Garuda fly away from the 

leader of the puppet regime.4' Compared with The Barong 's Imagination of the Drunkard 

(1991, cat.no.18), which relates to mythology and the puppet world, The King Who is 

Afraid of Approaching Barong is clearly more direct and political. The painting depicts 

Habibie as a pawn under high pressure due to crisis stemming from ethnic riots, the 

East Timor bloodbath, and the Bank Bali scandal. 

With the ngoko mode of speech, Dono likes to explore the playful language of the 

street and slang (plesetan) that tease and taunt (ngeledek) .4' These puns and verba l 

games are turned into paintings that tease out some sensational incidents in Indonesia. 

The Guard Who is Keeping the Bank's Key (2000, cat.no .19) captures the scene of 

Suharto's alleged ly ill-begotten fortune (some US$15 billion) which a Time article (May 

1999) claimed the president and his fam ily acquired during his rule.43 Masked puppets 
confront one another. One of them as symbol of the people holds the banner of a smok-



ing Suharto. The other is Suharto's bodyguard, who has been holding the bank's key for 

three decades. According to Dono, the bodyguard is ordered to blow up the dynamite in 
his hand if anybody finds the bank key. In Flower Diplomacy (2000, cat.no.20), two fig­

ures talk sweetly to each other behind smiling masks. Like puppets on a stage with the 

curtains raised, they act out their roles, but they are ready to harm the other when sweet­

ness becomes sour and bitter. Dono referred to the incident more than 30 years ago 

when Sukarno had to bestow power on Suharto, who went on to rule Indonesia under 

his own dictatorship. 

Dono offers a cheeky and playful comment on larger-than-life icons that in reality 

are frivolous and pathetic figures. Superman Still Learning How to Wear Underwear (2000, 

cat.no.21) is a direct satire on the Amer ican superhero, who learns how to put on under­

wear the right way instead of over his tights. Dono observes that it is not just Superman 

who makes this ridiculous display in public but also Batman and Robin. 

Interrogation (1998, cat.no .22) is one of Dono's most critical and dramatic works 

addressing the violence and suppression carried out during Suharto's dictatorship. '' 

This video installation consists of five monitors wit h suspended fiberglass rifles point­

ing at the faces of five victims who are under interrogation. The viewer becomes witness 

as well as interrogator while the prisoners reveal fear and despair as they flinch at the 

sound of bullets . In the background, recorded scenes of riots and demonstrations in 

East Tim or, Jakarta, Yogyakarta, and Santa Cruz flow in slow motion. One scene is about 
the raids ordered by Jakarta military leaders on opposition leader Megawati 

Sukarnoputri's headquarters on 27 July 1996. As a result, Suryadi replaced Megawati 

as puppet head of the party wh ile more than 40 members of Megawat i's supporters 

went missing. Dono's message in this work is hard and direct like a gun pointing at 

one's head. The message hits home as the viewer shares the heavy breathing sound of 

fear as distressed victims are under interrogation. In contrast, Inner City (1999, cat.no.23) 

deals with political issues through humor and absurdity . A mannequin with a fiberglass 

head (Dono's self portrait) stands in a contrapposto position, displaying his anatomical 

features like a classical statue. At close encounter, the viewer finds that the figure is 

made of different parts of borrowed objects. The handsome figure has no arms, his hands 

are protruding from his shoulders. Like a mutant or human-robot, a small monitor inside 

his chest reveals scenes of riots in Jakarta. The sign "Please look inside" written above 

his sexual organ invites the viewer to peep inside his red penis to witness a recording of 

the televised broadcast of Suharto's resignat ion. 

When Abdurrahman Wahid (Gus Our) became president in 1999, he inherited mount ­

ing internal problems as Indonesia faced uncertainties in political, econom ic, social, 

religious, and ethnic transitions. For instance, ethnic violence aimed at the Chinese com­

munity exploded even before Suharto left office in May 1998. Chinese neighborhoods 

were looted and burned while scores of ethnic Chinese women were gang-raped. Fear 

felt by other ethn ic minorities erupted as the military massacred inhabitants in East 

Timor in 1999. In 2000, hundreds of people were killed in Aceh due to fighting for inde­

pendence, while fighting between Mus lims and Christians on the Maluku Islands have 

claimed thousands of lives. 

When he began his presidency, Wahid had to withstand some larger-than-life icons. 

As the blind Muslim cleric mounted the presidential steps, the voice of a Javanese sooth­

sayer (dukun) called the proceedings to a halt. The warning was that the "big man," the 

spirit of Suharto, was standing at the doorway. Wahid and his family waited as the sooth­

sayer carried out a prayer ritual. Later, Wah id's daughter, Yenny, said that it was the 

black power of Suharto, who was trying to hurt them. There are all kinds of Supermen 

but in Indonesia, many of them are seen as belong ing to puppetry . When asked by a 

puppeteer when he attended a wayang performance how becoming the president has 

affected him. Wahid replied, "I am afraid I am also a player in a larger story that I don't 
control. I am a puppet that will be put back in the box when I am no longer needed." 45 
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But as president, Wahid still pulls many of the strings that control the marionettes of 

wayang characters on the political stage. When he came under fire at the People's Con­

sultative Assembly (MRP) in August 2000 due to his handling of religious violence in 

Maluku Islands and the vulnerability of the economy and the currency, he humbly apolo­

gized for the malaise of Indonesia. He promised special autonomy to Aceh and lrian 

Jay a, separatist provinces at opposite ends of the vast archipelago. Also, he promised to 

give more power to Vice-President Megawati. But Wahid could not dispel the impres­

sion of an ailing man who is leading a nation that is in danger of tearing itself apart. As 

one writer in The Indonesian Observer wrote, "Waiting on Wahid is not easy."46 

Despite creating some confrontational works on recent upheaval in Indonesia, Dono 

has found the wayang to be the best medium for capturing the topsy-turvy events that 

have often been complex and opaque. In Wayang Legenda: Indonesia Baru (2000, see 

pp.76,77), cartography has been incorporated as part of a wayang story of islands and 

provinces in the archipelago. Represented as strange and morbid creatures, the volcanic 

islands of Krakatau and Anak Krakatau erupt while Sumatra, Sulawesi, Kalimantan, Bali, 

Lombok, Flores, Sumbawa, the Maluku Islands , Java, lrian Jaya, Papua, and Timor seem 

to be dancing like drunkards. It is the map and story of the new Indonesia, in which 

Timor is like an independent bird ready to fly to freedom - except that it has no wings. In 

Lobi Lobi (2000, see pp.78,79), Dono created superheroes, monsters, and gods to perform 

in the theatre of shadows and puppets. It is a world where down is up and nothing is as 

it seems to be. Analogous to political arenas, where lobbyists talk in sweet, flowery 

language, the speeches behind the facade of sweetness can turn out to be like sour 

fruits (lob,) . As dalang, Dono does not offer a path for a new national awakening but a 

critique on the players in a larger story that he does not control. They are like deities and 

demons who seem to quarrel and fight in never-ending battles . 

Dono's Demons and Deities Dancing and Drinking in Edo 

As guest curator of Heri Dono's solo show at the Japan Foundation Asian Center, Tokyo, 

I was given the challenging task of selecting and curating this exhibition in a relatively 

short span of time ." Taking into consideration of the exhibition space and selected art­

works, I had to conceptualize how viewers who come to see Dono's show in Tokyo can 

fully appreciate his creative force. The idea came about during my research residency at 

the Bellagio Study and Conference Center in Italy in March 2000 when discussing with 

my research colleague on international art exhibitions and how context plays a part in 

appreciation and understanding of artworks. 48 I felt that Dono's work should be exhib­

ited in relation to the theme of shadows and realms. Viewers should have a sense of 

entering into another realm in which the boundaries of logic and absurdity are easily 

crossed over. 

Dono explained that screens and shadows are important in life. At times, they help 

to cover and conceal what cannot be displayed or heard directly. For Dono, truth cannot 

always run like a straight course, but more like the Javanese knife (kris) with its waver­

ing edge. To understand a lot of things in Indonesia, one needs to look at the world from 

upside down. His comment reminded me of the toy monkey in his studio that rides up 

the ladder with his head pointing to the floor. But then it would be too absurd to request 

viewers to look at Dono's exhibition with their heads turned upside down. This would 

result in dizziness, headache, and low attendance of the exhibition . 

The architectural setting and the exhibition space determine the viewers' percep­

tion, so the idea that they should feel like entering courtyards or pavilions became the 

starting point for the exhibition design . The idea of indoor / outdoor led me to think of 

open courtyards in lndonesia. 49 Pendopo derives from the Sanskrit word mandapa, mean­

ing a pillared hall. These pillared, open-sided halls can be found in many temples of the 

Singasari-Kediri-Majapahit period of 13th-15th centuries in Java, and later temples in 

Bali have mostly adopted this form. Pendopos were adapted for the courtly architecture 
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fig .20 (p.29) 
Heri Dono, sketch for the mascot of the solo exhibition 
at the Japan Foundation Asia Center, Tokyo, 2000 

in evidence in the Javanese courts in Yogyakarta and Surakarta . Construction is often on 

raised plinths linked by staircases and surrounded by a moat and a wall. Spatial rela­

t ionships can be separated between pendopo agung, the main pendopo for court cer­

emonies, and the pringgitan, a shallow hall in a simil ar form where dancing and wayang 
kulit performances sometimes take place. 

By adapting the concept of a pendopo-pringgitan complex, a series of discussions 

between Dono, myself, the organizers, and the designers of the exhibition at the Japan 

Foundation were made. Meetings in Tokyo, Bangkok, New York , Amsterdam , and 

Yogyakarta were held to determine how this concept could be fully realized. As the exhi­

bition design was established, the stairs and parts of the floors were raised to create a 

specific space that becomes Dono's realm. In fact , three realms have been loosely in­

vented belong ing to gods, humans , and demons. These realms are in the care of three 

brothers , Batara Guru (who reigns the gods' realm), Semar (who protects humankind) 

and Togog (who advises the demons) . 

As viewers enter the exhibition space, they wa lk up and down these levels, which 

reveal creatures, human, gods, and angels. The sounds, smells , and moving images of 

wayang ku/it arouse their senses. Soon they find out that these realms are interchange­

able, as these characters overflo w and overlap . Humorou s, devious, and fr ighten ing, 

their behaviors seem unpredictable . Dancing and drunk , monsters become human as 

deitie s turn to demons . They are in a realm where down is up and logic is turned upside 

down. 

The baby toad mascots designed by Dono for this exhibit ion somersault in the air. 
They look at the wor ld from a strange perspective . But at t imes, seeing life from an 

upside down position can be refreshing and make a lot more sense. Dono's tongue-in­

cheek creation of these tiny toads is meant to tease as well as remind us that often fact 

and logic are not as they seem to be. In fact, thes e tea sing toads with bulging hearts 

might not be mascots but monsters . They could even be related to Venusaur (Fushigibana) 

or Poliwrath (Nyorobon), the Pokemon (Poket Monsters) monster s that await to be caught 

and manipulated like puppet s by Pokemon t rainers such as Ash (Satoshi) .50 After all in 
the realms of Dono, demons and deities often look alike . 

Bangkok, 17 August 2000 
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