
exhibition. On the 12 February, one day after the exhib it ion had closed, a five-page letter 
from the Indones ian Embassy, landed on my desk like an arrow. In th is the Embassy 
complained bitterly about the "misrepresentations" of the political situation in Indone
sia which appeared in the catalogue. In particular the Embassy disputed that President 
Suharto had come to power in a military coup, that Indonesia was ruled by a militaristic 
government, that the Indonesian government had failed to confront the despoliation of 
the tropical forests, that there was not full freedom of the press and that the countryside 
was "politicised, militar ised, mechanised and territorialised." The Embassy finished the 
letter by asking the Museum to withdraw the catalogue from circulat ion "so as to avoid 
misunderstanding between our two peoples." " I was away from the office at that t ime 
but my assistant acknowledged the letter and said that the catalogue wou ld be tempo
rarily withd rawn from sale pending my return when I would respond to the ir letter. As 
the exhib ition had already closed this was no hardship. 

We then had to decide what to do: from the point of view of the Museum, Heri Dono 
had not presented work in Oxford which he would not have shown in Indonesia, although 
the issues were certainly discussed more frankly in the catalogue than could have been 
the case there. In doing this we felt that both the artist and the Museum were exercising 
the right of fair comment and free speech and that we should not accede to any pressure 
from a foreign government which was only acting true to form. Yet the potent ial prob
lems for Heri Dono and his family within Indones ia which could result from this, were 
not purely matters of principle ; measures could be taken which at best could prevent 
him from working outside the country, and it is unlikely that the politicians "whose abuse 
of power" Dono had described as belying "their sweetness" (comments which the Indo
nesian Embassy had described as "arbitrary and malicious") would take a char itab le 
view of his artist ic freedom. In the end it was decided that the best course of act ion was 
masterly inaction: no further letter was sent to the Embassy and this seemed to make 
everyone happy. The Embassy had its "withdrawal" and Heri Dono's position as art ist 
rather than political or social commentator was not compromised. Of course the cata
logue was still available to anyone who was interested but it was not openly in circu
lation. In these maneuvers it almost seemed as if Oxford had become a small part of 
Indonesia . 

And that is how the situation remained until the beginning of this year. The political 
changes within Indonesia have meant that the kris can be put back in its sheath; it is 
again possib le directly to speak the truth. 

Notes 
1. Zeno of E\ea was known as one of the Eleatic philosphers. 
2. Heri Dono, "The Game," in David Elliott & Gilane Tawadros (ed.) , Heri Dono (London and Oxford: Institute of Visual 

Arts and Museum of Modern Art Oxford, 1996), p.18. 
3. M. Dwi Marianto, "Mainstreaming of Ngeledek in Indonesian Contemporary Art," AWAS! Recent Art from Indonesia 

(Indonesian Arts Society, 1999), pp.17-20. 
4. Julie Ewington, "Between the Cracks: Art and Method in Southeast Asia," ART AsioPacific, vol.3, no.4, 1996, pp.57-63. 

For this metaphor she credits William Henry Scott the historian of the pre-Hispanic Philippines as the source. 
5. R. Kipling, "The Ballad of East and West," 1889. 
6. See for example Jim Supangkat, "The Framing of Contemporary Indonesian Art," Art/ink, vol.13, nos.3 and 4, 

November-March 1993/ 4, pp.46-50. In particular the section entitled "Modernism in Indonesia: a difference." 
Malaysian artist and critic Redza Piyadasa also has referred to the prescient multi-ethnic and multi-traditional 
postmodernlty of Malaysian contemporary art in "Modern Malaysian Art 1945-1991: a Historical Overview" 
in C. Turner (ed.), Tradition and Change. Contemporary Art a{ Asia and the Pacific (Brisbane: University of Queensland 
Press, 1993), pp.58-71. 

7. Rizki A. Zaelani, "Contemporary Art in Indonesia: Beware! Aher the Big Change," AWAS! Recent Art from Indonesia, 
op cit .. pp.85-89. 

8. A similarly critical but distantly related attitude towards modernity, identity, truth and power has characterized the 
work of many European artists during the 1990s. 

9. Astri Wright, Soul, Spirit and Mountain. Preoccupations of Contemporary Indonesian Painters (Kuala Lumpur, 
Oxford University Press, 1994), p.238. This statement was made between 1988 and 1992. 

10. Dadang Christanto to Astri Wright, letter 25.05.99, published in A. Wright, "Thoughts from the Crest of a Breaking 
Wave," AWAS1 Recent Art from Indonesia, op. cit., p.60. 
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18. Heri Dono in an interview with Tim Martin, ibid., p.38. 
19. Heri Dono, "Blooming in Arms," ibid., p.22. 
20. The Times, London, Tuesday, 6 February 1996. 
21. Letter from the Indonesian Embassy to David Elliott, 12 February 1996, exhibition archive of the Museum of Modern 
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Netherlands 
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Honors & Awards 
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The Best Painting Award, Indonesia Institute of the Arts, Yogyakarta, 
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Young Indonesia Art ists , L'Alliance Francaise and the Institute of 

Technology (1TB), Bandung, Indonesia 
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I Gusti Nyoman Lempad Prize, Sanggar Dewata Indonesia, Yogyakarta, 
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Prince Claus Award 
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Freeman Fellowship, Vermont Studio Center, Vermont, U.5.A. 

Public Collection s 

Artoteek Den Haag, The Hague, The Netherlands 

Cemeti Contemporary Art Gallery, Yogyakarta, Indonesia 

Fukuoka Asian Art Museum, Fukuoka, Japan (:/iliill7'~/7'~1f-itt ) 
Indonesia Institute of the Arts, Yogyakarta, Indonesia 

Museum der Kulturen, Basel, Switzerl and 

Singapore Art Museum, Singapore 

Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, Australia 

Stedelijk Museum de Lakenhal, Leiden, The Netherlands 

Okinawa Prefectural Contemporary Art Museum (construction), Okinawa, 

Japan (;<j>t,'l!l/\l_:;'.[!Jl.{-\:~1#tt[{&f/J;)) 

NTT Intercommunication Center, Tokyo, Japan (ICC) (NTT1:.<;i-:::i2. .1 

=-7-:,3:,,,.-t,:,,,9-[ ICC)) 

National Gallery, Canberra, Australia 
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Born in Bangkok , Thailand, 1956. He obtained his M.F.A. from Edinburgh 
University (U.K.), then his Ph.D. from Cornell University (U.S.A.). He started 
to teach at Chulalongkorn University in 1991 and is now associate profes· 
sor. He has made major researches on contemporary art in Asia and has 
curated internat ional shows such as "Traditions / Tensions: Contemporary 
Art in Asia" (1996), as guest curator of the Asia Society in New York, and 
24th Sao Paulo Biennale (1998), as commissioner for the Asian section. He 
is also international advisor for 1st Echigo-Tsumari Art Triennial (2000) and 
1st Yokohama Triennale (2001). He is now one of the most important cura
tors in the Asian region. He is the author of Modern Art in Thailand (1992) 
and Western Style Painting and Sculpture in the Thai Royal Court (1993). 
Lives in Bangkok. 
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Born in Prestbury, England, 1949. He obtained a BA in modern history from 
University of Durham and an M.A. in history of art from Courtauld Institute 
of Art, University of London . He was director of Museum of Modern Art 
Oxford for 20 years from 1976 and assumed his current position as director 
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numerous books and catalogues relating to these areas. President of CIMAM. 
Lives in Stockholm. 

Jim Supangkat 

Born in Ujung Pandang, 1948. Trained at the Department of Fine Arts and 
Design, Bandung Institute of Technology, he started his career as an artist 
but eventually became a prominent art critic and an independent curator . 
He has curated exhibitions such as "The Mutat ion: Painstaking Realism in 
Indonesian Contemporary Painting"(1997) and inaugural exhibit ion of the 
National Gallery in Indonesia (1999). He has been extensively involved in 
internat ional exhibitions in the Asia-Pacific region as well, including "Asian 
Modernism"(1995) and the Asia-Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art. Lives 
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