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What was strange was the lack of strangeness.
There was the heat, and the stickiness of clothes on a sweaty body. There were 

known words that gleamed suddenly lucid in sentences in the unknown tongue. There 
were eateries/dhabas on the pavements. There were middle-class residential colonies 
that could have been Delhi or Bangalore. There was the all-too-familiar irony of 
international brand names and designer stores alongside makeshift shanty settlements. 
There was the politeness to us strangers, the hospitality to guests, the deference to elders 
and seniors, the razor-sharp critique of the social commentator, the spicy curries with 
rice, the hand crafts that echoed this subcontinent and spoke of people-to-people 
connections stretching back and forth over centuries: filigreed silver, handwoven textiles, 
batik, carved wood, bamboo and cane basketwork. One could continue. Green coconuts, 
Ravana–Rama–Sita, powercuts. Indonesia was both familiar and unfamiliar, there were 
connections and resonances. And when the theatre artists sat with us to talk of their 
work, there was a passion we recognized, a basic belief that theatre mattered, that 
communication through performance could make a social difference. And this, more 
than anything else, spoke to us of home.

A gracious ‘colonial style’ theatre, vaulted, corridored and columned, hung with 
posters and black and white photographs of milestone productions, and a proscenium 
stage on which, in a mix of traditional form and western theatre style which is deeply 
familiar, a narrative unfolds of a mythical hero who descends to earth whenever the 
people, in despair, turn to him for help. There is satire, social commentary, and the use of 
traditional body movements, choreography, music, costume. The members of the 
audience, as at similar productions at home, appear to be friends and aficionados, fellow 
theatre people, they know and greet each other, there is a sense of being comfortable and 
familiar with the space, with the fare on offer, much like the atmosphere in Academy of 
Fine Arts, Calcutta or the NSD complex in Delhi or the NCPA or Prithvi in Mumbai. A 
sense of a circle, of being within the circle. We visit the home of a theatre veteran, in 
whose courtyard his group rehearses: gracious hospitality, warm-ups and excercises, 
discussions about props and costumes—which are being readied by the group itself—the 
air of a team of people working together willingly under a respected leader. Once again, 
a familiar scenario. Away from the urban congestion, enfolded in green trees and fields, a 
stilt house where one of the seniormost theatre personalities resides, surrounded by 
memorabalia and testimonies to a formidable reputation. On this small estate, vegetables 
and fruit are grown by the theatre workers, rehearsals are held, water is drawn from a 
well and earth is tilled. The master points out the spot where he has chosen to be buried. 
He talks traditional philosophy, the dreams of a nation imagining itself into life. In 
complete contrast, we enter the small compound of a low house where, in the darkening 
dusk, a group of young men and women gather after work, deeply political, sharply 
analytical, focusing their energies on workshopping a movement which will be part of a 
larger piece. Highly-trained physiques, intense concentration, uninhibited physicality, 
sophisticated imagery. This is avant-garde work, informed, thoughtful, precise. It is 
exhilarating, as is the conversation, which homes in on contemporary issues and 
concerns from a grounded, self-confident perspective.
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What were we doing there? Attempting to make connections. With theatre 
practitioners in Indonesia. Piercing the bland curtain of non-information and non-
communication that veils their theatre world from ours. Learning, asking, discussing, 
observing. In the hope that it will lead to increased interaction and exchange between 
our respective theatre worlds, to the enrichment of all. 

building the asia connection

The process of travel to Indonesia had begun about six months previously with a 
research and documentation grant from Arts Network Asia. We had applied for a grant 
that would enable us to ‘undertake collaborative research and documentation on 
contemporary Asian theatre, with the longterm aim of building links between theatre 
groups and practitioners in different Asian countries, through the more immediate goal 
of publishing the research and documentation in a special double issue of Seagull Theatre 
Quarterly.’ Despite the fact that countries in Asia share much by way of cultural and 
historical experience, unfortunately most exchanges still tend to take place between east 
and west rather than east and east. We wanted to document the voice of the Asian theatre 
worker in an Asian theatre journal originating in Asia for a change, unlike the western 
journals that propagate western scholarship on Asian performance, of which there are 
several. Such an inititative was long overdue, and it says much about the politics of 
cultural exchange (and the funding for such exchange) that this should be so. 

Our goal was to bring out an issue of STQ which was built collaboratively, by 
involving a network of interested individuals as participants in the entire process, with 
our role being that of co-ordinator and initiator. We felt that given the vast potential and 
scope of the subject—contemporary theatre across Asia—we should begin by focusing on 
a theme, on a key issue of current importance to theatre practitioners across the countries 
of South and Southeast Asia. There are several such issues which link us up: questions of 
identity and nationalism, of tradition versus modernity, of changing audiences, of 
relationship to a colonial heritage, of contending with western culture and globalization 
and so on. We wanted even the final choice of the focus theme to be part of the 
collaborative process; it could be one or none of these, it could be thrown up during 
dialogue. 

Our plan of work was as follows: STQ would identify theatre groups/artists in 
different countries of Asia through networks already working in different Asian 
countries, inviting them to participate in this collaborative process. The planning of the 
volume would be undertaken through dialogue and discussion, with firsthand 
documentation, including photography, being undertaken in partnership with the 
participating organizations or individuals. The outcome of this process would be the 
publication of a special issue of STQ, the first truly participatory pan-Asian theatre and 
performance issue, with an emphasis on original material and artists’ voices. The volume 
would be available to all participating groups/persons for distribution in their respective 
countries.

We were embarking on a journey of exploration and discovery along with the other 
participants, without any preconceptions beyond a mission (greater understanding of 
one another’s culture through knowledge of their theatre), a goal (publication of one or 
more special issues of STQ) and a philosophy of methodology: collaborative, 
participatory research and documentation. And, of course, geographical parameters: the 
far east (further east than ourselves, that is).
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the process

The process of research and documentation was divided into three 
phases:

Phase 1: 

Part One: This phase was one of initial contact and exchange, through 
email and airmail, leading to a collaborative decision on the direction 
of the research, through the selection of a theme for the research. An 
initial letter introducing Seagull and the project was e-mailed to a 
broad list of theatre individuals and groups in Singapore, Hong Kong, 
Taiwan, Malaysia, Philippines, Indonesia, Korea. Airmail packages 
containing the same letter along with sample issues of STQ and other 
related material generated by Seagull were simultaneously posted to 
them with the purpose of familiarizing them with the kind of work we 
do and the quality standards we maintain. The names and addresses 
were culled from lists sent by TheatreWorks (Singapore), Conference of 
Asian Foundations and Organizations (CAFO), India Foundation for 
the Arts (IFA, Bangalore) and Seagull’s own database.

This letter invited them to participate in the collaborative process 
and outlined the ways in which they could contribute, allowing them 
to choose the nature and degree of their involvement. Here is an 
extract from the letter: 

‘If you agree to participate in this process, let us explain 
what we are asking of you:

To enter into an email-cum-telephonic discussion with 
us and the other participants, co-ordinated by us, about 
the special issue in which we collectively decide on a 
subject or theme which excites all of us, and is of relevance 
and significance to theatre workers today.

Once we decide on a subject/theme, to help us locate 
groups/individuals/material which can be featured in the 
upcoming issue.

To help us with advice as we proceed to collect the 
subject matter/material for the issue, wherever necessary.

The STQ editorial and documentation team will be 
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making a visit to your country, to consolidate, finalize and 
document material . . . Would you be willing to act as our local 
contact persons, and help connect us up with theatre workers 
who are being featured in the forthcoming issue?

We are excited by this prospect of dialogue and exchange, 
and the chance to collectively produce an issue of STQ focusing 
on southeast Asia, which in a sense grows out of the collaboration 
of the actual theatre workers of the region. Everyone will be duly 
credited and all inputs acknowledged. We can even include a 
directory of theatre workers/practitioners, with a brief 
description of the kinds of work they do. We hope that you also 
like the idea of such a project, and agree to participate.’

We received positive responses from some recipients. A second round of 
reminders was sent out once again to the original list of addressees. A few 
more replied. After about a month it was decided to freeze the participants 
(who would function hereafter as resource persons-cum-contributors) and to 
limit the collaborative research to the countries of the participants. So it was 
decided that we would conduct the research with the active help of: Kee 
Thuan Chye (Kuala Lumpur), Kuo Pao Kun/T. Sasi, PPAS (Singapore), Ong 
Keng Sen/Tay Tong, TheatreWorks (Singapore), Elangovan (Singapore), Alvin 
Tan/Haresh Sharma, The Necessary Stage (Singapore), Amna Kusumo, 
Kelola (Indonesia), Medy Loekito (Indonesia), Danny Yung, Zuni (Hong 
Kong).

Part Two: Each of these confirmed participants received a second letter, 
thanking them for their interest and moving onto the next part of phase 1, 

8
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which was: deciding on a theme for the research. Several themes were 
outlined. Here is an extract from that letter:

‘As the next step in this collaborative process, I would like to 
initiate a dialogue on what we could choose as a theme for the 
special issue. There are so many issues and concerns that cut 
across borders, and that find reflection in all our cultures . . . 
Whenever we meet informally, and we talk, we are struck by the 
parallels and similarities of problems and situations that exist in 
our different cultures. It would be good if we could together 
decide on one broad thematic angle which could be the crux or 
focus of the special issue being planned. What aspect of theatre/
performance would we like the special Asian issue to cover?

Perhaps I could make a start by listing a few broad subject 
areas which we could consider, inviting you to respond to them, 
and to add and suggest others for us to consider. Here are a few 
possibilities:

Cross-cultural collaborations. Exploring ways of working with 
people from other cultures, both within a country and across 
borders. Workshops, productions, exchange programmes, training, 
where artists/practitioners from different cultures are brought into 
creative contact with each other, and either learn/create a form or 
new expression, or work collaboratively on a project. All the 
questions that come to the fore in this kind of work can be 
explored, including negative responses and tensions which may 
form a natural part of such a process.
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Theatre activism: using theatre/performance in social activism. Exploring 
ways of making live communication an effective medium of impact and 
change. Aspects that can be explored include how to maintain a balance 
between effective art and effective communication, innovation in the use of 
live communication, unusual experiments etc.

Breaking taboos. Work that challenges, questions, re-interprets the norm, 
things considered ‘taboo’ (performative, social, religious, cultural). Daring to 
do what is not ‘done’.

Re-readings. Looking back at a cultural heritage, and re-interpreting 
myth, legend, icons, from a contemporary perspective.

Women and performance. Women as performers, as directors, as writers, 
as designers. The representation of women in theatre/performance. 
Challenging stereotypes. 

Using space, breaking away from the proscenium. Experiments with sites 
and spaces that challenge the usual audience/performer relationship, or that 
use space differently.

Migrancy. Theatre that deals with migrant populations, with questions of 
exile and migration.

The marginal. Identifying theatre/performance which is alternative, 
marginal, non-mainstream. Which is relatively unknown even in the country 
of its location, but which deserves to be recognized.

As I said, these are some possibilities. You may think of others. Please 
respond by selecting one or more of these (you could do a shortlist in order of 
preference) or suggesting some other theme/subject you would prefer.

The majority decision was to proceed with ‘Cross-Cultural Collaboration’ as the theme. 
Accordingly, while planning whom to contact and interview in Phase 2, the theme was 
central to the choice of persons contacted in each country. We stressed that we were not 
just considering work done across national boundaries between different Asian countries, 
but also within one nation, between different race, language and culture groups, and 
even within a single community, across time, since culture changes through history.

Each of the above participants/resource persons, either directly or by deputing 
someone, helped the Seagull research and documentation team make further contacts 
with eligible theatre individuals/groups in their countries, and also helped plan the site 
visits.

Phase 2: 
This was the phase of material generation, documentation and material collection. The 
Seagull team consisting of Anjum Katyal (Editor, Project Director) and Naveen Kishore 
(designer, photographer) travelled to Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, Hong Kong and 
Indonesia to undertake the research and visual documentation. 

Interviews were conducted with theatre individuals and theatre groups involved in 
cross-cultural work in some form or the other. Rehearsals were attended, productions 
watched. Photographs were taken, both portraits and shots of performance/rehearsal/
work in progress. Printed literature, books, photographs were collected from the persons 
concerned. In some cases, articles and essays were commissioned.

Following the research and documentation phase, the long process of transcription, 
translation, follow-up for additional material, counter-checking for accuracy, and 
consulting of experts began. Inevitably, it took longer than we had anticipated. Inevitably, 
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there were unexpected problems, from unclear tapes to transcriptions that 
had to be redone, to resource and contact persons becoming incommunicado 
for stretches of time. I deliberately use the word inevitable here, because it is 
important to accept these as a realistic part of the ‘imperfect’ human process 
of long distance exchange and interaction, which are bound to crop up in 
such projects.

evaluation

The overall longterm objective of this project was to enhance awareness and 
knowledge of contemporary theatre practice across and between Asian 
countries, and to build links between theatre persons and groups in Asia. 
This is, of course, an ongoing process, but a good beginning was made. Not 
only has information about theatre in India reached all the theatre persons we 
met and interacted with, through complimentary copies of STQ, but 
information about them, their interests and their theatre is now with us. STQ 
will be disseminating this to theatre persons in India. Seagull Foundation will 
also house all this material at its Arts and Media Resource Centre, for public 
access to anyone interested in the interviews or the photographs or portfolios.

From the start, we wished to make this a collaborative effort, by inviting 
the active involvement of theatre persons/resource persons in different 
countries in the decision-making process. The process was deliberately left 
participatory and open-ended, with no pre-decided, rigid approach on the 
part of the researchers. We feel that the ‘topdown’ approach, which has 
typified the colonial encounter, tends to live on in the approach and 
methodology of much scholarship and research, with the ‘experts’ visiting the 
‘locals’ to gather firsthand material for their ‘research’. We deliberately 
avoided this way of working by inviting inputs at every stage from the locally 
situated theatre persons and resource persons who had signified an interest 
in the project. We feel that this collaborative aspect has helped make this 
research process quite unique.

By inviting local persons to act as resource people, and following their 
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suggestions about groups to meet and interact with, we found that we were able to 
contact groups who may not be known outside their national boundaries, but who are 
doing significant and important work in their own contexts. We also structured the 
research visits in a way that allowed us to further follow up leads and suggestions from 
the local groups/individuals we were meeting and interacting with, a kind of ‘chain 
effect’, which helped us contact persons who may not have been on our original list. This 
local grounding has always been important to us, so this was very rewarding. It is easy 
to identify a handful of internationally known names who are on the ‘festival circuit’, so 
to speak. Their work is certainly important, but equally important are the individuals 
and groups who are doing committed work, often political, in their own socio-political 
contexts, who often get overlooked in international coverage.

We were able to identify not just similarities and resonances (of concerns, 
performative circumstances, obstacles and struggles, cultural imperatives) in these 
different countries, but also important differences (of relationship to government policy 
and funds, for example, or thematic concerns). This kind of recognition and 
understanding is very important to developing spaces and ideas for further discourse, 
which happens only too rarely between Asian countries.

We feel that there is a tremendous potential for further interactions, exchange, 
dialogue, discovery, between theatre practitioners and scholars/critics in the various 
Asian countries. These can range from workshops and festivals to seminars, lectures and 
panel discussions. There was a lot of interest about theatre in other Asian countries 
amongst the persons we met.

Having said this, we must also acknowledge that there is no doubt that this attempt, 
though admirable as a beginning, has its flaws. We needed much more time to really get 
to know each other and to communicate at a deeper level. One theatre scholar remarked, 
after reading through most of the Indonesia material, he felt a lack of density and depth, 
he found the interviews noticeably less engaged than was usual in STQ. This is 
undoubtedly true. We were visitors, their guests. There was the distance of politeness 
and decorum between us, so many things of which we do not speak to strangers. It is 
clear that we need to approach future documentation intitiatives more creatively, to 
overcome the handicap of quick and therefore superficial interaction. Spending time over 
an extended period is essential, participating in the performative/creative contexts of the 
work important. Then there is the issue of translation and continuous interpretation 
through a mediator. When we spoke a different language, when English was not a 
natural medium of communication, we had to depend on an interpreter, or if we spoke 
in English, it was uneasy and stilted. Complex, abstract or subtle concepts invariably 
suffer in such exchanges, especially if the interpreter is not very familiar with the theatre 
culture. Thirdly, there is the time (two years) taken over preparation for dissemination, in 
transcribing and translating and data entry and counter-checking. However, even if we 
accept these limitations, still an important beginning has been made. One that we hope 
will lead to more contact between our theatre worlds.

focus: indonesia

As soon as the material gathered on the research trips began to take on concrete shape in 
the form of words on paper, we realized that we were looking at more than one double 
issue of STQ. There was simply too much material. Next came the decision to devote the 
first of these issues to Indonesia by itself. Why begin with Indonesia, and why consider 
theatre in Indonesia on its own, separate from theatre in the other countries: Hong Kong, 
Singapore, Malaysia? 
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Because we feel that Indonesia is different from the others. The sense of a difference, 
though palpable, lies in intangible things. ‘This vast, intricate, perpetually precarious 
archipelago’ is how cultural commentator Goenawan Mohamad describes his nation, 
capturing the ambivalences woven through many Indonesian artists’ relationship with 
their country. Ambivalences that are familiar to many of us in India, as we witness our own 
country hurtling towards the darkness of a rigid, exclusionist image of itself, while we, like 
them, try to balance our sense of our ‘Indianness’ against a state definition we find 
impossible to accept.

We met senior, well known, nationally established theatre persons, as well as younger 
groups who were working within community contexts. They were doing their theatre in a 
way familiar to us in India: voluntarily, out of a passion for what they did, holding down 
other jobs during the day, meeting after ‘work’ to ‘work’ at what they loved. Their 
professionalism was a professionalism of commitment and dedication to quality, as 
opposed to the professionalism of ‘living off the profession’: once again, an approach 
familiar to us in India. Theatre workers seemed to feel that through their work they were 
also engaged in socially conscious, interventionist activity, intricately connected with what 
they perceived as the development of the national polity, cultural and social, and with the 
formation of identity: in other words, although working as artists and creative people, 
using creative means of expression, they saw their art not as ‘art for art’s sake’ or as merely 
prioritizing self-expression but primarily as having a social purpose, however indirect. The 
economic context in which they worked was different from the others: state funding for the 
performing arts was not a major presence as it was in Hong Kong and Singapore, for 
example. Nor was Indonesia a fully consumerist society—yet. And whereas Singapore–
Kuala Lumpur–Hong Kong form a cultural continuum and linked performance circuit, 
with much exchange, collaboration and interaction amongst themselves, Indonesia stands 
apart from this, focused on its own social and cultural contradictions and problem areas as 
a ‘developing’ polity.

Indeed, it is this emphasis on the cultural impact of political policy that dictates the 
structure of this issue of STQ: the first section is given over to perspectives on the political 
and cultural situation, with an emphasis on theatre, providing a necessary background 
against which the subsequent sections can be read. The second section groups together the 
various points of view on cross-cultural collaboration, most of them grounded in direct 
experience. The third section looks at the actual practice of theatre groups and persons in 
Indonesia, and as they talk about their work, many of the issues already brought up in the 
earlier sections re-emerge: identity, inclusion and exclusion, social critique, challenging 
stereotypes, developing a language for theatre. Accompanying all this is a parallel running 
visual commentary through photographs, which we feel provides a visual reference and 
renders the Indonesian experience more graphic and accessible to the reader.

With this issue, we make a beginning. As with all beginnings, we are filled with the 
realization of how much more there is to know. But a connection has been made, a process 
begun.

anjum katyal
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what indones ia  was , what indones ia  i s  : 
on the idea of  indones ia 

goenawan mohamad



1717

The present, as the cliché says, reinvents the past according to its own shortfalls. 
The future is not an entirely different case; it is an idea by which we measure our 
pain. On that account, speaking of what Indonesia was, and what Indonesia will 
be, implies an assessment of what constitutes the present.

In Indonesia, the present is marked by an anxiety of ‘decentring’, noticeable 
in today’s mixture of enthusiasm for regional autonomy (otonomi daerah) and 
President Megawati’s hesitant steps to apply it. 

In 1998 Suharto fell, and Indonesia has since been living with, amongst other 
things, two wounded legacies. The first is a credible ‘centripetalist’ argument. 
The second is an acceptable ‘assimilationist’ discourse. And yet, the fear of 
disintegration is real, especially among people born before the end of the New 
Order, whose idea of ‘Indonesia’ was shaped by the nationalist imagining of 1928 
that continues to sit in the mind of the current political elites like a beautiful 
dream. 

It has been more than a year since I spoke in Tasmania, of all places, about 
what it means to be Indonesian, living in a cataclysmic time, a time when 
different religious groups had committed large-scale atrocities against each other 
in several islands of the Malukus, when gruesome TV footage told stories of 
native Kalimantan sukus slaughtering Maduranese immigrants, when 
government soldiers shot a great number of angry citizens in Aceh and in West 
Papua, labelling them, or not labelling them, as ‘separatists’. The frenzy 
generated a widespread feeling of hatred and sense of loss among the people at 
large. The nation’s mood was grim, and sad, and indignant. The Yugoslavian 
break-up, with much blood and iron (Yugoslavia was always closer to the 
Indonesian understanding of the world than, say, France) was sitting like a 
nightmare in the minds of many concerned people in this vast, intricate, 
perpetually precarious archipelago.    

During this period I met with some members of the Free Aceh Movement, as 
part of my job to disseminate stories of the Indonesian military’s violation of 
human rights in various places in Indonesia, particularly in Aceh. During these 
meetings I learned about their harrowing, drawn-out struggle for their own 
country, I learned about their pain, their hope and their ideas, and I began to 
have the feeling that someday these people would carry the day, and Indonesia 
would have no more Aceh—something which somehow made me very, very sad.  
Months later I went to Wamena, a beautiful but listless, cheerless frontier town in 
West Papua. Disguised, oddly, as a Jesuit, I met with a group of people jailed and 
tortured by the police—some of them are educated members of the local 
community, whose only crime was trying to hoist their flag, their Papuan flag, 
next to the red-and-white national flag, my flag, on a day they wanted to 
commemorate.  Talking with them in the small, quiet, Wamena prison, I noticed 
their strong belief in what they were doing, a belief uttered in thick low-voiced 
expressions of rage . . . On my return, I began to wonder why this piece of 
geography, called ‘Indonesia’, which was essentially a historical accident, should 
cover this area, so distant from, and so ignored by, the rest of the country where 
most people live. It was a disturbing thought, I must say, especially because 
Papua, the land where my parents were interned as political exiles in the 20s, 
and where one of my brothers was born, has always been a part of my family 
history.
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But what is ‘Indonesia’ anyway? Over decades it 
has become a self-naturalizing border of ideas, 
practices, desires, symbols. But my impression is that 
it is an idea that members of the Free Aceh 
Movement whom I met, and the Wamenese political 
prisoners who told me of their dream, do not believe 
in. 

It is an idea that began—to use the famous Renan 
maxim—with ‘forgetting’. ‘Forgetting’, Renan said in 
his famous lecture of 1882, ‘is a crucial factor in the 
creation of a nation.’1 As I pointed out in my 
Tasmanian talk, Renan’s argument makes the point, 
like Anderson’s more elaborate thesis after him, that 
nations are not determined by language, race, 
geography, or religion. ‘A nation is . . . a large-scale 
solidarity, constituted by the feeling of the sacrifices 
that one has made in the past and of those that one is 
prepared to make in the future,’ he said. 

Any Indonesian who remembers the 1928 
‘Sumpah Pemuda’ (the Pledge of Indonesian Youths) 
and solemnly sings the Satu Nusa Satu Bangsa (One 
Country, One People) hymn would readily 
acknowledge this.  As the legend has it, on October 
28, 1928, young people from different daerahs and 
different sukus became proponents of Indonesian 
nationalism by ‘forgetting’ their primordial heritage, 
or, to be more precise, by putting it under the rug for 
a significant while. They pledged to make themselves 
parts of a new entity, or an ‘imagined community’, 
called ‘Indonesia’.  This bracketing of the old locality 
of the self was the beginning of a myth and a power

But whose myth, and whose power?  The 
Acehnese and the Papuanese whom I met do not 
think they are theirs. In fact, in a meeting in 
Stockholm, where the Free Aceh Movement has its 
most important foreign base, one of its leading 
supporters confided to me that Indonesia should first 
break up into different countries, and later these new 
countries could negotiate to form a new union, as a 
way to create peace and justice in the archipelago. 

To my regret, I forgot to ask, and he did not 
volunteer, how their borders should be drawn, or 
how each country, particularly Aceh, will define its 
‘nation’, or its citizenship, and how it will avoid 
reproducing Indonesia’s bhineka tunggal ika, or ‘unity 
in diversity’ formula. In the village of Tablanusu, a 
small island several hundred kilometres away from 
Jayapura, West Papua, I heard an answer that could 
well be the leitmotif of many ‘separatist’ movements, 
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probably including the one in Aceh: i.e. a deep resentment against the ‘Javanese’—
whatever the word means: ‘Yes,’ said the village chief, ‘the pendatangs (should I translate 
them as ‘immigrants’?) are welcome to stay. But they should respect the culture of the 
indigenous people, and they should not stay for an unlimited time.’

After the demise of the centralistic cast of mind of the New Order (and of the heyday 
of Sukarno’s ‘guided democracy’) it is tempting to be dismissive about the dream and 
the forgetting, or to view the idea of persatuan, or Indonesian nationalism, synchronically, 
as something with a linear and single genealogy.  But one should not lose sight of the 
contingent nature of its history. To put the idea of ‘Indonesia,’ framed in the earlier part 
of the 20th century, merely as an intellectual project of forgetting, or a centripetal desire 
hatched in the mind of ideologues of an empire without history—an empire designed to 
homogenize the national future, and obliterate the national past—is to ignore the 
poisoned soil that nurtured the dream.

A large number of literature about the 19th and early decades of the 20th century are 
stories of the way the Dutch colonial administration set down its policy of cultivating 
‘bourgeois bodies and racial selves,’ to borrow Ann Stoler’s words, by reducing the 
colonial society into entities wrapped up and segregated by categories decided by the 
authority.2 To be sure, this was more an expression of vulnerability than of omnipotence, 
and the outcome was not always coherent. All the same, the colonial society that was 
created was not only marred by ‘visual markers of difference’, but also impaired by ‘the 
relationship between visible characteristics and invisible properties, outer form and inner 
essence.’3 

In the mean time, native elites, trying to put right their deflated prestige, asserted 
their version of identity politics, and by doing so, legitimized the colonial politics of 
exclusion: thus, as Pemberton points out, a discourse on ‘Java’, promoted by one of the 
noble houses of Surakarta, in Central Java, began to flourish in Javanese texts, and as 
Florida suggests, Dutch Javanologists and conservative native elites produced the idea of 
‘pure high Javanese culture’4—something that was not always acceptable to Javanese 
from different places and different, lower, classes.   

Against such a mottled background, afflicting the colonized with day-to-day 
wounds, the Indonesian nationalist movement was born. It was, and still is, a creature 
with a medley of voices. But all share the conflicts and the tension of the colonial 
discourse: while one side tried to impose, to use the words of Edward Said, the 
‘panoptical vision of domination,’ by demanding identity; the other side formed a 
counter pressure insisting on difference; while, with a zeal to classify, the colonizer 
wanted to construct authorized versions of otherness, implying control and conquest, the 
colonized opted for change, emphasizing the freedom of the particular. The idea of 
modernity, of progress, and the desire for ‘forgetting’—you can discern them in 
educational texts published in the 20s, intellectual and political arguments of the 30s, and 
the lyrical poetry of the late 40s and early 50s—are basically expressions of desire for this 
freedom.

The outcome of these conflicts and tensions was not necessarily a stark dichotomy; 
there were negotiations and compromises that Homi Bhaba calls ‘the ambivalence of 
mimicry’.5  In fact, many expressions of the nationalist project of modernity have 
noticeable traits of this ambivalence; you can find them in the use of Kartini’s letters in 
the nationalist discourse, for example, or in the promotion of kroncong musical 
performances instead of the gamelan, or in the insistence on using the Indonesian 
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language at schools and in the popular media. They all articulate ‘those disturbances of 
cultural, racial and historical difference that menace the narcissistic demand of colonial 
authority.’6 

Somehow, this reminds me of Nyai Ontosoroh, the heroine of Pramudya Ananta 
Toer’s Earth of Mankind (Bumi Manusia). Her story is the story of Indonesia, which is 
about a struggle to overcome various kinds of domination in a colonial space: the race-
based hierarchy imposed by the white, the ancient familial patriarchy of the Javanese, 
and the ideology of submission of the lower orders. In her case, the whole quest is 
tantamount to forgetting, with a vengeance, her subjugated past and her previous site in 
the colonial environment, by learning to write and read, acquiring Dutch, mastering the 
skill of trade, accumulating wealth, sending her children to a good school, and remaining 
aloof to the claims of society.  In a way she succeeded; she gained a certain degree of 
privilege, and maintained an interiority that allowed her to be herself most of the time. 
In short, a self-respect, or it could also be a half-concealed grudge about the way the 
colonial world created her.  

But who was she or what was she?  She was a nyai.  And nyais or concubines were 
not totok (pure white), not mestizos, and could even be said not to be native. ‘They are 
secret mountains’, the hero of the novel says, which could well be a short description of 
people who lived (either by design or by default) on the shifting cultural and social 
borders.

The other way is to view the nationalist sentiment that began in 1928 as something 
implying a notion of  ‘being Indonesian’ rather than that of ‘becoming Indonesian’.  That 
is to say, it tends to look at the idea of a nation less as ‘time’ than as ‘space.’ The problem 
with this view is that it tends to think ‘Indonesia’ as an entity imagined in two prevailing 
allegories. 

One is the allegory of the broom. You can find it both in the old, popular, expression 
(as in pepatah) and in contemporary nationalist rhetoric. It suggests that a bunch of twigs, 
straws or bristles bound together has more strength than dispersed spines of coconut 
leaves. Obviously, the broom allegory is a totalitarian temptation. It implies a forced 
mechanics of unity (using a double-emphasis in the repeated words persatuan dan 
kesatuan), and it denies the constitutive role of difference. 

It is against this kind of ‘forgetting’ that voices are raised insisting on ‘remembering’. 
Aceh and Papua are such voices. They are the voices of the wounded under the New 
Order’s ‘centripetal’ thrust. The question is whether the ultimate desire is to create a 
‘nation’ in the ‘Solzhenitsynian’ spirit. In 1993, the Russian author, against the 
homogenizing ambition of the Russian and the French Revolutions, insisted that 
countries like Russia and France should switch the national emphasis from ‘forgetting’ to 
‘remembering’—meaning opting for the respect of traditions and orthodoxy, a longing to 
return to the land, a privileging of ‘below’ against a disfiguring and artificial ‘above’.7  

The Solzhenitsynian appeal (like that of Johann Gottfried von Herder in the 18th 
century) has its attractive side, especially in a time when there is little confidence in the 
universality of things, in the project of modernity, and in the virtue of a strong, 
homogenizing, state. However, the Solzhenitsynian idea underscores the presence of a 
self-given identity. It does not let itself recognize that identity is constituted by 
difference—and also by the differences it denies. It has its dark side: it represses the 
freedom of the particular. 
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This brings me to the other allegory: that of a theme park. Like ‘Taman Mini 
Indonesia Indah’, it suggests a ready-made configuration of heterogeneity. While it is in a 
better position to celebrate differences, it assumes that the cultural diversity of Indonesia 
consists of unambiguous entities, emerging in homogenous ‘empty’ time, without 
conflict. Like ‘multiculturalist’ practices in Malaysia, it tends to standardize multiformity.  

As much as they bring to mind dissimilar images, both the broom and the Taman 
Mini allegories share something in common: they disguise indeterminacy. They tend to 
justify the desire to view a community as an architectural edifice. They write off the 
legitimacy of viewing a nation as a process, something like an ‘empty signifier,’ not 
something with a definite identity or presence. 

To fill in the ‘empty signifier’ is where the political, or democratic processes with an 
acute ‘sense of limit’, take place; this is perhaps the best way to make a nation survive.    

Will it make Indonesia survive?
In the second half of the 1940s, Rivai Apin, an Indonesian poet later jailed by The 

New Order, wrote a long poem, Dari Dua Dunia Yang Belum Sudah, (From Two Unfinished 
Worlds). It describes Jakarta in the first hours of the city’s occupation by the Dutch, who 
tried to take the new, fragile Republic back into their colonial rule. Trucks of enemy 
soldiers were roaming around. Their tanks were ready, fierce and ferocious. The 
atmosphere was frozen. People whispered that in Yogyakarta, the capital of their new 
Republic at the time, the Dutch had successfully arrested national leaders like Sukarno, 
Hatta and Syahrir. Indonesia, hardly two years old, was on the brink of being lost.   

Yet something remained—something that united the people. ‘All from one word and 
for one word,’ the poem says. Rivai Apin did not mention what the word was, but most 
probably it was ‘Indonesia’ (which was equal to ‘freedom’).  Strangely, it was a word ‘yet 
to find its ground but already off/chasing into the unfinished world.’ 

To me, the poem speaks of a moment when the existing public world was still being 
formulated, was unfinished, indeed almost failed; there was a togetherness that had not 
yet turned into stone, a notion that had ‘yet to find its ground.’ It is a story of an 
‘unfinished world.’

In 2002, Indonesia is by and large still an ‘unfinished world’; indeed, it is a notion 
that is ‘yet to find its ground’. In Aceh, a murderous struggle for control is still going on, 
and in many other daerahs, assertive local voices remain clamorous. The geography may 
or may not ultimately change. But Indonesia, more or less in its old, bulky shape, has 
‘lumbered along . . . a bundle of parochialisms that somehow adheres.’

The words belong to Clifford Geertz.8 It is interesting to note that he describes 
Indonesia’s survival, if you will, as the outcome of its own curious form of ‘cultural 
politics’. It is ‘less consensus that is at issue than a viable way of doing without it’, Geertz 
says. It is a ‘working misunderstanding’.  You may suspect that Geertz, who always has 
a fascinating way of articulating his thinking, is trying to be elegantly optimistic. But I 
would like to interpret him as endorsing what I would like to see as a legitimate vision: a 
process of creating a plural community that can remain a place of commonality and yet 
one that is lacking, wanting, and therefore one that will stay open.

goenawan mohamad is a Jakarta-based writer and a founding member of the Utan Kayu 
Community, a small cultural centre devoted to promoting freedom of expressions in the media and 
the arts. His latest publications are Conversations with Difference (in English translation) and 
Eksotopia (in Indonesian).
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This is a compilation of two separate essays, entitled ‘What Indonesia Was, What Indonesia Is’ and ‘On the 
Idea of Indonesia’ respectively.
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political and economic context of the new order

As a result of New Order economic policies, the basic material needs of a large 
proportion of the Indonesian population have been substantially improved. Under Five-
Year Dvelopment Plans (Repelita) which were inaugurated in 1969, per capita incomes 
have on average doubled since the 1970s.1 Compared with the insecurity and confusion 
during the last years of the Old Order, the period since 1965—the New Order—has 
brought some sense of political stability, and the government has succeeded in projecting 
a spirit of resoluteness and purpose, through the mass media and a greatly expanded 
education system.2

New Order rhetoric has consistently stressed stability as a special feature of its rule. 
After Independence, the unitary state of Indonesia had to be fought for and defended in 
the face of serious threats to its cohesion,3 the attempted coup of 1965 being the most 
recent and violent upheaval. The New Order has presented itself as saving Indonesia 
from a blood bath and from those who wished to destroy the ideological bases of the 
Republic, that is, Pancasila and the 1945 Constitution. Under the New Order, these two 
principles have been strengthened as the bases of the state, but President Suharto’s 
government has promoted its own distinctive style which it characterizes as pembangunan 
(development), even styling itself Orde Pembangunan.  To achieve the ambitious projects 
outlined in the Five-Year Dvelopment Plans, the New Order has stressed that stability 
and centrally directed government are prerequisites for progress. Responsibility, self-
control, restraint, and self-denial for the common good have been called for in order to 
achieve national goals.4 The importance of guidance and vigilance in the pursuit of New 
Order goals is such that what flourishes in Indonesia is that which has been allowed to 
flourish.

A feature of New Order Indonesia is the emergence of an affluent urban middle 
class.5 Their affluence has supported expansion in all areas of capital spending, from 
increased investment to housing, clothing, entertainment, glossy journals and magazines, 
travel abroad (including the pilgrimage to Mecca), and all kinds of private education. 
With increased material well-being has come increased expectations about the quality of 
life, and a concern about the assurance of continued prosperity for their children. This 
group now has ‘something to lose, much to defend and much more to wish for’.6 The 
confidence, knowledge, and experience of many in this group make them active 
participants in public areas such as the press, education, and non-governmental 
organizations. New specialist journals (such as Eksekutip and Berita Ekonomi) have rising 
circulations and established publications like Tempo and Kompas carry lively and critical 
columns by regular guest-writers, whose opinions are taken up in the steady stream of 
‘Letters to the Editor’, a popular forum for personal comment from all over Indonesia. In 
the religious domain, there is an unprecedented output of publications concerned largely 
with the role of religion in modern life.7 

Stated in the simplest terms, the New Order’s enforced and jealously guarded 
stability has achieved economic growth and also the emergence of an articulate middle 
class and the greatest number of tertiary educated young people in Indonesia’s history.8 
From these groups, motivated by their awareness and expectations, have come 
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expressions of concern about the present condition and future direction of Indonesian 
society . . . 

a national culture

Modern Indonesian culture is still young, and the concept of a national culture which 
would encompass the existing cultures of the various provinces of the Republic—
founded only in 1945—has had to be carefully formulated. Enshrined in Article 32 of the 
1945 Constitution is the statement that the government will develop a national culture as 
an expression of the personality and vitality of all the peoples of Indonesia. As in other 
new nation-states, the construction of this concept of a national culture is now considered 
an essential part of nation-building.9

The New Order has been active in promoting and moulding a national culture. It has 
emphasized that development will not be at the expense of cultural life; on the contrary, 
they are inextricably linked.10 Art academics (such as the Akademi Seni Rupa Indonesia, 
ASRI) and conservatories (like the Akademi Seni Kerawitan Indonesia, ASKI) have been 
established and a comprehensive conference, Kongres Kebudayaan, was organized in 
late 1991 to review all aspects of culture with the aim of improving government policy in 
that sphere. The theme of the Congress was ‘Our Culture Yesterday, Today, and 
Tomorrow’, and considerable attention was paid to the relationship between local or 
regional cultures, and national culture. Theoretically,11 the national culture is defined as a 
combination of the high points (puncak-puncak) of all the regional cultures of Indonesia, a 
hybrid mix of the best of existing cultures in the nation. But it requires time for such a 
blend to be formed and then to gain acceptance as the ‘official’ form of Indonesian 
culture. Even when the concept of an overarching national culture is accepted, it may be 
felt to lack the depth of tradition that nourishes many of the regional cultures. While the 
prescriptive attitude of new Order cultural policies has succeeded in creating a 
recognizable national culture, vitality and creativity can only be sustained by recognizing 
the richness of the plural traditions of Indonesia’s ethnic groups. The traditions of Java, 
Bali, Sumatra, Sulawesi, and parts of Kalimantan are rich not only in artifacts and oral 
material but also in written documentation which is centuries old. The political 
dominance of the Javanese, however, has meant that Javanese culture has received more 
prominence than most others.

In an effort to give more attention to non-Javanese cultures, the Ministry of Education 
and Culture has promoted regional cultures under the  ‘spiritual resources’ policy of the 
Pancasila approach to religion, art, folklore, and craft.12 In the late 1970s, several regional 
cultures, together with Javanese culture, were designated the first among a series of 
in-depth research areas. These studies are known by their regional names plus –ologi 
(ology). Clifford Geertz has described the activities associated with Javanologi: 

. . . the revivified scholarly enterprise of applying ‘scientific’ methods of analysis to 
‘indigenous’ cultural phenomena.

The scholarly studies consist mainly of efforts to demonstrate the compatibility of 
the conceptions incarcerate in classical art forms (dance, drama, music, textiles, and most 
especially the shadow-play) with those of modern physics, genetics, psychology, or 
medicine; attempts to develop ‘Javanese economics’, ‘Javanese jurisprudence’, ‘Javanese 
pedagogy’, ‘Javanese linguistics’ or ‘Javanese psychoanalysis’, out of the same materials; 
evaluations of Javanese folk therapics, excavations of pre-Islamic Javanese archaeological 
sites, interpretations of Javanese history . . .13

It is ironic, but not surprising, that only Javanologi has been developed with this 
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degree of intensity. Another area nominated among the first for study was the province 
of Riau, heartland of ‘high’ Malay culture.14 Local officials in the Riau office of the 
Ministry of Education and Culture received some support for their research into 
historical sites and for their ongoing documentation of manuscript material. A group of 
Ministry officials was sent from ‘head Office’ in Jakarta to advise local dancers on their 
performances. They antagonized the dancers by suggesting ‘improvements’ and telling 
them how to ‘standardize’ their dances. The Riau experience is not unusual, and it is a 
common complaint that the central Ministry will not recognize the autonomy of regional 
cultures to establish their own standards and develop their own repertoires.

censorship

It has been suggested that culture is being used as a means to diffuse potential political 
problems. ‘To prevent regional, ethnic, linguistic, and religious differences from taking 
on political force,’ notes Geertz, the government has tried to ‘culturalize’ them as much 
as possible.14 The response by Indonesian artists is to play the same game and culturalize 
socio-political comment and critique. This may go some way in explaining the ‘stop-go’ 
nature of cultural censorship. So long as debate or comment which is critical of New 
Order policies is seen to be presented in a cultural context, it is permitted. When it 
extends into an area regarded as political, however, it is censored. The critical point in the 
progression from culture to politics seems to be public perception of the political 
implications of the artist’s work. Over the last decade, there has been a pattern of the 
publication of books or the staging of plays which have at first attracted little attention, 
but as public response grows, so does official interest, and the books may be banned or 
the play closed down.15

Experienced artists, especially writers, understand the rules of the game and present 
their material with this in mind. Indonesians take pride in applying the oft-quoted ‘it is 
not what you say, but how you say it.’ In a cultural framework which has long valued 
understatement, allusions, covert and indirect expression of all kinds, the ability to 
allude to and not directly state one’s message has become an accepted convention and a 
criterion in critical reception.

The relationship between the New Order government and journalists is obviously 
different from its relationship with writers of fiction. The Press Law, which defines the 
rights and responsibilities of the mass media, was enacted in 1966 and various 
amendments to it have been made since.16 The Law has clarified some areas of the 
media’s responsibilities,17 but other crucial areas remain undefined. Experience of 
government censorship, closure, and official directives has resulted in journalists and 
editors knowing that they must never publish anything which ‘might contribute to 
ethnic, religious or racial tensions, and also to refrain from reporting the facts of such 
outbreaks, since doing so is considered certain to heighten and inflame them’.18 Similarly, 
there should be no reporting which provokes agitation, relays insinuation, or creates 
sensation.19

In 1982, an Australian journalist, with many years’ experience of reporting in and 
about Indonesia, commented, ‘The New Order seems no closer to finding a niche for the 
newspapers in the domestic political process where neither the regime, nor the more 
independent newspapers, view the other as a “threat”’.20 He would probably agree that 
the climate of keterbukaan (openness) which became evident in the late 1980s has created 
new opportunities for journalism. Official statements from government Ministers 
indicate that the New Order is experimenting with more relaxed press censorship.21

This may mark the beginning of a more relaxed phase in the New Order’s attitude to 
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critics of its policies. This is reinforced by President Suharto’s comments in his late 1990 
State of the Nation Address (Pidato Kenegaraan) on the eve of 17 August (Independence 
Day) concerning the role of perbedaan pendapat (divergent opinions). He said that creative 
dissent should be a pendorong (stimulus), a dynamic force which serves to enhance the 
maturity of Pancasila ideology. While Suharto refers often to the ‘take-off’ point in the 
process of Indonesia’s economic development, those who formulated the cultural prayer 
are waiting for a take-off point in the opportunities for dialogue between those with 
concerns and those with the power to make policy. 

the essays

 [. . .]
In music, drama, literature, films, painting, and architecture, the interaction between 
government ideology and policy, and individual creativity is evident . . . The interaction 
is a dynamic force which drives artistic expression as much in late-twentieth-century 
Indonesia as it did at the beginning of the century. Experimentation is lively and 
productive, and cultural polemics are passionately debated. Between 1965 and 1990, 
individual Indonesian artists developed a confidence and mastery of particular 
techniques which has resulted in a distinctive ‘Indonesian’ voice. At the government 
level, the prescriptive nature of many New Order cultural policies has succeeded in 
producing an artificially constructed official culture. As the essays in this volume show, 
the official culture draws heavily from elements of ‘high’ Javanese culture, or has 
appropriated Javanese traditions and invested them with new meanings—meanings 
which are specifically linked with the identity of the New Order. The nature of this 
official culture is evident in official speeches (a particular type of language is used), 
public buildings and state mosques, and dance and music performed on official 
occasions.

Alongside the official culture, other forms thrive. The striking feature of these forms 
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is their variety and flexibility, with variation between urban and non-urban, rich and 
poor, young and old, ‘high’ and ‘pop’. Affluence and the accessibility to Western pop-
culture (through improved telecommunications, cassettes, and videos) have created an 
almost voracious appetite among young people for the ephemeral ‘light’ forms of culture 
which are regarded as ‘popular’ rather than ‘serious’. This pop art is evident in painting, 
literature, and most obviously, music. The unprecedented flow of pop culture has 
provoked considerable debate about its status and its effect on Indonesian cultural 
values. One group of young painters, concerned about the increased commodification of 
art, staged an exhibition in 1987 in which none of the exhibits was for sale. Entitled 
Pasaraya (‘Supermarket’), it was a satire on consumerism which exposed the exploitative 
nature of foreign companies which imported Western luxury goods into Indonesia. 

Change is particularly evident in urban kampung22 where folk theatre performances 
have been replaced by busking, dangdut music, Indonesian pop songs, cheap movies, 
television, disco dancing, and pelawak  (satirical clowning) skits.23 For the urban elite and 
those who can afford the tickets, there are plays performed in theatres or lavishly 
mounted productions which have become a specialty of Guruh Sukarno Putra.24 The 
contrast between the cultural activities in the kampung, often spontaneous and ephemeral, 
and the organized and professional performances in particular venues, has given rise to 
the terms kampungan and gedongan25 to describe their very different styles. The range, 
variety, form, and purpose of all the expressions of culture, whether official or unofficial, 
together represent contemporary Indonesian cultural life. All are enacted in the context 
of the New Order state.
[. . .]

the future

‘Youth culture’ is another striking phenomenon of the New Order. Young people are a 
nation’s greatest resource, and under the New Order, more young people are better 
educated than at any other time in Indonesian history, but the number of unemployed 
young people has also never been higher.26 The New Order government recognizes the 
destabilizing potential that this situation represents and keeps a watchful eye on students 
and other young people. 

Few studies have been published on the attitudes and values of young Indonesians,27 

but their pop culture has several features which are in contrast with the aims and ideals 
of the New Order government; for example, Indonesian pop culture, for all its local 
manifestations, looks to the international Westernized pop world for its models, not to 
the national culture of Pancasila. International pop culture encourages emulation but also 
recognizes individualism, spontaneity, and a spirit of rebellion. These are not 
characteristics which fit into the pattern of directed and controlled planning and 
conformity which the New Order has constructed. There have been signs during the 
New Order period that young people have felt concerned and frustrated by particular 
government policies. It seems obvious that more opportunities must be provided for 
dialogue between both sides so that misunderstandings are avoided and tensions eased. 

Some of Indonesia’s artists, writers, musicians, and painters recognize the importance 
of involving children and young people in cultural expression.28 By working with those 
in the poor kampung, they draw them into another dimension of life. If not actively 
engaged in expressive arts, many young people are at least observers. Hatley makes the 
point that the majority of the audiences at popular theatrical productions in Yogyakarta 
and Solo are of the young generation. It is these young people who engage the directors 
in discussion after a performance, questioning and wanting to know the intended 
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message, seeking interpretations and meanings that make sense to them.
Rasuanto called for a renewed cultural orientation and the nurturing of a cultural 

conscience to support the transformation of values which he and many others see as 
essential for Indonesia’s continued growth. An element in this transformation will be the 
ongoing dialectic between modernization and traditional life [. . .] In periods of rapid 
social transformation such as Indonesia is currently experiencing, the ‘reinterpretation of 
tradition’ serves to link past forms with new meanings and functions in the present [. . .] 

Adaptation is one solution (and one which has been used for centuries in the 
Southeast Asian region) to the problem of sustaining tradition. However, the pressures 
on traditional values which arise from economic growth or ‘development’, demand other 
answers . . . An immediate and urgent challenge partly created by the economic ‘success’ 
of the New Order, is to nurture the spirit which inspired the traditional regional arts of 
Indonesia. As development and modernization transform traditional lifestyles, as 
traditions are ‘re-invented’, can these traditional cultures be sustained in their local 
context?

development and culture: a dilemma

Development, the raison d’ être of Indonesia’s New Order is the bright and shiny side of a 
two-sided coin. Greater material prosperity, enhanced personal mobility, and better 
education and health have been some of the highly desirable benefits brought about by 
rapid economic growth since the mid-1960s. Yet there is also a darker side. This is most 
apparent in the pollution of the urban environment and the short-sighted desecration of 
the natural environment through deforestation, soil erosion, flooding, pollution, and 
destruction of marine life.29 In society there are also disquieting trends, such as the 
decline of traditional habits of reciprocity and redistribution that are regarded as part of 
the national ethos. Greater individualism is accompanied by social alienation. In short, 
development and destruction are parts of the same process. Indeed, transformation 
cannot occur in any other way. What is gained and what is lost, however, are to some 
extent matters of social choice, whether deliberate or by default.

Something of this conflict can also be seen in the cultural environment. Far-reaching 
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economic and social changes such as revolution in personal mobility, rapid urbanization, 
the emergence of Jakarta as a huge primate city, the achievement of near-universal 
primary education and rising participation in secondary education, the trend toward 
smaller nuclear families, and the diffusion of modern technologies have necessarily 
affected cultural life. Development has brought unprecedented scope for cultural 
creativity. Never has so much time and money been available for cultural pursuits. Never 
has the written word been so widely accessible, as evident in the avalanche of books and 
magazines; the spoken word is now transmitted throughout the country by the mass 
media of radio and television. Never has Indonesian society been so exposed to foreign 
influences and ideas through the media, travel, and personal contacts. Never have the 
far-flung regions of Indonesia been so accessible and so pervious. All these forces have 
induced, what may without exaggeration be described as a cultural boom, leaving aside 
for the time being the content of that boom. 

At the same time there are also cultural losses. Not by chance, the cultural vitality of 
modern Indonesia is focused on perceived national needs. In 1928, the decision had been 
made to promote national unity by adopting as the national language Bahasa Indonesia 
(based on Malay), the language of the royal courts and high culture in Sumatra and the 
Malay peninsula but elsewhere, merely a lingua franca of the streets . . . Young people, 
especially boys, can now pursue so many other activities that, even in Yogyakarta and 
Solo, they are reluctant to submit to the rigorous discipline of mastering traditional 
dances. Except for a few national monuments and tourist attractions the architectural 
heritage of Indonesian cities, albeit largely colonial, is being rapidly knocked down.

Such losses may not be worth worrying about. After all, there is no parallel in 
Indonesia to the official suppression or obliteration of cultural and historical memory 
which has been experienced in some Communist countries. The most extreme case is, of 
course, Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge, when libraries were burnt and artists and 
performers massacred as opponents of the new regime. Communist China experienced a 
fury of mindless cultural desecration in the 1960s during the ironically named ‘Cultural 
Revolution’. The memory control which has been exercised in New Order Indonesia has 
focused very narrowly on sensitive political matters, most notably the role of the Left 
before 1965 and the massacres of the mid-1960s; yet, even the banning of the works of the 
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internationally renowned left-wing author Pramoedya Ananta Toer has not stopped his 
books from being read. Nor have other controversial authors such as W. S. Rendra been 
silenced by periodic restraints on their freedom. Despite the occasionally heavy hand of 
censorship, ways can always be found to refer to sensitive issues.

[. . .]
 The dilemma which faces modern Indonesia is not unique. At a much earlier time, 

Europe coalesced into national states by means of the forceful annihilation, voluntary 
abandonment, or trivialization of regional cultures: the Catalan and Basque in Spain, the 
Languedoc in France, and the Scots and the Welsh in the United Kingdom. In China, the 
process occurred much earlier with the suppression of defeated courts. Sometimes, even 
the language was lost, though folk culture often proved extraordinarily tenacious. Yet, 
many folk cultures would have succumbed much earlier if they had come under the 
pressure of the modernizing influences of the 20th century, such as national education 
systems and the national mass media, especially television. When people no longer need 
to entertain themselves but are content to become the passive observers of pre-packaged 
entertainment, nothing much is likely to survive by chance.

[. . .]
A country with as much regional diversity and one as open to foreign influences as 

Indonesia cannot be but a dynamic and culturally rich society as long as it honours and 
rewards creativity and beauty. The danger, however, is that the rich cultural traditions of 
the archipelago will be simplified for national consumption and turned into either 
standard versions or, at worst, caricatures that are taught and televized as the real thing. 
Yet, if the supermarket has, in effect, been looted, in the sense that the knowledge and 
skills needed to reproduce or refine the traditions have been left behind, then it will be a 
passing abundance. Later generations will have no choice but to import the mass-
produced and pre-packaged multinational culture.

The risk of cultural impoverishment may also be illustrated by the analogy with 
plant breeding. Modern high-yielding varieties of rice have been developed by successive 
inbreeding from a very narrow family of rice varieties. However, because an inbred stock 
may be systemically vulnerable to disease, plant biologists recognize that the only 
reliable protection is to keep some aspects of the former genetic diversity. Cultural 
creativity proceeds from a similar grafting of new ideas on to old, or old ideas on to new. 
The breakthroughs are rarely from inbreeding. Once cultural traditions are lost, however, 
they can no more be regained than extinct rice varieties. It would, therefore, be a tragedy 
to sacrifice them to the indifference of one generation. 

Indonesia is fortunate, at last, to have achieved national unity while retaining a 
remarkable diversity of religion, culture, and performing and plastic arts. Sustaining that 
diversity will, nevertheless, be difficult, not least because the political momentum is in 
the other direction. In the colonial period, the Dutch, like colonizers elsewhere, had 
emphasized cultural differences among the peoples of Indonesia as part of their policy of 
‘divide and rule’. Moreover, at the eleventh hour, they had tried to thwart the 1945 
Revolution by hastily constructing a federal system that recognized local but not national 
aspirations. On achieving Independence in 1949, Indonesian leaders were, therefore, 
suspicious of regionalism and moved quickly to merge the new states into a unitary 
[whole] . . . While there are forces that pull in the opposite direction, they are weaker 
and, perhaps, still viewed with suspicion. At least in the cultural field, the issue is 
whether the state can now relax its vigil to support diversity as well as unity, so that all 
islands can gain recognition as wellsprings of the emerging national culture.
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The New Order has given rise to a New Culture and even a New Identity. 
Specifically, it has seen the rise of a national middle-class society, which is both urbanized 
and Westernized.30 Universal primary education and national television have helped to 
consolidate the identity of the class to establish it as the bearer of the new national 
culture. How its cultural identity will evolve is still an open question. At one extreme, 
there may emerge a plastic middle-class culture, heavily Westernized and only 
superficially Indonesian. The bureaucratic preference for uniformity, especially in 
education, and the role models of mass advertising may both work to bring this about. 
At the other extreme, new-found prosperity combined with a strong urge for spontaneity 
could permit an exciting amalgam of regional elements into a national culture that will 
be uniquely Indonesian and contribute a good deal to world civilization. The challenge is 
to ensure, before it is too late, that Indonesia does not sever its Present from its Past, and 
thereby break its lifeline to the Future. 
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Much as it may have been broadly credited with creating the 
conditions for two decades of rapid economic growth, by the 
late 1980s the Suharto New Order regime was coming to be seen 
by increasing numbers of the steadily more visible and audible 
middle class, as an obstacle to further development in both the 
political and economic realms. In the political arena, the call was 
for more openness and wider and more meaningful participation 
in political processes. Economically, often ironically in concert 
with international lending agencies, the mantras symbolizing a 
variety of desires were liberalization and deregulation.

In the world of what could be called ‘serious’ western-
influenced literature and theatre—but also increasingly around 
the margins of pop music, television, and in the mainstream 
press, a number of criticisms and challenges to the New Order’s 
regime of controls were launched, beginning at least in the early 
1990s, centring around issues of censorship, licensing, freedom 
of association, and dominant ideological apparatuses. Some of 
the more notable landmarks of this resistance to the New Order 
status quo appeared not only in the public struggles over rights 
of expression, but in formal experimentation and the adoption of 
new themes and topics.

This resistance took shape in a variety of struggles and 
gestures. Most prominent were the continuing battles by 
mainstream urban modern art theatre against government 
banning and censorship—from Teater Koma in 1990 to Emha 
Ainun Nadjib’s Kyai Kanjeng in 1994, to Ratna Sarumpaet’s 
Marsinah Menggugat in late 1997. Another landmark was the 
fight of segments of the mainstream media against the SIUPP 
requirements and the officially sanctioned sole journalists’ union 
following the banning of Tempo, DeTik, and Editor in June 1994. 
Around 40 intellectuals and cultural figures heightened the 
sense of ‘perjuangan’ (struggle) in the arts by becoming 
signatories to the May 1995 Declaration, which, echoing the 
troubled end of the Sukarno era, insisted that ‘Politik Sebagai 
Panglima’ (Politics as Commander) was once again a threat to 
creative freedom (Junaedi 1995). In the following months, the 
defence of Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s right to be a receipient of 
the Magsaysay Prize in literature by over 150 cultural figures as 
well as the Refleksi Kebudayaan Symposium, organized to 
surmount the polarized and frozen public positions regarding 
the cultural legacy of the Sukarno era, confirmed the desire of 
many, mainly younger generation intellectuals and cultural 
workers, to re-evaluate New Order judgements and positions 
regarding a range of cultural issues  (Panitia Refleksi 
Kebudayaan 1996). Furthermore, the more than ten years since 
the mid –1980s had seen the rise of grassroots theatre and art 
movements, along with the growth of several workers’ theatre 
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and cultural groups which, in the face of government banning in the mid–1990s, joined 
forces with banned press and mainstream middle class theatre figures to challenge the 
government’s right to censor in the courts and in the media (Bodden 1995; Bodden 1997). 
The construction of an avant–garde theatre infrastructure designed to avoid both censors 
and the increasing capitalist commercialization of culture was another sign of the 
restiveness of segments of the arts community under New Order control (Bodden 
forthcoming).

Yet the New Order’s authoritarian government, and its attempt at monolithic social 
and cultural dominance, supported by a range of ideologies, institutions, and a 
‘re-feudalization of the national language’ also engendered stylistic and thematic 
resistance in the late 1980s and 1990s (Lubis 1998). This can be seen in the 
‘postmodernism debate’ of the early 1990s (Heryanto 1995), as well as partially 
postmodern fiction and theatrical practices, which questioned and attempted to radically 
deconstruct New Order Indonesia’s dominant ideologies of cultural production, ideal 
life, and individual identity (Bodden forthcoming). The emergence of an urban middle-
class Indonesian hip-hop subculture and rap music genre, as well as metallica and thrash 
subcultures in Bali and Jakarta posed questions of youth alienation across several social 
classes (Pesta Rap n.d.; Thompson 1993; Baulch 1996; Sen and Hill 1997). Popular 
musicians such as Iwan Fals and Harry Roesli also created songs filled with increasingly 
trenchant criticisms of Indonesian society and morals, as did the Islamic poet and social 
commentator Emha Ainun Nadjib (Roesli 1997; Nadgib and Sahilatua 1996).

Certainly from the late 1980s on, several writers also began to write more openly 
about social issues such as violence, corruption, social disparities and the like. A striking 
example is the late Y. B. Mangunwijaya’s wildly experimental novel Durga Umayi (199), 
in which the history of independent Indonesia, seen as a  straying from the original 
ideals of nationalism into a morass of moral and material corruption, is embodied in the 
picaresque adventures of the lead female character (Bodden 1996, Keeler forthcoming). A 
substantial portion of the fiction of Seno Gumira Ajidarma, taking up issues, often in 
startling and technically innovative ways, like the Petrus killings of 1983, the harshness 
of life in urban Indonesia, disparities between rich and poor, and the brutality of 
Indonesia’s occupation of East Timor, also stands as a monument of this kind of thematic 
expansion. Finally, the incredible success of Ayu Utami’s 1998 novel, Saman, appearing 
only a few weeks before Suharto’s resignation, is perhaps due both to its frank portrayals 
of the female protagonists’ sexual desires and encounters, and its equally bold depiction 
of illegal, violent efforts of the corrupt political–economic power structure to evict 
peaceful farmers from valuable land (Clark 1999). In the theatre, experimental groups 
such as the Jakarta-based Teater Sae and Teater Kubur led a new wave of often ‘non-
narrative’ based performance, some of which shared features with postmodernism. 
Much of this theatre tackled issues of political discourse and personal identity in a 
manner which challenged New Order norms.

A final possible element of such cultural resistance to the structure of the New Order 
cultural establishment can be located in the rise of a vibrant, if transient, regional 
Indonesian-language literature and theatre network across Java, but also including parts 
of Sumatra, Kalimantan, and Sulawesi. ‘This development deepened an earlier tradition 
of challenging what was considered to be a centralized legitimation of arts tastes, trends, 
and figures (Derks forthcoming).

On the one hand, then, staunch opposition within the cultural world to the 
centralized, controlling state and its apparatus of cultural control, including institutions 
of literary legitimation situated in Jakarta; secondly, the need of marginalized social 
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groups, workers, farmers and others, to express themselves, create new media for their 
own communication, and carry their message into dialogue with other social groups; and 
finally, a smaller formation of avant-garde experimenters anxious in the face of a more 
intensively commercialized art market which they feared would decrease their room to 
operate and survive by homogenizing all culture at the level of the lowest common 
denominator: though these three trends existed in occasional tension with one another, 
between them they produced a vibrant and variegated cultural resistance to Suharto’s 
New Order from within. This resistance culminated in a series of court challenges by 
media and workers‘ theatre groups, as well as public debates conducted through the 
media which exposed the New Order to gradual but increasing loss of legitimacy.

One breathtaking avant-garde statement of this resistance was the April 1998 
Ruwatan Bumi (Exorcism for the Earth), organized by a diverse network of artists, writers, 
and NGOs . Ostensibly focused on Earth Day and environmental concerns in the wake of 
El Nino and the horrendous forest fires which raged in Kalimantan and Sumatra for 
months in late 1997, the name of the event also evoked an exorcism, undertaken in times 
of danger to the community, which proved to be quite an accurate assessment in light of 
everything that has happened since early May 1998. Performances ranged from avant-
garde theatre-music performances in Jakarta, popular pantomime and performance art in 
Yogyakarta, and Suharman M. Sumarta’s incredible new wayang kampung in Surabaya 
(which told the story of an urban kampung suffering from flooding as a result of an 
illegal development project—something which echoed recent actual events in Surabaya) 
(Clark 1998; Lubis and Suarjana 16 May 1998, 90; Forum Keadilan 1998). Of special 
interest here was the broad pluralism of the organizers, who used all means, including 
internet, to organize, list and coordinate the events happening in a plethora of locations 
across at least the western half of the Indonesian archipelago.

A final dramatic instance of cultural opposition came on May 20th, in the midst of 
Suharto’s doomed attempt to surmount the crisis through the formation of a new cabinet, 
and just hours prior to his resignation, cultural workers gathered in the courtyard/
parking lot of the Taman Ismail Marzuki cultural complex in downtown Jakarta to read 
and perform various expressions rejecting the Suharto regime. The centerpiece of the 
event was filmmaker Garin Nugroho’s reading of the Cikini Memorandum, which 
declared that Suharto had institutionalized his political power with a politics of language 
which claimed a monopoly on making meaning, thus denying Indonesians a voice with 
which to speak the truth. The Memorandum also called for the removal and trial of 
Suharto (Pareanom 1998).

post-suharto (reformasi) scene 

Lacking at the moment a more comprehensive analysis of Reformasi era trends and what 
they might portend for the future, I will simply note a number of what I feel are key 
events or trends that may show us how things have progressed since President Suharto 
resigned in the face of public pressure.

The central movement is towards an increasing demand for creative freedom for the 
modern arts (a demand which some feel has not yet been fully met despite some reforms) 
and a waning of support for enforcing older regulations. Evidence for this trend:

Due, perhaps, to the momentum of the Cikini Memorandum protest of May 20, in 
the last days of May and early June the parking lot of the downtown Jakarta performing 
arts centre, Taman Ismail Marzuki (TIM) became the site of an impromptu stage called, 
at first, Panggung Bongkar (Stage of Dismantling), under the initiative of a group calling 
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themselves the Forum Seniman Independen (Independent Artists’ Forum). This group 
had two main goals: to dismantle both the bureaucratic structures and the performance 
permit process that restrained cultural production; and to socialize the arts more widely 
among the general population. The purpose of the Panggung Bongkar, according to those 
involved in the project, was to encourage people to overcome their fear of speaking out. 
They invited anyone and everyone to get up on the stage and do whatever they 
wanted—and this included local pedicab drivers, door to door food sellers, and others 
who rose to the occasion and expressed their anger towards the Suharto regime. The 
performers therefore ranged from ordinary Indonesian citizens to poets, theatre groups, 
and rock/pop music acts including Slank, Iwan Fals, Kantata Takwa, Harry Roesli, and 
Oppie Andaresta .

In early June, the organizing group renamed both themselves and the state. Taking 
the name Forum Jakarta untuk Reformasi Kesenian (The Jakarta Forum for the 
Reformation of the Arts), the group now proclaimed their makeshift stage the Panggung 
Reformasi  (Reformation Stage). But the group’s plans did not stop at simply providing a 
space for performance and declamation. They initiated a discussion aimed at removing 
the current members of the Jakarta Arts Council (DKJ), and making the positions elected 
rather than appointed slots. The organizers felt that DKJ, whose tasks included the day 
to day administration of TIM, was undemocratic because its members were selected by 
an exclusive Jakarta Academy whose members held life-long terms. Furthermore, the 
Jakarta Arts Council’s directors were inaugurated by the Governor of Jakarta. The critics 
claimed that this arrangement was bureaucratic and restrained the creative freedom of 
the artists (Lubis et al. 1998a; Lubis et al. 1998b). Other groups sprang up in the regions 
with the same goals—Bandung is the most visible example.

On the opening page of its June 1998 edition, the New Order era’s longest-running 
literary magazine and a central publication of the literary-cultural establishment, Horison, 
carried a statement penned by editor-in-chief Mochtar Lubis which echoed the Cikini 
Memorandum, decrying the Suharto regime’s feudalization of the Indonesian language 
(greetings and terms of address for government officials, euphemisms, pretense and 
slogans, Old Javanese/Sanskrit names for buildings etc.) and demanded that Indonesian 
be restored to its status as a democratic language. On behalf of Horison, Lubis also 
condemned both the Old and New Order practice of banning works of literature and art, 
labelling such bannings as ‘the killing off of the creative powers of the Indonesian people 
(Lubis 1993).’

A possible side-effect of the Reform period may also be the end of the permit system 
for theatre and cultural gatherings. Yet banning may not have yet completely 
disappeared. At the National Theatre Gathering of early March l999, at least one 
participant from a regional centre stated that fear of banning by the local security 
apparatus still remained the chief concern of groups from that area (Bernas 1999). There 
is no question that there is much wider freedom in the area of performance, but how far 
does it extend? Is it only true of Jakarta and Java? What about farther away from the 
national and international media?

One particularly striking example of the new freedom for cultural expression was 
the re-emergence of Chinese Indonesian cultural groups in Central Java after over thirty 
years of a virtually complete ban on most Chinese cultural performances. As reported on 
the front page of Kompas for February 26, 1999, one such group performed the Tari Liong 
(Lion Dance) in Solo as part of a parade and festival of Javanese and Madurese Popular 
Art sponsored by the Performing Arts Academy of Surakarta (STSI). Along with the 



4646

story, the Kompas feature presented a photograph showing the Lion dancers performing 
on the streets of of a city in which violent anti-Chinese riots had occurred only 9 months 
earlier. Even more remarkable, the same group (the Salatiga-based Kelompok Naga Mas) 
had also been invited to perform at the Islamic College in Salatiga just two months earlier 
(mid-December 1998) with the support of 33 local NGOs. On page 6 of the same edition 
of Kompas, Yogyakarta‘s Sultan Hamengkubuwono X called for Indonesians to fashion a 
positive sense of a plural society to replace the negative coding of difference in the New 
Order’s prohibition towards discussing SARA (ethnic group, class, race, and religion) 
issues.

If the late New Order period saw the rise of an avant-garde theatre infrastructure 
designed to foster experiment and circumvent government censors, the Reformasi period 
may offer expanded possibilities for theatre groups to perform in non-traditional venues 
such as discos and in the streets and alun-aluns. A group from the Performing Arts 
Faculty of the Jakarta Arts Institute (IKJ) did precisely this with their open air 
performance of Refleksi Anak Bangsa (Reflection of a Child of the Nation) at Plaza 
Bappindo, gathering a substantial crowd from among the area’s office workers in late 
August of 1998 (Lubis et al. 1998c). Street artists and others created an arts festival in 
Yogyakarta during the first week of September using various open air venues along 
Malioboro (BLU and Joko Syahban 1998). Initial plans for the National Theatre Gathering 
in Yogyakarta during early March 1999 also called for several performances in non-
traditional venues (Halim HD 1998). Will the modern theatre sector be able to reach out 
to new audiences through such venues?

Changes were also occurring in the mass media. Trying to comply with the political 
demands of Reformasi, the government, in the person of the new Minister of Information, 
Yunus Yosfiah, announced the withdrawal of the infamous SIUPP regulations of 1984 in 
early June, and offered in its place a greatly simplified set of requirements for obtaining a 
publishing permit that promised minimal government obstruction and control. 
According to the new rules, withdrawal of permits in the future could only be done 
through legal processes, and not by ministerial fiat. In addition, the new regulations 
released reporters from the necessity of belonging to the sole journalists organization, the 
PWI, and allowed them to opt instead for membership in another press organization 
(Mauluddin and Trihusodo 1998).

The new regulations also cut the number of government news broadcasts which 
private radio stations were required to air from 14 to 4 per day (Anwar and Trihusodo 
1998). Radio workers were quick to form new organizations as alternatives to the 
government dominated PRSSNI which had controlled issuance of permits, and to 
demand an accounting from the PRSSNI’s leaders who were accused of having 
personally profited from advertising monopolies (Wicaksono and Hidayat 1998; Irawati 
and Srihartini 1998).

These regulations were greeted with great enthusiasm by the press, but before the 
year was out Parni Hadi, the newly appointed head of Antara, the national news agency, 
was warning journalists that excesses such as one-sided reporting, conducting trials by 
the press, and making claims based on insufficient evidence were widespread in the 
media and amounted to ‘human rights abuses’ in a number of cases that needed to be 
investigated (Gatra 1998). Yet Yosfiah defended the new freedom with surprising vigour, 
declaring that poor and libelous reporting was done only by a minority, and that the 
concept of freedom of the press needed to become more accepted in Indonesia since the 
press provided a valuable service as watchdog on behalf of the rule of law (Tempo 1999).
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Workers in the television medium could well hope that Yosfiah’s determination 
would also apply to them. As recently as November, following the Semanggi events 
during the Special Session of the MPR to pass new election laws, a group calling itself the 
Komite Umat Islam Pemantau Pers (The Islamic Community’s Committee for the Review 
of the Press) protested what it felt was SCTV’s unbalanced coverage of the incident 
which presented a bad image of the military and society to the public. Further, at roughly 
the same time, the Indosiar television channel suddenly cancelled two interviews by 
popular host Wimar Witoelar involving the critical economist, Sjahrir, and members of 
the two leading Muslim opposition parties. There were some indications that pressure 
had been brought to bear on the channel’s Director to cancel the programmes (Sugrahetty 
et al. 1998). If true, this harks back to New Order era censorship of the television and 
bodes ill for the future. 

There are indications that writers and cultural workers in other media are exploring 
the newly gained freedom by taking up new themes, or expanding and deepening old 
themes touching on political and social issues. Perhaps one of the most courageous of the 
younger-generation writers, Seno Gumira Ajidarma, has continued in the spirit of his 
work on East Timor and Petrus by writing plays and short stories about the rape of 
ethnic Chinese women, ninjas and violence, and phone-tappinq and intelligence 
operations. A number of these, such as ‘Clara or the Woman Who Was Raped’ and 
‘Tumirah, Respected Brothel Madame’ were later given dramatized readings by a 
number of the leading actors of the Jakarta scene including Renny Jayusman, Ratna 
Riantiarno, and Adi Kurdi (Ajidarma 1999; Gatra 1999). Theatre groups in Ujung 
Pandang worked together with women activists to publicize violence against women, 
and Teater Ruang, a theatre group based in Solo, Central Java, has pioneered the theme 
of homosexuality on the contemporary Indonesian stage in a different way than Teater 
Koma’s previous transvestite plays. The Bandung group, Payung Hitam, has expanded 
its radical questioning of public rhetoric and official use of the Indonesian language in its 
striking and powerful experimental performances (Halim HD 1998). And in a startlingly 
direct fashion that certainly would not have been permitted prior to May 1998, some 
actors have even begun to incorporate comic  impersonations of noted public figures, 
including Suharto and Habibie, in recent material (Kompas 1998).

In the music industry, popular artists of various stripes and genres took up the theme 
of Reformasi in their new releases post–May 1998. The list included hard rock groups 
like Slank, whose album, Mata Hati Reformasi, sold a phenomenal 600,000 cassettes in the 
midst of a depressed market, as well as older figures like dangdut king Roma Irama, the 
folksy Bimbo group, and the young pop band, the Ahmad Band. Protest singer Iwan Fals 
regarded all of this as a positive sign that the Reformasi had become everybody’s theme. 
Composer Harry Roesli was less sanguine about the development, commenting that 
reformasi seemed to have been degraded into a marketing gimmick (Raharti 1999). Yet 
all was not smooth sailing for the pro-reformasi musicians. A concert presented by Iwan 
Fals, Setiawan Djody, Rendra, and the Kantata Takwa group was brought to a premature 
halt by fans who mounted the stage and chased Iwan Fals while others pelted police 
trying to restore order on the stage with rocks, wood and bottles. Although the whole 
incident may simply have been due to the actions of unruly audience, a number of the 
performers felt that the incident was intentionally provoked by unnamed elements 
(Raharti 1993).

Filmmaker Garin Nugroho’s newest work, Daun di Atas Bantal (A Leaf on a Pillow), 
though begun in 1997, was released in mid-1998. It confirmed Nugroho’s status as 
pioneer of a new generation of Indonesian experimental filmmakers with its almost 
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sociological portrait of the short lives of a group of homeless children living on the 
streets of Yogyakarta (Anwar 1998). In December, four more young directors released a 
collaborative production, Kuldesak (Cul-de-sac), the result of three years of joint work. 
Much like Nugroho’s film, Kuldesak represented a late New Order work that, by its 
release after the fall of Suharto, also pointed to the continuing desire for newer and 
relevant thematic material among the younger generation of cultural workers—a need 
the end of the New Order by no means extinguished. The film showed the tragic lives of 
four urban youth unable to achieve their dreams amidst broken families, parental 
disapproval, alienation, and sexual harassment. This dark portrait of the state of the 
nation’s youth was infused with youth slang and a soundtrack featuring contemporary 
music (Slank, Iwa-K, Ahmad Band, Oppie Andaresta); one reviewer compared it to a 
series of video clips magically transferred to the big screen (Utami 1998).

By early 1999, the work of most of these young directors (Nugroho, Rivai Riza, Mira 
Lesmana, Nan T. Achnas—the latter three as part of a grouping referred to as the 
‘Multimedia Generation’) was also appearing on television. Working with NGO activists, 
Nugroho had produced a series of Public Service Advertisements designed to educate 
the general public about four major themes: to advocate for decentralization and the 
construction of a wider democratic space and to condemn money politics and the system 
of top-down political and social communication. These Public Service Advertisements 
appeared to capture the viewing public’s attention (Forum Keadilan 1999; Chudori 
l999b). An earlier effort of the same sort produced by the Rumah Produksi Jatayu Group 
presented a brief narrative calling for inter-racial ‘harmony between Chinese and Malay 
Indonesians (Waluyo 1998). The ‘Multimedia Generation Directors’ had also produced a 
series of sinetron (television films) on a variety of themes that were seen by one reviewer 
to represent a major artistic advance over most previous television films (Chudori l999a).

Radio, too, began to explore new directions—featuring much more on-the-spot 
coverage of live events, hard-hitting political analysis and interviews, and talk-shows. 
But these changes were not always greeted with uniform enthusiasm. Scholar and 
communications critic Astrid Soesanto felt that the new brand of coverage was too 
‘American-style’, sensationalizing events. One outspoken pioneer of the new style, Radio 
Safari FM’s Nor Pud Binarto, who had claimed that the programme which he produced, 
Wargian (Warung Kepagian—Morning Coffee Stall), was a kind of ‘pro-democracy 
movement’ involved in developing what he called ‘public hearing,’ was fired from his 
position, reputedly for changing the radio’s orientation from business to politics 
(Wicaksono et al. 1998).

‘postmodernism’ or a new brutal (and spare) realism?

Stylistically, many theatre groups and some poets and fiction writers are experimenting 
with what could loosely be called the postmodernist style of the pre-Reform era—
including a ‘poetic collage report’ format without fixed characters or linear plots. 
Previously, the ‘postmodern’ style, with its stunning multiple themes, pluralism, and 
lack of a clear centre, was used both to oppose the monolithic vision and institutions of 
the New Order and to give voice to the feelings of disorientation and alienation of 
segments of Indonesia’s urban youth. But as with Seno’s plays, there also seem to be 
groups who, while retaining the right to experiment with notions of truth and 
subjectivity, are attempting to adopt some of the innovations and themes of 
postmodernism to a more spare, almost brutal realism. Will a simpler style become more 
aesthetically pleasing and/or socially privileged amidst the political confusion, violence, 
and elite manoeuvring of the Reform era? Or will this ‘postmodern’ style continue as the 
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style of choice precisely because it captures a sense of the current chaos? A final question 
that could be asked is what will become of more traditional art forms? There seems to be 
more experimentation than ever with wayang, for example—the notoriety of the ‘crazy 
puppeteer’ H. Sujiwo Tejo is one indication of this, as are the Kommunitas Wayang 
Nggremeng Solo and Sumarta’s Wayang Kampung in Surabaya. 

Not only are the theatrical avant-garde involved in stylistic experiments, and taking 
up formerly taboo or risky themes, but some of them are deepening a trend of 
involvement with workers’ cultural groups, the urban poor, and childrens’ theatre about 
the environment and kampung problems. Thus, the arts avant-garde can be seen as 
working towards more complex and experimental performance, but also towards finding 
different, perhaps wider audiences, and engaging with other social groups in arts 
activities. This social commitment was reaffirmed yet again at the National Theatre 
Gathering in Yogyakarta when, despite the reluctance of the organizing committee to 
formalize, on behalf of the Gathering, a declaration against the use of violence to resolve 
political problems, approximately 300 of the 350 attenders later signed their own 
declaration to that effect. In addition, a number of the groups performing at the gathering 
touched on such  issues (Bernas 1999).

What is astonishing about all of this is the tremendous vitality and energy shown by 
Indonesian cultural workers in the face of an economic crisis which would normally tend 
to cripple most cultural activity. Furthermore, much of the activity in poetry, theatre and 
dance is occurring in regional centres—Ujung Pandang, Central Java, Surabaya, 
Bandung, Medan—and is supported by a young, new generation of cultural workers in 
even smaller or less well-known (as centres of art) locations—Tegal, Ngawi, Lumajang, 
Salatiga, Semarang. In fact, the last decade of the New Order saw an energetic and vital 
movement of Sastra Pedalaman (Literature of the Interior Regions) which began to publish 
its own journal, Revitalisasi Sastra Pedalaman, in 1994 (see also Setiawan 1994 and Derks 
Forthcoming). As TIM commercialized, experimental and art theatre groups began to set 
their sights not on a trip to Jakarta as a sign of their existence on the map of modern 
Indonesian theatre, but rather, to one of a number of festivals and arts and theatre 
gatherings held in Solo, Central Java, at the Taman Budaya Surakarta, which, with a 
progressive leadership and an energetic group of cultural activist/organizers, helped 
bring together the most innovative groups from all over Java, South Sulawesi, Sumatra 
and other regions. In the same spirit, cultural workers from South Sulawesi and Central 
Java have been working together to mount a major arts festival in Ujung Pandang in 
September of 1999 (Eialim HD 1999). Increasingly, well-known groups frorn Ratna 
Sarumpaet’s Satu Merah Panggung to Studiklub Teater Bandung and Payung Hitarn are 
making use of these regional institutions and networks to organize tours and 
performances beyond the limits of their own cities.
conclusion

Much of this could be stunted by a restoration of political authoritarianism, though as I 
have argued, many of these trends were already beginning to grow during the last 
decade of Suharto’s rule and would be difficult to completely erase or halt even given a 
military restoration. Perhaps a possible new threat of censorship can be located in the 
aggressive assertion of a particular vision of Islam (and what is permissible according to 
that vision of Islam) which also began to develop in the last years of the New Order 
alongside the movement for greater creative freedom and democracy. Yet for the time 
being, the power of these groups seems limited. A clear constraint for television, radio, 
film and the print media, is the continuing economic crisis with reduced advertising and 
in many cases (though by no means all—for example, middle class oriented products, 
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such as more experimental pop music, still seem able to survive while lower brow 
oriented products like dangdut music are currently in difficult straits as a result of the  
decreased purchasing power of their audience), greatly diminished markets.

In the short run, however, modern theatre, literature, and other cultural forms are 
attempting, within their sometimes limited but not unimportant spheres of influence, to 
reach out to different and wider audiences, to expand the possibilities of creative and 
social expression, and to help articulate dissatisfaction with the legacy of the New Order 
as it manifests itself in the Reformasi period. They are thus helping to open up spaces 
and opportunities for several kinds of broader creative freedoms and in so doing, they 
are contributing to the deepening of the pro-democracy environment in Indonesia, 
which, let us hope, will not be seen to have spoken its final word once the dust from the 
June 1999 elections has settled. 

michael bodden is Associate Professor and Chair of the Department of Pacific and Asian Studies, 
University of Victoria, British Columbia, Canada. He has written numerous articles on 
contemporary Indonesian literature and theatre, and is currently completing a mansucript on 
Indonesian theatre and politics in the 1990s.
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words and language
b akdi  soemanto

Bakdi Soemanto is an ‘elder-statesman’ of 
the theatre world in Indonesia. In the late 
1960s and 70s he was a member of W. S. 
Rendra’s group Bengkel Teater (‘Theatre 
Workshop’) and is well-known for his role 
in translating and adapting Waiting for 
Godot, which was first performed in 
Indonesia in 1969. His PhD (soon to be 
completed) is a comparative study of the 
first performances of Waiting for Godot 
in Indonesia and the United States. He is a 
Professor at Gadjah Mada University in 
Yogyakarta and is a poet, playwright and 
theatre critic. 
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bakdi soemanto. A long, long time ago, in the 1950s, there was a Professor from Michigan 
University, James Brandon, who wrote the book Theatre in Southeast Asia. In this book, in 
the Introduction I think, he spends a bit of time talking about the emergence, the birth, 
the beginning of Indonesian culture. He talks about the period from the First until the 
Tenth centuries when Hinduism and Buddhism came to Indonesia, followed by Islam 
and the Chinese. 

The Hindus brought with them the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, and these epics 
developed in the centres of culture, like the kraton (palaces) in Yogyakarta and Solo. But 
most importantly—you know the tradition we call now wayang? It would have been 
impossible for us to have wayang without the Mahabharata and the Ramayana. But it 
seems to me that after being introduced to Indonesia, the Mahabharata and the 
Ramayana transformed, or rather, people transformed it; they tried to adapt it to a new 
environment. 

We created what we call carangan1 stories, like ‘add-on’ stories, and created some 
characters to meet the challenge of the local situation. Over time wayang developed into 
two kinds of theatre—what we call wayang kulit, the shadow puppet theatre and wayang 
wong, which is people performing the stories. If you compare Javanese wayang with the 
Mahabharata and Ramayana in India it would be very different. In Java, the character we 
call Arjuna is maybe more human, you know, small like that (gestures) rather than strong 
and dominant.

Before Hinduism and Buddhism came, according to the local religion, the world was 
controlled by supernatural beings that dwelt in trees, in mountains, in caves, everywhere. 
And when the Mahabharata came to Java, they used the characters in the Ramayana and 
Mahabharata to describe what the supernatural beings might look like. That is why in 
the wayang, at the very beginning of its history in Java, most of the characters were 
considered to be living supernatural beings, not simply characters in drama: they were 
characters that really existed. Which is why, if you play the characters, it means that you 
invite the ‘real characters’ who live in the supernatural world to act. [The supernatural 
beings and the wayang performances] are supposed to protect people from famine, 
plague and things like that.

Then came Islam. Islam said that people were not allowed to use wayang for mystical 
purposes. Because they were not allowed to worship particular characters, they were 
only allowed to worship Allah. This is why the characters in the Mahabharata and the 
Ramayana changed into a kind of medium to spread the religious teaching. 

So there have been a lot of changes in the Mahabharata and the Ramayana since they 
came to Indonesia. We have a full collection of scripts for the wayang wong of the 
Mahabharata and Ramayana. They were always changing, adapting to the new 
environment. At the beginning of the Surat Gondha, it is written, for example, that ‘Sultan 
VIII created this particular drama to celebrate the coming of so-and-so Governor General 
from the Dutch.’ Something like that. 

At that time the wayang wong based on the Mahabharata were very political. But then 
there was a big conflict because the art activities in the kraton were sponsored by the 
Dutch and also financed by the Sultan. In the 1930s there was a monetary crisis and all of 
a sudden there was no money to finance these activities. So they stopped. This happened 
in Solo, and suddenly a Chinese man came before the Sultan and said, ‘May I take this 
particular activity outside this kraton?’ Because at the time the wayang wong was only 
performed in the kraton and only a very few people, a select group of people, were 
allowed to enjoy it. It was not for commercial purposes. It was only for the elite. Now the 
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Chinese came to the kraton and wanted to take this wayang wong outside. And so then 
wayang went through some more changes.

In the kraton, the wayang wong was performed in a pendhapa (traditional Javanese 
performance space, similar to a pavilion), but the Chinese staged the performances in a 
proscenium-style space, which of course changed everything. Even things like the 
orchestra—its position in relation to the performers—changed. 

And the most important thing is that they had a kind of theatre ‘building’. What 
does this mean? It controls people who come to see the performance. They were allowed 
to come to see the performance if they had a ticket. Before, in the kraton, they had the 
Sultan who gave them money, gave them everything. Outside the kraton they only had 
the public. So they tried to adapt the performances to what they thought the public 
wanted to see. For example, they would consider the interests of the public rather than 
what was the most elegant dance. And they also changed the musical accompaniment. 

The golden age of this particular type of drama—I would like to call it Broadway in 
Java—was between the 1930s and 1950s. But then everything changed again. Because 
then there were students who had studied in the faculty of letters, at University. They 
would translate plays from Europe, like Ibsen. They studied how to direct plays, they 
studied dramaturgy. And they thought that the wayang wong performed outside the 
kraton was too low class for them, not serious enough  . . . they did not pay attention to it 
at all. But the new dramas coming from the West were not accepted easily by the public. 
It was too difficult for them. Because there were no jokes, no songs, no dances. ‘What 
kind of drama is this?’ they would ask. ‘It is just talking about everyday life’. The people 
didn’t like it at all. 

lauren bain. Do you think the use of Indonesian language had something to do with this 
too?

bs. Yes, definitely. They did use Indonesian, so it was only the young intellectuals who 
could enjoy it, but not the more traditional people. It was like when drama was only 
performed in the kraton. They didn’t like that at all. 

anjum katyal. So has that situation continued until now?

bs. Yes. Students started studying drama more seriously, but then at that time a new 
problem emerged—the government were scared of allowing performances that were not 
controlled by the authorities. 

Anyway to return to what I think of ‘cross-cultural’ . . . it is something like studying 
western drama from another point of view. We tried to adapt plays like Waiting for Godot 
by Samuel Beckett. Who is Godot? You don’t know, right? It’s the same as in Indonesia 
today where we are now waiting for ‘Ratu Adil’ which in English is something like ‘King 
of Justice’. Because we don’t know what is going on now. We are (in Indonesia) waiting 
for something but we don’t know what it is. 

lb. Yes, maybe I can make a comparison with a play we saw just the other night in Jakarta 
called Wisanggeni Berkelebat (‘Wisanggeni flies by’).2 Everyone is waiting for Wisanggeni, 
a wayang character who can solve everything, and yet they never find him. He’s always 
just out of reach.

bs. Yes, it is like that. Godot is a bit like Wisanggeni. You see Suharto was like a very big 
king. Like Ceasar. We wanted him to step down and he did step down. But the problems 
are still there. He was replaced by Habibie, and the problem was still there. And now 
Habibie has been replaced by Abdurrachman Wahid, Gis Dur, but the problem is still 
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there.  And now we wait and wait and wait. Who are we waiting for? We are waiting for 
Ratu Adil. Just like Vladimir and Estragon waiting for Godot. 

ak. What about the different cultures within the society? Within Indonesia you have 
different languages . . .

bs. We are a multi-ethnic society. And each group has its own language. The Javanese 
have been very influential partly because they have the largest population (of all the 
ethinic groups in Indonesia). But what we use as the national language is based on 
Malay. Formerly what was known as Malay was adapted into Bahasa Indonesia. Malay 
was spoken by traders, perhaps that is why Malay was accepted easily. But if you study 
the Indonesian language it is a little bit difficult unless you also understand some 
Javanese. 

ak. As somebody who’s a senior commentator on Indonesian theatre, how do you see 
what is happening in culture generally at the moment? As someone who’s been watching 
and seeing theatre here for so many years, what do you feel are the main issues or 
concerns facing the Indonesian theatre people today?

bs. I think, at least in Indonesia, there are two main categories of plays. First, translated 
adaptations of Western plays. And secondly, original plays. Most of the original plays in 
Indonesian now are used to criticize the government; they do not follow a kind of 
classical realism any longer. They are expressing anything they feel, by mixing the 
traditional elements, with other influences. Suddenly there are books on people like 
Artaud, Peter Brook, and then there is Brecht—we see a lot of similarities with what we 
have in our traditional drama. We try to mix these elements. 

The most important thing is not the dialogue; the important thing is to create 
something much more interesting than just words. You see, it changes all the time, but at 
the moment they (theatre makers) prefer to criticize the government. That is why during 
the Suharto era, modern theatre was the performing art form which was most often 
banned by the government. Traditional arts were not banned, because the government 
can control traditional performances. 

lb. I was wondering if you could talk a little about the work of Teater Gandrik (a 
Yogyakarta-based theatre group who were very active in the 1980s and early 1990s). I 
read your article in a recent book called Interkultrualisme dalam teater and was interested 
in the way you talked about how many of the members of Gandrik returned to using 
traditional forms after being trained in western theatre, after performing with groups 
that did classical realist adaptations of western plays. Could you maybe talk a little about 
that?

bs. Yes. At the time the Department of Information wanted to have a kind of competition. 
The idea was to use traditional theatre to disseminate the government’s policy. And so 
some people got together and formed a group called Gandrik, which is a Javanese 
expression. It is used when you want to avoid being struck by the lightning—you say 
‘gandrik!’ Lightning is considered a kind of supernatural being, you see. When you say 
that word, it will control the lightning: this is the belief. They tried to use the ‘traditional 
dramaturgy’ to express their ideas—to express the ideas of the government. 

ak. So Gandrik the group was formed for this reason?

bs. Yes, for this competition. But they developed from there, they tried to do more 
interesting work after that.

Actually I should talk a bit about [W. S.] Rendra first. Rendra came back from the 
USA in the late 1960s. He had been studying at the Academy of Dramatic Arts in New 
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York. There he met some people, he read Artaud, and he practiced Javanese mysticism. 
He was Javanese and he had already learnt a lot of Javanese mysticism. Since he was a 
Catholic at that time, he was a little embarrassed to show that he knew anything about it, 
but then when he was in the USA during the 1960s he met some Americans who 
practised mysticism, and he wanted to show that he was also connected to that. When he 
came back he tried to practise it. He created a group named Bengkel Teater (‘Theatre 
Workshop’). A lot of young people who became members. But the most important thing 
was not the stage, or the lighting or the costumes but how to act. Your own body, hands, 
soul, breath. That’s why the only way to have a good performance was to prepare 
yourself to be the best actor in the world. Try to sharpen the senses, listen to the voice of 
silence. This was all part of his practice. 

And then Bengkel Teater and Rendra created what we call teater mini-kata (literally 
‘theatre of minimal words’). To communicate by using hands and mimicry, noises, 
gestures. And silences. Anything that was non-words. This, I think, greatly influenced 
what Gandrik did in the 1980s. They saw that the most important thing in the 
performance was not the plot but rather the spectacle, and they realized that they could 
get that by learning traditional theatre. They tried to do that.

But we also have to remember that during the Sukarno reign—before Suharto—
Sukarno hated many things that he saw as ‘western’. Sukarno was influenced by the 
concept of liberalism, but politically if he made speeches in front of the public he would 
say that he did not like the west. He would say things like ‘The west is bullshit. We have 
to return to our roots.’ This particular aspiration was actualized in theatre in the 1970s. 
For instance, most of the poets who started thinking of writing poetry about our local 
culture felt that instead of using sonnets or imagist poetry they would mix languages, 
Indonesian and Javanese. And at the same time Gandrik was born. 

ak. Does Gandrik do work based on traditional stories or . . . ?

bs. They create their own. For example, they created a masterpiece called Orde Tabung 
(‘Test Tube Order’). At the time there were issues amongst the people—about test tube 
babies—the idea that you can create babies outside of the womb was getting a bit of 
attention. This is the age of such babies. Orde Tabung.  

And the second masterpiece was called Dhemit (‘Supernatural beings’) which went 
to Singapore for the second South-East Asian Theatre Festival in the 1990s. The play was 
about a banyan tree3 that had to be cut down because the lord mayor wanted to make a 
bridge, a building, but then the supernatural beings dwelling inside the tree were very 
angry. And there was a fight between the supernatural beings and human beings.

lb. Yes, Gandrik is interesting because it was born from a competition to disseminate 
government values and gradually began to subvert some of those government ideologies. 
A lot of young artists today are using physical theatre with little or no text. In fact this 
has become very trendy. I was wondering if you see a connection between this and teater 
mini-kata, Rendra’s work?

bs. I think so yes, . . . I mean I think teater mini-kata provided a context in which making 
nonverbal theatre became possible.

lb. And legitimate?

bs. Yes I think so. You know, the first time Rendra performed teater mini-kata the audience 
threw things, stones and bottles, at the performers, because they did not understand. 
‘What kind of performance is that?’ Even very educated people, a former Minister of 
Education who was also a psychologist really didn’t understand it. He said that maybe 
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we needed a psychiatrist if we thought teater mini-kata was really theatre! (laughs) 
Because at that time, you know, Shakespeare was very popular, realist theatre was 
popular, or the idea maybe that if you want to perform why not just do traditional 
theatre. That was all people knew. People had no idea what was going on with teater 
mini-kata . . . 

ak. What about your own work in theatre? Your plays are written in which language?

bs.  I always use bahasa Indonesia.

ak. And you choose to write in Indonesian?

bs.  Yes, although I am Javanese, I am aware that I am not trained to write in Javanese. I 
still speak Javanese, with my wife and sons and daughters but it is very difficult for me 
to write in Javanese. 

ak. Do you think that this language issue is an important one? Are there a lot of people 
who create their work in their native, local languages? Is there a lot of creative writing, 
plays or short fiction in local languages?

bs. Most of the local languages are a kind of media to express oral traditions. Oral 
literature. Stories are written on kulit kayu (bark) or lontar (palm leaf) or tembaga (copper). 
But local languages are often not used to express modern life. It is very difficult because 
the concept is very different. 

I think actually that the influence of what we call our national language was to make 
us more democratic. In Indonesian we can explain everyday life without thinking much 
about things like who is older than whom, but Javanese is much more hierarchical. The 
way you express yourself is tied to your position in society, whether you are a woman or 
man, an old or young person.
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lb. Yes, so in Javanese if I was speaking to Pak Bakdi I would use a high level of Javanese 
because he is older than me. But if I was speaking to someone  my own age I would use 
low Javanese, ngoko. The whole language is actually very different.

naveen kishore. So it’s not just a few words that are different?

bs. No, no, most of the words are different. For instance the word ‘to eat.’ It can be dhahar, 
mangan, maem, nedha, there may be as many as seven words for ‘to eat’. They are not 
simply synonyms: they show different levels of respect and hierarchy. If we use the 
Javanese language we must think about how we address people and it becomes very 
complicated. The only way to keep the language is if we perform something like ketoprak. 
Ketoprak is traditional performance, like folk theatre, based on Javanese chronicles—the 
history of Java, the conflict between the three Sultans fighting over land or something 
like that. In ketoprak we use Javanese. But for dramas about everyday life, ‘modern’ 
dramas, it is a little difficult. 

ak. So are you saying that with the coming of democracy, with an attempt to achieve a 
more democratic society, the language that naturally could be used for more direct 
communication was Indonesian and that’s why you prefer to use it?

bs. Yes, I am a teacher now at UGM (Gadjah Mada University), but I have to teach 
someone who is an older professor. For me to address him in Javanese would be very 
difficult, I have to respect language you see. However, using Indonesian is no problem. 
And when my students come to my house—my mother’s there, my wife and kids, and 
the students. So imagine, I would have to use at least four kinds of languages to 
communicate with them all, right? 

ak. Is this typical of just Javanese or of other local languages as well?

bs. I think some of the other languages have the same thing but maybe not as complicated 
as in Java. It is a crazy language. Of course this means that the ‘lower’ you are in society, 
the more languages you have to use. You are also not allowed to be angry at anybody. 
You are meant to be what we call halus, refined. And language use is one of the ways you 
show that you are halus. 

lb. The theatre group Gapit4 uses Javanese, very low, street language. They made a very 
deliberate choice to use low, kasar Javanese because it spoke more directly to their 
audiences, who were mostly regular people in the kampung. 

bs. Yes yes, their work uses very kasar Javanese.

[Yogyakarta, 8 April 2001]

Notes

1 There are two ‘types’ of wayang story. Lakon pokok are the ‘main stories’—derived 
from the Mahabarata and Ramayana epics; lakon carangan (literally ‘branch story’) 
are unique to wayang and often introduce new characters and sub-plots. There has 
been much debate over the terms lakon pokok and lakon carangan, a summary of 
which can be found in Alan Feinstein, ‘Pendahuluan’ in Lakon Carangan, compiled 
by Alan Feinstein, Bambang Murtiyoso, Kuwato, Sudarko and Sumanto 
(Surakarta: Akademi Seni Karawitan Indonesia, 1986), vol. 1, pp. xvii–xxxiii. See 
also Laurie J. Sears, Shadows of Empire: Colonial Discourse and Javanese Tales 
(Durham/London: Duke University Press, 1996), pp. 170–213. 
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2 Wisanggeni Berkelebat is an original play by Ags. Arya Dipanaya. It was staged in 
Jakarta in 2001 by the writer’s own group, Teater Tetas. Coincidentally Wisanggeni 
Berkelebat is also an example of a modern play based on the wayang (carangan) 
character of Wisanggeni. [Ed.] 

3 The banyan tree in Indonesia is widely known as the symbol of Golkar, the political 
party of the Suharto regime. [Ed.]

4 Tony Day’s essay ‘Language and Roles, Culture and Violence: Teater Gapit’s Rol 
(1983) and the Question of ‘Interculturalism’ in Contemporary Indonesia’ in 
Fensham and Eckersall [eds]. Dis/Orientations: Cultural Praxis in Theatre: Asia, 
Pacific, Australia (Monash Theatre Papers, Clayton, 1999) is an excellent 
commentary on Teater Gapit’s work in its political context (especially in relation to 
the use of language). 



6262
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radhar panc a dahana

Radhar Panca Dahana is an Indonesian 
theatre critic. He has written extensively 
for a range of media, and until the mid-
1990s was a member of W. S. Rendra’s 
Bengkel Teater. His recent books include 
Ideologi Politik dan Teater Modern 
Indonesia (‘Political Ideology and 
Modern Indonesian Theatre’), Homo 
Theatricus, and Menjadi Manusia 
Indonesia (‘Becoming Indonesian’).



6363

anjum katyal. Just a few minutes ago you were talking about Boedi S. Otong and Teater 
SAE. Maybe you can begin by talking a bit about him and his work? I’m interested 
particularly in the influence you think his work has had on younger generation artists.

radhar panca dahana. If we want to talk about about Boedi S. Otong we have to talk a 
bit about the history of modern Indonesian theatre. For me, Indonesian theatre has 
progressed along two main streams. Firstly, the stream which began from ATNI 
(Akademi Teater Nasional Indonesia—The Indonesian National Theatre Academy). It 
was started by Asrul Sani, Usmar Ismail, and involved many people who were regarded 
as the founders of modern Indonesian theatre. And for me this stream of theatre 
represents a European style of theatre in Indonesia, the style of the ‘well made play’, 
realism, etc.  

In the mid 1960s another key person emerged, in Yogyakarta. That was W. S. Rendra. 
Around 1967 Rendra came back to Indonesia from the United States where he’d been 
studying theatre, in New York. When he came back he made some performances that 
really surprised people. All of his works showed us experimental possibilities in theatre, 
which we had never known before. It was very different from the mainstream European 
theatre tradition. His work was really very, very surprising. Goenawan Mohamad 
claimed that Rendra was a pioneer of a new kind of modern theatre in Indonesia. He 
(Goenawan) called it teater mini-kata (theatre of minimal words).1

So starting from that time, there were really two streams which influenced modern 
theatre in Indonesia. Maybe you could call them American and  European influenced 
streams.

On one hand the European stream was very conventional, straight, maybe like 
something from a text book. It has influenced IKJ (Institut Kesenian Jakarta—the Jakarta 
Arts Institute). IKJ is regarded as one of the best theatre schools in Jakarta, in Indonesia.  
Several names which are now very well known in Indonesian theatre—Teguh Karya, 
Wahyu Shihombing, Nano Riantiarno—were born from this mainstream. They were and 
still are very famous in Indonesia. On the other hand, Rendra, Putu Wijaya, Arifin C 
Noer, were also very very famous, but there are several differences between them and 
the other group. Aesthetically, intellectually etc. 

So during a period of maybe 13 or 14 years we had no other choices. There were no 
others. Then maybe in 1979 we see the emergence of someone who suddenly attracted 
attention in the Festival Teater Jakarta, and his name was Boedi S. Otong. That was in 
1978 or 1979. We don’t really know where he came from, where he studied theatre. But 
he made something that was very very fresh, he created something very new, using a 
wider vocabulary of theatrical idiom. 

ak. What was so fresh and different about it? Can you describe the work?

rpd. Maybe I have to show you by examples. Say a man, nude, would stand up in 
something like a bowl and wash his body, every minute, like he was taking a bath in the 
bowl. All the time, throughout the whole performance. What was he doing? Nobody 
knows. But everyone got some meaning from this—like a person cleaning his history of 
fallacy . . . so many interpretations. And on the stage, there were so many events and 
images going on. Maybe there was no direct connection between them, but we could 
make the connection ourselves. It depends on the background—intellectually, historically, 
environmentally—of the spectators.  So I think Teater SAE opened up all the possibilities 
of the stage for the moment. He goes, he walks, he doesn’t stop, his project is process. 
From every Teater SAE performance we can get something new. 

Not like Teater Koma, [Nano] Riantiarno, who after several years was very famous.  
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Usually we do not get anything new from their performances.  Have you see the 
rehearsals of Teater Koma’s new show? Republik Bagong—it’s not bad, maybe this is 
something new, we don’t really know yet. 

But from Boedi S. Otong—he has a concept, that we have to reach the impossibility of 
humans. Why? Because in that place we can find the most power, the hidden power of 
the human, and you have to show it on the stage. So he will try that. (His aesthetic is) 
spartan, you know. His method of exercise also.

Dindon, who was a student of Teater SAE, is good too. 

ak. What is Dindon’s theatre group like, what are they trying to do?

rpd. Just like Teater SAE. Maybe Dindon has a tendency to make everything part of the 
play, not just the humans. He wants to make the environment part of the play on the 
stage.  That’s the experiment of Dindon. So he never starts his works from ‘ideas’. He 
starts with feelings, intuitions, it maybe comes from the environment, situations, from 
the trees, from his wife, from a sound. He makes a process. One, two, three, years.  We 
can never predict where he will come from. Rendra or Nano Riantiarno, it’s more simple, 
we can see and know and predict what it will be like. 

So I think that Boedi S. Otong was the start of a new generation in Indonesian 
modern theatre.

ak. This kind of experimentation seems to be far removed from theatre with a message of 
social conscientizing or whatever. Do you feel that this is going into an ‘art for art’s sake’ 
mode or is it also linked to social commentary? 

rpd. Yes, so many people, so many critics, say that. That Teater SAE is art for art’s sake.  
But I don’t think so. Why? Because before Boedi S. Otong works he makes so many 
observations. He is very grounded in observation of reality before he starts his theatrical 
exercises. He also works very closely with a well known poet, Afrizal Malna, an avant-
garde Indonesian poet. Afrizal, I think, is one of the best avant-garde poets in Indonesia. 
His works talk about social and political problems in Indonesia. Cultural problems also. 
Boedi S. Otong always worked with Afrizal Malna before starting an exercise. For that 
reason I don’t think we can say that Boedi’s work was just for itself, for art itself. And 
there are a lot of discussions with him that talk about so many actual problems in 
Indonesia.

ak. The work that Teater Kubur and Dindon is doing . . . Can you give me an example of 
any one work and the kind of impact you think it has had on the audience, maybe it’s 
changed thinking, maybe changed an image . . .

rpd. My research in Indonesian modern theatre is on political ideology and theatre. There 
is an influence, a big influence, of political ideology. I mean the state’s ideology has had a 
big impact on modern theatre. Like Orde Baru (the ‘New Order’, the era in which 
Suharto was the President of Indonesia, 1968-1998). Suharto’s ideology has had an 
influence on all works of art. Including theatre. 

All of the symbols and idioms that are produced by theatre may be accepted or 
received by the spectators, because they are already very familiar, they have already been 
performed by government. So the most important thing in the theatre is the symbols. We 
have to ask, how can we make our symbols, our own symbols in the stage? Symbols that 
have never been appropriated by the government? That is the real challenge. And so 
many theatres in Indonesia can’t do that. Teater Koma is an interesting example—all the 
theatrical symbols used by Teater Koma are parallel with the ideological symbols of the 
state. 
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ak. Can you give me an example?
rpd. We know the structures of patriarchy in Indonesian government; and while Teater 
Koma makes stories with some kind of plot, the characters exist within structures which 
imitate the state’s structures. And it uses so many words, idioms, linguistic patterns 
which parallel, use the same words,  exactly the same expressions as are used for 
ideological purposes by the state.2 

In Teater SAE I think all of the symbols of the state have been destroyed, totally 
destroyed. And how can the people and spectators receive these new idioms, new 
symbols while the performances they are used to seeing mimic the symbols of the state?

So we have to make a great effort to persuade, to approach the people with our 
symbols. That is the war. It’s a symbolic war, artistically and ideologically. 
lauren bain. Can I add something to that? I think maybe that also Teater SAE is an 
important example because at the time, during the New Order, it was very difficult to 
subvert state ideology by using text based theatre. Maybe there’s something about the 
way that Teater SAE used a largely visual and non-narrative form in their work that 
made it more possible for them to subvert the state ideology. Also, of course it is harder 
for government censors to control work that has no script. It’s important not to forget 
that it was Teater Koma who were most often censored or banned during the New Order.
rpd. Yes, that’s right.
ak. I understand from talking to people that the control and construction of culture, of a 
national culture, is a big issue and that the reinforcing, or the re-emergence, of pluralism, 
of the need to accept difference, is very alive at the moment.  So can you give me your 
ideas on the Indonesian history of dealing with these many cultures in society, maybe 
from independence up until now…
rpd. Yes, it’s a long history. How is it that occidental modes of thinking have played such 
an important role in Indonesia? To explain, to constitute all the problems in Indonesia? 
The problem is how to find out how Indonesian people think about themselves. Actually 
last night I had a discussion with Nano Riantiarno (the director of Teater Koma) and we 
talked about this. And we agreed that we cannot find the ideas to explain ourselves right 
now—politically, culturally, fundamentally. So if I want to answer your question I have 
to use modern ideas, like postmodernism etc. You say that there is a movement to help 
minority or oppressed cultures develop, progress, etc. That’s not our thing originally.  
These are ideas that have been brought here from elsewhere.

I don’t know, for me the main challenge for Indonesian people, maybe especially in 
art, is just to accept identity and existence as something that is fluid. Fluid. We can’t talk 
about ourselves as a solid entity. But in the mean time in all the papers, on television and 
radio, communities, intellectuals, public people and politicians all say that we are a ‘solid 
people’, a community that has been traditionally bound for such a long time, etc.

But no one that says we are not perfect. Nobody ever says that.
ak. When you say perfect do you mean like ‘whole’, ‘complete’, made up of many many 
small parts?
rpd. Yes, yes. Like a ceramic object that has been broken. We have to put it together with 
all the elements. And we have to make something whole with lots of pieces. There is me, 
there is us, it depends on our roots to make a whole from lots of elements.

So when you work like that, there’s no form, there’s something abstract—maybe. 
And nobody can accept this idea. The idea that ‘we are not and we are’. That we are an 
archipelago. 

Afrizal Malna (the poet who worked with Boedi Otong and Teater SAE) says that he 
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has no more words, no other words to explain, to express himself and his environment. 
And with what language? Which Indonesian? So the last time I met Afrizal he said ‘I 
have no more language’ to talk with. 

It’s not because we have so many lanaguages, no, I mean in Indonesia we talk about 
the symbols that have been dominated for such a long time by Sukarno, Suharto and 
now by Gus Dur, the discourse of the symbols, the war of symbols with parliament, with 
his enemies all the time. And the people are just represented by little symbols which 
have no rules. That is one of the main problems in the arts in Indonesia. I think the 
position, the function and role of art and artistic work in Indonesian society is about who 
can explain the existence, the rules, functions, positions and future of the arts in this 
situation. So we can see so many trends, tendencies in all of the artistic works in 
Indonesia. There are artists who are backed by the government, artists that work together 
with the political parties, many that work in the street. It’s normal. But behind this I see 
some kind of disorientation. 
ak. Do you think that moving away from using a language is one way of trying to cope 
with this? Because it seems like some of the theatre you have been describing is very 
graphic, very visual, very physical, based on images, powerful images.
rpd. Yes there is a tendency to make more visual than literal theatre. But not all artists are 
working in the style of Boedi Otong and Dindon. There are other styles, like the type of 
theatre produced here at IKJ. Conventional narrative theatre is very dominant at IKJ and 
has always been.

lb. Yes, maybe I should mention that just last week I saw an IKJ production of a 
Tennessee Williams play, completely straight and conventional. Although this type of 
work might not be the most interesting, it’s certainly still going on.

Notes

1 Goenawan Mohamad’s essay is published as ‘Sebuah Pembelaan Untuk Teater 
Indonesia Mutakhir’ (‘A Defence of Contemporary Indonesian Theatre’) in his 
collection of essays Seks, Sastra, Kita, Sinar Harapan Jakarta 1980. The essay was 
originally published in 1973.

2 For some further interpretations of Teater Koma’s work and state ideology see Mary 
Zurburchen ‘The Cockroach Opera: Images of Culture and National Development 
in Indonesia’ in Tenggara 23: 123–150; see also Michael Bodden ‘Teater Koma’s 
Suksesi and Indonesia’s New Order’ in Asian Theatre Journal, vol. 14, no. 2 (Fall 
1997): 259-280.
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‘ l and and water ’
w. s . rendra

W. S. Rendra has been arguably the most influential 
contemporary theatre director in Indonesia. His 
group, Bengkel Teater (literally ‘Theatre Workshop’) 
has been active since 1967, when Rendra returned 
to Indonesia after studying theatre for several years 
in New York. Rendra’s early works were abstract 
and non-linear, a form of theatre which was 
described as ‘teater mini-kata’ (‘theatre of mini-
words’). 

In addition to adaptations of western classics—
including Waiting for Godot, Macbeth, Oedipus, 
Lysistrata and The Caucasian Chalk Circle—in 
the 1970s Bengkel Teater staged several of Rendra’s 
own plays, the best known of which are Mastadon 
dan Burung Kondor (‘The Mastadon and the 
Condor’), Kisah Perjuangan Suku Naga (‘The 
Struggle of the Naga Tribe’) and Sekda (‘The 
Regional Secretary’). In 1978, after a bomb 
exploded at one of his poetry readings at the TIM 
arts centre in Jakarta, Rendra was arrested and 
imprisoned on the grounds that his work was a 
threat to public order. Upon release he was banned 
from public performance for seven years. 

Bengkel Teater began in Yogyakarta, but since 
its re-establishment in 1986 has been based in semi-
rural Depok, just outside of Jakarta. Members of the 
group still live in a commune-style environment, 
undertaking theatre training as well as living as a 
group and sharing household responsibilities. The 
group is no longer as active as it was in the 1970s, 
its last major production being a reworking of The 
Struggle of the Naga Tribe, staged at the 1998 
Jakarta Art Summit.  
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rendra. I found myself naturally using the Indonesian language when I decided I would 
become a poet. I was in the second class of high school and immediately received 
national attention—I wrote a play and it won a national prize: Orang-orang di tikungan 
jalan (‘People at the bend in the road’). By the time I was entering university, my poetry 
was already recognized—I had audiences already. And for all of that work I used the 
Indonesian language. 

Naturally at home I spoke to my mother and father in Javanese. In the beginning my 
mother also asked me why I used the Indonesian language, why not Javanese? I said, 
because we are all Indonesians. And my mother tried to understand that—I don’t think it 
was very difficult for my mother to understand . . . It was just a question, not a 
complaint. And my father was very proud that I could use the Indonesian language so 
well. My father was a teacher of Javanese and also of old Javanese. And also of the old 
Melayu language, with Arabic, and then Indonesian. This was in 1953, and by that time 
already many people used the Indonesian language as a tool of expression for their 
aesthetic and intellectual experience. 

And of course everything has a background . . . In 1928, anonymous young people 
gathered together in the medical school in Jakarta, in Salemba, and they made a vow, a 
manifesto, that ‘we are of one country’. I mean they were not social leaders, nor 
intellectual or cultural leaders, amongst them the only one we knew was Supratman, a 
minor composer who later composed Indonesia’s anthem. We had no government at that 
time, we were still under Dutch colonial rule. ‘We are of one country, Indonesia. We are 
of one nation, Indonesia. We are of one language, Indonesian’. And they were not 
‘significant’ people, you know, just ordinary young people. But immediately after it was 
announced, every political party, every social organization, identified itself with 
Indonesia. Indonesian Communist Party, Indonesian Nationalist Party. Indonesia, 
Indonesia, Indonesia! Newspapers begin to be published in Indonesian. A writer from 
north Sulawesi, Dayo, wrote a novel in Indonesian. And then a Balinese wrote a novel in 
Indonesian. And then Batak people (from North Sumatra) wrote poetry and a novel. 
Other writers like Armin Pane wrote in Indonesian. In Minangkabau (West Sumatera), 
many writers wrote in Indonesian, as did a poet from Aceh. 

The reason it comes so easily is also connected to one’s background. Because in Aceh 
there already were writers who wrote in Acehnese. There was Acehnese literature in the 
12th century. But in the 16th century an Achenese poet wrote in Melayu language, using 
Arab script. That’s when we saw the coming of the Persian philosophy and the influence 
of Urdu. And also, you will find many Urdu words in our language. That’s from Aceh, 
the contribution of Aceh. Later, many other islands followed suit. Bangka Island, Riau, 
and Kalimantan. And then in the 19th century, the Melayu people adopted the Latin 
script. So that’s the beginning of modern Melayu.1

Then came a linguist from Austria who was studying languages. He said, ‘Oh, this is 
Indonesia! Not Melanesia, not Polynesia, this is Indonesia’. Of course the Dutch said, ‘No 
this is the East Indies!’ But the people prefer the name Indonesia. So when some 
insignificant young people declare that we are of ‘one nation, one language and one 
country Indonesia’, people can immediately understand the sentiment.  

And it’s true that we are used to this kind of interaction between cultures. Ever since 
the beginning, that’s how this archipelago’s population was founded. No king or leader 
can interfere with the migration of people from Maluku to Sulawesi, from Sumatera, 
Kalimantan to Madagascar. And no kings can prevent the Achenese, the Sumatrans, as 
far as Maluku to the Easter Islands, to Darwin and so on, so cultural interaction is very 
common. 
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Also, we have no tradition of civil war. I mean ethnic war. We don’t have that kind of 
thing in our history, you know. Incidents, yes, there were incidents between ethnic groups 
but they were always quickly settled and there was no ethnic war. I mean, if we compare 
with other places like India or China, Europe—wow! We’ve also never had any religious 
wars. Say, in Europe you can see the force of the Protestant war. Or the pogroms against 
the Jews. Or the War of the Roses, for 100 years or more. We never had that kind of war. 
There were some traditional wars involving traditional people and the Islamic Reformists 
in West Sumatera but it was only for five years. We don’t have war of any kind that lasts 
more than five years. 

Before the Melayu people came, we didn’t have the abstraction of kingdoms, just 
villages. Many villages. And around the second migration of people, the Detro Melayu—
there are villages and this and that, but no idea of kingdom. Until the Sanjaya people 
came from India. The Wangsa Sanjaya we call it. They built their kingdom in Kutai. And 
they moved to a better place—maybe more reminisccent of where they came from—in 
West Java. Then 60 or 70 years later came another Wangsa, from Cambodia. They too had 
their idea of kingdom. This is Wangsa Warman; their primary interest was commerce. 
Sanjaya was Hindu and they were an agrarian people. The kingdoms were not far from 
each other, but there are no records, no prasasti. 

The next prasasti we found regards a kingdom of commerce, of Buddhist religion in 
Sumatera called Sriwijaya and then going to Central Java from the west, the kingdom of 
Madang Mataram. It was Hindu and from Sanjaya Wangsa. There’s no indication of war 
between these kingdoms. Sanjaya Wangsa represented the culture of the land and the 
Warman Wangsa represented the culture of water. 

These Sumatrans built a very big Buddhist temple  in Central Java , of the Sanjaya 
Kingdom, in Borobodur. So they must have lived very peacefully together. Forming a 
kind of federation. We think it was like that because it must have taken a long time to 
build that temple. But not just the Borobodur temple, also Mendut, Tawon many other 
temples, there are about five or seven Sumateran temples there. 

And the records in China reveal that the Indonesian ambassador who visited was 
sometimes from Sanjaya Wansga, sometimes from Warman Wangsa. So intermarriage 
must have happened or something like that. I don’t really know because there are no 
clear records. But there is a  clear record of Javadwipa supplying food, Sumatrans 
supplying handicrafts and things like that. The culture of the land. 

And since then we have been calling our country ‘land and water’, Tanah air. So we 
don’t call our country ‘motherland’ or ‘fatherland’ or ‘country’ but we call it ‘our land 
and water’. Because harmony can be attained only if the cultures of the land and cultures 
of the water can work together. 

This existed for a long time. We have a saying that to settle differences of interest 
between various groups—not only Sumatran and Javanese but also any other groups in 
society—one should immediately practice the discipline of ahimsa. Before you go further, 
practice ahimsa. If blood is going to be spilled you must stop. It’s taboo to continue. So 
you can fight but if blood is spilled, you must cease. Settle the matter. Practice ahimsa. 
That is the meaning of ahimsa.

And then you have to regard the principle of anekanta which believes that differences 
should be present, differences should be respected. Always refrain from imposing 
uniformity. Resist uni-formation. Anekanta. Because we are not alike in our nature. In 
nature, for example, we have the banana. There are many kinds of banana, yes? Many 
kinds of flowers. Many kinds of papayas. There are many kinds of starfruit, many kinds 
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of grass. So many kinds of birds, butterflies, rats, everything. Everything is aneka. So if 
we want to be close to god’s will as it is expressed in nature, we should also respect 
differences as they exist between each of us. 

And then aparigraha. When we are trying to settle our differences, our affairs, we 
should not bring along our roots. Forget your roots, forget where you’re from, forget 
your insignia. We must seek universal truth. So these three principles, ahimsa, anekanta, 
aparigraha, are the disciplines of our fore-fathers dating from the Hindu and Buddhist 
times. These were the principles for resolving and avoiding conflicts until the 14th 
century. So we have had clashes of interest but never long wars. We have always been 
able to reach some sort of mutual understanding. And also, after the 11th century, 
especially in Bali, people attempted to formulate some sort of law. Now if you look at 
what’s happening in India, you will realize that people are also interested in the law. 
Kutara Manawardamasastra, the book of law that was devised in Kutara, in India, seems to 
have been introduced to Indonesia. Something like that. That’s before Islam came.

In Sulawesi they had already created traditional laws. And very sophisticated ones, 
even before the West, I think. So they already understood what jurisprudence was, much 
before the West. And also wari—the two categories of judicial problems. For example, 
this is maritime, this is agrarian. Something like that. They were also familiar with the 
concept that laws could be amended. This was the in 5th century, around the same time 
as Machiavelli in Italy. Machiavelli believed that a strong nation should have a strong 
ruler but this was not the idea in Sulawesi. The motto was that strong, traditional laws 
should be above everyone. Even above the king, the ruler. So first the law, then the ruler, 
and then the people. 

Then many kingdoms got together, federations were formed. All this happened long 
before Europe had the idea of federations, which came after Bismarck, only after they 
had industry. So that’s how we lived. 

For instance, in Ambon, they have a law which enables Christians and non-
Christians to live together. It’s only in this present time that the law is disregarded . . . I 
will try to explain this later. 

And then came Islam. And the Islam leaders came from many kinds of schools. The 
Shi’a, the Hannafiah, all were present here. But there were no clashes between them. The 
law for Demak—the Javanese Islamic kingdom—was guarded by nine wali, nine 
religious leaders. They were of different sects, different schools, but this resulted in no 
conflicts, no war. So there is no history of religious war. 

But then came the Dutch, the colonizers, and that’s actually the beginning of the 
separatism. Firstly they tried to separate Chinese from Indonesians, then Arabs from 
Indonesians. Migrant people. Then they tried to corrupt the traditional laws in Sulawesi 
and Sumatera. And Sukarno (the first president of Indonesia) just continued this policy.  
Suharto also continued this policy. Under the influence of western political thinking, you 
know. 

The Marxists believe in the struggle of the classes against capitalism, but we have no 
capitalists! We are not capitalist yet! So it’s things like that. Only in the 20th century the 
rule of life, the organization of life, disintegrates. Because the law, the traditional laws are 
disintegrating. And after that we have social and moral disintegration and now we 
almost have territorial disintegration. Although even if it is engineered it will not happen 
easily. Even if you wish to be dislocated it is not easy. To unite is easier. Reconciliation is 
more easily done. Because to destroy you have to have some collective memory first. You 
have to have a real contextual need, whereas now, Aceh and Irian want to be free because 
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they are oppressed. Oppressed by the central government together with the army. Now 
we are against the centralization of government and against the fascism of the army, so it 
is almost as if they have no reason now. Now that we fight for justice, for human rights 
together, there is no need to separate. 

And also, well, so many Aceh people have their careers here. Especially the artists, 
the painters, the poets, the actresses, the cinema directors, the fashion designers and so 
on. They cannot afford to have a free Aceh. If that happens they will have Syariah Law in 
full, Islamic law in full. They could not live there. We have to establish Islamic law in 
Aceh but we must allow for Aceh people who want to go from Aceh to other parts of 
Indonesia. And Aceh also needs teachers and doctors from other parts of the country. So 
it’s not really the wish of the majority of the Acehnese people (to separate from 
Indonesia).

So many people from Aceh visit me. Those who want to be free, those who do not 
want to be free. They talk to me. Actually what they really want is justice. It’s true that 
they were oppressed by the Suharto regime, the Sukarno regime and the Army. 

So we have to establish justice first and only after that we will be able to forget and 
try for reconciliation. But without admitting guilt and condemning the culprits, the 
trespassers of human rights, it’s impossible to have reconciliation. The same with the 
Chinese minority, who since the Dutch times have not been integrated with the people 
but some of whom have always integrated with the government people. Integrated with 
the oppression of the government. And they steal away a lot of money from Indonesia. 
So these people must be punished. 

And then the majority of the Chinese contribute a lot to the development of the 
country. And so when the Chinese elite worked together with the government, the 
corrupt government of Suharto, they also oppressed their own people. It’s no good. I 
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mean it can be very difficult for regular Chinese people to do business. For example the 
producer of this tea is Chinese. A very successful business. But they cannot go further, 
cannot establish any industry, they are suppressed by the Chinese conglomerates. And 
now, no more Suharto. These Chinese conglomerates have a lot of debts, so many of the 
companies are given to the government. And these other small Chinese companies want 
to buy up other companies, the Chinese conglomerate companies which have already 
been taken over by the government, which of course they can’t do. It’s a difficult 
situation. 

Actually our culture is different because unity is not unusual. And it is not because 
of the leaders. It’s because of the people. Indonesian language became our national 
language but not at the decree of the king. It was also not the decree of the government 
because Indonesian national language was declared 17 years before there was a Republic 
of Indonesia. We were already speaking one language. We felt like one nation because we 
wanted to be free together, but when we had our own government at last in 1945, the 
idea of government was centralization. 

See, it has been governments—Sukarno’s government, Suharto’s government, and 
Habibie’s government—that makes people disintegrate. Because, first of all, they don’t 
respect the traditional laws, and this creates social and cultural, intellectual 
disintegration. They monopolized the truth. They monopolized the money and 
everything. This centralization created disintegration. So it was centralization in the 
governing of the people. It was a Machiavellian way and one that was very strange to us. 

Human rights are very important. Because our understanding of human rights is not 
just the Declaration of Independence by the Americans. Rather it’s from these three laws 
of settling differences, ahimsa, anekanta, aparigraha. The origin of this idea is from India. 
It’s Jain. Jainism in Indonesia is very strong. Because it is in harmony with animism. 
Basically this archipelago is animistic. Like most people in Europe. I believe that only the 
Aryan people believe in Olympus and gods and goddesses in Asia. And in the Middle 
East it was Babylonian and Egyptian. And in the West it’s Greek and Roman and Viking 
and then Aztec and Maya. The rest of the world is animistic. The Japanese, the Chinese, 
the Celt. The Italians. Recently I was in Italy—the people of Umbria for example, 
animistic, very animistic. They don’t consider themselves Roman, they are Italian. They 
told me that. It is only in Rome and Napoli that people believe in the Roman gods. The 
Irish people, their Christianization is very cruel. 

Islam was spread to Indonesia by the Gujarati and also the Chinese. The Arabs have 
been here since the 11th century, so you can find Arabic Islamic graveyards dating to 
1008, but it was still a Hindu kingdom. There was an Islamic community of Arabs but the 
religion did not spread. But after the Gujarati and the Chinese, the people adopted it. 
Because there’s a touch of Sufism.

Also the introduction of cows in Bali . . . of course if you’re not Hindu, then the cow 
is not holy but still people care more about it than for the buffalo. That’s because there 
was a priest from a certain school in India. He came to Indonesia using the name of 
Risku Mahakandrea. He introduced a certain method of irrigation—we already had 
irrigation from Cambodia—which allowed the water to be shared by the villagers 
equally, thus preventing conflict. In Bali it’s become the subah system . . . and also how to 
take care of cows. I mean the kind of food and the kind of grass etc. We have karapan, you 
know, the pride of breeding cows and having them competing them in races. Cow races. 
Oh it’s fantastic, yes. You should see the interaction of culture. 

Actually in Southeast Asia, what is mighty in nature, what’s dominating in nature, 
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and what influences the communication of people, is the monsoon wind. You cannot 
change it, it’s there. So you use it. To get rich. To sell things. No king can go against that. 
So actually we are united by the wind, by the monsoon wind. It would be absurd for us 
not to welcome each other. And inter-marry.

So in every part, kampung Aceh, kampung Bali, kampung Bugis, Bugisan, kampung 
Madura, Maduran it’s always like that. And it’s also very interesting that there’s no 
kampung for Belanda (Dutch), but for Polish people, Polonia, there is a ‘kampung’ in 
Surabaya, and in Jakarta. In the Indonesian language school is sekolah. It’s probably more 
natural, if the schooling system was established by the Dutch, for it to be called Skol, or 
in English, school. But no, sekolah. Which is the same word used in Czech. Sekolah. And 
the way we make coffee, kopi tubruk, this is not the Dutch way but the Czech way. It’s 
interesting. And we are also heavily influenced by comedia del’arte, (laughs) and then we 
have clowns, like Petruccio, in wayang we have the Punakawan, the clown characters. So 
influences came from everywhere.

anjum katyal. Can you talk about one or two of your own productions, just showing all 
the different influences that you work with?

wsr. Yes. The idea of using a text for actors is from the west. The Dutch produced what 
they called Tonil. A play. When the Japanese occupied Indonesia during the Second 
World War they had workshops and taught many Indonesians to write play scripts. So 
by the time I was in high school there were already some people writing plays. You 
know, Act 1, Act 2, Act 3, Act 4. I don’t like that. And then there’s a curtain which opens 
for Act 1 and then closes again. Opens again for Act 2 . . . So I challenged these customs, 
but not based on theory or artistic credos. Even as a poet I don’t have an artistic credo. 
My credo is the credo of life. What I believe in, my religion and so on. The discipline of 
life. Ahimsa, Anekata, Aparigraha. That’s my credo and also my common sense. The law of 
common sense. That it’s relative and always changes. 

The law of society can always be amended but the law of nature cannot be amended 
and it reflects the will of God. In every part of us, is the will of God. Like the heart that 
beats, the oxygen that flows, the secretions from the pancreas, the flow of blood: that’s 
the will of god. But my hands, that’s my will. I can choose to dance or to do self-defence. 
Or to sit quietly. So many parts of our body also contain the will of me. That’s culture. So 
every man is the way of nature and the way of culture. 

This discipline of regarding the way of nature, of culture, this kind of credo, I have 
this kind of artistic credo that is responding to all these needs. But I believe that an artist 
should always try to dwell in contextuality. Contextual work, the contextual situation. 
But at the same time also reaching universal values. For example, our feet are on the 
ground. This cannot separate us from the reality of our environment. But it should not 
lead to neglect the universal values. It may be very difficult to achieve but the effort to 
meet contextuality with universal values is needed. I mean universality in like ‘this is 
good, this is bad, this is right, this is wrong, ah, this is useful or not useful, this is haram 
and this halal’. Things like that, you know. ‘This is justice this is injustice’. Values that are 
recognized here or in India or in Japan, or anywhere else. Recognized yesterday, today 
and tomorrow. That’s what I mean by universal values. And our mind can think and our 
hati nurani, our conscience, sits there like a judge, that says ‘No, no, no, Rendra that’s 
bad, that’s not good, that’s not useful’. Or ‘that’s wrong’. This is in each of us. This 
should be maintained too, and to be able to get into the contextuality, one must seek 
assistance from one’s way of life too. The fact that we have always rewes, caring. I care for 
my swans and my goose. I care for these plants. I can recognize the charisma of the 
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clouds, the charisma of the trees. The charisma of my neighbours or of orphans. I have to 
recognize their charsima and care, but after that I have to be able also to merangkul, to 
embrace. I have to see the orphan’s orphanage . . . I have to do something, not just moan 
in sympathy. I have to do something . . . I have to be committed. Maybe I can take 
someone to the doctor, or I tell the doctor that there’s someone who has a disease. But I 
have to do something. Commitment. 

And then after that, maybe I can write a diary, a report, but that’s not enough for art . 
. . There is a Javanese saying: You are because I am, I am because you are, I cannot live 
alone, I become meaningful because of you, you become meaningful because of me. 
What I mean is that whatever you do without others, is the idea. You can have context 
and then you can write something. But not real art. For real art you have to connect 
contextuality with universal values. Only then . . . for example, in Javanese, we have no 
Samurai. We don’t dress like that or speak like them. But we sympathize with that 
because there is an element of the universal in it. It has universal extensions. Contextually 
Japanese but universally human. 

So that’s my credo. My credo’s my way of life. I don’t have any artistic credo. On my 
way back from America in 1967, with just my wife and my children, we were travelling 
through Europe. In Italy we sat down at a restaurant and . . . we didn’t really know what 
they were saying but watching them one could understand. After that, I began to play 
around with nonverbal language. Where you can’t understand the words, but you can 
understand the meaning. 

Then I went to Bali and I saw Kecak dance, cak cak cak cak cak (sings). After coming 
back I created a non-verbal play. It became popular. There was a keen audience and the 
radio, the newspapers, the TV, all talked about this experiment for about three months. 
Actually I never thought of it as an experiment. Every time they would say it was an 
experiment, I would think to myself, ‘Experiment? What experiment?’ But I didn’t do it 
for the sake of being different . . . that was not the main reason. The reason was that I 
have a great interest in this. 

And so I create plays that consist of songs, poems, dance, and body movements. Not 
pantomime. If we want to say something, we say something. I’m not against words. But 
I’m interested in noises like (makes a sighing noise) or ‘what what what what’, ‘are you 
angry?’, ‘wnwnwnwn’, ‘boooor’, ‘aaaaah’ I think like that (laughs). ‘What?’ ‘Aaaaah’. So I 
build the performance around that. Sometimes I incorporate dance or song. It became a 
kind of structure, very loose. And people said ‘oooh this is abstract’ (laughs).

Eventually a friend, who’s a poet and a critic, called it ‘Mini-kata’ or ‘mini-words’. I 
said ‘Okay I agree’ and then he said, ‘Because words are corrupted now . . .’ And I said, 
‘No, no. I still believe in words. I am a poet and any words I say will be coming from my 
conscience, they are not corrupted . . .’ And as far as corrupted words or language are 
concerned, I guess it’s always been like that since the old times, since the tower of Babel. 
I don’t think it’s a recent thing. Words have always been manipulated by politicians, by 
political parties. It is the task of the poet to make the words come from the purity of the 
soul. Every word will be pure if it comes from the purity of the soul. 

So I have no artistic credo whatever but it happened that my poetry or my art was 
considered experimental, like this mini-kata. And once I also created a kind of prayer in 
song and poetry, embracing Muhammad, though I was not Muslim at that time. So 
people were asking what it meant and then it became polemical and . . . anyway, it drew 
large audiences so it made a lot of money. Qasidah Barjanzi, that’s the name of the play. So 
from this poetry I created a play. People were protesting—‘Oh it’s not possible, that 



7676



7777



7878

poetry’s not meant for theatre’. And then afterwards they would say ‘Oh yes, a successful 
experiment.’

I also produced Oedipus with masks. But the masks were, of course, according to our 
tradition: the meditation with the mask, the tradition of playing with masks. That I 
should serve the mask. My body, everything, an extension of the mask. The mask is 
important, not like western masks which are more of animation. Our tradition or mask is 
static and yet dynamic. It’s like letting the mask speak for itself. Its dynamic is like 
puppet theatre, static and dynamic. So when people begin to say ‘this is experimental’, I 
would say ‘no, it’s tradition’. I was always interested in tradition. I always include 
tradition—of course it’s not a photocopy of tradition. I try to have a constant dialogue 
with tradition. Even when I speak about democracy or human rights, I am always in 
dialogue with tradition, and not just the Human Rights Declaration by the United 
Nations in 1948. I argue that Indonesia had the Pancasila in 1945 and that we were 
already interested in human rights at that time. And the concept of human rights has 
been around as an idea for a long time before 1948. Since the days of John Locke. So it’s 
nothing new. 

But many people in Asia are interested in human rights, because that’s the dynamic 
of world civilization. The implementation of the idea is a slow process everywhere. But 
we should diligently and independently, using our own ways, teach human rights. The 
Americans with their Klu Klux Klan are not the best at human rights, nor the Australians 
with their treatment of the aborigines. I think everybody, especially in these times, is 
learning about democracy, learning about human rights, and will continue to do so until 
maybe 2020. Not easy, especially for Western people. And always, for the West, the way 
of development is through expansion and plundering. That’s not the way of the 
Southeast Asian people; the way we progress is very slow and sometimes there is no 
need for monopoly. It was the western people who taught us monopoly. Like now—open 
markets. We always had open markets. Malaka, Surabaya, it was always open. It was 
only after colonization that they became closed. 

Even globalization. Yeah ,it’s nice but it must be on our own terms, not forced upon 
us by some external power or agency. I believe that globalization is firstly . . . Hindu 
globalization. I mean the influence of Aryan culture not just upon Southeast Asia but also 
on Japan, China and Europe, the gypsies, and so on, you know . . . and then Islamic 
globalization. Many people think globalization is a recent thing. The original type of 
trade and globalization was not based on a new kind of imperialism or colonization. 

Notes

1 Bahasa Indonesia, the Indonesian language, is based on Bahasa Melayu (Malay).
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Before beginning to address this topic, a working definition of 
‘multiculturalism’ is needed. 

At least in this essay, multiculturalism will be interpreted as a 
phenomenon in which cultures or elements of cultures meet, interact or even 
clash with each other. The phenomenon, though not new, is now growing to 
such a magnitude that inevitably many problems come to the fore as a 
consequence. The tremendous development of multiculturalism has been 
and is being brought about by the incredible progress in the communication 
and transportation sciences and technologies. The progress continues, and 
naturally we can expect new problems to arise. As we cope with the existing 
problems it’s important that we try to identify the essence and patterns, so 
that we will be more prepared and better able to anticipate future challenges.

The impact of the progress in science and technology has not only been 
felt in the arts but in life as a whole. The most apparent feature of this 
progress is the way it takes place in rapid changes. There is a saying that our 
life today does not move from change to change but from crisis to crisis.  The 
dizzying chain of crises is confronting us with a serious demand, namely to 
have a well-reasoned and well-elaborated attitude and even plan of action. 

To cope with the demand we have to identify the crises as both risks and 
opportunities. Still these two key words, ‘risks’ and ‘opportunities’ need 
elaboration. What risks? What opportunities? You are risking something if 
you have interest or concern in something. We are all concerned about world 
peace and prosperity. We believe that peace depends on many things and 
factors. Some factors are political, others are economic etc. But we strongly 
believe that another important factor is cultural—that mutual understanding 
and respect of different value-systems among nations is one of the answers 
to the problems endangering world peace. 

It is in this context that the phenomenon of multiculturalism becomes 
the focus of our attention. We have a risk in multiculturalism, because it can 
lead to cultural clashes and hinder the efforts towards world peace. But it 
also opens up opportunities for nations and people to be familiar with 
different value-systems and to understand them. Through understanding it 
is expected that respect will grow. And mutual respect concerning each 
other’s value systems, i. e. cultures, is an asset upon which the future efforts 
towards world peace and the subsequent prosperity might rely. 

The risks and opportunities can be clearly seen through actual 
encounters, interactions and even clashes of elements of cultures. Theatrical 
collaborations, which are increasingly taking place between different nations 
and communities, are activities in which the risks and opportunities of 
multiculturalism can be observed closely. Following are examples taken 
from some collaborations as actual events of multiculturalism.

The first collaboration that I had the chance to witness and to some 
extent be involved with, was between Germany and Indonesia. Germany 
was represented by Mr Jorg Friedrich who was the director of the project. 
The Indonesian participants included a number of young Indonesian actors, 
a stage designer, costume designer, lighting person etc. These people were 
recruited through a kind of audition—and they came from the Department 
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of Theatre at the then Academy of Performing Arts in Bandung (now known as STSI 
Bandung), and from various Bandung theatre groups. The Goethe Institute sponsored 
the collaboration.

It was 1983 and the New Order regime was at the height of its success. Indonesia had 
just declared itself to be self-supporting in food production. The economy was booming 
and the government also declared the policy of deregulation, meaning that its economic 
role was being gradually reduced and the private sectors given more responsibility. 
However, the Indonesians, especially the intellectuals and artists, were restless and 
becoming increasingly disillusioned by the authoritarian and militaristic tendencies of 
the regime. Almost all the political key positions from the capital, Jakarta, to the villages 
in remote corners of the country were in the hands of army personnel. The heavy-
handedness and arrogance of this social class was increasingly resented. It was not 
surprising that the collaboration chose Carl Zuckmayer’s The Captain from Copenick as the 
starting point for the performance. Though there was misgiving and even fear as to the 
army’s attitude towards the choice, the army authority in the end gave permission to the 
performance. The reason for the army’s leniency even today remains a mystery. It may be 
because those responsible thought that the story would have negligible impact from the 
point of view of their strong position, or they were too lazy to scrutinize the message of 
the play, or they didn’t want to create problems in the relations between Indonesia and 
West Germany. Anyway the performance was successfully realized and is still being 
talked about nostalgically in Bandung theatrical circles.

A similar concern between the participants in collaborative activities is apparently 
one of the sources of multiculturalism. The danger to democracy was and is the mutual 
concern of many nations. This concern acted not only as the emotional bridge between 
the participants but became also the starting point for mutual understanding and 
respect.

I think both the Indonesians and the German participants learned many things from 
each other. Mr Friedrich is an admirer of Brecht and Zuckmayer’s The Captain from 
Copenick is suitable for a Brechtian style of staging. But there was a problem—in those 
days the young actors in Bandung were still under the shadow of Stanislavsky’s 
influence. The reason for this was that the oldest and most influential group in Bandung, 
of which many actors were alumni, is Studiklub Teater Bandung (STB). When the group 
was established in 1959 not only was the influence of Stanislavsky’s naturalistic acting 
style at its peak in Indonesia, but one of the aims of establishing STB was to spread this 
style. Sometimes Mr Freidrich was so frustrated (by the Stanislavsky acting style) that he 
lost his temper. But this problem was solved by pure luck. By chance, on a Sunday 
afternoon, one of the young actors took the foreign director to watch Longser, Sundanese 
folk theatre. When Mr Friedrich saw the style of acting in that theatre he shouted ‘That’s 
Brecht! That’s Brecht!’. From then on it was easier for the young cast to follow his 
instructions because all of them are familiar with the style of Longser.

There is still another small problem, which is worth noting, to avoid the emotional 
cost in future collaborations. This became a real problem in another collaboration 
involving German and Indonesian artists. In 1987, Dr Sternagel, then the Director of the 
Goethe Institute in Bandung, decided to choose my play Ken Arok as the starting point 
for a collaboration between Indonesian and German artists. Through an audition, which 
was then still a new thing for most Indonesian artists, Sis Triaji was chosen as the director 
and Joko Kurnain as scenographer. 

Mr Wanninger, the German artistic director, was of course relying very heavily on 
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Joko Kurnain’s knowledge of Javanese culture, which in the play he wanted to be 
expressed visually.  Mr Wanninger, who is a very experienced artistic director for theatre, 
ballet and opera, was from the beginning busy making plans and preparations. He gave 
the rough ideas of the stage set and the visual aspects to Joko Kurnain with a rigidly 
fixed time schedule. But Joko Kurnain, who was supposed to ‘translate’ the ideas into 
visual Javanese ethnicity, appeared to be just lingering behind the stage and never 
seemed to start working. 

This caused Mr Wanniger great anxiety and he reported the situation to Dr Sternagel. 
Dr Sternagel, who was by then already familiar with the style of working amongst 
Indonesian artists, told Mr Wanninger not to worry. ‘Mr Kurnian will do his part’ he 
said. He was right , and when the inclination came, Joko Kurnain worked like one 
possessed. He worked days and nights, frantically, forgetting food and rest. When the 
performance was staged, one of the most memorable aspect of it was the visual beauty 
created by Mr Kurnain. The audience was impressed and Mr Wanninger was also greatly 
impressed. (An almost similar incident happened during the collaboration between 
Indonesia and Australia, which will be dealt with later in this paper). 

There was another collaboration involving Indonesian and French artists. The 
Indonesian participants were myself, representing the Bandung Academy of Performing 
Arts, and Dr Supanggah and Bambang Suwarno, both from the Surakarta Academy of 
Performing Arts. The French participants were from Theatre Le Main Nu led by M. Alain 
Recoing. The scenographer was the late M. Vernet. The other members were musicians. 
The collaborative group worked in France, in Paris and Charleville Mizier, for three 
months and then in Indonesia, in Surakarta (Solo), for another three months. The groups 
aspired to create an international puppet theatre. Performances of the work were planned 
for several cities in Indonesia and France. 

The first problem arose when the group had to decide what story was to be used as 
the collaborative starting point. After long discussions we decided that the story of 
Gilgamesh was the best. It does not strictly belong to the West or to the East. The decision 
was supposed to be fair to both parties. Other long discussions followed, dealing with all 
aspects of the project. One of the discussions focused on the division of jobs. M. Recoing 
was elected as the director, M Vernet as the scenographer, Dr Supanggah as the composer 
and conductor of musical parts, Mr Bambang Suwarno one of the puppeteers etc. I was 
appointed the writer. 

After the group had studied the myth of Gilgamesh and held long discussions, I 
decided to write the scenario based on the archaic pattern of the rite of passage. I 
explained to the group about my decision to choose the structure and the message of the 
story, which I thought would be meaningful and communicative to an international 
audience. I explained to them that I aspired to touch the collective subconscious of 
mankind through using the structure of the rite of passage. Once the group had agreed 
with my proposal I started to write the script.

When I presented the draft to the group, I was surprised by the comments from our 
French counterparts. It seemed to them that my response to death was strange. They had 
the impression that death did not seem terrible enough for me—that I was not sufficiently 
awed by the idea of death. This was all right for them if it was just a personal response 
but it had an impact on the emotional reaction of the character of Gilgamesh when his 
dear friend lost his life. These comments really perplexed me. To convince myself of the 
validity of the comments, I asked my Indonesian friends their opinion. They didn’t feel 
there was anything strange about my writing. Then I asked our guide Mademoiselle 
Valerie and she told me that when she was fifteen she couldn’t sleep for a week thinking 
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about, and frightened by, the idea of death. I was convinced then that the problem was a 
real one and that my response was perhaps influenced by Eastern religions, and the idea 
of incarnation which was still lurking in my subconsciousness. And of course I had never 
been subjected to the terrible medieval visual arts and literatures describing Hell. So I 
worked hard to create a stronger emotional reaction for Gilgamesh, to make it convincing 
to my French colleagues. I think, as a result, the whole story improved. 

I have also been involved in a Japanese-Indonesian collaboration and another 
collaboration involving artists from Indonesia, Japan and The Philippines. These works 
were called the Rainbow and The Legend of the Moon. The choice of the two stories was 
based on the fact that the plots, themes and outlines of the stories are familiar in 
Indonesia, Japan and the Philippines. The themes are greed and violence, and the plot 
was based on the Indonesian story of Joko Tarub, which has a very close similarity to the 
Japanese story Hagoromo. In those collaborations I was assigned to write the scenario 
with a Japanese music composer.

There were no serious problems during the writing of the script. But a serious 
problem did appear during the first rehearsals. The Indonesian participants were 
dismayed when the director demanded that they sing and dance. It seemed that there 
were differences in our training backgrounds. The Japanese and the Filipinos are 
professionals, and for them the mastery of dancing and singing are professional 
requirements. In Indonesia (at least in Bandung) we are amateurs and a theatrical group 
is more like a family than an organization. Sometimes a group is more like a religious 
group than an association of members aspiring for aesthetic achievement. In this kind of 
group a theatrical performance is not an expression of skill and mastery of the art to earn 
a living but a kind of response to life. Luckily the problem was solved when the 
Indonesian artists were just told to respond to the theme through movement, and in the 
singing part they were asked just to put their genuine emotions into their ‘raw’ voices. 
The collaborations were performed in Indonesia, Japan and the Philippines and received 
favourable reviews. 

There was also a problem with the financial aspect of the collaboration. The 
Indonesian bureaucratic rule is that the budget is delivered to the project in four terms. 
The treasurer of the project will receive a quarter of the total budget and s/he has to 
spend it all before receiving another quarter. To receive this s/he has to prepare all the 
stamped receipts and bills, because the government will only deal with legal companies. 
Though theoretically sound, in practice it is not that simple. For example, the artists and 
crew sometimes work in places where big and legal restaurants are not to be found. They 
have their cheap meals in small eating-places where the owners cannot give receipts or 
stamp bills. It means that the treasurer always has to find bigger restaurants in the cities, 
in order to obtain the correct documentation. It takes time and also money because the 
legal restaurants are also more expensive. The Japanese, for example, never understood 
the waste of time and the length of period that went into waiting for the money; they 
expected the instalments of money to come immediately. This of course is also a source 
of frustration for the Indonesian participants. A great emotional price is paid for this 
absurd but real situation.

There are a few Indonesian-Australian collaborations in which I have been involved, 
but one in 2000 is worth noting. The starting point for the collaboration was Lermontov’s 
story poem, called The Demon. Two problems were faced by the artists involved. As was 
the case with the German collaboration I mentioned before, the artists involved had very 
different styles of working. The director of the project was Mr Grisha Dolgopolov, an 
Australian of Russian ancestry who acted as the director, and was frustrated by the 
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Indonesian artists who he thought were lacking in discipline. The Indonesians thought 
the Australians used their brains more than their emotions and imaginations. They 
thought that working with Mr Dolgopolov lacked that enjoyable playfulness. The 
Australians perceived this attitude as a lack of seriousness, etc. But the performance was 
actually successful and finally everyone was happy. 

The second problem was more artistic or aesthetic in character. In the early scenes Mr 
Dolgopolov put the Demon at the back of the stage. The Demon was only partly 
illuminated, and the magic was there. But in later scenes, the director put him at the front 
of the stage and the magic was lost totally. The Demon became human. Though the 
performance was successful as a whole, this episode was really a blot. In the discussions 
following the performance I realized that the episode might have been avoided, had the 
Australians learnt more from the practice of our traditional theatre. In Indonesian 
traditional theatre, such as Wayang Wong, Sandiwara and Gending Karesmen, front stage is 
for common people or clowns, centre stage is for dignitaries and nobilities, whilst the 
back of the stage is for the gods and of course the demons and devils. It is almost 
instinctive for Indonesian directors to use the stage in this way, but we realize that the 
principle is not universal. 

These experiences might teach us some lessons, namely that one of the problems of 
multiculturalism is the problem of differences, and that those differences have legitimate 
sources and are worthy of being understood and respected. And that behind the 
differences we can often glimpse how a community, a society or a nation copes with its 
problems creatively. And it’s through this understanding, namely through an awareness 
of the working of creativity, that mutual respect may grow.

It is a fact that peoples and nations are increasingly exposed to multiculturalism. The 
magnitude and frequency of encounters amongst cultural elements and systems may 
cause bewilderment. This bewilderment, in its turn may cause insensitivity to genuine 
values. The situation becomes worse when commercialism enters to exploit it. It means 
that only mass culture will flourish and peoples and nations will lose their precious 
heritage.

To avoid this, a philosophical groundwork for artistic collaboration should be further 
elaborated and better and more scientific approaches in the practice of collaborative 
work should be found.

saini k. m. is a leading theatre practitioner, teacher and critic based in Bandung, West Java. He has 
held senior positions at a number of Indonesian arts institutions including Sekolah Tinggi Seni 
Indonesia (STSI)–Bandung, and in the Indonesian Government Department of Culture and 
Education. He has worked with prominent theatre companies in Bandung including StudiKlub 
Teater Bandung.

This paper was first presented at the Art Summit Indonesia III International Seminar on the Contemporary 
Performing Arts, in Jakarta, September 2001.
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I was forced to learn about collaboration with people from other cultural 
backgrounds when I was growing up in Bali in the 1950s. I was a member of a 
children’s soccer club, of which the majority of members were Muslim, while I 
was born into a Hindu family. Hanging out with them meant that I got to know 
the traditions and customs of a minority group—the majority of Bali’s population 
being Hindu.

This meant that I learnt a lot about tolerance, more so than other members of 
my family, who associated only with other Hindus.  Aside from that, I think 
Hinduism itself gave me an open opportunity to interact with other types of 
spiritual understanding. 

Later, I came to see this experience as preparation for accepting myself as a 
minority—which became the case when I finished senior high school and moved 
to Yogyakarta, on the island of Java, where the majority of the population is 
Muslim. In the Yogya cultural community, well known as a ‘breeding ground’ 
for poets, I didn’t feel isolated at all.

In 1964, when I established a theatre group, although I am Balinese, I didn’t 
attract many Balinese members. In fact there was only one Balinese person in the 
group. The majority were Javanese—both Muslim and Christian. During 7 years 
in Yogya only twice did I express ‘Bali’ in performance (in Bila Malam Bertambah 
Malam 1964 and Lautan Bernyanyi in 1967). Most of the time I drew on Yogyakarta 
as the background for my writing and directing. 

When I moved to Jakarta in the 1970s I got to know people from outside of 
Java as well—from Sumatra, Kalimantan, Sulawesi, Madura, Sunda and so on. 
Our differences in language and ethnic backgrounds were not in any way an 
obstacle for me in creating performance—not because we wanted to create 
national unity, but because our approach was not concerned with our differences 
and similarities. We didn’t touch at all on difference and similarity and allowed 
it to be a question for which no solution was required.

In the midst of such diversity, I began to understand difference as an 
advantage rather than a disadvantage. I moved away from difference to a neutral 
space. I was trying not to articulate difference but to use this neutral space in 
expression. 

I came to understand that it is in undertaking exploration of very basic 
things that we can work towards a more unified type of collaboration. Every 
person in himself should have the discipline not to slip into making a problem 
out of others’ limitations. 

Partly as a result of these experiences, I ended up creating what I call fantastic 
stories: because fantastic stories don’t know religious difference or political 
concepts. They don’t have a homeland. Fantastic stories feel liberating because 
they are known and owned by people everywhere. In the realm of the fantastic 
story, theatre would be an exploration of the imagination rather than a 
photograph of everyday life.  It would come closer to providing a space for 
contemplation.

My theatre is more like an essay about life rather than a photograph or a 
landscape as the eye sees it. My performances don’t take the form of a story set 
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in a specific place, in a specific region with cultural traditions, customs and a fixed 
social–historical reality. They are more like a bringing together of spiritual experience. 

For me a theatre performance is not an attempt to convince  the audience that what is 
happening on the stage is reality. Everything that we do on stage is only an act of 
pretending which we do in order to transport the audience to a certain emotional state. 
Theatre is the means rather than an end in itself, it is a tool with which we can transport 
participants, audiences and critics to their next thoughts.

Theatre is the wandering of thought. It is an analysis of a problem, with the 
characters and human behaviour acting as the intermediary. Theatre is not a 
psychological analysis of the behaviour of human beings as characters.  As is the case in 
wayang stories, the idea of ‘character’ is over. Even the plot no longer functions as a 
‘prima donna’. The aim of theatre is what happens to the thoughts and imaginations of 
the audience.

This kind of theatre is not realist performance. Echoing the teachings of traditional 
Indonesian theatre, especially Balinese theatre, I have come to think of theatre as 
spectacle. As stylization. I roam in the richness of imagination. Then I produce an ‘event’ 
for which laws of any kind are unnecessary.

As a result, theatre becomes something that is very free and liberating. This kind of 
theatre is free to move as it likes. Theatre is only a bridge to reality and is not in any way 
meant to be that reality itself. Theatre is unrealistic precisely in order to enable us to 
arrive at a true reality, reality in all its complexity. 

It is in this that I am thankful for difference. Even unconsciously, I am always 
searching. Because all difference inspires me. Out of it come challenges to be met, 
surpassed and turned into something new. Something that often was never anticipated. 
And it is there that theatre suddenly becomes an attempt to provide new ideas, to 
discover an alternative, to refresh life which tends to be routine. 

In 1985 with support from Fulbright I had an opportunity to work with students at 
the University of Wisconsin, Madison, in USA. I worked with Dr Phillip Zarilli’s class. 
This gave me a chance to connect not only with other ethnicities but with people of other 
nationalities.

I was very nervous because suddenly I found myself confronted by a great tradition 
known as ‘the West’. This was the place from which theatre originated, according to 
popular wisdom. As a director, what could I do, faced by those who had a greater 
mastery of performance making? I believed it was actually I who would have to be 
directed by the students—and they who undoubtedly had the greater command of 
dramaturgy. 

But this experience was very valuable for me, because I was forced to make a 
decision. My decision was not to enter into a discussion about theatre itself. Because in 
the course of such a discussion we would be able to do nothing except draw conclusions 
that would require another seminar and further discussion.

I apologized to the students, because I would not be teaching them a specific lesson, 
or trying to convince them of my particular theatre methodology. I invited them to let go 
of all of their experience and understanding of theatre, in order to try—just for once—
something different. Something that possibly contradicted what they knew and had 
studied. 

I invited them to come on  a journey, to come—even momentarily—to an 
understanding of theatre according to my tradition. A tradition in which theatre is not 
only performance but also a spiritual experience. This would be theatre that was more 
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than an accumulation of techniques and rules about staging, rather, something that was 
socially therapeutic; theatre that was more than an assembly of artistic elements, but an 
event; theatre that was a collective ritual. 

For three months I worked with these students in a very tense atmosphere. The most 
glaring problem was the difference in the way in which we would evaluate the final 
product and the process. According to their way of working—maybe I can call it a 
Western way of thinking—the end product justified the process we were going through: 
it was a product  oriented approach. Whereas I on the other hand was asking them to go 
through the process and offer the product as a demonstration of the ability of the process 
itself (process oriented approach). 

In the beginning the collaboration went well. But as we entered the second month, 
the students became fed up with it. The rehearsal process felt slow and their progress 
was very gradual. They became very confused and frustrated. For them it was inefficient 
to rehearse every day with the whole cast and work through from the start to the end of 
the story. They wanted the rehearsals to be divided into scenes, so that every scene could 
be better mastered by the performers. I wanted the opposite. The rehearsals had to be 
attended by all performers and rehearsals had to run through the story from beginning 
to end.  

Our performance was called Geez, based on a story I had written in Indonesian called 
Gerr. It’s a story about a man who dies and is mourned by his whole family for three 
days before he is buried. But when they want to bury him he comes back to life. Instead 
of being grateful the family is disappointed because they had felt that they were ready to 
deal with the loss. So they capture him so he can be killed and his burial completed.

The performance was very well received. Although we used gamelan music (by Dr 
Andy Sutton) the audience didn’t seem to need any explanations in order to enjoy it. Dr 
Phillip Zarilli wrote a long essay about the performance process in TDR (Fall 1987), 
which was later included in a book by the Centre of South East Asian Studies at the 
University of Wisconsin. 

But my contact with the students in the production of Geez made me carry the 
‘Product Oriented’ virus back with me to Jakarta.  During the development of the 
performance  Aib, which I did with my company Teater Mandiri at TIM in Jakarta in 
1988, I had a lot of difficulties. After 4 months of preparation I couldn’t make a 
performance which was ready for presentation, despite the fact that prior to my visit to 
America, Teater Mandiri productions had been ready after only one month of rehearsal. 
Apparently I had been compelled unconsciously to apply the ‘product oriented’ 
approach—which frustrated all those involved with the production and made me lose 
my orientation. 

For several years I was frustrated. A number of Teater Mandiri’s productions failed. 
Only in 1991 was I cured of my problem, with a production called Yel which toured four 
cities in America. Only then did I truly realize that it was not just Dr Phillip Zarilli’s 
students who had been influenced by me—at the same time, I too had been influenced 
by their understanding of theatre. It was a reciprocal influence. 

It became clear to me that interaction and collaboration always has a positive and 
negative impact for both partners. And it requires time, in order for the interaction or 
collaboration to really achieve a positive outcome. All the more so if the relationship is 
between two very different cultures. 

The experience in Madison made me addicted to contact with other cultures. The 
next opportunity I had was at the Asian Theatre Festival, an initiative of the Japanese 
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Ministry of Culture in Tokyo, held in October 2000. The festival was driven by the theatre 
group The Black Tent (BTT) and required me to produce a script by [the late] Kuo Pao 
Kun from Singapore. 

Given that I had never staged someone else’s work, Pao Kun’s script presented a big 
challenge. In the end I chose a monologue called The Coffin Is Too Big for the Hole. It told 
the story of a grandchild who had difficulty burying his grandfather because the coffin 
was too big. After debating the problem, the boss of the cemetery—who was afraid of the 
incident causing a civil protest—agreed to make an exception to the usual burial rules. 
The burial of the giant coffin would be done along with the burial of a small child who 
had a tiny coffin—by sharing their land, both coffins could be accommodated. 

Because I was afraid of breaking copyright I asked Kuo Pao Kun directly if he would 
permit me to make a free interpretation of his script. Kuo Pao Kun is not one to agree to 
all the requests of directors—in the past he had rejected a director who wanted to make a 
film of this script. So I was lucky that he agreed and gave me the green light. 

Collaboration with performers from different cultural backgrounds, and 
collaboration with a script from another culture, are very different things. Performers 
from different theatre disciplines react immediately when they do something which 
contradicts what they understand. When I was working with Dr Zarilli’s students, some 
of them would protest straight away. But collaborating with a script—that’s a different 
problem. 

In the beginning I adapted Pao Kun’s script to the Indonesian context by translating 
it into Indonesian. But when we tried it out in a reading it felt awkward, like a Javanese 
dancer being forced to dance ballet, or the other way around. So I took a drastic step. I 
internalized the script and focused on what I thought was the soul of the work. Then I 
forgot and released myself from the text and expressed it using only the idiom of visual 
performance. 

The monologue The Coffin was now no longer a monologue but a moving image of 
an hour and 15 minutes. When it was performed at The New Theatre National in Tokyo, 
BTT gave me six of their members to assist with the performance. During three days of 
collaboration I accepted input in the form of Japanese language material because the 
work would be presented for a Japanese audience. But subtitles on the left and right of 
the stage didn’t work. I wanted the subtitles to appear as part of the imagery. As a result 
I included Japanese in several sections, not as interpretation but as sound, in order to 
bring the spectacle closer to the Japanese audience. 

Coincidentally in BTT there was a director from Yugoslavia called Djordje Marjanovic 
who had received a grant from the Japan Foundation to study theatre in Tokyo. Djordje 
initially was involved as stage crew, his job was to pull a rope so that one of the 
performers could fly at the end of the performance. But Djordje whispered to one of the 
performers that he really wanted to perform, like the other members of BTT. 

Djordje’s desire to perform inspired me to create a tourist character in the middle of 
the performance. Djordje would emerge, speaking with the assistance of a Japanese 
speaking tour-guide. Djordje was representing the audience’s surprise at all the 
strangeness happening on the stage. This scene also became a comic part of the 
performance and was intended to make the audience more comfortable with the giant 
shadows which we projected onto the huge screen which we use as our primary tool for 
expression. 

Djordje acknowldeged that he had never performed before but was clearly very 
happy with what had happened. I was not surprised when he suggested that Teater 
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Mandiri should be invited to the Bitef festival in Belgrade.
We had another opportunity to interact, collaborate and create a performance with 

performers from other cultural backgrounds in Singapore in September 2001. In its 
country of origin, The Coffin has been produced by many directors. When we performed 
it in the Victoria Theatre we also involved six performers from (Pao Kun’s) Theatre 
Practice—not only on stage but also in making props. In discussion after each 
performance, audience members said that it felt as if the Singaporean performers were 
more than just something ‘tacked on’ to an existing work. Instead of being our ‘subtitles’, 
they were a part of us. 

We also had a very interesting experience working with performers from different 
cultural backgrounds at the Festival Asia Meet Asia which was organized by Teater Dam 
in the Proto Theatre in November 2001. Theatre Mandiri took a production called War. 
For three days we rehearsed with five performers from BTT, a performer from Dam 
Theatre and a musician from Hong Kong. 

In Hong Kong several days later, we performed War with the help of three 
performers and a musician from Clash Theatre, after only one rehearsal. The result was 
the same. In the discussion after the show audience members did not feel that there was 
a problem with the work of the local performer.

The lesson I draw from all of these experiences is that a collaboration is not about 
making a collage. Collage is the act of sticking things together whilst collaboration is 
about crushing everything together and making something new.

Collaboration can be effective if theatre doesn’t have to have a country, a national 
flag, a race, ethnic group, religion or a fixed political position appropriate for the rules 
which we know in the world today. Country, nationality, race, religion and political view 
point are in themselves theatre with humanity as the performers.

I am reminded of the time I joined a workshop of rural theatre organized by UNICEF 
in Calcutta in the late 1970s.  In a village on the outskirts of Calcutta, our group 
comprised people from Indonesia, Thailand, the Philippines, Japan and a folk theatre 
group from the local area. We would take turns in leading a workshop—I invited an 
actor from Black Tent Theatre to perform a script of mine called Aduh. The actor played 
the character of a sick man who is constantly asked questions by the population 
(performed by the folk theatre actors from Calcutta) until he dies. As we were playing 
with the story, using improvisation according to the local idiom, suddenly we realized 
that there were hundreds of sheep running towards us. We were all surprised, amazed 
and astonished because it was such a strange feeling. It felt so great. And we were 
ourselves a part of the greatness.  

That incident convinced me that theatre is what ends up happening, rather than what 
we want to happen. The meeting of cultures in a theatre event will be even greater as our 
world enters a borderless era. Maybe theatre will no longer have a ‘homeland’. And I see 
that as an achievement.

[Jakarta 3 December 2001]

putu wijaya is one of Indonesia’s most prolific theatre directors and writers. In the late 1960s he 
was a member of Rendra’s company Bengkel Teater; in 1971 he established his own group, Teater 
Mandiri.
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teater gandr ik : 
non-confrontat iona l  cr i t ique

agus noor 
and  indra tranggono

Both Agus Noor and Indra Tranggono are well-
known writers and cultural commentators in 
Yogyakarta. Both of them were involved with the 
Yogyakarta based group Teater Gandrik, although 
neither consider themselves to have been official 
members of the group. Both have been involved with 
Gandrik projects as scriptwriters. 

Teater Gandrik were most active in the 1980s—
their well known works of this period include Orde 
Tabung (‘Test-tube Order’) and Dhemit (‘Ghosts’) 
which are discussed briefly in this interview. In the 
post New Order era they have only produced one 
work, Brigade Maling (‘Brigade of Thieves’), 
which played to packed houses in both Yogyakarta 
and Jakarta. Gandrik’s work is often described as 
accessible and fun, presenting social criticism in a 
lighthearted way.1 Although in recent times 
Gandrik has not been producing theatre regularly, 
members of the group are active in Yogyakarta’s 
wider arts scene, many of them performing as actors 
and/or musicians with other ensembles. 
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anjum katyal. So how did Gandrik start? Was it a group of friends? 

indra tranggono. In the beginning it started with a Kecamatan (district) which was 
organizing a theatre festival. A group of artists—which became Teater Gandrik—wanted 
to create a performance for the festival. As they developed the work they started to 
discover an aesthetic which a friend later called Teater Sampakan. 

ak. What does sampakan mean?

it. Technically I’m not really sure. But the main characteristic is that it’s a very open style 
of theatre that embodies a populist (kerakyatan) spirit. Also there are no ‘rigid’ (kaku) 
characters. The performers always play around with their roles, they don’t ‘become’ their 
character. For example if I was performing the role of the lurah (village head), I would 
always be aware that I was performing the lurah, not being the lurah. So it doesn’t use any 
kind of realist identification with character. 

agus noor. It’s like the Brechtian idea of alienation. There’s a distance between the actor 
and the role. 

it. Now the inspiration to develop characterizations that were open and fluid came from 
traditional folk theatre called dagalan mataram. The maestro of this kind of theatre was 
Basayo. In Yogya there was someone called Basayo, who introduced a type of comedy 
performance which blurs the idea of character.

ak. And within Gandrik were there members from a range of different cultural 
backgrounds or regions?

it. Just by chance all the members of Gandrik were from Yogya. And in addition to that 
they are all of Mataraman background, from a community very well-known for parody, 
for irony, playing around with discourses . . .

ak. So if you think of this work as cross-cultural or multicultural or intercultural, are 
these concepts relevant to your work or lives? How do you understand them?

an. In terms of how I think about Gandrik, maybe these ideas are not directly relevant 
because all the members are from Yogya. But if we think about Yogya the city, it really is 
a place where many cultures meet. For Gandrik itself the most important thing is the 
popular spirit of dagalan mataram, but it’s very open to different patterns of musical 
composition for example, to different ideas about making scenes, even western ideas.

it. I think it’s important to remember that although the members of Gandrik were and 
are very influenced by folk theatre, most of them knew more about western theatre to 
start with. When we think about the theatre scene in Yogya during the 1970s, Rendra’s 
work was very influential in introducing western style dramaturgy. Members of Gandrik 
tried to learn western dramaturgy, but not in a literal way. They studied it from quite a 
critical point of view. Western dramaturgy was used only as a point of reference, as part 
of a dialogue, as a form of expression that was perhaps best for some members of 
Gandrik, but their spirit always came from folk theatre . . . yes, many of the performers in 
Gandrik would have at least known Shakespeare, Brecht, Ibsen before they knew 
sampakan.

an. I think if we’re talking about theatre and multiculturalism—and this is not just about 
Gandrik but is relevant to other groups in Indonesia—I think it’s important to mention 
that in the context of the state’s closing off of dialogue about problems associated with 
SARA,2 Indonesian theatre in a way opens up a space for inter-cultural dialogue. For 
example, on a personal level, members of Gandrik from Yogya might have social 
interactions with Bataks, or with people from East Java, people from different parts of 
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Sumatra. This was on a personal level, but I think this interaction does have an impact on 
the egalitarianism that might be expressed in the theatre itself.

lauren bain. Can you talk a little more about the concept of SARA, because I think 
people who have not spent a lot of time in Indonesia might not understand it . . .

it. Yes, SARA refers to the expression of sentiment which is deemed to be sensitive to 
ethnic, racial, religious or class differences. Anything that was thought to exacerbate 
differences between groups was not allowed. 

an. But actually this was a strategy used by the New Order to co-opt people, to stop 
different groups from interacting and creating dialogues that would be too difficult for 
the state to manage. Because the New Order shut down space in which to talk about 
these issues, it meant that theatre became a medium which could play a role in bringing 
inter-cultural issues into the open. 

ak. Can you give any examples of this?

an. Yes, Teater Koma’s production of Sampek Engtay is a good example. Actually that 
work was banned. Sampek Engtay is a love story but it’s also about inter-racial 
relationships—between the Chinese and indigenous communities. 

it. Maybe in the case of Gandrik we could mention the work Orde Tabung which was 
inspired by George Orwell, looking at the ways in which the state controls people, even 
to the extent that it controls their dreams. Total control. Now in Gandrik this work was 
adapted to talk about the situation in Indonesia of the PKI (the Indonesian Communist 
Party). [When the New Order came to power in 1966] there was a kind of ‘clean-up’—
anyone who was associated with the PKI would be eliminated, or at the very least 
marginalized. There was a kind of social ‘cleansing’ of Communist members and 
sympathizers.

Also I should mention the work Dhemit which was very influenced by a film called 
Emerald Forest. I’ve forgotten the name of the director. The film tells the story of the 
displacement (penggusuran) of people at a grass roots level. Gandrik made this play into 
a kind of parody . . . at that time there were a lot of government ‘projects’ which involved 
penggusuran, like the case of Kedung Ombo [a big World Bank dam project near Yogyakarta 
that resulted in many poor communities being forced off their lands]. And also the 
building of big roads and highways, which caused a lot of people to be forced from their 
villages. in Javanese dhemit means roh or ghost. In Dhemit there is a community of ghosts 
and the humans want to push the ghosts off their lands.

it. So we could say that at that time Gandrik was trying to critique pembangunan—the 
ideology of development (that was a major part of the New Order’s ideology). There 
were so many, many victims of this ‘development’. But because at that time the New 
Order was so repressive, Gandrik was not able to critique these policies and projects 
openly. They had to use symbols, other ways of expressing their criticism. They had to 
use different kinds of aesthetic strategies in order to deal with these themes. And part of 
the inspiration for this work came from the film Emerald Forest . . . it was in the 1980s.

ak. Over the last few days we have been discussing this whole idea of multiculturalism 
within Indonesia. Can you talk a bit about the many cultures in Indonesia . . . the New 
Order, how things have changed, what happened under the new order . . .?

an. If I think about plurality and difference under the New Order, I think everyone was 
aware of it but it was always suppressed. The repression happened because discussing 
difference was banned. Now, in this post-New Order era, we are of course still aware of 
difference and plurality but it has become a theme for dialogue. The dialogue is 
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beginning to address issues about how we can better understand and know each others’ 
cultures. One of the important issues that concerns me is how the Chinese community is 
treated and perceived by the pribumi (indigenous Indonesian) communities. I think this 
really is demonstrated very clearly in the arts where we see, for example, Chinese 
literature, Peranakan literature, being revitalized and flourishing in the current climate. 
Also Chinese traditions like the barongsai dragon dancers, the celebration of Chinese New 
Year.3 I think actually the current regime led by Abdurrachman Wahid has been very 
successful in opening up space for the expression of diversity and plurality, so that at a 
political level, minority groups have an identity. Their identity is recognized. Also Aceh 
is an example. I’m not really sure because I haven’t been there, but maybe the Achenese 
are more able to express their culture and desires. In Kalimantan I know that the 
expression of local identity has really been encouraged.  So that Javanese culture 
hopefully will no longer be so dominant. During the New Order Suharto was very Java-
centric. 

Now the impact of all of this is that some of these groups are starting to raise other 
demands. With a greater sense of self worth. In some cases they are asking for 
independence from Indonesia. Although this is very speculative, it’s hard to understand 
these independence movements without going to these places. I think in the case of the 
unrest in Ambon it seems to have been engineered by groups from outside of the region. 

ak. So what do you see as the role of theatre in a very plural, diverse society?

an. Actually there has not been a great deal of performance activity in Yogya since the 
fall of the New Order, so it’s a bit hard to say whether there has been a significant 
change. Maybe I can compare the present to the past. In the past, theatre’s role was to 
open a kind of space for dialogue. For example—discussions between ethnic groups 
almost become quite explosive. There always seemed to be a kind of mutual teasing 
going on, between ethnic groups—even amongst theatre workers. This had already 
become normal. 

it. Yes maybe another example is the production of the play Siau Ling by Remy Salado, I 
think it was at TIM last month, it’s an example of the way theatre can ‘answer’ pluralism. 
The play (Siau Ling) is very much about reconciliation between the Chinese community 
and the rest of Indonesian society, but also in that production there were performers from 
Batak (North Sumatra), from Java and so on. 

an. At the moment, actually there have not been that many performances happening in 
Yogya. Since Reformasi (the end of the New Order), Gandrik has produced one show 
Brigade Maling, and Garasi have produced one show, Les Paravents which was an 
adaptation of a French script. Actually I think this paints an interesting picture too, the 
way in which young theatre workers are choosing scripts like that one by Genet. He was 
homosexual, a bandit, he had been in prison. In some ways that can be read as an 
expression of minority voices as well. Cultural minorities maybe have a voice there too. 

Maybe if I can talk about broader manifestations of this phenomena. In urban areas, 
Jakarta, Bandung, Surabaya, and here in Yogya the identity of minorities such as gay 
groups—sexual minorities which had previously been almost invisible—have started to 
emerge. There is maybe an opening up of a space in which this can now happen. And 
there are lots of discussions about alternative styles of living—single parenthood for 
example. 

ak. Women’s issues too?

an. Yes definitely. The issue of single parenthood as I mentioned, the right of women to 
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define their own roles in society, the right to live alone and not marry. I guess this comes 
back to the ideas of difference we were talking about—I don’t see difference as just being 
about differences between say Bataks and Javanese people. It can be about men and 
women or about sexuality.

it. Maybe I can give another example, ideas about plurality have also emerged recently 
in a production by a group called Satu Merah Panggung, directed by Ratna Sarumpaet. 
They recently did a production called Alia. This play portrayed very explicitly the 
experience of Achenese communities during the Military Operation in Aceh. Then I 
heard from a friend that the play which had toured to Aceh had changed the attitudes of 
those Achenese who saw it towards the Javanese. They realized, I suppose, that not all 
Javanese people are brutal and cruel. I’ve heard that the performances in Aceh were 
amazing, a lot of the audience was in tears because they felt so moved. Maybe they felt 
that something of their experience had been represented.

an. In one of Gandrik’s works, Sinden, we hear the story of gods who descend to earth to 
find a sinden—a woman singer who sings with a gamelan orchestra—who can entertain 
them. This was a really amazing performance actually, because it was one of the key 
moments at which Gandrik ‘discovered’ the style of sampakan that we were talking about 
earlier, which combines dance, gamelan music, then there’s tembang (Javanese songs).

ak. Is the song a part of the narrative?

an. Well it can be mantra, but it can also be part of the performance, almost like opera. So 
scenes are sung by the performers. 

ak. So in the songs they can express emotion . . .
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an. Yes, emotion and also conflict. The overall performance style is light, fun, the 
performers really love it, really enjoy doing it. 

lb. Yes and it’s full of parody, full of jokes

an. It’s very communicative, easy for audiences of all backgrounds to understand, it’s 
fluid and intimate.

it. There’s always a very warm connection between the audience and the performers. 

lb. I think it’s important to remember that while the issues and themes dealt with are 
often very serious, the style of performance is fun, very light.

an. Gandrik’s work is philosophical and political. The idea is to criticize but not to harm 
the people being criticized. Actually there are links between this idea and wayang culture, 
and the gara-gara [the scenes in wayang depicting turbulence and war]. In the gara-gara 
there are the punakawan characters (clown characters like Semar and Bagong), whose role 
is to critique from the sidelines in a way that will not necessarily cause offence. 

ak. So they speak their minds but it’s not directly confrontational . . . This form, sampakan. 
How did you learn it?

it. In Gandrik . . . the members actually already had a lot of basic training, in traditional 
dance, music, some of them had western theatre training. Of course they have a training 
process, rehearsals, because although it often looks like improvisation when you see the 
performance the basic elements have been rehearsed. Now usually in the rehearsal 
process there is a section which is called ‘the exploration process’ and there’s also 
opportunity for sharing of ideas. In Gandrik all members have a right to add inputs to 
the staging, the acting, the aesthetics and so on.  So the role of the Director is not like 
someone who has all the power, he’s more like a facilitator. 

ak. Is this also part of the culture of sampakan? The role of the director?

an. It’s important to understand that sampakan is not something that has a formal 
learning process, or has rules. 

it. It’s something that has been devised over time, it’s more about a culture than about a 
process of rehearsals or training. Actually once there was an attempt by some students at 
ISI [the art school in Yogya] to perform in the sampakan style. What happened was that 
the acting seemed very artificial and ‘deceptive’. So actually you could say that the 
aesthetic and style of sampakan that is known today is very specific to Gandrik. It’s not 
something that can be set in stone or learnt by others, it’s not something that has formal 
conventions that other groups could follow. Other groups have tried to do this but 
because their cultural background has been different it hasn’t worked for them as it has 
for Gandrik. 

an. I think of sampakan as a cultural process; it’s not a process of training or something 
that can be learned. Also, groups have tried to perform Gandrik’s scripts but it hasn’t 
been successful because they don’t share the same culture. Gandrik’s style cannot be 
studied or learnt by others. It’s very different from something like Shakespeare which 
can be learnt by and performed by anyone. Sampakan is very specific to this place (khas). I 
think that the same thing applies to other groups in Indonesia, even Bengkel Teater 
Rendra—their style cannot really be learnt by anyone else. 

Now I think in the contemporary context in Yogya, [Teater] Garasi is trying to 
subvert some of these mainstream traditions in Yogyakarta. They have been doing this 
partly by adapting western scripts, and I think it’s partly because they know that they 
don’t have the basic training in Javanese traditions, so they’re looking for their own 
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traditions, their own methods. And their generation is also one that has been born into 
pop culture, they are very western, very influenced by western style education. 

it. Maybe their generation are more familiar with western literature, for example in their 
style of performance. Unlike Gandrik they are not playing around so much, they don’t 
use improvisation, they are more serious about their acting. 

Notes

1 For a longer critical discussion of Gandrik’s work and its relationship to 
contemporary Indonesian theatre see Barbara Hatley’s essay ‘Theatre as Cultural 
Resistance in Contemporary Indonesia’ in Arief Budiman (ed.) State and Civil 
Society in New Order Indonesia (Monash Papers on Southeast Asia, Clayton 1990), 
pp. 321–348 .

2 SARA is an acronym standing for ‘Suku, Agama, Ras, Antar-Golongan’ and means 
‘matters to do with Ethnic, Religious, Race and/or inter-group relations’. Under 
the New Order, discussion of issues which might ‘incite’ ethnic, religious, racial or 
inter-group conflict was banned. The way in which this was interpreted was often 
more to do with protecting the interests of the New Order State than preventing 
conflict. 

3 It is important to note that expressions of Chinese culture—including the use of 
Chinese characters and the celebration of Chinese New Year—were banned during 
the New Order. 
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‘ i really want to terrorize the mind’
p u t u  w i j aya

Senior theatre director Putu Wijaya is 
head of Teater  Mandiri. The word 
‘Mandiri’ in Javanese means ‘self-
sufficient’, ‘independent’, ‘not dependent 
on others but at the same time capable of 
working in a team’.  

Initially Teater Mandiri confined its 
productions to plays for television. In 
1974 the group staged a work called 
Aduh, its first work for the stage. Since 
then, the group has performed plays every 
year, all of which are written and directed 
by Putu Wijaya. Teater Mandiri has 
performed works in the United States, 
S i n g a p o r e ,  J a p a n  a n d  B r u n e i 
Dharrusalam. At the time of this 
interview, Teater Mandiri’s most recent 
work was Luka, an adaptation of the late 
Kuo Pao Kun’s play, The Coffin is too 
Big for the Hole. 
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putu wijaya. Do you want me to talk about Indonesian contemporary theatre or my own 
practice?

anjum katyal. Well, Indonesian theatre as a whole, but also how your own work fits in 
with the overall scene of Indonesian contemporary theatre.

pw. First of all I have to apologize for my English. I will make it slow. In the past there 
was a very clear delineation between modern and traditional theatres in Indonesia. Some 
basic things separated traditional and modern theatre. Traditional theatre has no script 
and modern theatre has a script, modern theatre uses Indonesian language and 
traditional theatre uses native languages. But the most important thing is that traditional 
theatre is not based on a script. No script at all. 

ak. Improvised?

pw. Yes, improvised. They don’t have written script at all. Of course they discuss the 
story before they perform. They talk about it, but they don’t use a written text. Modern 
theatre on the other hand has a script. 

But more recently the differences between the two are starting to be broken down 
because traditional theatre is starting to use a script as a guide. For instance, a folk 
theatre like Srimulat . . . Srimulat is a folk theatre started in Surabaya in about the 1960s 
which became very, very famous and they had performances every day. A lot of people 
from Jakarta wanted to see it. Srimulat was actually a woman, a dancer. She started the 
theatre, which is why it’s named after her. When she died her husband Pak Teguh ran it. 
He’s now the director. They were—are—very successful. In the beginning they 
performed only in the Javanese language.

I mention Srimulat because—this is very important—they were like a bridge between 
traditional and modern Indonesian theatre. The performance of Srimulat usually has two 
parts and there is dancing and singing and everything. 

When Teguh wanted to make a new play, he would write down the plot and then ask 
the participants to remember it. Everything has its own plot. There would be a small 
plot, another small plot and then the bigger plot. They just run it. And they have 
something like a ‘line’ on the right and the left of the stage (which the actors would 
watch) and if they have a red line, for instance, then the actors must stop there and 
another plot should begin. So he conducts the plot by these lines. But they have no script. 
They have just a plot, just a written plot. They have thousands of written plots. 

ak. So the written plot would be like a scene description?

pw. Just action.

ak. Like so-and-so comes in and has a fight with so-and-so?

pw. Right. Just very, very simple. Most of the actors are clowns, they are famous clowns 
from Yogyakarta, from other parts of Indonesia. They are very skilled at improvising 
things. They are masters of that. So if you give them a script they will get lost. They live 
without a script!

Later, part of this troupe moved to Jakarta and tried to start their own group but 
without Pak Teguh they failed. Now, if you see Indonesian TV you will see a lot of 
performances which are a combination of traditional and modern forms, put on TV as 
modern and popular shows, and they are run by the Srimulat troupe. They have split 
into a lot of groups, each with their own names, like Ketoprak Humor.

ak. So you say this is the first group to cross over between the traditional and 
contemporary theatre, like a bridge . . .
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pw. Yes, this is my point of view. Traditional and modern theatre were in my view quite 
separate and nobody wanted to cross the divide until somebody made a bridge—and 
that was Srimulat. 

Other groups made the bridge too but I am most interested in Srimulat. It’s very 
important because this group influenced me a lot. I used to get a lot of ideas from this 
group; for example, they never have a fixed ending. You know, they are always flirting 
with things; they never judge things; they never tell people to do things. They joke about 
tragedy, they joke about everything. Tragedy and comedy really becomes one on the 
stage in a Srimulat performance.

I am really amazed by this group, right up until now, because they have like a kind 
of flame, which burns you if you watch them, and the idiom is the joke. They deliver 
things in jokes. This is very clever and important, especially in Indonesia because in this 
heterogenous society—you know we are divided in religion, divided in everything, 
divided in language—if you are not careful you can make enemies, but with jokes you 
are safe. You can criticize people, you can curse people—but with a joke you are safe. 
With a joke you are never banned, never hassled by soldiers or anything like that.  

Srimulat were able to make a lot of critical comments, which is very important. Now, 
a lot of people think that Srimulat is not important. But you know, a bridge is never 
important until it’s broken. If it’s there nobody cares, until it’s broken. 

Now the troupe of Srimulat has become a number of groups working in different 
performance styles and they go everywhere. There are hundreds of them, each with its 
own activities. But all are Srimulat. So if we talk about cross culture, in a way they are 
moving between traditional and modern culture, they already started that. 

They have no difficulties crossing boundaries. Also it’s interesting that in the 
beginning they performed only in Javanese. When they came to Jakarta they had to 
perform in Indonesian, which was very hard. Because you know, if you are a master at 
improvising in your native language it’s very difficult to change into another language. 
But they did it and now they mostly speak Indonesian, sometimes Javanese. People 
accept it even if they speak Javanese because everything is so funny. 

In Indonesia before the 1960s if you mentioned drama or theatre it meant modern 
theatre. Nobody counted traditional theatre as theatre. They tried to argue that ‘it’s 
dance, it’s not theatre. This is theatre, this thing that comes from the west. This thing that 
uses Indonesian language.’

But in 1968 TIM (Taman Ismail Marzuki) Arts Centre was build in Jakarta. And in 
TIM a lot of things came together. We had a very important moment in 1968 because the 
traditional and modern theatre and also theatre from abroad came together. And they 
were performed in the same place and, in the end, to the same audience. And we had 
interactions. Secretly we had interactions. 

Gradually people stopped making a division between traditional and modern theatre 
because modern theatre tried to recover its traditional roots. For instance [W. S.] Rendra. 
He had been very western before—maybe he doesn’t think so—but to me as a member of 
his group and as an observer, for me he was very western in the 1960s. 

But when he came back from America (where he trained for several years) he became 
very traditional. He tried to recover ketoprak—which is a traditional folk theatre which 
uses dance and song and old stories—from Java. Ketoprak has a certain structure—a set 
way to enter and exit—and they have they own style in speaking, entrances and exits. If 
a new character enters the stage there will be some music. Each character has its own 
music, something like that. And Rendra tried to use this. So according to modern theatre, 
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his performances were maybe a little bit slow, but according to ketoprak, it was like he 
made a new style of ketoprak. 

And the late Arifin C. Noer (playwright), who had a group called Teater Kecil tried 
to combine lenong with modern theatre. Lenong is folk theatre, originally from Jakarta. He 
started from lenong. Arifin died in 1995. He was a very important script-writer, a director, 
an actor, and also a film director. 

Starting from Rendra and continued by Arifin C. Noer, younger artists took up the 
trend of being close to the traditions. They use traditional idioms. For instance, a lot of 
traditional performances are presented in the round. They have no curtain, they don’t 
have lighting, maybe just flat lighting. They think differently. But behind that difference, 
they have witty expressions. Instead of using lighting, curtains, they just ‘go around’ and 
people will know it means another place. They don’t have to change their voice when 
they become old. So they make believe without using western style. 

ak. So they work without technology . . .

pw. Yes, right. No technology at all. They ask the audience to follow them, to imagine. 
They are playing in the imagination. And it was this sort of thing that was adapted by 
the younger generation of Indonesian modern theatre people. 

So, for example, if you compared Indonesian modern theatre with modern theatre in 
Kuala Lumpur then you will see that modern theatre in Indonesia is not very western. 
This is my point of view. When I go to Kuala Lumpur I just think ‘this is western 
theatre’—the expression, the technique, the way of telling stories, this is western. Maybe 
it’s different in India. I met people from India in Tokyo. Of course they learn something 
from the west but there is a sense that this is not western. It’s still Indian. Traditional 
things meet with modern things and become something different. 

In Indonesian theatre now, the sort of work being done by younger artists—you 
could never call it western. They might use a western script, but the way they express it, 
the way they try to perform it, is working from traditional roots. That’s what I think. This 
is what I call a ‘new tradition’. A new tradition means that there are traditions in 
Indonesia run by the young people in theatre. They use the seed of traditional theatre to 
express themselves. 

Of course there are also some modern groups in Indonesia which are very western. 
They learn a lot from the west. How to make a performance, how to sell the tickets, how 
to make people come to see the performance, how to watch things as Western people and 
to make the performance, if I may say so, a commodity. This is about selling the 
performance as entertainment. They make a good performance, they make a good 
audience, they make good theatre. They make theatre as a commodity.

But actually theatre in Indonesia is not a commodity. Theatre is a spiritual thing. 
Traditional theatre, folk theatre, is a spiritual thing. Theatre is not only to entertain 
people, theatre is not only to try to show that you can act, but theatre, according to 
traditional and folk theatre, is a spiritual thing. There are some performances which are 
like a ritual—say if there’s an epidemic, some sort of theatre should be performed. In Bali 
a lot of theatre is secret, it cannot be performed unless it’s related to something religious. 
So performance is sacred, it’s not only entertainment. Of course it can entertain people 
but this is not the main goal. Rather, it is like a bonus. The most important thing is that a 
performance is like a social therapy. If we have very critical things going on in society, for 
instance. There’s a kind of theatre in Bali which used to travel around whenever there 
was an epidemic. It doesn’t matter if people believe that the theatre can be mystical, 
although of course we can see it from that point of view, but it’s not just mystic. For 
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instance,  everybody knows that if that particular kind of theatre travels, then an 
epidemic has already appeared. So it’s like an indication, a warning to the people to be 
careful because there’s an epidemic. You must be careful of what you eat, don’t go out, 
and so on. 

ak. You mean it acts like a signal, like a sign—if they’re performing this the people have 
to look out. So people protect themselves in advance. 

pw. Right. This is just one  example. There are a lot of others. 

ak. So does the play that they perform also have some kind of message in it about being 
careful or how to protect yourself?

pw. Yes, that also. First, this kind of theatre is warning people, but secondly they also put 
a lot of signs into the play. For example with shadow play in Bali you can ask the dalang 
(puppeteer) to put a message in it. Birth control for example. There was a programme 
which used the Mahabarata, and Ramayana to deliver a message about birth control, and 
it was very successful. And the politicians also use it, as propaganda . . . but that is 
another story. 

In the past, the young thought that ‘theatre’ (meaning western theatre) has to have a 
stage, a curtain, lights, a seated audience. But when we had interactions in TIM, we 
realized that modern theatre could be played anywhere. We need nothing, just emotion. 
No fixed structure. It can be any structure and you can be very free.

Another example is that—if you watch wayang, the characters are always the same. 
They never change costumes. And it’s not like in the west, where you have to take care of 
the progression of the characters or something like that. It’s just based on the traditional 
story. You can tell the same story any time. But the most important thing is how you tell 
the story and who tells the story. 

So the young artists learn from that. So, in short, since 1968, since we had TIM, after 
ten years we had a new Indonesian theatre which was based on traditional things. Based 
on the structure and spirit of traditional things. 

Now modern Indonesian theatre has different divisions to it. One of them tries to use 
the Indonesian traditional spirit, the other tries to use the structure and the form of it. But 
besides that, there is a kind of theatre which is really western. All of these—traditional, 
new traditional and western-style theatre—form what I would call ‘modern Indonesian 
theatre’. 

Our handicap right now is that we have artists but no managers. Nobody wants to 
jump into the theatre as a manager. So management has never been developed. We can 
count only three, and all are women. Ratna, the wife of Nano Riantiarno [the director of 
Teater Koma], Amna [Kusumo, of Kelola], the wife of Sardono [a leading choreographer] 
and also Ratna Riantiarno’s sister, Sari Madjid, who became the first stage manager in 
Indonesian theatre. Before that we never knew what a stage manager was or why s/he 
could be useful—we knew how to make a performance but after that, we have to show it 
and find an audience, which is why we need managers. 

We also have a problem with the market. We don’t have people who invest in this 
kind of thing. Sometimes the government or the minister gives us money or a cigarette 
company gives us money, but you can’t ask them every time.

ak. Now if we can cut to your theatre and how your work has evolved in this bigger 
scenario . . .

pw. In my theatre . . . I’m the one who tried to recover the spirit of traditional theatre. I 
don’t use the structure—Rendra used the structure. He tried using the exits and 
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entrances etc. I don’t use that, I use the spirit. So if you watch my performance you never 
see Balinese dance. Sometimes, but I use it in a different way. I use masks, but not in the 
same way that the traditional people do. I try to use the spirit.

I believe that theatre is a spiritual thing, that a performance is a moment to transfer 
energy to the audience. The story is not very important, the characters are not very 
important, the message is sometimes not very important. The most important thing is to 
try and touch the spiritual. 

So I have no actors. I work with everybody. 
If some other director worked with my company they would fail because they are 

not actors. Some of them are illiterate people. Sometimes beggars come and join me, 
sometimes thieves. Nobody wants to discuss this while we’re doing things. 

If you ask them what they do (as performers in Teater Mandiri), maybe they will say 
they don’t know. They just enjoy it. They never know what is really happening on the 
stage until they see it in a recording. If you record it and then show it they surprise 
themselves and ask ‘Is that me’?

My theatre is based on two things. One is that I start from what we have in hand. I 
know that a lot of directors always ask for money to do things, always ask for a lot of 
things. I ask nothing. What I have at that moment I start from. If I have one person or 
two people, if I have one glass, I start from that. I begin my theatre from that.

ak. So you improvise?

ak. Not improvise but maximize. The word improvise implies that you are making 
things, I don’t like that word. I just maximize things—whatever I have—until you get the 
point. So if I have something else to start with I will make something else.

naveen kishore. So what is this something else that you start with? What is the raw 
material that you start with?

pw. It changes. Sometimes I start from an object, like a glass, for instance. Sometimes I 
start from an actor who joins my group, sometimes I start from an idea—for example, 
news of somebody raped in front of her mother and father, something like that. I start 
from that. 

The second basic of my work is that I really want to terrorize the mind. My theatre is 
mental terror. We try to terrorize people. Not to frighten people, no, just to make them 
think again. If they have fixed opinions, I want to ask them to think again. To ask, ‘Are 
you sure?’ So, I don’t want to give them an answer. I give them another question.

nk. No solutions.

pw. No solutions at all, because the solutions have to be by the audience members. I 
know my solutions, but this Indonesian society is a little different because sometimes if 
you speak to people they will receive it differently. Every time you have to check, when 
you said something, how they received it. 

nk. So you want to get beyond speaking the language.

pw. Yes, right. Since 10 years ago actually I stopped using language. I use just movement. 
But the cast, the troupe, want language. Because they are actors. They want to be actors.

nk. They don’t want to be spiritual terrorists.

pw. No no. They think ‘that’s good but I want to be . . . ’. Yes, I work with them, they are 
my brothers and sisters, so sometimes I write a script for them. When I want to perform, 
sometimes I ask them to have a physical rehearsal, and after two weeks I write something 
based on that. And then I work like this, so I have about thirty or forty scripts like that, 
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developed over the years. If a few people leave the group, I divide the dialogue. So the 
way we rehearse is kind of different.

If you are trained in western theatre, it usually means that you have to know your 
character, you have to know your dialogue and you have to wait for other people’s 
dialogue. In my rehearsal it’s different. I ask them to give me the dialogue. Or I give part 
of the dialogue to him, part to her, I distribute. I ask the group to carry the message. So it 
is like a football, carried together and we go forward together, go backwards together. 

Once they’re on the stage they never get out. They are there. So we also never use 
intermission because the intermission destroys the motion. And once you are on the 
stage you are never allowed to leave. You’re there. All the time. No stops. Thirty people. 
All on the stage. For one hour. 

My performances are usually around an hour long, at the most an hour and a half. 
Because it’s tiring for the cast and the audience. Because we are very strong. Very strong 
and very loud and very . . . if you were lost on my stage yes you would be, maybe, 
beaten up!

It’s very physical, because we are so familiar with that. Like if you see bats fly—we 
learn from bats and how they fly. One of our workshops is about how to be a bat, go 
running around, with the props, without destroying people. Something like that. 

ak. You had mentioned that Indonesia being such a mixed culture, there is always the 
danger of offending somebody. We come from a culture which is very similar in that it is 
so mixed and diverse—at any moment there’s the possibility of tension. Can you talk a 
little about how theatre and performance can address this issue, a culture made up of so 
much difference?

pw. First you have to float, you have to keep floating, stay in between them. Use jokes, 
but not all jokes. Because there are also jokes that offend people. So just  very basic jokes.    
The most important thing is the message. The story . . . you can create any kind of story. 
But the message, you have to stick with. You can put the same message in a thousand 
stories. So don’t let the story destroy the message. I—and this is different from what my 
other friends believe—I used to have to think like a thief. You know, a thief is a person 
who can take your things and you never know. If you know, then the thief has failed. A 
thief is a real thief if he or she can take something without other people realizing it. I 
think you have to be a thief in delivering message. Fly between it. 

And then, we use very visual things. But any time it offends people I cut it. I don’t 
want to offend people, I don’t want to be censored by the government, I don’t want to 
attack people, I want to deliver this message. To get to the point. That means I have to 
use creativity. So from my point of view, creativity can’t be censored. 

I don’t want to touch the world, I want to go inside it. It doesn’t mean I have to cut it, 
maybe I want to dig the ground, slide in, go from inside, or wait until he dreams and 
maybe I come to his dreams. So it’s not very direct. Indirect things. 

The consequence of this is that you never become popular. Nobody knows you and 
maybe you never get a big audience. But once you get one they will love you. 

This is a consequence of living in a very mixed society like this. The risk that it’s very 
hard to get popular, nobody will know you. Maybe after 20 years, it’s happened that I 
met somebody who said, ‘Oh I read your story’ and I realized that even if only one 
person had read the story I wrote 20 years ago, that was enough. You don’t have to speak 
to a whole lot of people. You never speak to everyone. Small is beautiful. So we do make 
things very small. 
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If you speak indirectly it means that sometimes the press don’t understand what you 
have to say and a lot of people just criticize you because they don’t understand you. For 
instance, in a situation like now in Indonesia, the press who don’t really understand your 
work will criticize the performance—why don’t you criticize the president, why don’t 
you criticize the MPR (Parliament)—but maybe one in a million people understands that 
this is a way to criticize without offending people. 

I learnt this from Srimulat. That’s why I talked about Srimulat earlier, I learnt a lot 
from it. Another thing is that Srimulat never finishes the sentence. The audience finishes 
the sentence. Because you are making the audience dumb if you are very clever, so why 
don’t you allow the audience to be clever. This kind of thing I learnt from Srimulat. 
Things like this. 

Er, really these are things you never think about, until somebody from India asks 
you! (laughs.)
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an urban fo lk theatre?
nano r iant iarno

Teater Koma is unquestionably the most 
commercially successful contemporary theatre 
group in Indonesia—in fact they are the only 
group consistently able to sustain performance 
seasons of over a week. Established in 1977, the 
group works under the direction of Nano 
Riantiarno, who in addition to his work in theatre 
has had a successful career as a journalist and 
editor. 

Teater Koma’s extraordinary productivity, 
averaging at least four productions per year, also 
makes them unique in the Indonesian theatre 
scene. In recent years they have extended their 
programme of ‘main stage’ productions in Jakarta 
to include shows designed specifically for touring 
to regional areas and have performed small scale 
works in venues ranging from schools to 
shopping malls. 

Drawing inspiration from local folk theatre 
traditions, western-influenced ‘modern’ theatre 
practice and the tonil music—theatre traditions 
of the late colonial period—Teater Koma’s work is 
typically full of jokes, songs, a bright, often 
gaudy, aesthetic, and contemporary social 
criticism. Riantiarno’s dialogue is often 
characterized by skilful mimicry of both the slang 
of Jakarta’s streets and the transparent rhetoric of 
official discourse. 

During the New Order era, several Teater 
Koma performances—including Suksesi and 
Sampek  Engtay—were banned by the 
authorities. Their reputation for producing 
accessible, ‘middle class’ political criticism was 
reinforced in 2001 with the success of their work 
Republik Bagong, which is discussed in this 
interview. 
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anjum katyal. Maybe you could start by briefly telling us about your theatre—what you 
try to do and how you see your theatre fitting into the overall picture of contemporary 
Indonesian theatre.

nano riantiarno. I began working in theatre in 1965 in Cirebon, West Java, where I was 
born. At that time I was in second class of senior high school. There was an arts group in 
Cirebon at that time, called Teater Tanah Air—a number of other artistes started their 
work with this group including Arifin C. Noer, the prominent Indonesian playwright, 
and several jazz musicians. At that time I still wasn’t sure whether I would work in 
theatre but after almost two years of participating in this group I decided that I had to 
pursue theatre more seriously. 

After I finished high school I went to Jakarta to continue my studies at Akademi 
Teater Nasional Indonesia  (ATNI—Indonesian national academy of theatre). This was in 
1967. 

The academic system at ATNI did not lead to a formal qualification, but I trained 
there over three years—six semesters. At that time Teguh Karya, who was teaching at 
ATNI, was planning to create a work, and I participated in the establishment of Teguh’s 
group which was called Teater Populer. Teater Populer produced films and TV shows as 
well as theatre, and I was involved in all of these projects. With Teater Populer I learnt 
acting, writing and also gained experience in other aspects of performing arts production. 
I feel that I have to explain this background because out of this experience with Teater 
Populer rose the desire to establish my own group. 

Teguh Karya was really convinced that a ‘western’ theatre style was the best way to 
communicate an idea to an audience. He used an acting method inspired by Stanislavsky 
and the majority of the plays Teater Populer presented were Indonesian translations of 
western scripts. I was never really satisfied because I always felt that there was a richness 
in Indonesian cultures that we should be using and recovering. 

So in 1975 I travelled around Indonesia for six months. And from that experience I 
began to learn about the way in which Indonesia is so culturally and ethnically diverse. 
For instance I’m from Java but have always been surrounded by influences from 
Sundanese, Balinese and many other cultures. This cross-cultural reality has always 
informed my theatre work and was something which reinforced my desire to establish 
Teater Koma. 

Teater Koma, which has been in existence for 24 years, is made up of many cultural 
influences and backgrounds. I studied western theatre and western theatre theory, I 
studied Indonesian folk theatre and traditional theatres, and I became aware that what I 
really wanted to do was to bring together these influences from west and east.

ak. Why did you choose Koma as a name?

nr. When I set up Teater Koma in 1977 I chose ‘koma’—which means ‘comma’—because 
it’s not a full stop! For me it embodies the spirit of continually searching, searching and 
searching again. A comma implies that there’s something to come and that you’re not 
stopping. 

ak. So you wanted to unite the many different regional performance forms and 
indigenous kinds of performance and culture with a western kind of theatre?

nr. The inspiration was not only to bring these influences together—I know that’s 
difficult in itself—but actually it was more about not being afraid to borrow different 
influences from the different cultures around me. 

People often see what I do as Brechtian, but actually if you look at a lot of Indonesian 
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traditional and folk theatre it’s doing exactly what westerners might see as Brechtian. 
Maybe it’s because the West has good PR that we’re seen as following them, whereas in 
many cases there are folk and traditional theatre forms which were doing similar things 
to what Brecht was doing, a long time before. 

So in short, what I’ve been doing with Teater Koma is what’s also been done by 
Indonesian folk theatre. It’s very simple. Many critics actually say that Teater Koma is 
like an urban folk theatre. 

ak. Can you describe some of the characteristics of folk theatre that you incorporate into 
your work?

nr. The first thing I learnt from folk theatre and incorporate in my work is music and 
song. I also use humour—I communicate a lot of ideas in a humorous way. I actually 
think humour is generally a better way to communicate something. Also there’s a 
spontaneity in folk theatre which I try to incorporate into Teater Koma’s work. I try not 
to use these elements in a manner which mimics or copies the way in which they are 
used in traditional theatre. Instead I use them according to the needs of the contemporary 
context. 

I should also mention that I try to throw out all theory. I try to forget theories. 

ak. Maybe you could talk about some of your productions—the ones you feel very close 
to. What you tried to achieve and how you did it.

nr. Goodness. Teater Koma has produced 94 works since 1977 so it’s very hard to decide 
which to talk about! 

The first time I presented a work which tried to engage in social criticism—and was 
seen by others to be criticizing the government—was in 1978, a play called Maaf Maaf 
Maaf (‘Sorry Sorry Sorry’). And this was the first time Teater Koma was banned. We were 
not allowed to perform in Bandung, Yogyakarta or Surabaya. This work was about 
Rahwana, it was a love story about Rahwana and Sinta. There were three main characters 
in the work—Rahwana, Sinta and Rama. Rama was a student who only wanted to 
protest, but he had no power. And in the end Sinta chooses Rahwana. It was really a 
parody of the Ramayana but the Suharto government saw it as a criticism of Suharto 
himself. 

After that, in 1989 a work called Sampek Engtay was also banned. Sampek Engtay is a 
classical Chinese love story. In 1990 our work Suksesi (‘Succession’) was banned, because 
it dealt with the issue of political succession, which at that time was a controversial issue 
surrounding the Suharto government. In 1990 our work Opera Kecoa (‘Cockroach Opera’) 
was also banned.

ak. In Opera Kecoa what was seen as a threat?

nr. I first presented Opera Kecoa in 1985. It’s a play about the removal of the urban poor 
from their lands. At that time there were a lot of big projects going up, often involving 
government subsidies, which effectively forced people from their lands in order to build 
modern facilities. Actually most often these lands were used to build golf courses. 

What’s interesting is that in 1985, when Opera Kecoa was first performed, the 
government was not threatened by it. They laughed and enjoyed it like the rest of the 
audience. But in 1990, maybe because the number of these projects was escalating, and 
tensions were rising, they no longer found it funny. In 1985 maybe the situation 
described in the play was an imagined distant future rather than a reality. In 1990 
however the extent and the impact of these projects was becoming more apparent and it 
was regarded as very sharp criticism.  Actually at that time in 1991 we were planning to 
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tour it to four cities in Japan but because it was banned we were also not able to perfom 
it in Japan. 

ak. What about Suksesi?

nr. Suksesi told the story of a royal family within which there was intrigue and increasing 
competition between family members. The King’s children were engaged in serious 
corruption. The authorities assumed that this was a story about the Suharto family and a 
criticism of his children’s corruption. During the rehearsal process and leading up to the 
performance I was constantly going to and from the police and the military authorities, 
explaining what I was creating. And although the performance was allowed to go ahead, 
on the night of the eleventh show it was shut down. This was in Jakarta, and there were 
still five or six shows to go. 

ak. What about Sampek Engtay? 

nr. Sampek Engtay was banned because of the sensitivity of the New Order government 
over the Chinese community. The Chinese were often suspected of being Communist 
agents, and most of their cultural expression was banned. But actually this work is just a 
classic love story, there’s no political criticism. 

ak. So it was banned just because it was Chinese?

nr. Yes. And actually I have always encouraged and supported the Chinese community’s 
right to cultural expression, but in the end this attempt at this was banned. 

ak. You were saying that in your theatre you have a lot of different influences from 
indigenous cultures and also from western culture. Can you talk about how you feel 
about this term ‘cross-culture’? 

nr. First of all I have to explain that I was born in a coastal community, in a town called 
Cirebon.  Outside influences have always been very strong, but this is not is a problem.  
Instead this has meant that Cirebon has evolved into a town where there are so many 
different forms of art. Cirebon is also on the border between West Java and Central Java 
and we never want to be referred to as Sundanese (the indigenous culture of west Java) 
or ‘central Javanese or Javanese’. And so we just call ourselves ‘Cirebon’. The Cirebon 
culture is influenced by Sundanese, Javanese, Arab, Chinese, and Dutch cultures and has 
always been ‘cross-cultural’.

And as I said before, when I travelled around Indonesia for six months I made a lot 
of comparisons, especially with other coastal communities. And without discussing a lot 
of difficult, complex theories, I think they were already living out this ‘cross cultural’ 
idea. 

ak. And how do you see this in theatre?

nr. In terms of form, I use elements from classical Javanese performance, from lenong, 
ketoprak, ludruk (all forms of folk theatre from different parts of Java). Also Opera 
Bangsawan from Kalimantan. And several elements from Randai (folk theatre indigenous 
to West Sumatra).

ak. So when you say elements is it like taking particular stylistic . . .

nr. Style yes. The way of telling the story, and also the sorts of expressions we use in the 
performance, and we do this without feeling any ‘burden’.

ak. You mean it’s not a conscious sort of thing? What about training? These different 
styles must have their own training methods. Do you incorporate that as well?

nr. In the beginning yes. But now the members of Teater Koma themselves come from a 
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range of ethnic and cultural backgrounds.  And when we have a discussion their 
backgrounds inform their perspectives and contributions to the dialogue and the process. 
So there’s a kind of natural adaptation of the ways in which we think, an exchange of 
ideas. 

At the moment there are nine generations of performers in Teater Koma. Each 
generation trains for a year under my direction, and after that they are able to participate 
in productions. We have a number of works in repertoire and we also have workshops 
for writing, acting, design, direction. But it just goes along in its own way and there’s no 
formal syllabus. We also consider ourselves amateurs. We cannot live just from Teater 
Koma. We assume that members have to work outside of the theatre in order to live. And 
most of the members don’t work with other theatre companies. 

I am a journalist—that’s how I support my work in theatre. I work in the office in the 
day and in the theatre at night. But although everyone has other jobs we still treat theatre 
as a serious occupation. 

ak. Yes, it’s the same in India. People give their time and energy to theatre but they have 
other jobs. What about the play that you produced in Singapore recently? Maybe you 
could talk about that experience of working with a Singaporean company.



121121

nr. Oh yes. I did Sampek Engtay there. The performance was in November but I was there 
from August. I was working with Theater Practice—Pao Kun’s company. They were the 
producers. 

One of the main problems was that we had different understandings of 
professionalism. The Singaporean performers felt that professionalism was about what 
they did as individuals but not about what we were doing as a group. They were very 
individualistic. And the rehearsal schedule was very strange for me. They thought they 
only had to come to rehearsals when they were personally on stage. They were surprised 
when I tried to explain that in Teater Koma we all attend rehearsals every night for three 
months before a production. It seemed impractical that only a few people would come 
for rehearsals, especially when I needed to explain major changes that were being made 
to the script or to the staging. They didn’t want to work through things as a group. 

In the end they became aware that a sense of community and togetherness is also 
important. But they realized this too late. A week from opening night they had just begun 
to understand my approach. Togetherness is important. And when the show was over, 
they were all really sad, like they had lost something, they were crying and everything. 
They still are in contact with me now. 

So I think the idea of ‘professionalism’ in Singapore has meant that the community 
spirit has been lost. I think that’s one of the negative impacts of ‘professionalism’. 

I found that because of the Singaporean professionalism there was a very tight 
schedule which meant that there was no time to hang around and talk. In some ways this 
was the first time I’d experienced theatre as ‘work’. Although here I work so hard I 
almost don’t sleep some nights, I am always enjoying it. In the end I did find a kind of 
‘head space’ in which I could enjoy working in Singapore but it did take a while to adapt. 
I’m not sure, maybe if I went to India it would be different too. I get the impression that 
this ‘professionalism’ is developing there too. 

ak. Oh, it’s more like this, more like the way you work in Indonesia. I think that kind of 
‘professionalism’ is maybe a more western thing.

nr. They (pointing to the members of Teater Koma who are working building a set) work but 
they have no idea how much they will be paid. We can usually pay people a small 
amount but the money each show makes at the box office has to cover production costs 
first. Then we can divide the remainder between the cast and crew. 

ak. And what about the differences in the relationship between the actors and director—
those in Singapore compared to those here?

nr. Yes, that’s different too. In Singapore the director is like God and is feared. There’s 
definitely distance between the performers and the director. Here the director is also like 
a father, a brother. Along with the artistic issues, I am dealing with life issues; I’m like a 
psychologist! Actually I am quite happy with these roles. This is the way I’ve worked for 
24 years. 

But in Singapore the relationship is only about ‘work’. Although in the end I actually 
managed to remodel the Singaporean system a bit and they ended up working like I do 
here. The experience was really interesting. 

ak. Is there anything you would like to add about your work, about cross-cultural 
experiences?

nr. Only that the problems and questions surrounding ‘cross-culture’ are relevant to 
those societies or communities which are already able to feed themselves, whose 
concerns for their stomachs are taken care of!
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In Indonesia a lot of aspects of ‘culture’ have been dismantled by government 
officials who are more interested in looking after their own interests—their own 
stomachs—more interested in cementing their positions in parliament than in 
encouraging cultural growth. And this has a big influence on the arts community here 
because it’s easy to feel that what we do is inconsequential. So my task with Teater Koma 
is to try to oppose these systems and ways of thinking. I feel that the arts shouldn’t be 
too dependent on the political situation. You can imagine, if you’ve rehearsed a play for 
four months, and then the week of the performance the streets are closed off because 
there’s a riot or something. And audiences don’t come, not because they aren’t interested 
but because they’re afraid to go out. This is something that really upsets me. 

In the last few years this has had an impact on Teater Koma. When we performed 
Opera Sembelit (‘Constipation Opera’) in 1998 (shortly after ex-President Suharto stood 
down) we would make a speech to the audience before the show, thanking them for 
being so determined to come to the show. The show was about how at that time we—our 
society—were all so constipated! Outside, people were just getting over terrible rioting in 
which a lot of people died, but people still came to see the show. 

I actually won an Indonesian Literary Award from the Dewan Bahasa (the national 
language council) for this script. It told the story of a process of digestion, which begins 
in the colon and then becomes constipated, so we can’t expel what’s in the stomach. 
Actually it’s all a consequence of what we eat. And in the end we realize we need help in 
order to get rid of the waste that’s inside us. This is a metaphor for the way I saw 
Indonesian society at that time. Actually I still see our society like that. Everything’s 
macet (stuck). We are constantly eating, consuming but not . . . expressing. 

So what I’m trying to do with Teater Koma is to resist, and to inspire members of the 
group to continue working in the arts. We should continue to do this work no matter 
what’s happening outside. And together they—we—try to always think clearly about the 
situation and express this through theatre, no matter what’s happening. 
ak. Teater Koma is well known for its extraordinary ability to attract large audiences. I 
was wondering if you think there’s ever any tension between your popularity and 
producing work which is politically critical?

nr. Mmm . . . Teater Koma is sometimes described as a phenomenon. We still have active 
members who joined the group in 1977. We have always attracted a large audience, and 
at the same time my scripts have often been seen as controversial, from both artistic and 
political points of view. Critics have sometimes said that perhaps my work is not 
artistically ‘high quality’, so that work which has a connection with a large public, with a 
mass audience, is not ‘art’. A number of critics have said that. I don’t agree with that 
opinion at all. Because my work really draws on traditions of folk theatre—which are by 
their nature popular forms—and also I am always drawing inspiration from what is 
happening in the society around us. 

ak. Why do you think you get a large audience?

nr. I’m not sure. I think that maybe we are fulfilling a need in the community. For 
example, when the Suharto government’s power and domination was at its height, 
people were not brave enough to say what they thought of Suharto or criticize his 
government, but Teater Koma was able to articulate some of these thoughts. We 
expressed things which people were feeling but not saying.  We also expressed these 
ideas using humour—at a time when laughter was very precious and rare because of the 
very serious political and economic crises that were happening. Maybe our performances 
give people the opportunity to dream together, which is also very rare. From our work 
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people perhaps are able to experience something in a new way, or to see things which 
they hadn’t seen before. I think that’s why they come. 

ak. Do you choose your plays keeping the interests of the members in mind?

nr. I should explain that from each generation out of the hundreds that apply, I choose 
maybe 20. The total membership of the group keeps growing—some people continue to 
be involved, others drop out as they get older.  

The process of deciding what we will work on usually goes like this. I choose three 
possible projects. One is usually ready to go, another might be in the process of being 
written but there would already be a plot. I tell the group about the options. I give them 
a week to look over the material, to read the script/s and then we choose together. 
Luckily I can write quickly, so if they choose an unfinished script it’s usually not a 
problem.  

But although there are a lot of members, we still audition them for each production. 
And they have to compete for their roles and make a case for why they should be cast in 
a particular role. If they’re not chosen to be in the show usually they will work in other 
roles, backstage for example.  

I always try to explain why I’ve chosen someone for a role over someone else. This 
often becomes a point of open discussion for the whole group. 

ak. So you have a very open process.

nr. Yes, it’s very open. We try to be very open in all artistic as well as financial  matters. 
Our management and finances are very open. We always tell the whole group how much 
we’ve earned from the box office, or from sponsorship and what our expenditure is. We 
always make a written financial report available. Everyone knows how much I earn from 
a production. Everyone knows what everyone else gets. 
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coming to terms with d ivers i ty 
teater garas i

Teater Garasi is one of the most active modern 
theatre groups in Yogyakarta. Most of the 
members are young, under the age of 30. 
Recent productions include Reportoar Hujan 
(‘Rain Repertoire’) which they performed in 
numerous venues in Solo, Yogyakarta, 
Bandung and Jakarta, Les Paravents and 
Samuel Beckett’s Endgame. They have also 
staged a production of Waiting for Godot 
with an all-female cast. Teater Garasi are 
commited to experimentation in style and 
content. Members of the group cite sources of 
inspiration as varied as absurdist theatre, 
Javanese traditional stories and contemporary 
cultural studies.

Several members of the group were 
present at this interview: Yudi Ahmad Tajudin 
(the group’s artistic director), Bernadeta Verry 
Handayani (administrator and performer), 
Retno Ratih Damayanti (directs some of their 
productions), Sri Qadariyatin (performer), 
Jamaluddin Latief (performer) and Kusworo 
Bayu Aji (co-founder).
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anjum katyal. Maybe you could start by talking about Teater Garasi, how and why it 
started, and how it is different from other groups.

yudi tadjuddin. Teater Garasi began on campus, at Gadjah Mada University. Before that 
many of us were involved in theatre on campus.

ak. And why did you call it Garasi?

yudi. Well it’s just a name really. But partly because when we started talking about 
making a group we were in a garage. We started Teater Garasi also out of a concern for 
the need to build civil society, we believe that the arts has a role to play in developing a 
society that is autonomous, intelligent and mature in its social interaction.

ak. So when did you form the group?

yt. It was in 1993, about 8 or 9 years ago. We are still young as a group. Maybe what I 
was saying earlier about civil society, maybe that’s the idealistic reason I began Teater 
Garasi . . . because at that time we were still under the New Order, there were a lot of 
things that could not be expressed within that system. So there was a sort of social vision 
behind the establishment of Teater Garasi. Aside from that also I personally had a 
concern and a vision about aesthetics, especially the aesthetics of theatre in Yogya at 
around that time. 

ak. So what was the aesthetic vision?

yt. I suppose I formulate the aesthetic vision in two ways. Firstly, to create a theatre 
‘event’ (peristiwa teater), to create something that is dramatic. Maybe before I go into that 
I should explain that I think a director really wants one thing—that is to create a 
theatrical event. But the problem is, because directors are often too closely affiliated to a 
particular style, the theatre that they make is no longer a theatrical event. It’s no longer 
‘dramatic’. Because it’s routine, predictable, the same old thing. 

ak. So you wanted to create a sense of surprise?

yt. Maybe surprise has something to do with it, but most importantly I think a person 
creates a theatrical event when s/he undertakes subversion. And by that I don’t mean 
‘subversion’ only in a political sense. 

ak. Can you give me some examples?

yt. Yes . . . in 1997 we performed a series of short realist scripts which discussed things 
like intimacy, relationships between men and women, husbands and wives. Small and 
simple themes. But actually at that time this was quite subversive. Because at that time 
Indonesian theatre was really dominated by performances that dealt with ‘big themes’ 
and big ideas, concepts and concerns. It was absorbed with big political themes and 
issues. 

ak. And in the plays where you discuss human relationships and interactions were you 
trying to be progressive about it? In terms of how you might portray relations between 
men and women, the roles of women? Was the difference not just in the fact that it was 
intimate themes but also in the content?

yt. Yes, I think the subversiveness was made up of many things and elements. The 
subversiveness included the shape or form of the work, also the themes, the way in 
which we treated the themes. Also I think the choice of short realist scripts was at that 
time quite subversive in the broader context of Indonesian theatre because the vast 
majority of groups were working in physical theatre, so at that time physical theatre was 
the mainstream. 
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ak. And so you wrote the plays?

yt. No, they were existing plays. Written by English and Spanish writers. David Cantan, 
James Saunders—they had already been translated into Indonesian. 

ak. Was the choice of language also something deliberate?

yt. I think always there are problems in translation. But actually I think translation can 
also be a kind of subversion. 

ak. But choosing to do the plays in Indonesian rather than Javanese, is that a choice you 
make?

yt. I think our choice of language is actually linked to who the members of Teater Garasi 
are. Maybe first I have to explain that as a generation we identify with being ‘accidental 
tourists’, in relation to traditional Javanese culture, for example. 

If I can expand on this a bit, I think this has happened because Indonesia was 
colonized. Colonialism brought with it what is often called ‘modernity’, and the 
modernity was something that broke the linear path of history and culture in Indonesia. 
At school for example we are taught modern concepts which actually in some cases don’t 
make sense. For example we have a state—which is one of the features of modernity—
but the way it is run in the Indonesian context is quite traditional in many ways.

ak. So are you saying that this ‘modernity’  has been artificially imposed?

yt. Yes.

ak. Yes, the same thing happened in India. 

yt. Actually there is a connection between this and why we use Indonesian. If we take 
Javanese, for example—I live in Java and even I am quite distanced from Javanese. In 
everyday life I always think in Indonesian, although maybe in some social situations I 
might use Javanese. Indonesian is my first language. 

ak (asks the group). Would anyone else like to talk about the thinking behind Teater 
Garasi’s work?

kusworo bayu aji. I just want to talk a bit about how modern Indonesian theatre survives. 
If we’re talking about modern theatre here, there are different problems in terms of how 
this type of theatre survives—there are differences between the west and Indonesia. 
Modern theatre in Indonesia cannot survive or live in the same way that it lives in the 
west. We have to find our own ways of making theatre live . . . maybe if I compare 
modern theatre with traditional theatre forms like ketoprak or wayang orang. We cannot 
survive in the way that they do because they really start from a kind of spirit in their 
tradition. As Yudi said before, we are already distanced from our own traditions. But in 
the way we live—we also can’t completely live in the way that they do. This is what we 
always look for—I’m not sure if we’ve found it or not—but it’s clear that this is what 
helps theatre to survive, helps theatre continue to live. 

ak. Survive economically, or survive as a group?

all. As a group

retno. For me, in regard to tradition, I think that really most of us in Teater Garasi are 
distanced from tradition. It’s important to remember that we come from a number of 
different regions of Indonesia. But it’s clear that we have something in common, and that 
is that we all have some sort of academic training—in lots of different fields. Maybe 
that’s something that has become important in our theatre process—we’re not interested 
only in theatre but also in other things which are perhaps regarded as being outside the 
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realm of theatre. For example, we have a lot of debate about the themes we choose, we 
talk about the conditions of developing societies and other discourses that are circulating 
in the community. These things always come up when we’re discussing a script or 
deciding what work we will produce. 

I think we always try to look beyond just what the script says and try to create a 
discussion about social issues or other things that are happening around us, or even 
more broadly the ‘culture’ around us. This becomes a process that’s interesting here at 
Garasi. We don’t just try to develop theatre—we try to incorporate intellectual ideas as 
well. That’s what’s interesting about our process, for me. 

I’m not sure if Yudi mentioned before—we try to take some of the spirit of science—
and incorporate that in our work. We undertake research as a part of our theatre process, 
for example. 

ak. It seems that cultural difference and how to deal with it is quite an important issue in 
Indonesia, especially in the context of the New Order and more recent changes. So 
maybe we could have a discussion on that, on how you feel as a group about cultural 
differences. 

yt. As an ‘issue’, multiculturalism in theatre is something that is quite new. But really 
since the beginning of modern Indonesian theatre multiculturalism has been happening, 
Indonesian theatre itself is a multicultural concept. Maybe in a moment I’ll give you 
some examples. But it also has a connection with what Indonesia itself is. Indonesia has 
300 ethnic groups and languages, 13000 or more islands. Plurality is inherent in what we 
mean by ‘Indonesia’. 

ak. So how does this work itself out in practice, in theatre? Or in the arts more generally?

yt. Actually I think this is a tension of identification with what is called ‘Indonesian 
theatre.’ And more broadly by what is meant by ‘Indonesia’ itself. Because since the 
beginning of the twentieth century when the nationalist movement started to grow—it 
was begun by the founding fathers of Indonesia—the diversity had to allow itself to be 
part of a unified country. But the problem is to do with the fact that I think Indonesia has 
never really had a clear cultural strategy that can help us to understand and deal with 
this diversity. 

So if the question is about how multiculturalism works out in practice, well, 
Indonesians have now had lots of contact with other Indonesians from different cultural 
backgrounds. When they enter education, when they migrate to other parts of the 
country for work or study. Actually, just recently, we (Teater Garasi) were involved in a 
research project that was trying to document the history of modern theatre in Yogyakarta. 
We found out that in the 1950s multiculturalism was becoming more obvious because, 
partly during the struggle for Independence, Yogya had become a stronghold, so at that 
time increasing numbers of people from outside of Java were coming to Yogya. The 
interaction between people in Yogya, including interaction between artists, meant that 
the nature of Indonesian multiculturalism was starting to emerge. 

ak. And have you personally worked on a production where there have been people 
from different language backgrounds? Or perhaps your whole group is like that . . .?

yt. I think almost all groups in Indonesia are like that.

ak. Can you think of any particular work process where you took in cultural inputs from 
different groups or people?

yt. Yes, last year we worked on a production of Genet’s Les Paravents. We tried to adapt 
the script to the Indonesian context, more specifically to the context of Aceh. But amongst 
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the members of Teater Garasi there are no Achenese. So we invited a group of young 
artists from Aceh and we organised discussions, we looked at video recordings, also 
talked to them about Achenese arts traditions, specifically the form Didong.
ak. And what did you learn from this?

yt. We learnt about how Achenese art traditions in some ways are more expressive, more 
specifically I think it’s more ‘moderate’ because they are more open, inclusive, more 
actively involving . . .

ak. Involving the audience?

yt. Yes, the audience. From there then, because the script (Les Paravents) tells the story of 
a colonization—it could be any colonization, from one country to another, it could be the 
country’s own government, or by military intervention. And that’s what’s happening in 
Aceh. And colonization of course also has a big impact on culture and tradition in Aceh. 
From there we studied that there were other traditions, other social events that concern 
people in Aceh. Different ways of seeing the world and seeing Indonesia.

ak. Through talking with them?

yt. Yes, yes through discussions. And they were also involved in the production, a group 
of young artists and students from Aceh were involved in the performance. 

ak. Does anybody else have any particular learning memories of this production?

verry. I remember being a bit surprised when our friends from Aceh would say things 
that were—up until that time—completely beyond the way I thought about Indonesia. 
Because up until then what I had learnt from school was that Indonesia was Bhinneka 
Tunggal Ika (the Indonesian motto: ‘Unity in Diversity’) which means that we are all 
different but will always be ‘one’. 

ak. Yes we had the same motto in India . . .

verry. So I was really, really shocked when I first heard our friends from Aceh talking 
about Indonesia and it was so clear that they really ‘hated’ Indonesia, or at least the 
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Indonesia which they saw as really being ‘Java’. I guess it really challenged what I 
thought about what is really Indonesia—I started thinking ‘what kind of Indonesia is 
this?’

Also their stories about their experiences, oppressions, experiences of family 
members were really upsetting for me, made me feel a bit sick, given that these things 
were happening to people who are supposedly part of our nation. I mean they are 
supposed to be ‘Indonesians’ too. I was like, ‘Really, this really happens?’

So up until now I have constantly asking myself ‘What kind of ‘Indonesia’ is this? 
Can only Javanese people—coincidentally that includes myself—enjoy things and 
resources that are not enjoyed by people in other places? 

ak. Is there any other production that you’ve worked on which has opened up . . . you 
were talking earlier about their (the Achenese) forms of theatre which were very 
different. Maybe you’ve picked up some ideas about some other forms?

yt. Yes, culturally they are more open. And this is also one of the reasons why I decided 
to adapt Les Paravents to the Achenese context. It was not just because of the political 
situation there but also the cultural situation—because the oppression that was 
happening there was also cultural. And the themes of the script seemed to fit well in that 
context—it talks about the ways people can resist culturally.

ak. Can we talk a bit about the production you were involved in, in Japan? From the 
beginning. How the idea started, what you thought about it . . . ?

yt. Yes…

ak. What was it called, this particular project?

yt.  Whalers in the South Seas. 

ak. So how did it come about, this whole idea?

yt. In the beginning the director of the Ringkogun theatre company in Japan approached 
me, and he had an idea for a collaborative project which was being supported by the 
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Japan Foundation. He told me at that time that he was starting with the theme of whale 
hunting. Why was he starting there? Because in Japan there are whale hunters, and a 
tradition of whale hunting, and he knew that this was a tradition in some parts of 
Indonesia, especially in Flores (an island in Eastern Indonesia). 

So following some discussions he decided that he wanted to tell the story about the 
fact that there was something which could unite us—a meeting point—even though we 
are different, culturally. Then when we were in the rehearsal process (in Japan in late 
2000), the themes continued to develop, and in the end it included a historical perspective 
as well. Why did we start thinking about history? Because Japan has been a colonizer of 
Indonesia and maybe you could say that this performance was attempting to understand 
this historical experience from a cultural perspective.

ak. Can you give me an example of how he might have done that, looking at a particular 
history through a cultural perspective?

yt. For example . . . because the director was also the writer of the script, when we read 
the script there was a sort of dialogue which showed how Indonesians might think about 
history these days, acknowledging that we have been colonized by Japan in the past. 
Colonized culturally. Maybe a more concrete example is this: when we were there one of 
the other Indonesians involved was Joko Bibit Santosa, he’s very, very Javanese. He told 
the story about the Japanese military occupation of Flores and how the Japanese had 
forced people in Flores to undertake Japanese military training. Joko Bibit talked about 
how he could not accept that this had happened, he could not accept this. 

ak.  So he found it very difficult to work with the Japanese.

yt. At first, yes. What was interesting also was that the other Indonesian actors involved, 
from Bandung and Jakarta, didn’t seem to have the difficulty that he had while working 
with these ideas. At that time I thought about it like this—the way in which Javanese and 
Sundanese (from Bandung) people see the phenomena (of Japanese colonization) is 
clearly different, even though we are all Indonesians. Joko Bibit (an actor from Solo) and 
Tony Broer (an actor from Bandung) are both Indonesians. 

We also started asking how Japanese people understood this history, how the older 
generation as well as the younger generation understood this colonialism. And for me, 
the important part of my experience in Japan was this sort of dialogue, the dialogue with 
my colleagues from Indonesia and Japan, the dialogue that was going on behind the 
actual process of putting together the performance. The real cross-cultural meeting was 
happening there. 

ak. How did the script get written?

yt. Um, actually this is something that was a bit problematic for me. Because according 
to my understanding of ‘collaboration’, I thought that the script would be developed by 
everyone who was involved in the project. But what actually happened was that Sakate 
wrote the script himself, without very much input from the Indonesians, although he 
had undertaken some observation in Indonesia. So then when I found problems in the 
collaborative process I would try to negotiate but it was always within the specified 
boundaries. 

ak. So there was no workshop improvisation for the script?

yt. In the beginning we did that. At the beginning we did have a workshop—actually it 
was a process in which we all workshopped for each other. This actually took up about 
half of the rehearsal process. And this was what helped me survive the project because at 
least there was a process where we each conducted workshops and each of us 
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contributed. The workshops covered all sorts of aspects of theatre. They also gave me an 
insight into Japanese culture. 

There was a kind of debate that evolved with Sakate, the director, about the 
understanding of collaboration. When I left to go to Japan I had an idea of collaboration 
being about dialogue. Meaning that the aim of the collaboration is not necessarily the 
finished product, not the performance that is produced, but the dialogue itself. And this 
debate continued throughout the process, up until the staging of the show. 
ak. And who was involved? Was it just Indonesian and Japanese actors?

yt. There was one American and a Philippino actor. 

ak. And how did that work? Can you talk about the experience of living with or working 
with people from different backgrounds?

yt. Yes, really I learnt a lot. About how the American actor had a professional approach, 
but I don’t think he really cared about the idea of collaboration—for him maybe it was 
more about being an individual ‘actor’. Also because I was living there for more than 
two months, I had direct contact with the ways in which Japanese people see tradition, 
the way they see their modern world, it kind of seemed like quite a paradixical situation 
and understanding. 

Actually I made a comparison with Java. I found out that Japanese people also have 
quite a hierarchical language structure, like the Javanese language structure. And this 
structure is still used in Tokyo and Okinawa, in the way for example that younger people 
will speak to older people. But in Java, especially in Yogya—maybe it is different in 
Solo—the hierarchical language structure is not used so much. And at that time I started 
to think about how cultural strategies have impacts on societies, and I see that in 
Indonesia cultural strategies have not been used in a consistent, strong or clear way. 

ak. And did you feel that there was a kind of cultural hierarchy say between the 
Japanese, the American and everyone else? Something that they brought with them as 
part of their cultural baggage?

yt. When we did the process?

ak. I’m asking because this came up in somebody else’s discussion, because the Japanese 
had paid for it. It may not have been conscious, but there was a kind of hierarchy where 
the Japanese were somehow superior to the others involved in the project. Did you feel 
that?

yt. In social interaction that didn’t happen. But in the way in which Sakate approached 
the process, the way he wrote the script himself and the way he directed the play yes, he 
didn’t give very much space . . .

ak. But was that just because he was the director or do you think that was also a cultural 
thing?

yt. I see it like this . . . culturally they still respect their Emperor. And I see that there’s a 
kind of fascism happening there, culturally. But I also see that it is at the same time a 
source of their strength; fascism becomes a kind of strength, economically and politically. 

Why did Sakate have the kind of attitude I mentioned before? Well, I kept asking and 
asking. He said that almost all Japanese directors have a similar style. I think that maybe 
there are broader cultural impacts on the way in which Japanese directors approach their 
work.

ak. Did you have any disagreements with the script? 

yt. Um, yes, I had a number of problems with it, and I kept trying to raise these problems 
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with the director. And I was lucky that Sakate was willing to open this up for discussion 
outside of the main process.

ak. Like what? Can you give me an example of a problem?

yt. Firstly, Sakate did not understand that Flores was different from Java. He was making 
all sorts of generalizations about what was meant by ‘Indonesia’. And from my point of 
view the picture of Indonesia that was painted in the script was quite orientalist. For 
example, the Indonesian characters in the play had to wear costumes that made them 
look like they were from many centuries ago. But actually this was precisely what the 
Japanese audience found very interesting because it was . . .

ak. Exotic?

yt. Yes, very exotic. After one of the performances in Tokyo we had a discussion with the 
audience and almost all of the audience seemed to be interested in the exoticism of 
Indonesia. This was the most problematic part of the show for me and I was continuously 
trying to negotiate with Sakate about this representation of Indonesian culture. 

ak. Did it work, your negotiation? 

yt. He was happy to negotiate but actually not many things in the performance were 
changed as a result. 

ak. So is it over now? Are you going to do more shows or what?

yt. A while ago the Japan Foundation said that they wanted to take the show to 
Indonesia. 

ak. Oh, so then the Japanese will be wearing exotic costumes?

yt. (laughs) I hope so, yes! But seriously, when the Japan Foundation were talking about 
bringing the show here, I said that if it’s going to be performed in Indonesia there really 
have to be some changes.  Especially those costumes!

ak (to the rest of the group). And was anyone else involved in that show?

others. No no, just Yudi.

yt. I do have to say that although there were some problems with the production I did 
gain a lot from the experience of working with people from different cultural 
backgrounds. It has definitely had an influence on my work and has given me some new 
perspectives. 

ak. If for example you would do a similar collaboration, are there certain lessons that you 
would keep in mind for next time?

yt. Yes, the first lesson which I got from this collaboration was that if I was to undertake 
an exchange it would be the dialogue itself that I would stress. 

ak. And how would you describe collaboration?

yt. Collaboration is a meeting of a variety of traditions and the way in which we each see 
and study from each other, and the way in which we can create something out of our 
differences.  

ak. And it should have an equality in it? There should be an element of equality there?

yt. Yes, yes. Because collaboration for me starts from the assumption that all people are 
equal, although they are different.

naveen kishore. Do you think it would have been slightly more interesting if there had 
been no director and it was you as a group of actors that had to create the work?

yt. Yes I think so. I think that I would really like to be involved in a collaboration in 
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which everything was created together. Although this is something that I think is very 
difficult. But I think that the dialogue that would emerge from such a process would be 
very meaningful and productive. Maybe because if it happened like that, the clashes that 
arise from our differences would change the way in which we see reality. 

ak (to Retno). Are you the only other director here today?

yt. There is another director in Teater Garasi but he is in Bandung at the moment.

ak. Okay, so could you maybe describe one particular work or process . . .

retno. Yes, I’ve actually produced a version of Waiting for Godot but I didn’t consciously 
consider ‘Indonesian culture’ when I was working on it. Because in the beginning . . . 
why did I choose Waiting for Godot? I guess because I really like absurdist scripts, I like 
Beckett. 

The real ‘adaptation’ was to do with the performers. Normally in Waiting for Godot 
all the parts are played by men. I had them all played by women. I guess I did this partly 
because it’s rare to find a script in which there are dominant roles for women. Of course 
there are lots of scripts in which women appear but so often the women are associated 
with domestic issues and themes or about the power of men over women.  

I was interested in finding a way to develop women performers, and I had to choose 
a script which didn’t just deal with domestic themes. And so I chose Waiting for Godot 
because it’s got a very universal quality, it talks about humanity, maybe about god, and 
this kind of discussion is very rarely entered into by women.

So that’s the reason I chose to work on Waiting for Godot. Apart from Godot I have 
also worked on some short scripts, written by a friend of mine, the themes in those 
scripts were very ‘female’ I think, themes about love, the domestic environment . . . 

This is a perspective from an audience member who saw our version of Godot—the 
audience member said that when the script is performed by women there are a number 
of things that stand out more than they would if it was performed by men. For example, 
we often feel strange if there are two men, maybe they are friends and when they go out 
they have to hold hands. Most people would think that strange. But when that is done by 
women it’s quite acceptable and regarded as normal behaviour. Or another example 
would be when two people embrace. Maybe it seems more natural between women than 
men. 

ak. Anything else? You talked about the fact that there are often big issues that women 
maybe rarely get a chance to discuss. So did anything come out in the play, maybe you 
(to Verry) would like to talk about it from your experience as an actress in the 
production?

verry. Yes, really I think what Retno mentioned about women and domestic themes can 
be true. It was the case for me at that time as a performer, or as a person, . . . but when I 
got to know the Godot script, the way it talked about . . . maybe the connection between 
humanity and . . . maybe god, questions about life, this became a big question for me at 
the time.

ak. Can you give some more concrete examples?

verry. Yes, for me I think maybe the connection between humanity and god. It is 
something that people cannot understand rationally. And in the Godot script it’s not 
rational either. The waiting is of course all in vain. It makes you think about the purpose 
and meaning of life—are we just here waiting for something that’s not going to happen? 
Of course these themes concern women as well as men but they’re usually not portrayed 
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that way.

ak. Is there anything else you want to add, any of you…

yt. I guess I just wanted to mention that when I heard that you wanted to come and talk 
about multiculturalism and cross-cultural work in theatre I was really excited. Because at 
the moment the problem of identity, cultural identity in Indonesia, is something that is 
really becoming very critical. Also for me this has an impact on my practice in theatre, 
and in the way that I see Indonesian theatre at the moment. 

I think that Indonesia—or Indonesians—have not yet truly come to terms with 
diversity. This is the reason I also have a hope, an ambition for the future—that Teater 
Garasi will undertake some sort of theatre anthropology in Indonesia, because 
Indonesian theatre is so diverse. Why do I want to do that? Because the fact that 
Indonesia is very plural is not something that a lot of Indonesians are consciously aware 
of, or understand. The same goes for the theatre world. 

ak. You were saying earlier that they (Indonesian theatre directors in the 1970s) made an 
attempt to learn from traditions?

yt. Yes in the 1970s I think almost all theatre directors in Indonesia were trying to learn, 
trying to find the way back to traditions. Theatre directors from the 1980s generation like 
myself, Joko Bibit, Tony Broer, are perhaps not using the notion that we need to find ‘the 
way back’ to tradition, because they grew up being alienated in some way from their 
traditions—they are part of an urban theatre culture. They might have been influenced 
by Grotowski or Artaud, in the 1980s there were so many theatre groups that were trying 
to do this kind of work. So we cannot ‘trust’ the tradition in their theatre.

At the moment in Teater Garasi traditional culture is something that we talk about a 
lot—the tradition and the power situation has arisen again. In our last work, Reportoar 
Hujan, this was an issue, actually. We try to learn from some Javanese folk traditions, 
traditional street theatre, we try to learn from all sorts of traditions.

We learn, we debate, we try to discuss what is important in that kind of theatre and 
we can use that to express our restlessness right now, whether in terms of our theatre or 
in terms of social situations. So that’s why in the future I hope that Garasi can be a kind 
of research group also, to do maybe documentation of theatre traditions, of which there 
are so many. 
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It’s a balmy night and the amphitheatre is crowded. It’s a run-down, almost derelict 
space; the pavement, still warm from the midday sun, is badly cracked. Tall black 
roosters are running around an area that might be described as ‘backstage’.  The audience 
sit on sheets of newspaper spread out on the uneven ground. The backdrop is a high 
cement wall covered with graffiti. It’s a snapshot of urban Makassar; the setting for 
Teater Kita Makassar’s performance Aku Pinjam Baju Baru (literally: ‘I’m borrowing a 
new shirt’).

Teater Kita Makassar was established in 1993 in a warung kopi (pavement coffee stall) 
opposite Makassar’s Benteng Fort Rotterdam, an old Dutch fort which is now used 
mostly as an arts centre and gathering place for the arts and cultural communities. The 
group works under the direction of Asia Ramli Prapanca (called ‘Ram’ for short) who 
collaborates closely with designer and writer Is Hakim. There is a core membership of 
around 10 performers.  

The group’s work is both highly contemporary and grounded in a strong sense of 
tradition and local identity. Ritual and tradition are constant departure points; traditional 
practices, symbols and narratives always feed into their work. In many ways Teater Kita 
Makassar ’s work contests the meanings of (and oppositions between) ‘tradition’, 
‘modernity’, ‘local’, and ‘national’. It is an example of the constant and dynamic 
‘interculturalism’ that exists in the very act of producing contemporary theatre in 
Indonesia: ‘interculturalism’ is not a new thing for Teater Kita Makassar, nor something 
that is sought out deliberately. Rather it is a lived reality, something that has characterized 
life in the port city of Makassar for thousands of years. 

Makassar is the capital city of the province of South Sulawesi, a region populated by 
four ‘major’ ethnic groups (Macassan, Bugis, Toraja and Mandar). It has long been an 
important port, a hub for ancient patterns of trade and migration and a centre of the Goa 
and Bone Sultanates. Pre-colonial Makassar was a key destination for Chinese, Arab, 
Indian, Siamese, Javanese and Malay traders and later became strategically important for 
the Dutch colonial regime who regarded it as the main ‘gate way’ to Maluku, the ‘spice-
islands’ of Eastern Indonesia.  

It’s worth noting that the contemporary theatre scene in Jakarta and Yogyakarta 
rarely pays much official attention to performance happening outside of Java. There are 
many reasons for this—but primarily a Jakarta–Bandung–Yogya centric ‘system’ of 
legitimization in the arts has led to an unspoken assumption that if an arts event is 
happening outside of Java it must be of limited critical value. 

Reports of performances in Sulawesi are rarely published in influential ‘national’ 
media such as the daily paper Kompas or the weekly news magazine Tempo. And 
although numerous commentators have highlighted the general lack of critical arts 
writing in the Indonesian media, it’s important to remember that groups such as Jakarta-
based Teater Koma (see the interview with director Nano Riantiarno in this publication) 
can expect to attract front page news reporting of their performances. Add to this the 
prohibitive cost and time it takes to travel between Sulawesi and Java—travelling by boat 
can take several days and the schedule is often inconvenient; alternatively, travelling by 
plane costs several times the average monthly earnings—and it is unsurprising perhaps 
that Teater Kita Makassar rarely makes it onto the radar screen of mainstream 
‘Indonesian’ theatre criticism and commentary. In saying this, it’s important to remember 
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that Teater Kita Makassar don’t necessarily want to produce mainstage productions for 
arts centres in Jakarta; for many reasons they are content to continue developing their 
practice in Sulawesi. In informal discussion, for example, members of the group have 
said that they don’t really care if the ‘centre’ does not value their work. 

I would argue that despite Teater Kita Makassar not needing legitimization from the 
‘centre’, there is however a problem in the construction of ‘Indonesian’ theatre as 
something that is exclusively the domain of Java-based artists. I have chosen to write 
about Teater Kita Makassar in an attempt to start addressing this imbalance, and to 
contest the curious notion that there is a homogenous body of work that can be described 
as ‘Indonesian theatre’. 

aku pinjam baju baru

Teater Kita Makassar’s recent work Aku Pinjam Baju Baru is all about costumes. It’s about 
the changing of costume, the adoption of new identity, and the chaos that results. It’s 
about how easy it is to put on a new ‘costume’ or borrow a new shirt, for a new context. 
As the flier for the show points out, ‘if you don’t choose a new costume, a costume might 
choose you!’  

The costume changing (itself perhaps a contemporary ritual) takes place against the 
backdrop of local rituals, traditionally practised in preparation for looming 
catastrophe—a man sweeps the dusty ground, his mantra a signal of expected 
apocalypse; a woman throws water over her head to cleanse herself and perhaps also her 
community. 

Aku Pinjam Baju Baru is sharp political critique: the military uniform is easily 
swapped for a reformist outfit, the dictator’s supporter becomes a democrat. It tells the 
story of contemporary ‘reformasi’ era Indonesian politics in a way that is totally alive to 
the appropriation of reformist slogans, symbols and costumes for the purposes of the 
status quo.2

At the same time as being a critique of this duplicity, like the best of political 
cartoons, Aku Pinjam Baju Baru is extremely funny.  We see a series of ‘characters’ put on 
new costumes, which they haul out of a huge coffin, a Pandora’s Box with the potential 
to unleash chaos on the world. The characters are delightfully exaggerated super-heroes 
and super-villains of a dystopic world where meanings and appearances are questioned 
to the point that nothing—and everything—is and is not what it seems. They make fun 
of political life and of themselves—and are simultaneously self-deprecating and 
menacing.

The costumes themselves invoke many of the symbols of Indonesian nationhood, 
religion, and the functions of the state (the legal system for example). One character 
wears a headpiece crowned with an enormous crucifix and a Muslim crescent moon and 
star. His breast-plate is a shield instantly recognizable to Indonesians as the ‘pancasila’, 
the five guiding principles of Indonesian state ideology under the New Order3. It is 
worth noting that the pancasila is in itself a symbol of the state’s constructed-ness, it was 
invoked everywhere in New Order iconography and questioning it was equated with 
subversion and anti-nationalism. Usually the pancasila shield contains the symbols of the 
five principles but in this case the shield is completely empty. It is there in outline only. At 
the same time, juxtaposition of the symbols of Islam and Christianty perhaps reminds 
the audience of recent and continuing religious violence in the province of Maluku. It is 
important to note that these religious symbols are deliberately positioned alongside the 
pancasila—and in doing so, state rhetoric about religious tolerance and peace is called 
into question. The wearer of this costume becomes the hero of emptiness, his values 



143143

stripped of meaning. This character presides over the costume changing ceremony, 
mumbling mantra as catastrophe unfolds. 

Other characters/costumes include an enormous industrial-looking silver sickle, 
towering above the audience and other characters. The sickle is of course recognizable to 
the international world as a symbol of Communism but also possibly read in Indonesia 
as a symbol of the PRD (Partai Rakyat Demokrati—Peoples Democratic Party, a left wing 
political party often labelled as ‘Communist’) or alternatively of recent (2001) ethnic 
conflict between Dayak and Madurese ethnic groups in Kalimantan, in which the sickle 
was used in violent clashes. The use of this symbol—with its multiple readings—in 
particular draws attention to the ways in which symbols in contemporary Indonesia are 
so frequently appropriated for a range of political purposes. Is ‘Communist’ iconography 
employed by those who really believe in Communism? Or is it exploited by other 
political factions whose interests lie in stirring up anti-Communist fear? Are the young 
people wearing Communist insignia doing so out of conviction or because they are paid 
to do so? The exploitation of symbols and the act of ‘dressing up’—resulting in the 
feeling that things are not quite what they seem—has become a major feature of 
Indonesian political life, something which is courageously critiqued in Aku Pinjam Baju 
Baru. 

A third character is locked, like a convict in stocks, in a set of ‘legal’ scales. He 
staggers as if without purpose around the dusty performance space: at the time Aku 
Pinjam Baju Baru was performed, several very high profile corruption cases were being 
brought (largely unsuccessfully) against members of the Suharto family and other 
cronies, including several from Sulawesi. There is also a sense that perhaps, like a 
costume, the legal system is used when it suits those in power. 

Another character is weighed down by a ball and chain, and a woman dances in a 
field of rupiah notes that wave like flags from tall sticks. The interactions between the 
characters are at once violent, chaotic and ridiculous and climax with one character being 
winched into the air by industrial lifting equipment.  It is as if the dystopia is ‘completed’ 
by the final and violent intervention of machinery and technology into the world of these 
characters. All the while, a man sweeps the ground, singing at times, a ritual in 
preparation for chaos (see interview below).

In addition to the exceptional costumes, Aku Pinjam Baju Baru uses a limited amount 
of text, elements of traditional Makassar-Bugis ritual (such as mantra, sweeping, 
cleansing), and a chaotic—almost apocalyptic—sound design. There are trumpets and 
drums, songs and laughter, the clanging of the huge industrial pulley. 

Aku Pinjam Baju Baru tests the possibilities of performance and in doing so moves 
beyond presenting an ‘obvious’, ‘literal’ critique of politics. Aku Pinjam Baju Baru 
responds to the challenge of finding modes of political critique in an era of increased 
freedom of speech—it is a work that in going to the heart of issues surrounding symbolic 
representation and ways of ‘reading’ certainly offers a very complex and nuanced 
critique of power. It effectively contests the symbols of Indonesian political life and the 
state, and problematizes the power derived from these symbols. Audience members are 
forced to be cognisant of the multiple meanings (and also lack of ‘real’ meaning) ascribed 
to certain symbols—the multiple readings of the ‘sickle’ symbol being a case in point. 
The use of the ‘empty’ pancasila shield in particular raises critical—and I would argue 
quite radical—questions about what it means to be ‘Indonesian’ in the contemporary era.
Aku Pinjam Baju Baru is as grounded in local culture and tradition as it is concerned with 
critiqing national politics; it is unconventional physical performance that courageously  
problematizes some of the key symbols of Indonesian nationhood, it asks some of the 
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crucial questions that are unasked in mainstream political discourse. It demands 
multiple and nuanced readings. At times, to me at least, it felt like an Asterix cartoon 
crossed with traditional Bugis-Makassar ritual. To those who have not seen Teater Kita 
Makassar’s work this combination might sound unlikely, incongruous, contradictory. 
But perhaps that’s exactly the point—maybe the unlikely juxtapositions and 
‘contradictory’ imagery is a way in which to make sense of the complexity of 
contemporary urban Indonesian life.

lauren bain is completing a Ph.D on contemporary Indonesian theatre through the University of 
Tasmania, Australia. She has written about theatre, the arts and popular culture for a number of 
publications in both Indonesia and Australia, and has worked both as a practitioner and organizer 
with several groups in  Melbourne, Australia.

An earlier and shorter version of this piece appeared in The Jakarta Post, June 6 2001.

Notes

1 ‘Teater Kita’ literally translates to ‘Our Theatre’.
2 This trend is exemplifed neatly by a banner campaign run by the Indonesian military 

in Jakarta in 2001. Street corners, prominent intersections and pedestrian bridges 
everywhere were suddenly decorated with huge banners advertising the slogan 
‘Damai itu Indah’ (‘Peace is Beautiful’). This kind of shameless appropriation of 
suddenly trendy reformist rhetoric is precisely the point of Aku Pinjam Baju Baru.

3 The five principles are belief in God (God is meant in a deliberately plural sense), 
humanism, unity, democracy and social justice.
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‘one thing is clear—i was born here’: excerpt from an inter v iew
asia ramli  prapanca and  is  hakim

lauren b a in
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lauren bain. You were talking just before about the importance of tradition in your work. 
May be you could start by talking a little about that . . .

asia ramli prapanca. We really take off from the strengths of our traditional culture, 
there is so much to learn from traditional culture. We often look to traditional culture to 
find symbols to use in our work—sometimes from old lontar books. In the lontar books 
there is often a good match with the things that we explore in our work. And it’s from 
there that we are able to begin making theatre, contemporary performance . . . but we 
always start from ritual and from symbols that exist in our traditional culture.

lb. I was wondering if you could give me a concrete example of the traditional aspects of 
your performances. Maybe if we look at Aku Pinjam Baju Baru for instance. To the 
outsider, to someone who is not familiar with Bugis Makassar rituals, these ritual 
elements might not be apparent. Because the performance has a very ‘contemporary’ feel 
I think . . .

arp. Yes it is very contemporary. An example of ritual in Aku Pinjam Baju Baru would be 
the way, for example, Is Hakim comes in from outside, he is sweeping, singing quietly, 
it’s very natural. This sweeping is something that we borrow from traditional ritual. If 
there is going to be a crisis or catastrophe, we might sweep the halaman rumah (the open 
space in front of a traditional house), so Is Hakim’s sweeping throughout the 
performance is part of that.

lb. The washing also? (At one point a woman character washed her face very carefully).

arp. Yes, yes. Taking a mandi (bath), cleaning oneself . . .

is hakim. actually we are also drawing on a specific Sulawesi ritual of washing in the 
river . . . but the reference really is from a more general practice amongst the community, 
of cleaning the environment to protect oneself from an epidemic, or some other 
misfortune. The mandi is also used like that. We could wash in the river, in a pool. 

Also because his (Ram’s) background is very grounded in traditional practices we 
always incorporate them in our work. Whatever kind of choreography, whatever the 
themes, there are always strong traditional influences . . .

arp. We don’t use much dialogue, but what we do use is like mantra. Sometimes it’s very 
spontaneous, sometimes it’s momentary. Actually this is one of the real distinguishing 
features of our work, we have never done a work that has not used this device. 

lb. This is probably the type of question that only a westerner would ask. But I was 
wondering if you have ever felt that there are any ‘contradictions’ between the 
‘traditional’ and ‘contemporary’ aspects of your work . . . 

arp. No. They are always complementary parts of a whole. 

ih. No, we just take tradition as the starting point, it’s all integrated, it feels very natural 
to us.

arp. We have also done ‘totally’ traditional performances, we can still do that. For 
example, the owners of a traditional house invited us to join with them for a traditional 
ritual ceremony, actually it took place in an old palace. In that case we really could not 
mix up the traditional ritual with more contemporary elements, because it was not a 
performance intended for the public, it was intended for a very specific ritual purpose.
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ih. Yes, there is always a place for pure ritual (ritual murni), and there are other places 
where we can use it in a more ‘contemporary’ way. But this is something we’ve been 
doing for years now. Also some of our friends here don’t respond positively to our work, 
they think maybe that we are too traditional, we are too interested in the past, that we 
want to be people of the past. But they forget that for us, our foundations have to be in 
our culture, we can’t be separated from our cultural roots. Of course we can be 
cosmopolitan, experience other cultures as well. But one thing is clear—I was born here. 
Of course there are lots of ways to search for your identity, but one of them is related to 
what I was saying before, there is a cultural approach (pendekatan budaya) which is the 
way we think about it, there are also friends who say well ‘because Indonesia is many 
islands, my identity is also fragmented’. I have no problem with that at all.

lb. What about your approach to rehearsals, to developing a work?

arp. Usually if we want to make something we start with a group discussion, we talk 
about the problem or the theme that we want to take up. And after that we often go away 
and learn more, we discuss what we have learnt. And in terms of process, well we 
depend very much on our feelings, how we feel a particular problem or issue. And from 
there we keep adding more references and ideas. If we have arrived at an idea from a 
book, for example, we would discuss it with everyone, explore it further, ‘feel’ the 
problem again, we are always learning.

And at a number of stages in the exploration we record what we are doing. We take 
an idea or a problem and try to explore it through movement, through sound and 
through things, objects, we use smells as well. All the senses. The texts that we use are 
really just for inspiration, and to assist our understanding of a problem. 

I guess it’s important to mention as well that we work on two kinds of productions. 
Recently we did a project with LBH–PPi (the women’s advocacy section of Indonesian 
Legal Aid), we worked in partnership with them. The project was actually to promote 
understanding of issues to do with violence against women. In that case we received 
support for the production costs from LBH–PPi. We also of course do productions 
working on our own.  

ih.  In the case of performances like Aku Pinjam Baju Baru—we’re just making that for 
ourselves and for our audiences. It’s great if people enjoy it, but we’re not very market 
orientated. 

Also when we have worked in partnership with other organizations—say LBH—we 
always ask for their input.  

lauren. So in the case of the work with LBH—what was it called?

ram. Bom Waktu Perempuan (literally Women Time Bomb) . . . yes . . .

lb. And what was the role of LBH-PPi for example in that work, were they actively 
involved in rehearsals or . . .

arp. Really as an adviser. Especially because we had a lot to learn about violence against 
women. But when it came to ‘artistic’ things, they were not allowed to interfere!

lb. Do you think they wanted to be involved in the artistic choices you were making?

arp and is (together). No, I felt that they trusted us . . . they didn’t have the skills or the 
inclination to make the theatre themselves . . . they were happy to leave it to us . . . as 
long as it fitted with the theme. 

ih. Yes it’s an interesting issue, actually. There are some artists who work with LSMs 
(NGOs) or with political parties even, and they will be happy to have their sponsors 



151151

involved in aesethetic decision making. But with Teater Kita, we control the aesthetics 
totally, and we try to make that clear from the beginning. 

lb. So can you tell me a bit about the background to the making of Bom Waktu Perempuan. 
How did you get involved in making theatre to promote awareness of violence against 
women?

arp. Actually it started with a project—a lot of artists in Makassar were involved with a 
big community performance about conflict resolution in Indonesia. We had never been 
involved with LBH-PPi before that, but coincidentally their director, a woman named 
Christina Joseph, was asked to take part in the conflict resolution project. Actually the 
whole project was not really like a typical NGO seminar in a hotel or something, it was 
here (in the amphitheatre) and it was more like a theatrical collaboration process. So 
there was a dialogue, then we turned that into text for a performance, we made a show 
and performed it that evening. And Christina was very interested in the project and 
asked us in the end if we were interested in collaborating on a similar project focusing on 
violence against women. Because the conflict resolution performance was very general. 

We were interested, we talked more about how we would work together. In the end 
she raised some money for it, and we actually had a formal contract with them to make 
this work. The contract was a good thing because it highlighted who was responsible for 
what. We were given responsibility for the artistic and management side of the 
performance, and they were responsible for the finances but also were an important 
reference source. Because we learnt a lot from them, they had data, information, books 
about violence against women. 

ih. Yes, they gave us a lot of material, we had the opportunity for further discussions. 

arp. And then we made the performance . . . that was Bom Waktu Perempuan. Later I will 
show you some of the materials from it. 

lb. And did Bom Waktu Perempuan use a written script?

arp. Yes, we did use a script, but as usual with Teater Kita Makassar . . .

ih. Our text is not like ‘dramatic dialogue’, it’s more like poetry. Actually there is a CD if 
you want to look at it later. Coincidentally one of our performers was watching it last 
night after the performance

lb. And is Christina Joseph from LBH-PPi originally from Makassar or from elsewhere?

arp. Oh she’s from here . . .

[we look through some photos and other documentation]

lb. So the idea of producing a performance about a theme that deals very closely with 
issues confronted specifically by women . . . was that a new thing for Teater Kita 
Makassar? Had you produced other works that actively tried to tell women’s stories?   

arp. Yes, yes we had actually produced two works, actually we have always had women 
performers, and a few years ago we did a work called Perempuan di atas piring (‘woman 
on top of a plate’) . . .

lb. So this was not something new for you…

arp and ih (together). No, no, we are always thinking of these issues. 

arp. Actually although there is now a woman character in Aku Pinjam Baju Baru, the first 
time we performed it she was not in it. 

lb. Yes, Halim HD (a mutual friend) mentioned that.

ih. Yes, Halim was really surprised that there were no women in the first version of Aku 
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Pinjam Baju Baru. Maybe because he had seen Bom Waktu Perempuan before that . . . he 
was really surprised that all the characters were male to start off with. 

arp. If I think about the relationship between political change and our work, I suppose 
Aku Pinjam Baju Baru is trying to capture something of the contemporary era, the Gus 
Dur era. Post-Suharto. If we talk about symbols . . . yes, we are playing with the way that 
symbols are exploited for political purposes . . .

lb. Something that was interesting for me was the double meanings of symbols, sounds 
etc. it seems that the symbols in Aku Pinjam Baju Baru are simultaneously joking/teasing 
(mengejek-ejek), serious, but also there to be enjoyed. There is always humour, even 
though it’s very serious critique.

arp. Yes, like the legal scales, they are a symbol of justice. But also we wanted to 
comment loosely on a corruption case involving a senior Sulawesi official that is being 
investigated by the Attorney General at the moment, and joke about this a bit. And the 
sickles. well of course we think it’s a symbol of Communism, or maybe of the PRD 
[Partai Rakyat Demokratik, the most radically left-wing political party in Indonesia 
today], it could also be a symbol of recent violence. Madura, Kalimantan, East Java, you 
know . . .

But by using the costumes we also wanted to make the point that people are so often 
acting ideology because they are paid to. Politically people are often not what they might 
seem. Symbols are often empty, like pancasila. That’s what Aku Pinjam Baju Baru is really 
about.

[Makassar, May 20 2001]
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a col lect ive process : 
yudiaryani

Yudiaryani is a theatre director, performer 
and lecturer in theatre at ISI (Institut 
Seni Indonesia), an institution teaching 
the arts in Yogyakarta. She is also a Ph.D 
Candidate at Gadjah Mada University 
and has an MA from the University from 
New South Wales in Australia. She is a 
strong advocate for women in Indonesian 
theatre and several years ago, established a 
women’s  theatre  company ca l l ed 
Komunitas Teater Perempuan ISI 
Yo g y a k a r t a  ( W o m e n ’s  T h e a t r e 
Community, ISI Yogyakarta). 
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anjum katyal. Maybe we can start by talking about what you are working on at the 
moment  . . .

yudiaryani. Yes, at the moment I’m working on a show called The Woman from Nagari—
this is my fourth play. The first was Phaedra, then I did Motherlove by Strindberg, but we 
translated the title as Kasih ibu. The third play was called Dabon Mardika. In English it 
means, ‘free cock’ or ‘cock who wants to be free’. This was an Indonesian play written by 
Daru Mahel Daswara. The fourth play is called Blue Murder, by Beatrice Christian, an 
Australian playwright. I have done two adaptations of this play. The adaptation of Blue 
Murder we have called The Woman from Nagari. 

ak. Where is Nagari?

y. Nagari is . . . Indonesia, maybe, it could be ‘country’ . . . I adapted it myself. But in 
Yogya especially we have a problem with directing. Because until now, maybe only one 
or two directors have been women. I don’t know why. Maybe because Yogyakarta is . . . I 
think we have quite a feudalistic system in our lives . . . a director is a leader and here it 
is more unusual if a woman becomes a leader, so I don’t know . . . maybe . . .

ak. How long have you been doing this work, as a director?

y. From 1987. And before that I worked with my friends on campus and then when I was 
teaching at ISI.

ak. So you worked as an actress first? when did you first take the step towards 
directing?

y. 1992, I think.

ak. And why did you decide to start directing? Why did you want to be a director?

y. Because I wanted to be a leader, for my company, and also I thought, why should the 
leader always be a man? Something like that. But from 1992 until now sometimes I still 
work as an actress.

ak. But have you got the same company that you had in 1992?

y. As a director yes, but as an actress, no. 

ak. As an actress you work with many companies?

y. Yes. 

ak. But your company as a director is still the same?

y. Yes, the members change because they are or were students, and when they finish their 
study they often move on to something else. They are all theatre students from ISI.

ak. So it’s basically a company of students?

y. Yes, yes. The company is called Komunitas Teater Perempuan ISI Yogyakarta 
(‘Women’s theatre community, ISI Yogyakarta’).

ak. And are there women and men in this group? 

y. Yes, there are a few men but the majority are women. 

ak. And what is the rough age group?

y. I’d say around 19-21. Undergraduate students. 

ak. So tell me about all the plays . . . you were beginning to tell me a little bit about the 
difficulty for women in theatre in Indonesia. Maybe you can talk about that a little more.

y. The first difficulty is the time. At night. It is very very hard to have a rehearsal at night. 
Permission from parents is also very difficult. Sometimes I have to go to their houses and 
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see their parents in person, and then when they see me they think it’s okay, maybe 
because I am a woman too. 

And the other difficulty is the image of theatre. Because we don’t have any other 
well-known women’s theatre companies, people always ask, why do you have a 
women’s theatre company? Why do you have ‘women’ in the name of your theatre 
company, why don’t you have a different name without using the word ‘women’? It’s 
exclusive, they say. Exclusive. And they say, you only do it because you want to be the 
leader. And I say, well yeah, why not? Because they (the members of the group) trust me 
and I trust them. 

ak. But yours is a mixed group, men and women?

y. Yes, but the majority are women. I say to the men that this is a women’s theatre 
community but it can also be a community of people who love and support women.  

The other difficulty for women is physical—we have difficulty with some kinds of 
physical work. One difficulty is with properties that are made by men, made out of really 
heavy materials. You need to be physically strong to handle the props. And generally 
Javanese people are physically small and slight.

And then the other difficulty is, of course, sponsorship. But I think in that regard the 
difficulty faced by our company is very similar to the difficulties faced by the theatre 
community in general in Yogyakarta. But the biggest barriers to women in theatre are the 
time and the permission from their families. 

ak. Since they are all students, can’t they rehearse earlier in the day? Isn’t that possible?

y. Well, they might be free but we don’t have any space at that time. We are using the 
rehearsal spaces for teaching. They need studio space for classes in acting and directing, 
and we have to work around that. So we can rehearse only after 6pm, and usually finish 
at 10 or 11 at night. So it’s a long day. Tomorrow morning I start teaching at 8 and won’t 
finish until night. Occasionally I have a studio free and we can rehearse during the day. 

ak. So when you began directing . . . you mentioned that your first play was Phaedra, 
why did you choose this play?

y. Because Phaedra was a woman who thought with her feelings and was a ‘typical 
woman’. And I don’t like this habit, but I know that Phaedra’s characteristics are those 
usually associated with women. So I want to say that from Phaedra we can learn that 
women don’t have to be like that. Women can be more than just driven by their feelings 
and emotions. And I think that emotions on the one hand can hurt women, and can 
sometimes have unfortunate consequences. If women are over-emotional. From the point 
of view of women, Phaedra tends to prioritize her emotions. And the emotions 
sometimes bring misfortune to women, especially when they are dealing with men. 
Because of her emotions, Phaedra can also be exploited for political purposes by men. In 
the beginning this is why I chose Phaedra as a character, because she’s a character who is 
‘weak’ (lemah dalam tanda kutip). 

ak. And what about Motherlove?

y. I always choose scripts, for some reason, that highlight the ‘weakness’ of women, I 
always think not about the strengths or greatness of a person but rather, I prefer to see 
their weaknesses. Motherlove portrays a mother who is not able to do anything; she is 
controlled by her husband’s power and also the demands of her children. 

ak. So in both of these plays, you are looking at very ‘typical’ behaviour of women in an 
attempt to show that it can be different?
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y. I just want to show the audiences the supposed ‘weaknesses’ of women but I hope that 
the audience will come to think that it really doesn’t have to be like that. So in every 
work I just hope to communicate things to do with the weakness and also the 
marginalization of women. 

Blue Murder tells the story of a husband who has three wives and these three wives 
each have ‘weaknesses’ which means that the husband has the ‘right’ to kill them. And 
then there’s a woman who comes from a village. She comes to the man’s house to work 
as a maid. But in the end it turns out that she can defeat the man even though he’s so 
modern and urban.

ak. I am interested by the fact that women directors prefer to choose positive role models, 
strong women, so that women can try to identify with that and think that maybe they 
can be like that. But in your case you are doing the opposite; you are trying to get them 
to think that women don’t have to be like that. So were you thinking of women or men 
as your audience when you made these works?

y. Actually I hope that my audience is mostly women, because I think that women can 
learn better when they are together with other women, not with the men. Because when 
men study together with women, like it or not the man’s desire to dominate will always 
emerge. I think as long as our culture prioritizes the role of men, it will not be possible 
for women to learn from men. Always the male point of view will come through; women 
will always be forced to go along with the male teacher’s point of view. 
ak. So what made you decide to do this adaptation and what are you focusing on in your 
current adaptation?

y. In the first version of Blue Murder I had all the characters being performed by women, 
even the male characters. I wanted to communicate the idea that women can play the 
same roles as men. You have to understand also that in traditional Javanese theatre the 
roles of women were played by men. In my work I also try to encourage women to 
undertake other roles in theatre production, like lighting design. In my productions, 90% 
of the production duties are taken on by women. 

But for the second adaptation of Blue Murder I wanted to introduce some local colour. 
Coincidentally I am also the head of a Women’s Studies Centre and I have a special 
interest in the situation of women in very poor village areas. They are really very, very 
poor . . . the level of suicide is very high. The area I work in is also where a lot of the 
domestic maids come from, it’s really a very poor area. In the second adaptation of Blue 
Murder I wanted to capture some of the experience of these people, the women in the 
villages, especially because one of the characters travels to the city to become a man’s 
domestic servant. 

Of course the script is originally from Australia, and I needed to adapt it so that it 
reflected more of the local situation here. But actually, although the play was written 
somewhere else, I think many of the things that oppress women are the same, that 
women’s issues are often the same, across continents and cultures. I don’t know what 
you think about this?

ak. Yes, I agree. Most of the things you have been saying are absolutely the same in India 
as well. Maybe we have more women directors working now, but a lot of the other 
problems that you have mentioned are very similar.

So there is a particular rural area that you had in mind when you were adapting this 
work?

y. Yes, it’s called Wonosari, but there are several districts within that area. Almost all of 
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the districts are very poor. 
Firstly there are many widows there, many women who ‘failed’ at life in the city. 

Also they are going to organize a festival there. There is a tendency for the women who 
live there to become ‘entertainers’. There are a number of sex workers there who want to 
make theatre. They want to work with my group but I’m still a bit hesitant about this. 
Because I’m not sure what the aim of this work will be, whether it’s just to present them 
on stage or to do something else, I’m not sure yet. Because, for me, their problem is their 
poverty. Because they are poor they need to earn money somehow so that they can live. 
And I sort of think that if we try to ‘treat’ the problem through creating art, then maybe 
it’s important that the art brings them some sort of income. To empower them we need 
to give them economic  sustainability. 

Three months ago I did some research with them. Although they are poor some of 
them have been successful as krupuk (prawn cracker) traders. It’s very small-scale 
industry but it has some potential. I did some work with the Department of Industry, 
looking at how we could help them to develop the krupuk trading. Actually I think 
maybe we need to help them develop these sorts of things—to develop some sort of an 
economic base—before working on arts projects. 

I always feel that if I go straight in and use the arts as a strategy to help them, they 
still will be no better off economically, their poverty will continue. Then I saw how one 
member of the community had been successful as a krupuk trader, and I gathered 
together a number of village women to form a small group. I talked to them about how 
later we could perhaps do some arts projects—not only theatre but also maybe wayang—
but on the other hand I also told them that I might be able to draw on their experiences 
for the production of Blue Murder. 

ak. Do you want to talk a little more about contemporary theatre in Indonesia and how 
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it represents women? 

y. Yes. In terms of the stories that are told in contemporary theatre here, very rarely do 
we see women characters. Also in terms of scripts, it’s like there’s no place for scripts by 
women. I think that it’s to do with male script writers who have a problem understanding 
that women’s issues are also important. For the last thirty years we have seen a lot of 
plays criticizing things which are usually associated with men—the military, politics, 
violence, corruption. There are very few plays that view women’s concerns as important. 
So in terms of scripts there is a problem. From the perspective of acting—yes there are a 
lot of women performers—but these women are often seen as ‘just actresses’—they are 
attractive to look at on stage, like dolls, but nothing else. 

In terms of women directors—well there’s only one really well-known woman 
director, Ratna Sarumpaet. Ratna’s work is also very political. Actually I think (and this 
is just my opinion) her work is not particularly innovative in terms of form, but she is 
well known for the way she uses theatre as a political tool. On the one hand Ratna is seen 
as a real pioneer—because she is the most successful woman director—but on the other 
hand her theatre is also not regarded as especially innovative. 

ak. I wonder if we could talk more about the way that women are represented in theatre. 
You said that women’s issues are not really taken into account. But what I was going to 
ask you was that since you are concerned with theatre that in some way helps women 
—maybe by talking about their issues or maybe by creating awareness—can you talk to 
me about what you want to achieve through theatre? Maybe you can think about three 
aspects. Firstly the content of the play, the themes of the play but also the form and the 
physical representation of women. And also in terms of the interaction of the group—
how as a director you interact with your actors. How would your model be different 
from the male model?

y. I hope I can answer all of that. My aims are quite simple really. Firstly I hope that 
women can grow to love theatre, because I think theatre is a medium which can really 
enrich our sense of self and confidence as women. Theatre is interesting as a medium 
because it’s not the work of one individual but of a group; it’s a collective process in 
which women can excel. In their roles in the home, women are always working in a 
collective way, but outside of the home they often do not have the opportunity to work 
in this way and use these skills. Maybe this seems simplistic but I think that the idea of 
family or household does not have to be confined to the home, to my home or your 
home, but can also be developed with other people. 

As regards how this translates into my own concept of directing, I do hope that I can 
bring something to directing that is different from my male colleagues. Also in the 
interaction of the group, I hope that we will really value ‘female’ ways of working. In my 
group maybe there is greater patience and understanding—of course there is still tension, 
but I think there is never violence or aggression. It’s a bit difficult to analyse my own 
process. 

One thing—I do have a tendency to work with a small network of people and I value 
closeness with the people I work with. I don’t necessarily want my group to become big 
and ‘important’ in the usual way. 

ak. And what about the physical presentation of women on stage? Do you feel that 
there’s something in your style that you would like to use to make a point?

y. Yes. I hope that the way I represent women on stage emphasizes that in their ‘softness’ 
there is also a sharpness, that they are tough in a positive way. Maybe if I can compare 
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the women in my plays to dancers in a bedaya (a classical Javanese dance). What else? 
Sorry if it all seems a bit simple. I just want to arouse the passion of women for theatre, 
and in the context of contemporary theatre in Java, this needs a lot of work.

I think also that sometimes there is an attitude problem. For example, artistes—or 
people that call themselves artistes—in theatre are often so ‘I’ll do whatever I want’, or 
‘I’ll do as I please’, I get a bit frustrated. They never have any discipline or even ethics. 
There’s a notion that if they call themselves ‘artistes’ they can do whatever they want. At 
the same time culture in Yogya is full of rules and etiquette. I really want more women to 
be involved actively in theatre because maybe we can have a positive impact on its 
culture as well. I also really hope that the image of theatre and artistes (as people who 
just sit around and lack discipline) will not put off women from getting involved in 
theatre—as I said earlier, getting parents’ permission for young women to perform in 
plays is sometimes very difficult and this problem is exacerbated by the image that 
theatre has in the community. If the theatre community was more professional maybe 
this would not be such a problem.

lauren bain. I wanted to ask you a bit about the audience response to Blue Murder. A few 
people I spoke to—younger theatre artistes, some of them women—commented that they 
thought your interpretation was ‘too radical’. I wonder if you could talk a bit about this 
idea of being ‘radical’ and why you think people react in that way?

y. I think the idea that my work is too radically feminist is because I had women playing 
the roles of men in the play. This is very shocking for some people, it’s very rare for 
women to be playing male characters, and people are used to it being the other way 
around (men playing women). To me their shock about women playing men’s roles on 
stage is an indication that they are not ready for women to play ‘male’ roles in society 
more generally. In  other words, in society, in politics, economics, they don’t want to see 
‘their roles’ filled by women. 

But actually in the second adaptation of Blue Murder, I have changed the focus a bit, 
to talk more about social problems and the experience of women who become maids, as I 
was saying before. It talks more about poverty. 

ak. Can you give us some idea of what it is like for young women living in Indonesia 
now, what are some of the main problems that they face?

y. I think that local and regional identity is important. I think that young women outside 
of Jakarta often want to be like women in the urban areas. I don’t think that this is a 
positive thing, and I think maybe local and regional identity is a problem for many 
young women. I don’t see local identity as being just about clothes or language; it goes to 
the core of who they are. I actually think that our spirit is something we can only find in 
the place where we live. 

ak. How about issues of equality with men, issues to do with relationships?

y. Yes of course. In terms of equality, it’s often a question of opportunity. That women 
want to develop their skills and abilities is obvious but so often they just don’t have the 
same opportunities (as men). In terms of women in theatre, I really want women to 
produce more, to make more work. If that happens, then quality work by women will 
start to emerge, because I have no doubt that there are talented women out there. We 
need a kind of critical mass of women working in theatre in order to start making a 
difference. This applies not only to the arts but to all fields.
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