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English Translation 
by Landung Simatupang 

 
‘Kepribadian Apa’ (‘Pipa’) Group of Artists: 
From a Small Mandala to Harris Purnomo 

 
by Ashadi Siregar 

 

I'm not an artist nor a critic or writer on art; why on earth am I meddling with this 
exhibition by Haris Purnomo, an artist that makes his debut in the 70s? It is true, however, 
that I personally know several artists from Yogyakarta, especially those who used to hang 
around Malioboro street those years. Of the camaraderie among us fellow-hoboes that 
people called (or who called themselves) Malioboro artists, over twenty-five years ago, a lot 
of anecdotal stories could help kill the time. But of course, this is not the right place for 
doing that. 

I'd like to say something about the political situation hampering our art as a group of young 
artists in the 70s was facing a political power that suppressed artistic expressions. The 
decade marked the consolidation of a totalitarian regime and was an era leading to 
decades of Soeharto's rule. At that point in time the New Order as declared in 1966 simply 
stagnated. People who maintained the expectation that the New Order spirit would remain 
consistent beyond the 1980s couldn't do better than lamenting their own foolishness. From 
then on, we should have abandoned expectations regarding promises of modernization, 
democratization and the like. The only thing people needed to do was guarding their own 
spheres against co-optation by Soeharto's totalitarian rule. 

Say, this writing is but a note made by a witness that, despite his marginal position, has 
always been uneasy on seeing a political power behaving excessively toward art as well as 
intellectual works (including journalism). Bans or suppression over art and intellectual 
works can happen all the time. It is not unlikely that Indonesians are just reproducing the 
past. We are not moving anywhere from the fascistic attitude with its monopoly of 
discourse and the rejection of a certain different discourse by the use of destructive 
violence instead of some counter-discourse developed for the purpose. 

In the present euphoria of the so-called reformasi, reformation, the police do not meddle 
actively with cultural events: But a group of people claiming themselves 'agents of morality' 
performs its authoritarian behavior by banning an art exhibition1. Art exhibitions, just like 
other artistic and intellectual activities, are essentially discourse being presented. Reacting 
against a certain discourse by destroying paintings, scripts, books, and other objects 
associated with it by burning such objects, or, a bit 'subtler' than that, by 
banning/suppressing them, are common under the excessive power of authoritarianism. In 
fact, to counter a given discourse one needs to launch a different discourse in society - 
which should be an exercise in the sphere of culture - instead of mustering political actions 
let alone physical violence. From existent historical notes of civilization we may learn our 
common losses brought by the practice of violence in different societies and countries 
under excessive powers destructive to art and intellectual works. 

Should police of today keep going with their authoritarian actions toward cultural events, 
we then will notice they don't really change - they just have a new master to serve. 
Previously, the authoritarian power sprang from the state; now it represents the quasi-state 
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power of a group in society. One cannot expect police to produce any art discourse to 
counter other art discourses. A struggle between discourses enters the sphere of the state 
once a work of art is brought to the court. Then an esthetic discourse is to be examined 
along legal principles of the court ft enters public discussion in the form of the charge and 
defense of the case, and in turn gives birth to a discourse on the subject in question. The 
material to cover certain spots on the bodies of Sophia Latjuba2 or Anjasmara3 can be 
measured and argued about in the evaluators' own erotic contexts. But the esthetic 
dimension of the picture is naturally a matter for cultural discourse. Our biological reactions 
and impulses should not be the basis to evaluate an art or intellectual work; if your 
biological reactions and impulses turn to be very profound, simply put them in the context 
of marital connection be it mono- or polygamous. 

But if police functions only as an instrument of a certain group in society, or if police officers 
are simply not there to act against the physically destructive behavior of such group toward 
art and intellectual works, we'd better be prepared to see the destruction of discourse 
diversity and to Eve a one-dimensional life under a sectarian rule. 

It occurred some time and somewhere that an art exhibition agitated police despite the fact 
that ft rJdnt provoke any tumult in society. As the result, the exhibition didn't go as planned 
as the cops soon forced its closing.4 

Some regard that the ban was because the works on exhibition reflected destructivfty, 
brutality, or, at least, sarcasm. While the art event did involve acts of violence, like artists 
tearing or even burning (their own) works, we would have to try to see such actions as 
means to offer a certain discourse. As long as the burning is not potential to cause a fire, 
why must the police worry?5 

Things artists do to their own works are obviously meant to be significant events by the 
artists concerned. But once you ask the artists what significance is there, usually they won't 
explain it to you because their main task is just presenting works. Interpreting and 
comprehending the discourse and its significance is in the field of critics and reviewers. In 
fact, artists, intellectuals, and observers had different attitudes toward certain phenomena 
like 'happening art' and 'installation'. A reaction, as long as it just ends up as an anecdote 
among artists in cafés, is exciting. Artists like Bonyong Munni Ardhi or Wienardi enjoy 
ridiculing each other among friends, in contrast with the seriousness of, say, Hendro 
Wiyanto. Meanwhile, negative remarks given by intellectuals or 'culture observers' - be they 
artists or critics - and taken up and quoted by the press, could possibly have no 
significance in terms of esthetics; yet, they provided bases for rulers to take measures. 
They served to justify the actions of state apparatuses in response to the natures of works 
artists presented. 

The allegation that a work of art threatens or disturbs public order is by no means new. 
Both the official ruler of the state and unofficial 'rulers' from among the people could use 
secular excuses like public order and sexual morality or 

divine ones like protecting people's religious faith. Anyway, all the banning of art and 
intellectual works by state's apparatuses and social groups can actually be retraced to 
interests in the implementation of power. 

What the young artists of the 70s experienced wasn't unrelated with other phenomena. We 
could easily make a long list of the repression practiced by rulers on artistic and intellectual 
pursuits. The more 'vulgar' measures include infiltrating agents to raise hell in the course of 
a program so that officers can have the excuse to bring it to a halt.6 That way, preventive 
measures were not really necessary because repressive ones could take place as if 
justified. 
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It is not necessary to try to find in the substances of art works the sources of all the 
upsetting cases artists had to go through in Soeharto's reign. The matter is simple, namely: 
whether artists in their social existence belonged to the same paradigm with the New Order 
regime, or, they were dissidents. The defining of 'insider' and 'outsider' was proclaimed 
through the event of 'statement of determination' as one among the New Order's 
instruments7.The categories of 'insider' and 'outsider' provided the point of departure in 
handling people's activities in the public sphere. The point here is of course not esthetics; 
since when have police or the military had interest in esthetics and were willing to think it 
over? 

Art events and works that emerged were naturally art critics' concern. Let them take notes 
of achievements madein the realm of esthetics. But, incidentally, how big disadvantage it is 
to the realm of the arts the spending of a lot of (or most) energy on responding to the New 
Order regime! Confining creativity on whatever premises will never have any benefit. In 
other words, banning a work (even a 'bad' one) doesn't mean a promise of the emergence 
of a 'good' one (if there is such a thing to be so called). 'Snuffing' Pramudya Ananta Toer 
doesn't give birth to any author of his caliber. Fussing like hell about 'groin literature' 
doesn't speed up the emergence of any literary work as great as those by Naguib Mahfouz 
the Nobel-winner Arab novelist. 

Why, then, does animosity to creativity always come up in various manifestations and on 
different grounds? Animosity toward creativity, if they come from among the artists 
themselves, could perhaps have originated from some natural preferential or psychological 
inclinations. As long as it just takes form as noisy rustles in the mass media, there's nothing 
to concern us. The media, which define news as a commodity, will expose sensational 
controversies and never have interest in discussing esthetic achievements8. We know we 
have a problem only when such animosity turns to have been implanted and maintained, 
consciously or otherwise, thanks to the far-reaching fascist-militaristic 'ideological' training 
by the New Order regime. When adopted by people at large, this attitude of animosity 
manifests in the elimination or extinguishment of people and discourses that do not belong 
to a certain 'inner-group' thus implementing a sectarian stance as well as inclusiveness 
observable in various dimensions of life. 

The circumstances in Soeharto's era were quite understandable as one learns that a large 
number of events were only parts of the New Order's gymnastic process in consolidating its 
power. Not only artistic expressions were banned, even hundreds of thousands of people's 
lives were easily wiped out and many others were denied access to any aspect of life in the 
public sphere. Some people deliberately try to wipe out from their memory the New Order's 
excessive exercise of power and some others do that out of shared historical amnesia. 
Those who do it deliberately and those developing amnesia are both essentially products 
of the New Order's effective hegemony. Soeharto's regime has already ended but fascism 
remains proliferating in society. 

One may be apolitical, but who can escape the New Order's power thoroughly permeating 
the whole nation? The matter had to be dealt with paradigmatically, in terms of finding 
oneself being inside or outside. Some found it necessary to be part of the New Order 
based on the belief that the regime would introduce renewal/modernization and 
democracy. Others, however, even if they had agreed to dethrone the Old Order for the 
sake of modernization and democratization, remained alert in dealing with the then new 
regime. How could one allow oneself to trust one hundred percent a regime that built up its 
power by eliminating (both physically and socially) hundreds of thousands (some will even 
say millions) of its people? That is why in living their lives in public sphere the people had 
to make their choice between the two options of mentally accepting and mentaiy resisting 



Page 4 of 12 
 

 

the New Order regime. This absolute acceptance was done by serving as the New Order 
agents, whether wholeheartedly or with the premise to develop some critical stance so as 
to make internal improvements. These New Order agents, be they inside or outside the 
system, intentionally or otherwise, had supported the fascist-military rule for over 30 years. 

On one hand, the mental resistance maintained some autonomy, however meager the 
space left for freedom. The two aspects of one's autonomy and independence only 
become observable once they are defined as a 'microcosm' vis á vis the 'macrocosm' of 
the public sphere. On one hand, how people bring their 'microcosm' to life is reflected in 
their selfhoods in living their lives within the "macrocosm". On the other hand, it finds its 
origin in the cultural values of respecting human life, of empathy and tolerance, set in 
motion by the dynamics of the life of individual society members. In a large or small scale, 
someone involved in a cultural event is essentially revealing his/her 'microcosm' to take 
part in the 'macrocosm' while collecting benefits or maintaining resistance despite the fact 
that his/her situation resembles that of an ant being crushed beneath the soldier's booth. 

The public sphere with its dynamics of citizens' autonomy and independence was 
destroyed during the New Older era. In the New Order's mainstream, social institution were 
manipulated by the domination of the state's power. The institutionalization of culture by the 
state was introduced 

through public communication and education institutions as part of the New Order's power 
consolidation. The consolidation was marked by the appropriation of power previously 
distributed to various institutions to be centralized in one hand, the military and President 
Soeharto in this case. The military and Soeharto did not tolerate at all the democratic 
principle of power sharing. This is observable in, among others, the bringing of the 
parliament under control, the reduced number of political parties with the right to join the 
election - while the government intervened the organizational leadership formation of those 
parties - and the regulation of all aspects of people's life through various professional and 
trade associations in a system of state's corporatism. 

The controlling began with the internal consolidation of state institutions, with an enormous 
role being given to the Kopkamtib (Komando Pemulihan Keamanan dan Ketertiban-
Command for the Restoration of Security and Public Order). Representing the principal 
organ of Soeharto's regime, Kopkamtib originally functioned to clean state institutions from 
the Old Order elements comprising the PKI (Indonesian Communist Party) and 
Soekarnoists. The advocates of the New Order regarded such cleaning necessary, at 
whatever costs, for building the future. But then the cleaning method went on. After 
accomplishing the internal cleaning up, through the 1971 election with the "bulldozer 
polities'' implemented by the Minister of Domestic Affairs throughout rural regions to gather 
votes for Golkar, the regime effectively achieved domination over the Dewan Perwakilan 
Rakyat legislative assembly and the Majelis Permusyawaratan Rakyat people's 
consultative council.9 A number of artists and intellectuals protested the implementation of 
the election. Anyway, their protests only represented small ripples as most the New Order's 
advocates remained convinced in the goals of modernization and democratization to 
achieve following the election. 

Next, control got increasingly extensive and intensive in all aspects of life, just 
characteristic to a fascist-military totalitarian system. Control was exercised by means of 
defining the formats of institutions and, more importantly, by 'accrediting' persons 
designated to play certain institutional roles. In the first place, the 'accreditation' was not 
based on personal capability but in connection with the security and stability policies the 
New Order pursued, namely in the fulfillment of the requirement of "passing the screening 
test" run by Kopkamtib from its central office through local branches. The screening test 
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was very massive, reaching all aspects of social life through the control over social 
institutions. 

The use of excessive power seemed to find justification in the '15 January 1971 Affair', a 
mass riot the New Order called Malari. While being an acronym for the Indonesian phrase 
lima belas Januari (the fifteenth of January), it gives the connotation of malaria disease 
with its symptomatic fever. The phenomenon of '15 January'took place in two dimensions; 
one was an intellectual movement among students criticizing the New Order's economic 
strategy relying heavily on foreign capitals and aids, and flourishing corruption; dimension 
number two, it was a mass riot devastating certain parts of Jakarta. 

The riotous event is now an historical event never getting any clarification and its tie with 
the student movement at campuses never shown. When Student Boards of various higher 
learning institutions in Jakarta were gathering at the Trisakti University campus, on that 15th 
of January, riots had already broke up sporadically, spreading in several locations, before 
those students went out from where they had met. More suspiciously, not one of the people 
involved in the riot and its mobilization was arrested and brought to the court. Some 
members of certain social organization were caught but not brought to the court. Those 
going to trial were but student activists that were vocal in discussions and seminars. 
Actually, if the military intelligence and the police did their jobs, it wouldn't have been hard 
to identify the coordinators and leaders of the berserk mass.10 And, obviously, the riot 
eventually brought to a halt critical intellectual dynamics, particularly anti-corruption 
movement and opposition against a growth-oriented economic strategy. At the same time, 
Soeharto through the military got the justification to use iron hand in implementing his 
power. 

In the intellectual realm, as a consequence of the '15 January affair' the New Order banned 
eleven newspapers and news magazines. The repression over the press media went on 
continuously. Mass banning occurred again in 1978, then in 1994. Following the 
repression, the Indonesian press had to adapt itself to the power consolidation process of 
the New Order regime. Such situation in the realm of public communication was but a side-
effect of the regime's control over all social institutions. 

During the brief period of the New Order's honeymoon and its promises of democratization, 
the repression wasn't yet quite felt in people's life. People could run their various activities 
(as long as they were clean from the elements of the PKI) without previous screening and 
permits by the military institutions. But that didn’t go for public communication activities; 
performances at specific venues, for instance, usually involved the requirement of permits. 
This could be worked out by having such activities in university campuses where 
authorization from police and military apparatuses were not necessary. It wasn't long, 
however, before even the campus world could no longer function as the 'refuge' for 
persons and creative works the New Order regime didn't tolerate. 

Possibly, some people never experienced any direct contact with the hands of the 
authority; some even had the chance to benefit from the New Order's honeymoon. Until 
1974 various intellectual movements had been tolerated as General Soemitro, who was 
known as a military-intellectual, was commander to the Kopkamtib.11 Following the Malari, 
however, General Soemitro was defeated in the rivalry for power and he resigned early 
from the military, at the age of 49 years. Since then, military-intellectuals within the New 
Order regime were displaced one by one. Some yeas later General HR Dharsono who was 
known as a  thinker and mastermind of the New Order's modernization, was even brought to 
the court and sentenced to jail. So the New Order was eventually run by Soeharto's 
military-fascist regime. 
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Those willing to look closely and be sensitive to power will sense the shift resembling the 
'dissolve-in' technique concerning the implementation of the repressive politics á la the 
military-fascist New Order. The severity of the oppression was observable in elections as 
its milestones, and the designation of Soeharto as the one and only presidential candidate. 
For decades there were never any elections of presidents at the MPR.12 The definite 
absolutist rule by Soeharto was reflected in the fact that he was ever successful in 
engineering the single presidential candidate so as to render a presidential election by the 
MPR unnecessary. Another way in marking the milestones of Soeharto's power 
engineering is taking notes of the enforced building of the TMII, in 1971, on non-budgetary 
fund resources; the Malari affair in 1974;, the reduced number of political parties in 1975; 
and the reinforced totalitarian rule by discarding, in 1978, Soeharto's political foes 
(especially generals who founded the New Order). 

Any moment provided a ground for sweeping away Soeharto's political rivals. At the same 
time, any moment could mean for the elite an entrance to get close to Soeharto. The 
magnet of Soeharto's totalitarian power was most irresistible. Members of the elite always 
wished to be recruited into the regime. There was no other way for seekers of power but to 
wait for roles given them by 

Soeharto. University presidents, intellectuals and artists wishing to enter the top 
bureaucracy, or at least to win Soeharto's glance, would play their games at every moment 
that prevailed in their circumstances ference and try to get closer to Soeharto's inner circle. 
When someone thought that by getting close to Soeharto he/she would influence him or 
give him good advices, it would just be an apparent arrogance or a pretext for the motive of 

material benefits. Soeharto is an extraordinary figure born by the times. Nobody and 
nothing can influence him; on the contrary, every person and moment will become for him 
an instrument by which to increase the power centered in him.13 

The graphic of this excessive power kept increasing consistently from one milestone to 
another during 32 years till the time he stumbled from the peak to the lowest point. 
Basically, "milestones" provide indicators for a journey, to tell us how far or close our 
destination is. But it is just here that the tragedy of Soeharto's rule lies: he never had the 
city of destination; instead, he was just playing his game of maintaining and enjoying 
power. That his power was abused to secure the accumulation of wealth for his family and 
relatives as well as his inner circle is but a by-product. 

The New Order totalitarian regime eventually crumbled in 1998 in a dramatic event as 
President Soeharto was leaving his throne and the armed forces commander, General 
Wiranto, was standing erect, tense-faced, proclaiming his commitment to loyally give 
Soeharto protection. Who knows what and how General Wiranto had to do to fulfill that 
commitment in the ensuing era inversely proportional to the situation in the New Order 
time. The totalitarian control was shifting to the entire absence of control by the state. 
Everyone, even those who used to be Soeharto's subordinates, could swear at Soeharto. 
Whether or not in such situation there were people longing for the stability upheld by 
fascist-military control is not relevant to discuss here. 

'Kepribadian Apa' group emerged during the period when the New Order was severe to 
intellectual life in the 1|970s. This issue could be examined in the framework prevailing in 
the New Order's public sphere. We can do it by taking a look at the control strategy 
implemented in the political stability and economic growth by means of engineered and 
manipulated social reality that divides to hard and soft reality. Hard reality is the empirical 
life in human interactions that are physical and material in nature. Soft reality is the mental 
life, the experience of symbols and values. 
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After 1978, hard reality was fully controlled by Soeharto as the elimination of his political 
rivals from the hard reality of politics had been regarded as accomplished. Senior military 
generals that developed the idea of New Order had been cast aside. The official political 
forces were only three, comprising two political parties whose leaderships were designated 
by the government, and one organization that functioned as the political machine of the 
government bureaucracy. Soeharto's iron and bloody hand in extinguishing the PKI and the 
Old Order was still acceptable to some of the New Order's supporters. But when! figures that 
had conceptualized the New Order were! and politically discarded, and even their economic i 
were 'snuffed', how was it possible to imagine democratization, which was said to be the New ( 
aspiration, had remained? 

Events that followed were nothing but the controlling of soft reality through the hegemony 
of discourse. Public communication was controlled by means of cooptation over the 
professional organization of journalists. The chairman of the Indonesian Journalist 
Association (PWI) was at the same time head to the mass-media section of the Golongan 
Karya (Golkar).14 At the same time, intensified control over people's thinking, that of young 
intellectuals' in particular, was going on through the infiltration of state authority to 
educational institution. This political oppression on intellectual realm represented extended 
totalitarian power. After the effectiveness of domination over hard reality (politics), the 
hegemony of truth automatically comes up. This is an iron rule that follows fascist power. 

The repression on campus life found justification as radicalization was growing among 
student activists. In the early 1978, prior to the MPR General Assembly, dozens of student 
boards all over Indonesia, motorized by the ITB (Bandung Institute of Technology) students 
organized a movement against Soeharto. After the MPR assembly had again designated 
Soeharto as president, he appointed a minister of Education and Culture (P dan K) that 
was uncompromising in 'cleaning up' campuses while issuing argumentations of some 
academic and philosophical nature. At that time, the Department of Public Communication 
and the Department of Education and Culture were virtually one and the same 'office'. The 
former introduced the phrase of 'development acceleration' to house and distribute the 
propaganda of modernization and democratization of the New Order's version. The latter 
launched the term of 'the normalization of campus' life' (NKK - normalisasi kehidupan 
kampus) that refers to the controlling of the entire co-curricular aspect of the Indonesian 
higher learning institutions by cleaning up campuses from students and lecturers regarded 
as dissidents.15 

The cleansing and paralyzing of the campus' opposition against Soeharto was successfully 
accomplished during Daoed Joesoef's term of office as Minister of Education and Culture. 
The next cabinet had at the post Nugroho Notosusanto, a military historian, and the 
hegemony of discourse was implemented through the whole educational institutions - from 
the elementary through the higher learning levels - in the form of one single interpretation 
of the history of Indonesian revolution focused on Soeharto while deconstructing Soekarno 
and other founding fathers of the republic of Indonesia.16 

So when several young artists united and called themselves the 'Pipa' group, there found 
themselves in the midst of the maelstrom of power. Obviously, their works, as a discourse, 
were debatable esthetically. Yet in the context of the New Order's regime, the signification 
of a discourse had nothing to do with esthetics. That made the repression by the police on 
the group's art exhibition hard to understand. Perhaps the situation was more upsetting as 
the young artists -student artists - were to face the leadership of their art school that wasn't 
willing to interpret their works in academic terms. Only the language of power prevailed. 

Yogyakarta in terms of a traditional mandala involves a visually straight line from the Sitihinggil 
part of the keraton - the Sultan's palace - through the Tugu landmark, and an imaginary line 
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from the seacoast in the south to the Merapi volcano in the north. Mandala doesn't only provide a 
physical space (habitat), but a space that has some protective power over all aspects of life 
including the creative sphere. As long as you are inside the mandala, you are safe. In cases of plagues, 
the Sultan's palace will conduct a procession of royal heirlooms or offer the gunungan ritual rice mounds. 
Al the members of the Yogyakarta community will feel protected inside the mandala. But in the 1970s 
Yogyakarta, young people who were not inside the traditional mandala had to deineate their own. 

Who were they? They were youngsters struggling in a 'natural' school not confined by classroom wals. 
Such situation used to characterize Yogyakarta through the 1970's. On completing their junior high 
school education in different places all over the country, teenagers who wished to enter the tertiary level of 
education would further their study at senior high schools in Yogyakarta that would prepare them better to 
take the enrollment test to universities. The same goes for those finishing their senior high school 
education h various regions in Indonesia who had the confidence to compete for tertiary education in 
universities based in Yogyakarta However, a tot of them then found the classrooms didnt suit them and 
quit their formal education. 

A neighborhood called Gampingan was where the campus of 'Asri' Indonesian Art Institute located. 
Going straightly east from the campus, one would find Senisono Art Gallery, and the 
Malioboro street straightly north from the gallery, while to the south is the alun-alun square 
in front of the Sultan's palace. If you stood in the circle at the southern end of the Malioboro 
street, you'd catch the sights of straight streets to the west and north. They formed the 
mandala for the 1970's young people. The historical name of 'Asri' then disappeared as the 
Art Institution became part of the lSI Indonesian Institute of the Arts located in the region of 
Bantul in the southern part of the city of Yogyakarta. Senisono Art Gallery vanished and its 
location now belongs to the Gedung Agung compound that had once been the residence 
and office of Dutch governors.17 Physically, the young people's mandala has ceased to 
exist. Is there something to weep for? 

The mandala once existent provided 'the campus' for many young people. Here they 
interacted and helped each other in developing themselves. Frustration they experienced 
in formal classes seemed to get cleansed in this particular space. People might be aware 
or not aware about it but the mandala basically existed within a larger imagined space. 
Unfortunately, this imaginary space was not a mandala of protection but, quite the contrary, 
an ominous, threatening system. 

A positive value to quote from amidst the disfavoring condition is the young people's intent to 
develop as the children of nature. The notion of 'becoming' ought to have the basis in one's 
personal process. The measurement or indicator was not defined by any given power and 
structure but by one's own self in relation with his/her works as received by his/her 
environment. In the first phase, the environment meant the small circle of those sharing the 
mandala and willing to recognize the existence and characters of the works. Such 
recognition might be made explicit, but the most important point was the sense of honesty 
in one's inner world to recognize others' works. This kind of interaction enabled everyone 
involved to find him/herself 'becoming'. 

Someone 'becomes' whenever his or her self and works as a universe exists to a larger 
setting, namely a receiving public. Such universe is not subject to any structural level that 
one belongs. In other words, one's significance comes out from him/herself to be later 
recognized by his/her social environment. The recognition is cultural; it doesn't need 
legitimization by the state. 

Visual artists, poets, novelists, dancers, puppet masters, and all the rest of creativity 
practitioners do not have the need to fuss about their positions in formal structures, either 
in terms of academic titles or ranks in state and economic institutions. Once state's 
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institutionalization enters the sphere of creative pursuits, be prepared for the death of art 
works. 

Tensions (unease and frustrations) will apparently always torture someone that no longer 
has any space supposedly reliable to give protection. The case is different with people 
residing in the sphere of tradition who feel themselves slamet (safe and well) thanks to the 
mandala covering them.18 The process of developing and actualizing the self among the 
'Pipa' artists naturally found no.place in the official campus that was part of the New Order 
regime's institutionalization. Hence the Malioboro mandala provided their campus and 
exhibition venues their 'outlets'. 

Such unease is basically a rare phenomenon. The formal school doesn't teach systems 
and techniques. Unease has to be something of an individual's pursuit. Art education 
grows increasingly formal with its basis of curricula accredited by the state. The curriculum 
is a system by which to process learners so as to conform to a certain format along given 
standards. This is to say that system is connected with certain standards of processes and 
outputs originating from state's authority. The output of formal education is a human being 
already so processed to suit the format in accordance with some systemic standard. 

The young people of the 1970's were, let's say, lucky in that the curricular system was not 
as rigid as it is these last years. Besides, they still had art teachers or instructors that were 
not part of the state's power system available for them. Perhaps the unease, restiveness, 
this group had was intuitive. Anyway, the phenomenon is explainable when we put it in the 
framework of the mainstream developed by the New Order regime. Certain intellectuals or 
scholars noticed and were able to analyze the crushing domination and homogenizing 
hegemony, but they would perhaps tend, in their technocratic opportunities, to get personal 
benefit from it. In contrast, several young artists - without any need of elaborate analyses - 
were feeling (again: FEELING) the undesirable phenomenon in their creative process. And 
when I said 'feeling' I meant to refer to something different from 'feeling' as the basis of 
traditional art works within the mandala of 'safe and well' {slamet). 'Feelings' for modern 
artists refers to unease that doesn't call for rationalization; rather, they motivate the creative 
élan. Then it's the creations that speak. 

Perhaps the sources were unknown, but what emerged were works with some quality of 
anger. Hence their works resembled the products of angry youngsters. Unfortunately, I 
didn't document the 1970's 'Pipa' exhibition. Relying only on my memory, I recall, at least, 
various forms ranging from ones vulgarly expressing anger - like the presentation of 
imitative feces - and through subtle painting to the extent of hyper-realism. I don't think one 
needs to ask what those youngsters were angry at; the evident point is that the spirit of the 
times that other artists - especially the established ones - failed to catch was emerging 
unbridled in the works by 'Pipa' artists of the 1970's. 

Over one quarter of a century has passed; how has it been going with 'Pipa' group 
exponents? In the 1970's their ages were twenty or so. Now they must be over fifty - a time 
to retire if they were in the civil service. But for someone with a creative pursuit, what 
counts is not age but the élan propelling the creative process. Unfortunately, I don't have 
the opportunity to view the post-1970's works by 'Pipa' ex-members, and I don't know 
which of them have remained artists through all this time. What kind of restiveness do they 
keep? 

With Haris Purnomo's exibition, I at least learn that he still lives out his life as an artist. On 
the nature of his achievements after decades, let's hope critics and observers could tell us. 
For sure, the mandala he is now in is different, and so are the threats surrounding him. 
Now the threats to modern artists come from the state and market, through various 
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dimensions that include among others the environment, gender, and the ignorance of the 
right to live. It is now your turn as the viewer of his works to interpret. Here I'm only offering 
a way to 'read' these works. Whenever I come to think to myself: 'What does this artist 
want?' I always try to ponder on where a given work comes from because I believe that its 
very soul roots in the artist's response to the threats he/she 'feels'. In this regard, I'd like to 
invite you to perceive the artist's creative élan: do his works reflect the mandala he resides 
and his imaginary space of threats? Does he still negate out of bursting anger, or does 
what emerges from him show some increased subtlety? 

My best wishes for this exhibition by Haris Purnomo. 

 
 

Ashadi Siregar was born in Pematangsiantar, 1945, based in Yogyakarta since 1964. In the 70's he 
was well known for his novels. Now he is a lecturer at the Department of Public Communication in 
the Faculty of Social and Political Sciences and the Graduate School Program in Cultural and Media 
Studies - both in the Gadjah Mada University - and at the Faculty of Recorded Media Art of the 
Indonesian Institute of the Arts (ISI) in Yogyakarta. He is also manager to the Yogya Institute for 
Research, Education and Publication (Lembaga Penelitlan Pendidikan dan Penerbitan Yogya 
[LP3Y]) - an organization that focuses on developing journalism and journalist training. 

 

 

Notes: 

1. Front Pembela Islam (FPI)/'lslamic Guards' ran a demonstration protesting, and reported to the 
police, a photo on exhibition at the CP Bienale Urban/Culture taking place in Jakarta from 
September through October 2005. Jim Supangkat as curator of the exhibition had to get the work 
in question out of view. 

2. The ad billboard for a soap featuring Sophia Latjuba as the model was painted black by a group 
of people from a hard-line Islamic organization. The same happens in Banda Aceh to ads and 
posters featuring woman models not in the formal Muslim outfit. Vandalism against media has 
been witnessing obvious increase around the issue of sex since the reformasi ('reformation'). 
This is a continuation of the behavioral pattern of the Attorney General office in the New Order 
era blackening part of texts in imported mass-media (newspapers and magazines) regarded 
nuisance to Soeharto's political interests. 

3. As the model of a photographic work at the CP Biennale Urban/Culture 2005 exhibition. 

4. The exhibition by the 'Kepribadian Apa' ('Pipa') group in September 1977 at Senisono Art 
Gallery, Yogyakarta, was forced to close before its due time by the police. Two years later, in 
Augustus 1979, the group ran another exhibition that showed works interesting to the public. But 
some works were not permitted to be shown in the exhibition. 

5. In the opening night of the PIPA exhibition, 1977, an artist burned something (I don't remember 
what) on the front yard of the Senisono Gallery, Yogyakarta. 

6. In 1978 a poetry reading performance by Rendra at Taman Ismail Marzuki Arts Center in Jakarta 
was disturbed by the throwing of ammonic bombs to the stage. The next day, Rendra was 
detained and, without trial whatsoever, was jailed for some time together with several student 
activists. Rendra called his collection of poems Pamflet Penyair (Poet's Pamphlet). It conveys 
the spirit identical with that of the pamphlet poetry in the early stage of the New Order. But 
intellectuals and artists that supported the New Order regime ran a negative campaign against 
Rendra by stating that his poems are of the same genre with those by Lekra poets, Lekra being 
the cultural wing organization of the PKI -the Indonesian Communist Party. Such was the 
technocratic way of thinking permeating even the Indonesian intellectuals; pamphlet poetry was 
only legitimate when protesting the Old Order, not the ruling New Order. The intellectuals and 
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artists of this camp, because of their absolute support to the New Order, failed to see the 
substantial significance of Rendra's pamphlet poems. 

7. Particularly shortly before the 1977 election, artists and cultural activists were mobilized by 
means of 'statements of determination' to work for a successful election, another expression for 
stating that one was for the ruling Golkar. A number of artists, intellectuals and cultural activists 
became agents that collected the signatures of persons supporting such statements. Pop singers 
and other entertainers that did not join the Artis Safari - the entertainment wing organization of 
Golkar - were blacklisted and denied the access to the TVRI state television that was the only TV 
station. 

8. The controversy over the CP Biennale Urban/Culture art exhibition broke up following the 
coverage by sensational entertainment media like infotainment television program and tabloids, 
which exposed the celebrities that were the nude models of the photo. If the models were a 
couple of unknown construction workers, the infotainment people would have never paid any 
interest and the group of people that raised hell about the picture would have never learned 
about that significant art exhibition. 

 

9. Coercions done to voters, especially in rural areas, so as to make them vote for Golkar in the 
election led to the Golongan Putih ('White Group') movement motorized by Arief Budiman, which 
promoted the perforation of the white portion of the ballot paper. Arief Budiman's initiative was 
opposed by Mahasiswa Indonesia, a Bandung-based newspaper known as the mouthpiece of 
young intellectuals. In the 1971 this newspaper sided with Golkar, yet, quite ironically it was 
banned in connection with the Malari affair. 

10. A slight portion of the affair is uncovered in General Soemitro's memoir. He mentions that the riot 
was set in motion by Aii Moertopo and the mass of Gabungan Usaha Perbaikan Pendidikan 
Islam (GUPPI). But this statement is subjective and it calls for verification of historiography. (See: 
Pangkopkamtib Jenderal Soemitro dan Peristiwa 15 Januari 74, Sebagaimana dituturkan kepada 
Heru Cahyono, Penerbit Sinar Harapan, Jakarta 1999). 

11. Rendra's theatrical production of Mastodon dan Burung Kondor previously faced olfficulty in 
acquiring permit from the police. But then General Soemaro gave the green Sght so that the 
production could be given at Istora Senayan in Jakarta as well as in several other cities prior to the 
Malari affair in 1974. 

12. I had a personal experience win the subtle method through the mass media dosety before the 1978 
MPR General Assembly. Someone that introduced himself a journalist working for one of the press 
media asked for my opinion in an interview on the democratic process under Soeharto’s presidency. It 
remains fresh in my memory that I gave this answer "How can we still expect democracy if in every 
assembly  Soeharto engineers and manipulates things so as to make himself have no rivals and the MPR 
assembly never elect a president?” Than various media that quoted from the Antara News Agency had it 
that in my opinion there was no one suitable for presidency but Sdoeharto. What an extraordinary twist 
that news was! Where can he be now, that irteleligent agent in the journalist diguise? 

13. There is the presumption I of his wife, Siti Hartinah (Ibu Tien).  In fasct, it was apparent that  response or 
reaction made by political and elites to Ibu Tien's ideas or interests provided Soeharto's in judging 
whether someone was worth employing (if helpful to his premises) or necessary to oust (if 
resistant). Political gossips had it that several generals Soeharto trusted already reminded him to 
stop Ibu Tien's actions. But Soeharto didn't pay heed and even made out of his children that run 
businesses his instruments to evaluate which bureaucrats to have and which ones to discharge. 
Soeharto, who is a mystic that loves simple living, doesn't need to enjoy material wealth; only 
power is ecstatic to him. 

14. The cooptation of the press was highly effective as Soeharto appointed Ali Moertopo as the 
Minister of Public Communication in the 1978-1983 cabinet. For three following periods, 
Harmoko, who had been chairman to the Indonesian Journalist Association before, was 
appointed Minister of Public Communication. 
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15. The NKK was imposed iron-handedly on higher learning institutions by, among others, the 
dissolution of student boards and the political screening of lecturers by the Minister of Education 
and Culture Daoed Joesoef in the cabinet period of 1978-1983. A number of campus activists in 
Jakarta and Yogyakarta were jailed for months, while some student activists at the ITB Bandung 
Institute of Technology were brought to the court and sent to prison for some years. This period 
knew two types of higher learning institute's leadership. The first type had the courage and 
willingness to protect the students from the ruler's claws, and the second grabbed every 
opportunity to make impressions on Soeharto. It follows that in some campuses the heads of such 
institutions had the heart to dismiss activist students and even those having nothing to do with the 
anti-Soeharto movement in 1978. 

16. This mono-interpretation of history was again revived by the Minister of National Education Bambang 
Sudibyo in the current presidency of Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono on the pretext of the demand by 
some Muslim segment. 

17. In "90, the policy to make the area of Senisono part of the Gedung Agung complex was only 
supplementary to the hegemony so as to render the entire symbolic world under the regime's control. A 
number of protesting artists/cultural activists tried to resist the policy, by, among other things, meeting the 
Secretary of the State Moerdiono (then). Whether they did it because they really believed that Soeharto's 
regime still had concern for the common sense or because they had some hidden motive is not 
for me to say. Personally I took part in the protest for the sake of offering a discourse but never 
agreed on any audience to officials let alone being part of the delegation.  

18. Traditional artists were co-opted to be part of the development acceleration in the context of the 
New Order's hegemony. Generally speaking, they followed the policies of the Department of 
Public Communication and the Department of Education and Culture without controversy. 
Because they were always able to return to the traditional mandala impossible to infiltrate by the 
state regime, they never experienced tensions. (But this is a sloppy observation because I have 
never gone deep enough into their circle). 


