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ABSTRACT

Many research and scholarly publications about Indonesian art since 1980s focus on the
historiography and the genealogy of modern or contemporary Indonesian art - (macro-
history). While on a micro level, studies that focus on small units of these research, such
as an event, a community or an individual artist are still very limited - (micro-history).
“Micro-history” research focuses on subjects that have been overlooked and considered
insignificant to offer alternative views that are more diverse and plural in looking at the
already established form of art history. This dissertation is a form of “micro-history”
study that addresses the intersection religious syncretism, material culture studies,
rituality and performance, and contemporary art practice as embodied in the works of

Indonesian contemporary artist, Hendrawan Riyanto.

Hendrawan Riyanto’s works have never been properly documented and archived.
Therefore, the main objective of this research is to create a comprehensive body of

archive of Hendrawan Riyanto’s life and work. Documents such as photographs,




exhibition publications and catalogues, copies of newspaper and magazine articles and a
few personal notes from the artist have provided me with valuable information to build
my description and analysis of some of the major works and projects Hendrawan had
created for over a decade. However, these documents have their limitations and many
times they do not provide the full and complete information about Hendrawan Riyasnto’s
elaborate and complex installations, and without the presence of the artist, this became
one of the main challenges in conducting this research. Therefore, I have also used
Iinterviews as part of acquiring some of the information not available from the printed

documents.

For theoretical approach, I use Mircea Eliade’s theory on myth, symbol, ritual and sacred
space among what he called as “archaic society” to analyze the meaning of the religious
symbolism in Hendrawan Riyanto’s installations. Clifford Geertz’s archaeological study
on the religion of Java provides a conceptual basis for explaining the spiritual and
syncretic aspects of Hendrawan’s practice. While Astri Wright’s study on the
spiritualization of Indonesian modern art and on the topic of syncretic artists provide
the framework to place Hendrawan’s works in the development of contemporary
Indonesian art after the 1990s. The content of this dissertation is divided into three
chapters: Chapter 1: The Historical Contexts; Chapter 2: Materiality, Spirituality and
Rituality: Hendrawan Riyanto’s Artistic Practice from 1978 to 200; and Chapter 3:
Contextualizing Hendrawan Riyanto’s Practice in Contemporary Art and Contemporary

Ceramic Art in Indonesia.

Chapter 1: The Historical Contexts This chapter contains the historical contexts which
I considered as directly related to Hendrawan Riyanto’s practice. It is divided into three
parts: 1. Modern Art Education at ITB Bandung; 2. Modern and Contemporary
Indonesian Ceramic Art; 3. The Indonesian New Art Movement from 1975 to 1989.

1. Modern Art Education at ITB Bandung

In Bandung the influence of modernism in art came through a formal training in an art
academy. The curriculum of the art academy was designed by Simon Admiraal and Ries
Mulder which was based on the teacher training curriculum in the Netherlands. Ries
Mulder was a painter who brought in the tradition of still life, figure studies, portraits
paintings and most importantly “geometric abstraction” influenced by Analytical Cubism

from Europe into ITB.



Ries Mulder’s teaching on Cubism heavily influenced the first generation of Modern
Painters from Bandung in the 1950s who became leading artists and academic figures
in I'TB throughout the 1960s - 1970s. Painters such as Srihadi Sudarsono, Ahmad Sadali,
Edie Kartasubarna, Mochtar Apin, But Muchtar, Popo Iskandar and A.D Pirous were

among them.

The emergence of Abstract painters in Bandung gained strong criticism from the union
of painters in Yogyakarta that led to an extended debate and polemic. Bandung painters
were accused as “Western Laboratory” and did not represent enough “Indonesian”
identity. At the center of the debate were the issue of nationalism and the question of

1dentity in modern Indonesian art.

2. Modern and Contemporary Indonesian Ceramic Art

The Ceramic Art department at ITB was founded in 1963 by two painters, Eddie
Kartasubarna and Angkama Setjadipradja. Rita Widagdo (maiden name Rita
Wizemann) was a German sculptor who came to teach at I'TB in 1966 and became the
head of the Ceramic Art studio in 1967. Strongly influenced by the Bauhaus school, she
set up the curriculum based on her formalistic approach, further strengthened the
abstract and non-representational outlook of modern art from Bandung. Rita thought
the earliest students of Ceramic Art at ITB and many of them continued following her
style in formalism. However, not all of Rita students agreed to her approach. One of them
was Hilda Soemantri, a ceramic artist, art historian and founder of the Ceramic Art
department, Jakarta Institute of Art in 1976. Hilda argued that conceptual ideas and
the sensibility of formal aspects have to balance with some level of technical mastery,
which was the main currency in craft practice the ceramic course at I'TB seemed to be

lacking at that time.

In the 1990s to 2000s Ceramic Art at ITB became more diverse and experimental parallel
to the “contemporary” tendency that began in the mid 1980s with the emergence of The
Indonesian New Art Movement. Installations and Performance Art became common
approaches for contemporary ceramic artists to explore socio-political theme, method of
presentation and the exhibition space. Community or collective art project is also another
approach the artists used to expand the scope of ceramic art practice in Indonesia. An
example of this is Jatiwangi Art Factory (JAF), an art collective in the village of Jatisura,
West java, led by an artist-curator Arief Yudhi. Taking its base in an old ceramic facility

in the village, JAF organizes residencies, workshop, lecture not only related to the



ceramic field but also to a wider contemporary art practice. Jakarta Contemporary
Ceramics Biennale (JCCB) since first started in 2009 aimed at bridging ceramic art and
contemporary art practice in Indonesia, drawing artists who have never worked with
clay to collaborate with emerging and prominent ceramic artists in residency programs

and workshops.

3. The Indonesian New Art Movement from 1975 to 1989
In 1975, a group of young artists from ASRI Yogyakarta (now Indonesia Institute of Art)
and Department of Fine Arts, ITB Bandung proclaimed themselves as The Indonesian
New Art Movement (Indonesian: Gerakan Seni Rupa Baru), it marked the
“ contemporary turns” in Indonesian art. It was an expression of criticism that
questioned the basis of aesthetic categories and the institutional concept of Indonesian
fine art. They questioned the art establishment and they see ideological content and form
as both equally important. From 1975 - 1987, The New Art Movement had organized five
exhibitions. In 1987 they held an exhibition "Project I: Fantasy World Shopping Mall
(Indonesian: Proyek I: Pasaraya Dunia Fantasi)” in which they published their official
manifesto. The manifesto begins with the phrase: “Seni rupa pembebasan, pembebasan

seni rupa!” - “The art of emancipation, emancipation of the art!”

The Indonesian New Art Movement presented site specific art, installation and
performance art, ready-made, popular imagery found in commercial media, texts and
even cooked food. They have inspired the next generation of young artists to bring social
critique into their art practice and to contextualize it so that it could be relevant with
the present condition of the Indonesian people. These three topics set up the background
and historical contexts where Hendrawan Riyanto’s practice began and took place in the
beginning of the 1980s up until 2004. The keywords here are social context and identity,
two 1ssues that will be important in looking deeper at the artistic transition Hendrawan

Riyanto had gone through in over two decades.

Chapter 2: Materiality, Spirituality and Rituality:Hendrawan Riyanto’s Artistic
Practice from 1978 to 2004

Chapter 2 is the main body of this dissertation. It contains critical description and
analysis of Hendrawan Riyanto’s works divided into seven parts which form the main
body of this dissertation. It is divided into seven parts: 1. Early life and education; 2.
Early works from 1978-1993; 3. Inner Mothers and Terracotta Sculptures (1996-1997); 4.
Dine with Sri (Makan Malam Bersama Sri) (2001); 5. Form Follows Myth (2002); 6. Ning



- An Exhibition Analysis (2004); and 7. Selected Drawings, Sketches and Notes(1994).

1. Early life and education

Hendrawan Riyanto was born in Yogyakarta on January 15, 1959. He came from a family
with a mixed cultural heritage and a keen interest in arts and literature. His father was
of Javanese descent, originally from Yogyakarta while his mother was of Sundanese
descent, hailing from Tasikmalaya city, West Java province. Hendrawan Riyanto entered
the Fine Art Department of ITB in 1978 and studied at the Ceramic Art studio under the
supervision of Rita Widagdo. Shortly after graduated in 1986, he began teaching

officially as a junior lecturer in the Ceramic Art Studio.

2. Early works from 1978-1993

Hendrawan Riyanto’s early works followed the same formalistic style Rita Widagdo had
taught at ITB. They show compositions of formal elements such as lines, textures, and
geometric shapes, mainly rectangular and circular shapes overlapping or opposing each
other. From 1992 to 1993 Hendrawan Riyanto studied at Kyoto Seika University under
the supervision of Chitaru Kawasaki in the Ceramic Art department. He accomplished
several abstract sculptural pieces and held a few exhibitions including a solo show titled:
“On Improvisation with String” at Beni Gallery. After his stays in Japan, Finding the
same interest in low-fired pottery tradition, Hendrawan Riyanto and Chitaru Kawasaki
were involved in a field research to Pagerjurang pottery village, near Yogyakarta, to
develop and preserve their tradition of side wheel pottery and open field firing technique.
Hendrawan’s involvement in these field research had influenced his ideas and concepts

of his own personal works.

3. Inner Mothers and Terracotta Sculptures (1996-1997)

Inspired by the low-fired pottery tradition and driven by the question of his own cultural
roots and identity, Hendrawan began to use low-fired clay (terracotta) and traditional
method of firing practice by the community of potters he had visited. Hendrawan also
began to incorporate natural and transient materials such bamboo, rice hulls and raw
clay and soil. “Inner Mothers” marked a major shift in Hendrawan Riyanto’s artistic
trajectory. From abstract and non-representational form to the symbolic and spiritual,
and from sculptural work to complex installation art. The title “Inner Mothers” refers
the spiritual and symbolic ideas of femininity, creativity, fertility, wealth and prosperity
associated with clay or the land as presents in the beliefs of traditional Sundanese

community in West Java.



4. Dine with Sri (Makan Malam Bersama Sri) (2001)

“Dine with Sri” was a form of artistic interpretation on the ritual related to the myth
of Dewi Sri (goddess Sri) - a spiritual figure associated with the land, that is believed to
represent fertility and prosperity among Sundanese community. It was a collaborative
work of visual arts, music, dance and performance. The center piece of “Dine with Sri”
installation, the water buffalo sculpture was constructed in Bandung and fired in a
traditional open firing method involving the community of potters at Sitiwinangun
village in 2001. “Dine with Sri” was a platform where material culture, ritual practice,
performance and community engagement intermingled into a cohesive form of
presentation. It established Hendrawan Riyanto’s practice on a completely different

artistic platform than any other works he had done previously.

5. Form Follows Myth (2002)

In the years after Hendrawan began his field research on the indigenous pottery
traditions across Java island, he also discovered many mythological stories and examples
of folklore among the local communities that practiced agriculture including cosmogony
myths or myths about the origin of the world, such as for example the story about the
origin of rice and Dewi Sri. He was particularly interested in cosmogony myths that
manifested in these rituals which led him to conduct his research and culminated in his
postgraduate final project at ITB titled “Form Follows Myth”. The title “Form Follows
Myth” derived from Louise Sullivan’s formalistic term “Form Follows Function” which
was introduced to I'TB’s art education through the teaching of Rita Widagdo. The term
denotes an idea that any form of ornamentation and decoration is unnecessary and
should be eliminated to focus on the substantial forms. Hendrawan’s use of the phrase
was a form of critical stance towards this “rational” thought. Through several years of
his field trip studies into local myths and rituals, he discovered that form does not always
come from a rational thinking, many times form manifested from the irrational or the

supernatural.

The installation itself is made of 12 wooden columns. A one-third of the area of the
structure is covered with wooden panels painted on both sides. The upper part of the
structure, from the top of each of the columns, 12 wooden beams are laid upon to form
the structure of a ceiling or a rooftop, all joined together at the center point of the
structure. The installation also contains certain objects such as: wooden sculptures,
painted wooden masks, and stones suspended from the ceiling. “Form Follows Myth” is

a three-dimensional mandala constructed in reference to the structure of the “Pendapha”,



an example of Javanese vernacular architecture and on the diagram of 9 x 9 grids “Vastu
Purusha Mandala”, a square shaped mandala usually used to lay down the basic
structure and space organization of a temple in Hindu/Buddhist tradition. And right at
the center of the installation, a ritual object called “Peripih” is placed on the floor and
became the central point of the installation and the performance. Peripih is a stone
container that is usually used to bury some ritual deposits underneath the architecture
of the Candi (Hindu or Buddhist temple in Indonesia).

In “Form Follows Myth”, Hendrawan used form, sound and movement to create an
experience of a total work of art. Rendering on the ideas found among traditional
Javanese or Sundanese societies where art and ritual are inseparable and art is not only
seen as a form of visual experience but further as a cohesive and holistic practice
involving the sound, music and movement that is contained in religious ritual behavior.
For the performance, Hendrawan used the philosophy of “Joged Mataram” (the dance of
Mataram) as the conceptual foundation for the idea of all the movements. “Joged
Mataram” embodied philosophical and moral principles not only for the purpose of
performing the dance but also for everyday life. It is based on the idea that the reality of
life is composed of visible and invisible forces, and that we have to find balance between

them through practice and training.

6. “Ning”- An Exhibition Analysis (2004)

“Ning” is the title of Hendrawan Riyanto’s final exhibition at Bentara Budaya Jakarta
in 2004 and it is also the title of the main installation included in the exhibition. “Ning”
consists of five large-scale terracotta sculptures in different sizes, made using readymade
low-fired brick that is commonly used for housing in Indonesia. Each of these five
sculptures are made of several parts that were constructed separately and then stacked
vertically. Lumps of soil are placed on the floor circling each sculpture. On the surface of
the sculptures are thick steel wire cut in different lengths with their edges bent and
curved, submerged and attached into the clay itself. Each of the sculptures resembles a
bell-like form commonly known as “genta”. The word “Genta” in Indonesian simply
means a bell or the sound or vibration of a bell (most of the time it refers to a largescale

bell) and it can also refer to any instruments that can produce percussive sound.

The word “ning” refers to a sound or a vibration, it simply means “silence” in Javanese.
However, it can also have a much deeper meaning, in Javanese tradition it refers to a

form of stillness, the calming of emotions to achieve clearness of insight, a state of no
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content at all and a complete emptiness. Clifford Geertz in his work “The Religion of
Java” emphasized on the idea that meditation in Javanese syncretic religion comes in
two stages: the first is called “neng”, which means stillness and the second is “ning”,
which means a clear insight or a complete state of the inner-self. He also explained that,
this concept contains an idea about “order and peace within” — not happiness or
unhappiness — just simply peace, a state of dwitunggal, the term Hendrawan often use

1n his artistic statement.

Some sets of paintings and terra-cotta sculptures were included in the exhibition,
including some sculptures made of bamboo strands. The use of bamboo in Indonesia is a
big part of the material culture of many indigenous communities all across the
archipelago. In Java, bamboo is used to make a variety of objects and utensils, from
kitchen equipment and interior furniture to musical instruments and even as a
residential construction material. Bamboo plants may also possess symbolic and
spiritual meanings related to important events and rituals. Hendrawan uses the
materiality of bamboo strands to create a metaphor for the connection between the
spiritual and the material. He refers to the idea that for traditional societies the navel
in our body is the ‘center’ of a human being’s existence in a mystical spiritual sense as

opposed to the head as the ‘center’ in the rational sense for modern society.

7. Selected Drawings, Sketches and Notes (1994)

Since around 1994, Hendrawan Riyanto had produced several drawings and sketches
which areconceptually as important as his installation and ceramic works. Hendrawan’s
performances very often involve some form of free dance choreographies or free
movements that were done in an altered state of mind or trance-like condition. These
drawings are evidence that his ideas related to these movements were already present

earlier before the actual performances took place.

Reportedly Hendrawan would have visions or dreams in which some obscure mystical
quasi-religious figure would appear and reveal his/her identity and origin. He then drew
these mystical figures in ways that would make them look like they are performing some
movements. The drawings are filled with notes stating details of information related to
the subject presented in the drawing or of the experience itself, such as names, dates and

places and some quasi-religious or philosophical notes.
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Chapter 3: Contextualizing Hendrawan Riyanto’s Practice in Contemporary Art

and Contemporary Ceramic Art in Indonesia

Combining the content in Chapter 2 and Chapter 1, I have contextualized Hendrawan
Riyanto’s practice in two themes: 1. Hendrawan Riyanto and Contemporary Indonesian

Ceramic Art; 2. Expression of Syncretic Spirituality in Indonesian Contemporary Art.

1. Hendrawan Riyanto and Contemporary Indonesian Ceramic Art

Hendrawan Riyanto has been known as a contemporary ceramic artist who explored a
highly ritualistic installation art and performance. His works communicates poetic and
symbolic expression of spirituality through earth and other transient materials. His
intensive use of low-fired clay and open-field firing technique were examples to bridge
contemporary practice with indigenous pottery tradition and craft practice, something

that has always been an issue faced by many ceramic artists in Indonesia.

Ceramic artists in Indonesia, especially in the 1990s often times had to face a denigrating
stigma of ceramics (especially the low-fired terra-cotta) as “handicrafts”, secondary to
fine art represented by painting and sculpture. As reflected in this article below in 1998
that says that Hendrawan Riyanto was excluded from a major exhibition from young
sculptors because his was not considered as “sculpture” due to its material. By
deliberately using the type of material that is considered as low, cheap, and secondary
from the perception of fine art in Indonesia, Hendrawan Riyanto reclaimed that medium

and liberate it from its negative association.

2. Expression of Syncretic Spirituality in Indonesian Contemporary Art

The making of art not an end in itself but a part of their spiritual practices. Their
spiritual orientation causes them to see mythology and monuments as living texts
relevant to the choices contemporary Indonesians make in their daily lives. These views
in turn, influence the artists’ view of the creative process. Javanese mysticism is one of
the cultural creations of Java that illustrates the idea of syncretism - the combining of
elements from different religions or cultures, which from the perspective of Western logic

appear to contradict each other.

These notions of “contradiction and paradox” informed Hendrawan Riyanto’s emphasis
on the concept of “Dwi-tunggal”. According to Clifford Geertz, Javanese mysticism is the
result of a balanced syncretism of myth and ritual of the Hindu-Buddhist culture, Islamic

doctrines and the underlying animistic traditions. This process of balanced syncretic
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assimilation is based on the belief of the “oneness of existence”.This is the definition of
the concept “Dwi-tunggal” in which contradictory elements are not to be eliminated but
instead maintained harmoniously. It is also parallel to the spiritual idea of non-duality
— a mature state of consciousness in which the dichotomy of two opposing ideas is

transcended.

These syncretic ideas informed Hendrawan Riyanto’s performance pieces. He saw these
performances as some form of meditations. An activity that sometimes involves for a
pilgrimage to certain monuments, tombs or religious sites to communicate with the
spirits of ancestors or other powerful supernatural beings to gain spiritual revelation or
insight. As a result, Hendrawan’s performance art pieces were imbued with strong

ritualistic presence.

Hendrawan Riyanto’s artistic practice took its place in the intersection between four
different subjects: the study of material culture from his use of low-fired terra-cotta and
his engagement with community of traditional potters; religious syncretism from his
religious symbolism; study of ritual performance; and contemporary art practice. His art
1s the embodiment of spirituality through matters. Hendrawan saw the materiality in
ceramic as a source of metaphor for the transcendence and the spiritual. He used
transience materials such as bamboo, soil, rice hulls and sand in his installations and
performances. They were ritualistic and complex, visceral and concrete but fleeting at
the same time in a way that their structures were changing most of the time. Aspects of
the Javanese syncretic mysticism in his work are reflected through his engagement with
material culture of traditional society. In his work clay is not seen as a mere passive and
static medium it is spiritual and poetic, performative and embodies mystical and ritual
aspects, a value that is inherent in the syncretic and animistic beliefs of indigenous
society in Indonesia in which boundaries between spirit and matter, the natural and the

supernatural are often times not clearly defined.

The challenges that the family of Hendrawan Riyanto have been facing in preserving the
works are first the major parts of the installations are either destroyed or degraded and
not in a really good condition. For example, the main elements of the “Dine with Sri”
installation, such as the water buffalo sculpture and the tables were almost completely
destroyed. Terra-cotta sculptures of ‘Ning’ installations are now covered with mold due
to the intense exposure to rain, heat, and highly humid atmosphere. The main structure

of “Form Follows Myth” was destroyed only some parts of installation are still available
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in a relatively good conditions albeit incomplete, such as the paintings and some small
wooden objects. And through this research I have learned the importance of the process
of archiving and documenting as part of the study on individual artist’s practice. Many
of Hendrawan Riyanto’s works have never been collected by any art institutions either
inside or outside of Indonesia, which make it even more important to preserve and

archive his works for further studies on Indonesian contemporary art.
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