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BY KERSTIN WINKING

1n 1996, Agung Kurniswan and hls wife,
Yustina Neni, foanded Kedal Kebun Forum,
BN art space, shop, and restaurant In
Yogyakerta, Their vislon was to provide a
financlally sclf-sustalning platform where
artlsts could tackle taboo and sensitlve
Issucs, [ met the couple at the open, two-
story bullding overgrown with tropleal
plants for the first time about ten yeers 8go,
when Kurnlawan was also co-organizing
the Bicnnale Jogia and oversceing the
Indoncslan Visual Art Archive, which he
cofounded, all while developing his own
artlstlc practlce. As I listened to him talk
sbout his multifarious actlvitics, [ was
impressed by his sbundant creative energy,
Intelligence, and conslderate nature, It was
8lso clear that he is not afrald of putting the
catamong the plgeons, so to speak.

With an academic background in
archacology and visual communications,
Kurnlawan began his carcer 85 a graphle
artist in the mld-1990s, while Indonesia was
still under Suharto’s autocratic rule, The
drawings that he produced during this time
distingulshed him 85 a politically avant-
garde volee, For example, In the charcoal
rendering Psendo History (1995), screens
conoeal Incognito figures; in the foreground,
people wearing conical hats are bent over
corpses, 85 if caught in the act of killing. The
Imege alludes to how Suharto's New Order
regime crafted historical narratives, framing
others for its criimes, Deplcting prisoners
henglng by thelr feet, bound with ropes but
still smiling like clowns, Very Very Happy
Victtm (1996) reflects people’s inablllty to
recognize the importance of free expression
for their lives, instead tolerating torture, At
their heart, these dark Images contain the
artist’s raging anger about oppresslon,

Under Suharto, history could only be told
In the regime’s way. Critical remariks about its
verston of events were mercllessly punished.
This applled especially to inquiries about haw
Suharto had come to power, An open sceret
Is that Suharto's ascent wes the result of a
staged coup d'état on the nlght of Sepeember
30, 1965, when slx generals loyal to the sitting
president, Sukarno, were killed. Suharto
and his entourage blamed the Indonesisn
communist party for these murders end
sclzed power amid the polltical chacs
that was stirred. In the following months,
hundreds of thousands of communists end
so-called communlsts were killed by milities
stoked up by Suharto and his followers,

Toward the end of the '90s, however,
Indoncsla began to change, with the fall of
Suharto’s dictatorship in 1998 ushering In
an ¢ra of sociopolitical reformation, more
open access to Information, and freedom

of cxpression. This allowed Kurnlawan to
cxpand his creative practice by engaging
with and facllltating explicit discusslons
of previously buried historles and socletal
taboos, He locked his sight on the events
0f 1965 —a sublect that he continues to
obsessively unravel.

‘When esked what fuels his interest In
this perlod, he recounted being forced to
watch the film Pengkhianatan GIOS/PKI
|Treachery of G305/PKI] (1984) as a teensger,
The propaganda~financed by the Suharto
regime and shown at schools, universitles,
clnemas, and on TV annually on Scptember
30~blames the 1965 coup d'état on the
communists, Kurnlawan recalled that
the violence in Pengkhianatan G0S/PKI
terrificd him; the fact that his parents were
unwilling to talk to him about its contents
aroused his curioslty.

One of his projects cxploring the verby
toplc of the 1965 coup 15 “September
Something® (2004), The titular “somcthing”
cemphasizes society’s lack of words for
what had heppened, The challenge, which
Kumiawan Issucd to a group of young ertists,
‘was to articulate what the gencration who
lived through the oppression still could not,
remediating the trauma that was passed
dawn the generatlons. At Kedal Keban
Forum, the artlsts challenged the New Order's
master narretive of “communist treason™
through an exhibition, performances,
screenings, and talks,

Around the same time, Kurnlawan wes
problng other sensltive subjects, In the
charcoal drawlng series The Dictionary of
Sexuality and Polltics (2002~04), penlscs
appear in different formats and slzes,
Invading figures' spaces, bodics, and heads,
In Kurniawen's words, these scenes Ulustrate
soclety’s “masculinity complex” under
the New Order reglme, which glorified
patriarchal values such as the domination
and strength of men, and falscly lsbeled
homosexuality 85 a degencracy. Kurnjiawan
similarly critiques Suharto's relgn with
Budiman in Wonderland (2005), a scrics
of drawings that was Jater complled a5 a
comilc, in which a male protagonist Is held
captlve, raped, and then trensported Into
warped, fantastical dimensions, Including
apenls-shaped cocoon., Holding this loopy
realm up as a disturbing mirror, the artist
unabashedly conveys how Indoneslans were
dragooned into a twisted world,

Even though Kumiawan never stopped
drawing, since the 2010s his art projects have
often been Installations and/or performative,
callectively realized, and ephemeral. This
stems from his discontent with art world
developments in the 2000s, when Indoneslan
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art expericnced a commerclal boom, The
feeling that he produced his drawings
malnly for an Internstionsl art market end
the amusement of collectors frustrated him
Immensely. Looking to create something
more satisfying than commedities, he
Invested much of his time In performance
art end community projects. Many of these
home In on life under sutocracy and are
reallzed In collaboration with survivors of
the 1965 violence and their familles,

One such work is $#1: Sebuah Slografi
dalam 65 Kata [Sri: A Blography In 65 Words],
a performance staged ak Jakarta'’s Museum
Macan in 2017, In the 1960s, Sl Wahyuni was
an sdmired singer and a member of Gerwand,
the communlst party’s organization for
women. After Suharto scized power, she was
arrested and imprisoned in Semarang untll
1972, When she wes released, she learned that
all her property and lend In Yogyakarta had
been taken by the army, She was forced to live
on the streets for much of her life, Kumiswan
met St at Kiprah Perempuan, a women
survivors' group In Yogyakerta, and declded
to create 8 performance with her, The work
enteils audience members singing one word
cach to form a 65-word biography for i, In
8 polyphonic improvisatlon orchestrated by
Kurnlawan. The format enables participants
from different generations tospeak about
the trauma of 1965 In & public space and as a
community of Indlviduals,

This strategy also Informed Gelolek
Makam Keramat [Secred Grave Unrest]
(2017), & play performed by members of
Kiprsh Perempasn st the Gadjah Mada
Theater in Yogyskarta, The plece was adapted
by Kurniewen from another script, Leng, and
Isabout a group of women fighting against
corporate greed. The production promated
the process of healing through community
and celebrated grassroots resistance,

In February, Kurnlawan and [ spoke to
cach other again digltally, locked down in
our homes In Yogyakarta and Amsterdam,
respectively, because of the pandemic, To
my question about how he Is holding up
under these clrcumstances, he responded
with a deep slgh. After a while, unwilling
todwell on the misery that Covid-19 has
caused, he started describing the new turn
In his practice, Prompeed by the pandemic's
restrictions on people gathering, he has
taken his collaberations tentatively to
the virtual realm, working with a digital
animator to tell the story of a communist
perty leaders' surviving femlly member via
moving image. Though Kumnlawan did not
disclose the name of the figure, this much
Is certaln: The completed video will release
disquicting truths,

LAY AP0 LM k)

PROFILES



