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There is an undeniable charm to Indonesia, a country which is in fact made up of 13,466 islands of
varying sizes. In the work of Heri Dono, too - a major international representative artist of this na-
tion - we find a rich combination of culture, politics, and various worlds passed down successively
through generations.

From time immemorial Indonesia has been a key area on ancient trade routes linking East Asia and
the Middle East, and as such has been a location of abundant cultural exchange. The worlds of Hin-
duism, Buddhism, Islam and animistic theology have been intermixed there, giving life to truly unique
spiritual forms (as we can see in the Abangan religion of Java island, which is a mixture of Islamic and
HInduistic traditions, or in Lombok island’s Bodha theology which combines Hinduisim and Buddhism

as well as animistic elements).

Indonesia is furthermore a treasure trove of traditional art forms such as expressive dance and gamelan
music. These have exerted a profound influence on Heri Dono, whose practice adroitly makes free
use of both a peculiarly indigenous form of animistic theology, as well as Western-derived expres-
sive technigues which might be called those of contemporary art. In this way he creates what one
might call ‘ HERIDONOLOGY’, an alluringly inter-fused intermingling of old and new universes. These
include the political affairs that marked the eras of Presidents Sukarno and Suharto respectively, and
the censorious and suppressive cultural policies of the regime - all brought to fruition as artworks

containing messages of scathing satire.

Heri Dono’s first realized artworks were in the form of paintings. Then, he began to transform the
painted works, one by one, into three-dimensional objects, using intentionally ‘low-tech’ methodolo-
gies. That itself can be very humourous, when for example the works sometimes cease temporarily to

function - but this too forms part of the appeal of his practice.

There are numerous communities in today’s Indonesia which have begun to collapse as an effect of
modernization, particularly given the strong influence of advancing contemporary information tech-
nologies. Even then, residents of each local village tend to be engaged in the frantically attempted
preservation of each village's particular forms of expressive dance or folk music, or indeed the form of
shadow-puppet theatre known as wayang kulit. Heri Dono has taken upon himself the inheritance of

his own original form of wayang theatre, of which he organizes his own performances.

| first viewed Heri Dono’s artworks in 1992 at Tokyo Metropolitan Art Space, in what was the ice-
breaker show of an exhibition that went on to tour several locations within Japan, entitled “New Art
From Southeast Asia”. After that, | first met Heri Dono in person on the occasion of the exhibition
“Visions of Happiness: Ten Asian Contemporary Artists” at the Japan Foundation Forum. Since that
time we have continuously sustained our exchange, and | am truly delighted to be able to finally hold

his solo exhibition at Mizuma Art Gallery in Tokyo, an occasion which brings me inexpressible joy.

Executive Director
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Installation view at Venice Biennale 2015, Indonesia Pavilion

Photography by Luciano Romano, courtesy of Bumi Purnati Indonesia
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One of Indonesia’s foremost contemporary artists, Heri Dono's extensive participation in ma-
jor art exhibitions throughout the world has earned him the acclaim of global art audiences.
His large-scale installation of a hybrid creature that combined the Trojan Horse and Indonesia’s
endangered species the Komodo dragon in the form of a ship with wheels, entitled “Voyage-
Trokomod”, was one of the highlights of the 2015 Venice Biennale.

Heri Dono'’s long-standing relationship with Japanese art audiences began in 1992 with the
group show “New Art From Southeast Asia” at Tokyo Metropolitan Art Space. The exhibition later
traveled to Fukuoka, Hiroshima and Osaka. Since then he has participated in numerous exhibi-
tions throughout Japan including the “4th Asian Art Show” (Fukuoka Art Museum), “Sounding
Sphere” (Harima Science Garden City, Hyogo), “Tachikawa International Arts Festival” (Tokyo) and
many more. In the year 2000, Heri Dono held his solo show “Dancing Demons and Drunken Dei-
ties” at the Japan Foundation Forum, curated by world-renowned curator Dr. Apinan Poshyanan-
da from Thailand. Hence, this solo exhibition at Mizuma Art Gallery is Heri Donao’s third in Japan.

This short essay “HERIDONOLOGY” refers to my observation of the influences and themes con-
tained within Heri Dono'’s unique visual language and narration, which manifest in his paintings,
(kinetic) sculptures and installations that are shown in this exhibition.
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Segitiga Senen Jakarta
(Senen Triangle in Jakarta)
1981
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Acrylic on canvas

97 x 132 cm

THE BEGINNING

During Heri Dono’s studies at ASRI, now known as ISI (Indonesian Institute of the Arts), he was
strongly influenced by S. Sudjojono’s philosophy of jiwa ketok or ‘visible soul’ Jiwa ketok was S.
Sudjojono’s critique towards the mooi indie, a genre of visual art during the Dutch occupation
of Indonesia that depicted the beauty of the country. S. Sudjojono criticized mooi indie for only
pleasing the Dutch imperialists. He believed that art should reflect the artist's feelings towards
the reality of the people, instead of only depicting the beautiful side of life to please others.

The influence of S. Sudjojono’s jiwa ketok is clearly evident in Heri Dono’s early painting “Segitiga
Senen Jakarta” (The Senen Triangle in Jakarta), painted in 1981 during his first year at ASRI. Se-
gitiga Senen is well known as one of Jakarta’s busy economic centers and also as a hub for pick-
pockets. In this painting we see deformed figures and a naively-drawn cityscape, depicting the
chaotic situation in Segitiga Senen as well as reflecting the rapid growth of Indonesian economy
under the rule of President Soeharto. Cars weave back and forth into traffic jams, in contrast to
the various people going about their business. In the background, we can see the majestic view
of Jakarta's skyscrapers.

Heri Dono feels that to paint the reality of life, it is not enough only to portray what is visible to
our eyes. To him, the real subject matter lies beneath its visible symptoms. In fact, most of the
time, the real subjects are not visible - they are abstract notions. We can feel and think about
them, but cannot see or touch them. Injustice, greed, the hunger for power, human exploitation
and so forth: these are the true issues at stake in the reality of Heri Dono's life, and he feels the
urge to contribute and make a difference to them through his work. Just painting subjects visible
to his eyes will not change anything, as it does not convey a different awareness about what is
happening.

As an artist, Heri Dono sees himself as the ‘punakawan’: the name for the clown servant hero
figures in classic Javanese wayang (puppet theatre) stories. Like the punakawan, he feels the urge
to criticize what is wrong, and wants to be able to make a difference without causing offence.
In wayang there are traditionally four of these clown figures, named Semar, Petruk, Gareng, and
Bagong. The punakawan only exist in Javanese wayang stories: they do not exist in the original
epic stories of Ramayana and Mahabharata composed in India. Punakawan are the jesters in way-
ang shows: they are the witty servants of the heroes - although they are actually often wiser and
more powerful than their masters, and tend to act as their advisors. In wayang the punakawan
often criticize their masters’ misbehaviors, but their critiques offend no one because of their

humourous delivery.
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Ki Sigit Sukasman (middle) photographed with two of his students:
Guntur Songgo Langit (left) and Heri Dono (right)
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To be like the punakawan, Heri Dono employs cartoon- and comic-like techniques as his tools to ex-
press sociopolitical critique. He understood comics’ ability to wrap a scathing criticism of authority
(especially during the era of President Soeharto) in a humorous narrative, and to be able to deliver
this narrative through witty and entertaining characters, so that it offends no one. His attempts to
further understand the principles of cartoons and comics then led Heri Dono into deeper study
of the popular cartoons at the time, such as those of Walt Disney and Hanna-Barbera. During his
investigations, Heri Dono discovered a space in which his imagination could grow without any
boundaries imposed by logic. A creative space where anything is possible: animals talk and act as
humans, mice triumph over cats, elephants fly, and more. In this space without logic Heri Dono
created a fictional narrative about the reality of life, with a tendency to employ absurdist visual
symbols and hybrid creatures. We can see this early development of Heri Dono's unique visual
language in his painting “Orang-Orangan Makan Orang-Orangan” (Fake Human Eats Fake Human).
This work tells a story of human exploitation, depicted by the two-headed monster eating a weak
little figure in the middle. The painting is very visually pleasing thanks to the amusing figures and
upbeat bright colors, but the story it tells is not pleasing at all: a tale of horror about human exploi-

tation by higher powers.

Orang Orangan Makan Orang Orangan
(Fake Human Eats Fake Human)

1986

F /N7 / Acrylic on canvas

145 x 145 cm

FROM CARTOON TO LIAYANG

On his journey to further develop his visual narrative Heri Dono was intrigued by wayang, especially
wayang kulit (shadow puppetry). After electing to drop out from ASRI, Heri Dono studied wayang
with the renowned Yogyakarta wayang kulit master and innovator Ki Sigit Sukasman . Heri Dono
saw wayang kulit as the Javanese traditional form of cartoons or anime. He was particularly intrigued
by the iconography, ornamentation, and the deformation he found within this art form.
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Wayang Legenda (Wayang Legend) is Heri Dono's version of wayang kulit
performance, inspired by a folklore from the Batak tribe of North Sumatra,
“Si Tungkot Tunggal Panaluan’, that tells a tragic love story about a twin

brother and sister who were separated during childhood.
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In this example of a buto figure in wayang kulit, we see a resemblance to
how Heri Dono has depicted monstrous figures in his paintings. They are
drawn in a flat manner without any sense of dimension. The way Heri

Dono made the joints in the arms of his figures as seen in many of his

paintings is also similiar to the way these joints were made in wayang kulit.
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“The Two Generals”, one of Heri Dono'’s recent paintings shown in this exhibition, clearly evinces
how strongly wayang has influenced his visual language. The two generals in this painting were
inspired by the figure of buto (monster) that is found in wayang kulit. In this work Heri Dono depicts
the buto in a flattened manner, without any sense of perspective or anatomical realism, as if they
were composed of pieces of paper. The joints in the arms and legs of these figures are made as if
they have come from separate pieces, and the heads of the two generals are also painted flattened.
This is typical of Heri Dono’s wayang-style painting, in which heads are always painted in side-
profile to accentuate the character and the facial expression, similar to what we see in the actual
figures of wayang kulit.

Although both generals in the painting are depicted as scary-looking buto, both of them have big
smiles on their faces, and we can also glimpse their genitalia hanging limply, even cutely, from
their crotch. These subtle accents in the composition transform the scary-looking buto into funny-
looking clown-like creatures. To me, Heri Dono is a person with a strong sense of humor that we
can perceive from his work. He wants his practice to entertain people, not to bring fear to those
who look at it.

The way the lips are depicted in the two generals’ smiles is clearly inspired by the ornamentation
of lips found in wayang kulit, in which they are often detailed with a bold red line. The way Heri
Dono paints lips in his paintings and three-dimensional objects is what gives the essential wayang
figural resemblance to the characters in most of his works. In between those lips, we can see the
rows of the buto’s teeth. The buto figure on the right has one fang, while the one on the left has
two. This is an indication of the power balance between the two, since in Javanese culture fangs
are a symbol of power.

The image of male genitals in many of Heri Dono’s works originates in lingam-yoni, stone statues
from ancient Hindu culture depicting genitalia of both sexes as sacred symbols of fertility. Western
visual culture has a long tradition of female sexuality being used to symbolize beauty; therefore,
Heri Dono thinks it only fair that male sexuality should also be exhibited - yet the use of male geni-
talia in Heri Dono's artworks have nothing to do with a sexual or pornographic context. On some
occasions, their purpose is simply to identify that the figure is male; however, in other works such as
“The Two Generals” it symbolizes more than this. In many cultures male genitalia is often deployed
colloquially as a metaphor for bravery, or guts: in the English language, there is the expression “he’s
got no balls” or “he’s got big balls” to express how gutsy someone is. The figure on the left in “The
Two Generals”, “has got bigger balls”.

We have seen that the iconographies used by Heri Dono to build his visual narrative are inspired
by our daily reality with strong influences from cartoons and comic cultures. The story of “The Two
Generals” in this context appears to represent a battle between good and evil. These two powers
are evoked by the military attributes worn by the two buto, indicating that both of them are in high
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ranks that hold great authority. In Heri Dono’s mind their monstrous physical appearance is

equivalent to great power, but it does not necessarily mean that they are evil.

The general on the right fights the battle with violence, carrying on his head a pistol shooting
forth bullets, which together with the dagger on the back of his head and the gun on his back
are clear ciphers for the notion of violence. In this story, acts of violence are a reflection of the

power of evil.

On the other hand, the general on the left fights with his speech, symbolized by the loudspeaker-
like item he carries on his own head, shooting cloud-like objects that indicate sound. His tongue
which bursts out in the form of a comic-book superhero also connotes the power of his speech.
However, this figure, too, appears to be armed with a gun and a bayonet. This act of non-violent
fighting represents the power of good.

The Two Generals 2016 +>//\Z(c7%'J)1 | Acrylic on canvas 125 x 150 cm
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In traditional Javanese wayang kulit perfor-
mance, the dalang is the one who gives life
to all the puppet figures from behind the
screen.

On the other side of the screen, the audi-

ence sees the shadow of the wayang kulit

figures.

My personal interpretation of this painting references the battle between the Indonesian politi-
cian Basuki Tjahaja Purnama, better known as Ahok, and the corrupt majority members of the
parliament and government.

Ahok is the first ethnic Chinese Indonesian to manage to become a Governor, not to mention
the Governor of Indonesia’s capital city, Jakarta. As Governor, he sides with the people and is
generally very much loved and praised by the people of Jakarta.

However, his anti-corruption acts and his straightforward diction have become major obstacles
for the corrupt and powerful figures who have become accustomed to taking advantage of their
high positions in the political system. This corrupt group of people have declared Ahok their
enemy, and they have launched many political attacks to attempt to put him out of power. But
none of these attacks have yet been able to shake Ahok’s position as the number one person in
Jakarta.

This story of the battle between good and evil is a universal story in life; it is a battle that takes
place everywhere in the world. Heri Dono believes that different people might interpret the
context of his story differently depending on their own life experiences; this is the way he builds
a conversation with his audiences.

Heri Dono'’s study of wayang has also led him to an exploration of various media of expression
such as perfomance art, kinetic sculpture and installation as well as painting. The most signifi-
cant development of Heri Dono’s practice is his unique synthesis of multiple artistic disciplines,
working across media and combining visual art, performance art, and sound in forms such as art
installation or kinetic sculpture.

In wayang kulit performances, the puppet master, commonly known as dalang, is the man behind
the screen who animates (gives movement and voice to) the wayang kulit, to give them life on the
stage. This is the main idea behind the use of mechanical and electrical machinery as the source
of power animating the figures in many of Heri Dono’s kinetic sculptures and installations. The
presence of the dalang has been replaced with machines. We could see this as a metaphor of
how tradition is being replaced by modernization, or simply of how humans are being replaced
by machines in many instances within the condition of modernity.

The combination of moving figures and objects, and the play of light and audio makes Heri
Dono’s kinetic sculptures and installations intense and somewhat theatrical for the audience.
The visual narratives and iconography used in these works still follow the same principle as his
paintings.
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Flying Angels
1996
SURRATAT

Mixed media

Dimensions variable

Angels Fallen from the Sky
2008
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Fiberglass, papier-mache, electronic
and mechanical devices

90 x 90 x 40 cm (# / each)
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Representing the freedom to dream and to imagine, “Flying Angels” is the beginning of Heri Dono's

trilogy of angels installations. The second work is “Angels Fallen from the Sky”, that represents the
transformation of dreams to become ideas, and the third work is “Angels Looking to the Future’,

representing the transformation of these ideas into realities.

“Angels Fallen from the Sky”, shown in this exhibition, is an example of Heri Donao’s kinetic sculp-
ture installations. Ten figures of angels (again, their genitalia intentionally revealed) are carrying
rockets, hanging from the gallery’s ceiling and flapping their wings as if about to land, while in the
background we hear the soft sound of crickets. Among his fabular figures, it is the angels that Heri
Dono continually revisits and reinvents, sometimes refashioning them in response to specific socio-
political situations. Angels hold a special meaning for Heri Dono as the representation of the free-
dom to dream and to imagine. The inclusion of angels in his kinetic installations began with “Flying
Angels”, an artwork he made in 1996 for an exhibition in the Sdo Paulo Biennale held by the Japan
Foundation. The work was inspired by “Flash Gordon”, a comic story about life on planet Mars.
“Flash Gordon” was first published in 1934, long before Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin landed
on the moon in July 1969. For Heri Dono, this proves that the human imagination is far ahead
of technological advancement. The freedom to dream and to imagine is vital for human beings to
build their own better future. The idea of angels as the representation of the freedom to dream and
imagine refers to the absence of freedom of speech in Indonesia during the New Order, under the
rule of President Soeharto. “Angels Fallen from The Sky” depicts dreams and imaginations that are
about to become realities.

Looking at Heri Dono’s works of art is akin to watching a performance of rakugo, in which Heri Dono
is telling us his story of the reality of our world and lives from his own unique perspective, with a
twist of humor.

Hermanto Soerjanto
13th July, 2016
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77771/ Acrylic on canvas
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150 x 200 cm
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Nyai Roro Kidul and Panembahan Senopa 2016 4 +>/\ZIZ77%)L / Acrylic on canvas 150 x 200 cm
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' The Palm Trees
=R | 2016

| 150x 150 cm

£ NAUCT72'))1 / Acrylic on canvas



Watching the Marginal People
2000

AR EBEFHEWERE. /8 / Wood, electronic and mechanical devices, metal

32 x29.6x42.3 cm
105248 / Total 10 pieces
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California Mafia 2016 =+>/N&IC77%J) / Acrylic on canvas 150 x 200 cm




" Political Player

2016

#EICTT7271) ). 35— 1 / Acrylic and collage on paper
66 x 78 cm




The Negotiation of Peace

Race with Airplanes

2016 2016
#E1CT72) L. 35— / Acrylic and collage on paper 4EIT 721 15— / Acrylic and collage on paper
66 x 78 cm

66 x 78 cm
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The Garuda
Champagne from Television
The Vehicle of Anger

Run Away from the Bad Body
The Television Obsession
Black Magic Discussion

Prometheus Get Fire
Giant and Sultan
A Snake’s Player

2016
#ECTo )b a7—a
Acrylic and collage on paper

66 x 78 cm (7% / each)
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Batik on silk, bamboo, cement, plastic, fiberglass,

g cement paper, electronic and sound devices, others
130 x 40 x 40 cm (314 / figure) 180 x 220 x 20 cm (f# / each flag)
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