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FOREWORD OF
“NASIRUN""Exhibition

SUEO MIZUMA

Indeed Indonesian Indonesia is the largest Islamic nation in Asia. Yet within it, on the island of
Bali there is preserved a particular form of Hinduism syncretized with

cotemporary art is truly

) ) indigenous animistic religion.

fascinating-abundant

numbers of artists are at Bali, like Japan, is characterized by its polytheistic spiritual beliefs.

work within a f@V@TiShly In a similar way to Japan’s ukiyo-e, its cultural arts also - such painting

. and gamelan music, which developed in unison with local customs and

active art scene. civilities - had a huge impact when they were first introduced to Europe
at the late-19th century Paris World Expo. They also influenced the
Surrealists and a host of other contemporary art movements.
Having developed within such a context, Indonesian contemporary painting is

filled with the intensity of an extremely exciting conflict.

Indeed Indonesian contemporary art is truly fascinating — abundant numbers
of artists are at work within a feverishly active art scene.

Amongst them, Nasirun’s pieces might at first resemble ethnic or typically
Balinese, Hindu religious pictures. In fact, Nasirun says he is not
concerned with religion. Therefore, rather than any particularly venerable
gods within the outline of Hindu theology,he is trying to make work about t
he spirituality of all human beings.

It is very interesting that this stance of encountering tradition in his work,
together with being a concrete embodiment of ethnicity, is also an expression

of the modern in Indonesia.

Today, at Mizuma Art Gallery Tokyo, | am delighted to hold an exhibition
of Nasirun — a major significant artist within Indonesian contemporary
painting. [ am grateful to have the chance to introduce his work to large

numbers of Japanese art audiences.

MIZUMA Sueo

Executive Director
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Nasirun is not a static
personality. He is
responsive, adaptive,
explorative, socially
engaged, optimistic,
always laughing, generous
and hard- working.

These habits allow him to
make tremendous pro-
gress in his career.

NASIRUN: FROM WAYANG
TO FLOUR SACK

Dr. Oei Hong Djien

Over twenty years ago when | saw Nasirun’s paintings for the first time,
all his subject matter was about wayang (Javanese shadow puppet) stories.
He was, at that time, still studying at the ISI (Indonesian Institute of the
Arts) in Yogyakarta. Nasirun came from a traditional Javanese family and
grew up in a rural area in Cilacap, on the South coast in Central-Java.
Since early childhood he liked to watch shadow puppet (wayang) shows,
which later had a strong influence on his artistic growth. The Javanese
wayang which Nasirun masters extremely well, is derived from the Maha-
bharata and Ramayana epic of India, but they have undergone changes.
He studied the character of every wayang figure and applied it to the story
of his work. He got life-wisdom from those stories. Nasirun also paid
attention to the ornamentation in the wayang. Moreover, he was skillful
in making batik, which is a traditional Javanese craft. This background

has always been attached to his art making.

Nasirun is not a static personality. He is responsive, adaptive, explorative,
socially engaged, optimistic, always laughing, generous and hard-working.

These habits allow him to make tremendous progress in his career.

Because of his attachment to the Javanese wayang, Nasirun has often,
particularly in the past, not been considered as a contemporary artist.
This does not matter at all to Nasirun. He has always worked following
his heart and not trends. Nasirun is correct, in this respect; an artist should
be honest to his or her self. Otherwise the work will have no character.
Moreover contemporary does not mean that you have to leave the past
including your culture and educational background. These aspects will
always stick to every-body, including an artist, and will be manifested in

the identity of the work.

An artist should not on purpose create a national identity, it will make
the work artificial. The identity is inherent within the artist.

Nasirun is a Javanese Muslim and the respect for his religious belief is re-
presented in the spirituality of his work. This was featured in his solo ex-
hibition at Sangkring Art SpaceYogyakarta (28 September- 12 October
2009), entitled Salam Bekti, commemorating the 1000th day of the death
of his mother. In this exhibition we could see a significant number of

works with religious themes.
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(Plate 1&2) In 2005 Nasirun’s idea to respond to
or rework exhibition invitation cards.

(A1 & 2)
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(2005%)

Nasirun did not hang on to the subject matter of wayang, Javanese myths
and folklores. As a good observer of the environment where he is living,
his oeuvre is growing all the time, using wayang as metaphors or symbols.
All his works resonate with his Indonesian or, to be more specific, Javanese
identity. In this respect it reminds me of the great artist and pioneer of
modern Indonesian art H.Widayat, who taught for 34 years at the Art
Academy (now ISI) in Yogyakarta where Nasirun was educated.

Like H.Widayat, Nasirun is ultimately a painter. Although he has done
works other than paintings, like objects, installation art and life-size
puppets, he never left those unpainted. The life-size puppets are very
interesting because he likes to transform them into modern or even
contemporary puppets. As | mentioned earlier, he is always laughing;

this habit is manifested in these humorous puppets.

Often he has come out with unexpected surprising works exploring new
dimensions in his creative process. In 2005 he had the idea to respond to
or rework exhibition invitation cards. The frequency of Indonesian
contemporary art exhibitions in the country has increased tremendously
in the last decade. At that time the invitation was still done by sending
cards. Many invitees have accumulated an abundance of invitation cards,
and so did Nasirun. He did not throw them away but repainted the unique
cards and transformed them into excellent mini paintings (Plate 1, 2).

I had the privilege to see them before other people had the chance to
and he allowed me to select some for my collection. He later exhibited
those works in Hong Kongand The Netherlands. The highlight was the
solo exhibition at Salihara where more than 1000 works were showcased
in 2012.

At ArtJog 14, the annual international art fair in Yogyakarta, people were
again surprised by his unusual work. Inspired by volcano eruptions,
which could be disastrous, Nasirun is warningpeople of this danger. He
composed an artwork comprising 36 panels of 70 by 40 cm flour sacks
with the brand Bromo, which is a volcano in East-Java. He painted an
active volcano emitting eruption material. At first glance you do not
recognize the work as Nasirun’s. But on closer observation you find
wayang-like figures in the emitted eruption material that are signature

figures of Nasirun (Plate 3)

Nasirun’s works are a form of story telling. They are stories about humans'
life, wayang stories, Javanese myths, folklore and religious belief. In fact,
the wayang story is all about human life's wisdom though often in symbo-
lic form. That is why Nasirun's paintings are full of symbolism. Nasirun

never paints a still life or landscape only, which is not related to a life story.
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(Plate 3) Inspired by volcano eruptions which
could be disastrous , Nasirun is warning people

of this danger. He composed an artwork comprising
36 panels of 70 by 40 cm flour sacks with the brand
Bromo which is a volcano in East-Java.
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In my opinion Nasirun is

a newborn unity of
Affandi, Hendra Gunawan,
S. Sudjojono and Widayat:
the four maestros of
modern Indonesian Art.

10

Nasirun is superb in executing his paintings. The powerful brush strokes
generate the strong expressiveness of the work. The skillful-ness of
elaborating the fine detailed parts gives rise to a decorative style.

[t is not surprising because he has a batik skill background. The delicate
scratches he inserts make the painting even more artistic. Above all,
Nasirun's imaginative ability brings his paintings to a surreal level. In my
opinion Nasirun is a newborn unity of Affandi, Hendra Gunawan, S.

Sudjojono and H.Widayat: the four maestros of modern Indonesian Art.

The use of colors is also a unique phenomenon in Nasirun’s work. The
striking red that he uses extensively on the large canvases gives a powerful
impact. He likes to combine the red with black, strong green and blue
which is not compatible in the western eye. In past years he has often
used softer colors, which are more acceptable to western educated
collectors. Besides using the softer colors, he also applies gold or silver

paints that make his works look brilliant.

Nasirun shows a variety of paintings in the current exhibition at Mizuma
Art Gallery, Tokyo. Inspired by the still ongoing exhibition at OHD Museum
and Museum H. Widayat, titled Pioneer Number Four; H. Widayat,

Nasirun created three painting titled Homage to H.Widayat #1, Homage
to H.Widayat #2 and Homage to H.Widayat #3. In these works (Plate 4,
5 & 6) Nasirunfeatures the rare paintings of Widayat with a cubistic style
where the forms are filled with ornamental forms. One of them is depict-

ing an important painting of Widayat known as Tree of Life.

He uses soft pastel colors in some works as seen in Rajah (Plate 7).
Amongst the recent paintings you can also see one of his old works,
dated 1992, titled Gayuh Buli-Buli (plate 8), a small-sized painting of
60 by 80 cm that stands out because it looks different from the recent

works.

September 2014,
Oei Hong Djien
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(Plate 4 Homage to H. Widayat #1, 2014, 130 X 250cm, oil on canvas

Homage to H. Widayat #1, #2 and #3, are examples of Nasirun’s interpretationof abstract art. It looks abstract but at
the same time it also contains a rich ornamentation. These abstract paintings were inspired by his teacher at ISI,

H. Widayat, one of Indonesia’s leading artists from the modernist era. Nasirun was so sad to hear that many of

H. Widayat paintings in the H. Widayat museum were stolen. With these paintings he would like to pay his respect
to H. Widayat and at the same time he reminds people about his significant contribution in the development of art

in Indonesia.

12
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(Plate 5) Homage to H Widayat #2, 2014, 145 X 90cm, oil on canvas
)5) Homage to HWidayat #2, 2014, 130 X 250cm, v >/7 VRIS







(Plate 7) Rajah, 2014
154 X 400cm, oil & acrylic on canvas

The literal translation of ‘rajah’ is a prayer written on an object or human body. It is believed to have the power to
help people in achieving their goals or to overcome problems. Nasirun believes that in essence, anyone needs some
kind of encouragement to boost their self-confidence to be able to achieve their goals. A rajah was traditionally
used to boost people’s self-confidence in achieving their goals. In the modern world, rajah could be manifested in
many forms.

In the painting we can see chairs that symbolize thrones or power; decorated with mantras written in ancient Java-

nese script as the metaphor of rajahstowards ascendancy. Around the chairs, we can see human figures, with their
own modern interpretations of rajah, seeking to sit on those chairs.
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1. From left to right: Nasirun’s wife, Supartilah,
Nasirun, Miko and Santi (Indieguerillas), in
Nasirun’s studio.

2. From left to right: Nasirun, Ryo Wakabayashi
and Fredy Chandra, in Nasirun’s studio, during
the preparation of Nasirun’s solo show in Mizuma
Art Gallery Tokyo.
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THE BREATH OF NASIRUN
Metamorphosis of Tradition

Hermanto Soertjanto

Nasirun is a unique personality amongst most Indonesians. He has never
set foot in a shopping mall and he doesn’t own a mobile phone, let alone
a smart one. To this date, he is also unconnected to the Internet, choosing

instead to be more connected to his Javanese roots and traditions.

The artist came from a simple and humble family. He lived in a remote
village on the south coast of Java, near Cilacap city. The village in which
he lived in is called Grumbul Keong Garing, which translates literally as
village of dry snails (in Javanese language, grumbul means village and
keong garing means dry snail). The village was so small; there were only
two families living in the area. There was no TV, no electricity and no
decent road to connect the village to any big city. Growing up, folklore,
wayang stories and Javanese mythologies told by the elders were the most
popular entertainment for Nasirun. Moreover, the wisdom contained
behind all those stories is rooted deep down in his heart and he carries it
as his philosophy of life. As an adult, Nasirun sees, understandsand
reinterprets the life that goes around him through his Javanese eyes, logic,

traditions and sense of humor.

Since Nasirun was a little boy, he loved to draw. He really likes to draw
figuresfrom wayang stories or Javanese mythology. Soon after he graduated
from junior high school in 1983, he joined SMSR (high school of art) in
Yogyakarta, where he studied batik, wayang and woodcarving. That was
the first time he had an encounter with modern and big city life. Those
experiences gave him a different perspective about life; a perspective of
a modern man. To support his life and education in Yogyakarta, Nasirun
earnt money by making greeting cards and batik (traditional Indonesian
textile). Even now, Nasirun still keep his batik business alive. Although its
no longer profitable, it provides jobs for those who helped him in the past.

The business mainly preserves the spirit, culture and the skill of batik making.

After graduating from SMSR, the artist continued his education at the visual
art faculty at ISI (Indonesian Institute of Arts), in Yogyakarta. It was the first

time he got to know western art and the modern techniques of art making.
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19



Nasirun’s paintings on the ceiling of his museum.
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Indonesian and western art scenes. He was inspired by them and their
works. This whole excitement played a very important role in the develop-
ment of Nasirun’screative and artistic identity; it puts a western art perspe-
ctive on his traditional artistic roots. ‘Gayuh Buli-Buli’ (Plate7) is one
example of Nasirun’s painting from this early period of his artistic practice.
In the painting we can see a naked woman lying on the ground in the
middle of a forest, surrounded by animals and demons. Nasirun was
inspired by one of his relatives, who had been ostracized by the family
because poverty made her a prostitute. In the painting she was depicted
as the naked woman lying on the ground, meditating and asking for
‘panglaris’ (a blessing to make a good fortune in sales or money). In this
work we witness a contradiction between the reality of life, traditional

social values and the wisdom of virtue.

Nasirun graduated from ISI (Indonesian Art Institute) in 1997. None of his
family knew that he went to study at the university until the day he gradu-
ated. He is the only child in his family that went to and achieved his uni-
versity degree. All his brothers and sisters are only elementary school

graduates.

ART AND NASIRUN

For Nasirun, art is not just his profession or the way he makes a living. It
is somuch more than that; for him art is just like breathing, something that
he must go through to be able to live. His main motivation in creating art
has always been the art itself, not his career as an artist nor fame or money.
If there is no canvas or paper for him to paint on, he will just grab anything
available that enables him to make artworks. It could be a piece of stone
from his garden, table in his house or even the staircase of his house.

The simplest day to day things become his objects of creation.

Nasirun has almost never rejected any invitation to participate in an exhi-
bition. No matter how small or big, important or insignificant the exhibiti-
ons are, he will always try to make the effort to participate. Once | asked
him, “don’t you think it's better if you prioritize; so that you can concent-
rate more on the important exhibitions?” He told me that his participation
in all those exhibitions is the form of his respect and gratitude towards art.

He also think it is better if more people can see and enjoy his art.

His love, dedication to and respect for the arts has led him to establish a
museum dedicated to honor artists who have made a great contribution
in laying the foundation of art in Yogyakarta. Most artworks displayed in
the museum, are works by artists from Sanggar Bambu (in bahasa, sanggar
is art group, Bambu is bamboo). It is artists' group that played a very
important role in the history of art in Yogyakarta. Many of those artists are

now forgotten.
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This museum is not only built to commemorate the meritof Nasirun’s precedingartists, but also a very good place to

study the history and the chronology of art development in Yogyakarta.
THE ART OF NASIRUN

Nasirun is widely known by the Indonesian and international art public for his Wayang (Indonesian shadow Puppet)
themed paintings. Although his works employ symbols and narrations originating from a ‘traditional world’, Nasirun
is not discussing tradition. In fact, many of his works are talking about spirituality based on philosophical thoughts

found in traditi-onal Javanese culture, colored by mysticism and his search for a mystical connection with God. This
amalgamation of religion and other sensory elements, as well as his various daily experiences in facing reality, compels

his spirituality to often highlight morality, virtue and a sense of humanity.

Nasirun’s works are a result of cultural and tradition metamorphosis, triggered by the encroachment of the modern

“reality of life”.
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(Plate 8) Gayuh Buli-Buli, 1992
60 X 80cm, oil on canvas

‘Gayuh Buli-Buli” is one example of Nasirun’s painting from
this early period of his artistic practice. On the painting we
could see a naked woman lying on the ground in the middle
of a forest, surrounded by animals and demons. Nasirun
was inspired by one of his relative, who has been ostracized
by the family because poverty has made her a prostitute. In
the painting she was depicted as the naked woman lying
on the ground, meditating and asking for ‘panglaris’ (a
blessing to make a good fortune in sales or money). In this
work we witness a contradiction between the traditional

social values against the wisdom of virtue.

(8) Gayuh Buli-Buli, 1992
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< (Plate 9) Arjuna Memanah (Arjuna shooting an arrow)
2013, 110 X 190cm, oil & acrylic on canvas

The literal translation of ‘manah’ is shooting arrow, but the
word manah alsoconnotes a philosophical meaning of the
depth of a heart, the sharpness of a soul or sharp vision.

In wayang stories, Arjuna is known as a good hearted and

wise figure who is very skillful in archery. Arjuna Memanah
is an image of someone who posses a deep feeling, a sharp
heart and vision. Those are values any artist should possess
to become a great artist. This painting is a form of Nasirun’s
criticism of the Indonesian contemporary art scene. Many

artists only focus on external appearance and rely solely on

technical capabilities to create a visual attraction, without

any vision and depth of feelings.

P (rPlate 10)Sudut Maha Karya (Perspective of a

Masterpiece), 2013-2014, 300 X 500cm, oil on canvas
The masterpiece Nasirun refers to in this painting is the
Borobudur temple. Aswe can see, the top view of Borobudur
is depicted at the centre of the canvas, surrounded by so
many Buddhist deities images. For Nasirun, the Borobudur
is the true masterpiece. The temple was created without any
other intention than to make a great offering to Buddha.
The meditating Buddhist deitiesmaking hand-gestures of
mudra surrounding Borobudur temple symbolizes the
Buddhism life ideals.
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(10) Sudut Maha Karya (Perspective of a Masterpiece)
2013-2014, 300X 500cm, F-v>7 NAISIHIE
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(Plate 11) Sultan Seni Rupa (The Sultan of Fine Art), 2014, 200 X 400cm, oil on canvas

This work was inspired by the polemic surrounding the central government plan to revoke the status of Yogyakarta

as a special region, with The Sultan of Yogyakarta (Hamengkubuwono) as the leader of the Special Region of Yogyakarta
equivalent to the governor. There was big protest from the people of Yogyakarta.

They were rejecting those plans. As we can see in the painting, Nasirun paints himself with the sultan’s attire and
proclaims himself as Yogyakarta's sultan of art. He is surrounded by texts in Javanese script containing the concept of
people's rejection of the revocation plans of Yogyakarta’s special status. This work shows how Nasirun uses humor to

create a political satire.
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(Bh1 1) Sultan Seri Rupa ( The Sultan of Fine Art), 2014, 200 X 400cm, Fv>7 NAICIHFE
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(Plate 12) Darwish, 2009
280 X 200cm, oil on canvas

In this painting we can see a self-portrait of Nasirun wearing
traditional Whirling Dervish costume, in the pose of the Sufi
whirling. One hand is lifted up to evoke blessing from God
while the other hand facing to the side to give all the
blessings he receives from God to other people and any
living things on earth.

This is actually a self-criticism to remind himself that he is
only an artist and he is far from perfection, but each day
he shall not stop trying.

(X412) Darwish, 2009
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(Plate 13) Imajinasi Dasamuka (Imagination of
Dasamuka), 2014, 60 X 60cm, oil on canvas

‘Dasamuka’ means ‘ten faces’” in Sanskrit. In the story of
Ramayana there was themonstrous king of Alengka who was
often depicted as a figure with ten faces and twenty hands.
Nasirun used the figure of Dasamuka in this work as a
metaphor of human behavior, often using so many masks full

of hypocrisy in achieving their goals to satisfy greed.
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(X 13) Imajinasi Dasamuka (Imagination of Dasamuka),
2014, 60X 60cm, Fr>7 NAIHE
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P (Plate 14) Jailangkung, 2014
140 X 250cm, oil & acrylic on canvas

Jailangkung is a kid’s game related to a mystic ritual séance.
Jailangkung is themedium between the real life and life after
death. This is a ritual that Nasirun was familiar with when he
was a kid, but one which is now rarely seen due to moderni-
zation. Kids nowadays are more interested in playing with
their gadgets. In Jailangkung, a bailer made of a coconut shell
with human face painted on its surface is commonly used to
accommodate the invited spirit. As we can see in Nasirun’s
painting it is depicted as a human face on top of the wild
boar’s image. When the spirit has possessed the bailer, it will
move on its own and we can ask the spirit about anything.

If we attach the bailer to a pencil, the spirit will give us the

answer by writing it down on a piece of paper.

(Xhfk14) Jailangkung, 2014
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