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WE ARE DESIGNER/ARTIST
WE ARE HUSBAND AND WIFE  
WE ARE JAVANESE YET A GLOBAL CITIZEN  
WE LOVE GENDING AND ALSO HEAVY METAL  
WE USE MAC AS WE USE PRINT AND BRUSH
WE COLLECT KERIS AND ALSO SNEAKERS  
WE LOVE GUDEG AND HAMBURGER 

WE ARE IDEALIST THAT NEED MONEY 
 WE ARE LOVE AND HATE
WE ARE FUN BUT ALSO SERIOUS
WE LIKE WAYANG AS MUCH AS TINTIN
WE ARE SIMPLY INDIEGUERILLAS 
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In the contemporary art world, there have been 
quite a lot of successful artists with a background 
in graphic design. One of them is Indieguerillas, 
which is a group of two life partners, Santi 
Ariestyowanti and Dyatmiko “Miko” Bawono. 

The success of such artists might be related to 
the “liberation of the visual language” that takes 
place in the development of the contemporary 
art. This is no longer debated today: it has been 
agreed that the contemporary art liberates a 
range of aspects in the art idioms that have been 
previously “stifled” by modernism, as evident in 
the development of late modern art. In the 
contemporary art, we have witnessed the 
liberation of the media (previously, only painting 
and sculpture were acknowledged), the 
liberation of narratives, the liberation of 
theatricality (giving rise to performance art), and 
the liberation of idioms. 

The liberation of idioms has to do with the 
essence of the contention between the modern 
and contemporary art. This argument finds its 
roots in the modernist belief that there is only 
one universal language in modern art, i.e. the 
language of abstract (in painting and sculpture). 
The function of communication in the universal 
language has been diminished to serve another 
interest that is seen as loftier, i.e. the discovery 
of the “essence of art”. This symptom separates 
late modern art from early modern art, and also 
from almost all other art traditions in the world. 
Almost all other art traditions recognize the 
function of communication in the language of 
art. 

The contemporary art shatters the 

Artists with a background in 
graphic design do not 
encounter such impediment. 
Even when they are in the 
process of developing peculiar, 
off-the-mark ideas and idioms, 
there has always been the 
underlying desire to 
communicate with the 
audience. The result is evident 
in the collaborative works by 
Santi Ariestyowanti and 
Dyatmiko “Miko” Bawono that 
are on display in this exhibition 
today. 

Jim Supangkat
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“impoverishment” of art idioms and liberates 
the formerly-shackled visual language. 
Therefore, all languages that artists have 
discovered along the history of art—as reflected 
in the various “isms”—are revived (after having 
been put to death). The liberated languages 
then flourish on a new platform. 

In the world of graphic design, the function of 
communication of all visual languages is not 
only present, but also serves precisely as the 
most important function. All graphic designers 
thus have an inherent drive to communicate 
with their audience as they proceed with their 
work. When they look for ideas, develop the 
visual language to present their ideas, and even 
when they are seeking provocative ideas and 
visual languages, these graphic designers never 
lose this drive. 

This is different from other artists with no 
background in the discipline of graphic design 
or visual communication. With these artists, the 
influence of avant-gardism that has been so 
deeply entrenched in the development of art so 
far encourages them to present peculiar ideas 
and idioms, based on the spirit to present 
novelty, originality, individuality, and depth, 
which are believed as uncommunicative after 
all. When the contemporary art liberates the 
visual language and revives the communicative 
function of the visual language, such artists find 
themselves in a rather difficult situation. 
Although they intend to develop 
communicative idioms, the drive to present 
peculiarities, which has been strongly ingrained 
due to the influence of common images, is not 
easy to control.

The Liberation of 
the Visual Language



WHO IS INDIEGUERILLAS?
Indieguerillas is a pair of husband and wife, 
Dyatmiko Lancur Bawono (Miko) and Santi 
Ariestyowanti (Santi), who collaborate in creating 
their works of art. To know Indieguerillas better, 
let us look back on their artistic journey so far.

The collaboration between Miko and Santi began 
in 1999, when they received an order to create 
the cover design for Sheila on Seven's album 
titled “Kisah Klasik untuk Masa Depan” (A Classic 
Tale for the Future). Since then, they have been 
working together as graphic designers under the 
name of Indieguerillas. One of their principles is 
that of “work and play”. 'Work' signifies the time 
they work commercially, doing orders from their 
clients, while 'play' signifies the time when they 
create works purely for their artistic pleasure. 
The graphic designer and interior designer 
eventually got married in 2002 and keep on 
working under the name of Indieguerillas.

In 2002, Cemeti Art house invited them to take 
part in a joint exhibition with a French graphic 
designer. The exhibition marked their entrance 
into the Indonesian art world. From that moment 
on, they have been taking parts in many art 
events, including the CP Biennale in 2005. 2007 
was an important year in their artistic career, as 
they participated in an exhibition titled 
“ArtVertising” at the Indonesian National Gallery. 
Their involvement in the exhibition gave them a 
new perspective regarding their artistic career. 
Since that exhibition, they decided to reduce the 
'work' element that had been dominant in their 
collaboration, and one which supported their life, 
and make the 'play' element as the dominant 
aspect. We can say that it was the day when they 
affirmed their position as an artist couple.

INDIE WHAT? INDIE WHO?

Artists or designers?
Their experience as designers clearly affects their 
artwork as well as their creative process. One 
striking aspect of their artwork is their use of 
materials and techniques. They believe that art is 
not only about canvases, paints, copper, wood, or 
any other conventional materials. They are 
keenly aware that their intimate knowledge of 
the computer technology and digital prints that 
they have applied in their design works gives 
them new opportunities in their artistic 
explorations. They do not, however, entirely 
leave the conventional art practices of using 
paints and canvases. Rather, it is the marriage 
between the computer technology and the 
conventional ways that is able to produce fresh 
and intriguing artwork, which is one 
characteristic feature of Indieguerillas'artworks.

Unlike many other artists who think and work in 
solitary confinement, Indieguerillas begin their 
creative process with a brainstorming session 
between Miko and Santi. Such collaborative acts 
continue as they create their works. They often 
involve a third party during the process, for 
example in woodworking, metal, resin, acrylic, or 
digital printing studios. They invite the third party 
as a partner in their creative process.
Unlike many other artists who view their works 
as highly-individualized works, Indieguerillas 
believe that the individualized part of a work is 
its idea, not its process.Even here the 'individual' 
is actually the pair of Santi-and-Miko, instead of 
only Santi or only Miko.

WHAT IS INDIEGUERILLAS?
Like their creative process, the content of each of 
their works is essentially a marriage between the 
traditional values and the latest modern values. 

What is Indieguerillas? Who is Indieguerillas? These are legitimate questions that the 

Indonesian art public might have, considering that Indieguerillas is a relatively-new player in 

the Indonesian world of contemporary art. Through this exhibition, Garis artSpace along with 

Indieguerillas invite the Indonesian art audience to get to know Indieguerillas better.

This combination is not without its reason and 
goal. Essentially, the values in Indieguerillas' 
works are metaphors for their existence as a 
Javanese pair who lives in today's world of youth 
that is full of the globalized Western influences.

The wayang, brands, and deformation and 
juxtaposition are important elements that form 
Indieguerillas' visual language about their self 
identity as contemporary Javanese people who 
live between traditions and modernity.

The wayang in the works of Indieguerillas In their 
works, Indieguerillas often employ wayang 
figures and/or characters from folk stories. These 
figures and characters symbolize their existence 
as Javanese people with strong Javanese values. 
The wayang figures they often use in their works 
are the punakawans or the royal attendants, 
because these characters are typically 
Indonesian. The punakawan is not recognized in 
the wayang stories in India or in other countries. 
The second reason is because punakawans 
symbolize the wise commoners. As far as I know, 
Santi and Miko indeed consider themselves as 
commoners instead of as well-known artists.

Deformation and juxtaposition in the works 
ofIndieguerillas.
The use of wayang in Indieguerillas' works is 
closely related to the prevailing artistic trend 
among the contemporary youth. The hip-hop 
music, as well as rock music, street art, urban 
fashion, and skate boards form subcultures that 
influence the emergence of Low-Brow Art, which 
eventually grow and become a trend among the 
American and European youth. This influence 
spreads all over the globe, including to 

Yogyakarta, Indieguerillas' place of residence. 
This is evident in the works by Indieguerillas, 
especially in the ways they deform shapes and 
juxtapose objects. The wayang characters in 
Indieguerillas' works do not appear in their 
original forms, and sometimes it is even difficult 
for us to recognize them. Still, the essence of 
each wayang character remains strong. In the 
work titled Kanoman Over Drive, for example, we 
can see ten wayang figures characteristic of 
Indieguerillas.

Deformations and juxtapositions are important 
elements in Indieguerillas' works. They become 
the tools to obscure their identity, while 
simultaneously searching for it. This is just like 
many Indonesians who have blurred their 
identities as Indonesians, but unconsciously 
found new identities as contemporary 
Indonesians. When Indieguerillas deform their 
wayang figures so much that they no longer 
resemble their original forms and tend to appear 
like cartoon characters, Indieguerillas are actually 
establishing new forms that will serve as their 
distinctidentity.

The juxtaposition, like the deformation, is an 
effort to obscure identity and simultaneously to 
establish relationships between the present days 
and objects that seem passé or out of date and 
no longer relevant to the contemporary public. 
With the juxtaposition, these objects become 
relevant and communicative again. An example is 
the work titled I Got Ten Celebrity's Heads and 
Hefner Ain't One. The fundamental idea for the 
work is the evil giant Dasamuka or “Ten Faces” of 
the Ramayana wayang story. In the work, 
Indieguerillas juxtapose Dasamuka's body with a 

Kanoman Over Drive  2005  Sticker on acrylic sheet mount on painted board I 130 X 400cmI I

With a strong background of Javanese text ‘KANOMAN’ in graffiti style, this artwork exhibits the ten deformed figures of Javanese wayang 
characters: Cangik, Denawa, Lembu Sura, Buta Cakil, Dasamuka, Hanoman, Gareng, Petruk, Bagong, and Limbuk. This artwork is a good example 
of how the Javanese wayang figures are smartlly deformed, juxtaposed, and then transformed into the unique new identity of Indieguerillas.



body of a contemporary youth in t-shirt, and the 
ten faces of Dasamuka are replaced with faces of 
contemporary figures or icons, some of them 
have negative reputations such as  Mao, Lenin, 
and Mister Smile in the style of Hitler; and some 
others, like Tintin, Astro Boy, Colonel Sanders, 
Captain America, Monalisa, and Hulk are faces 
that represent goodness. One of the issues that 
Indieguerillas wish to present through the work is 
that in the all-grey situation of                                                                                                            
the  Javanese culture, which does not see things 
in black and white, someone can be considered 
good or evil depending on the perspective that 
we use.

Brands in the works of Indieguerillas.
The use of brands, or symbols that represent 
certain brands, is another feature of 
Indieguerillas' works. A brand actually functions 
to present the identity of a product, but today 
brand has come to represent the identity of the 
user instead. Each of us, including Indieguerillas, 
often seeks to establish an identity by using 
certain brands that can make us feel more 
confident. Marlboro creates an impression of 
being macho like an American cowboy; Adidas 
shoes make us become a part of the global, up-
to-date youth; Blackberry makes us feel 
important and up to date; etc.

The concept behind brands is initially a modern 
marketing concept imported from the West to 
help us market our products. Without our 
realizing it, they have now represented the 
dominance of the Western culture in Indonesia. 
Gradually we, including Indieguerillas, replace 
our cultural identities with the global brands; for 
example the traditional kebaya is replaced by 
Levi's; keroncong music with Black Eye Peas; 
batik with Esprit; etc. This is all in our effort to 
become global citizens. Ironically, however, in our 
minds and emotions, we are still Indonesians. 
When they meet their parents, Santi and Miko 
still kiss their parents' hands; and everyday they 
still speak Javanese mixed with Indonesian. Since 
childhood, they have been familiar with Javanese 
folk stories, and they still keep a traditional keris 
blade. The values of tradition run in their veins 

and have become an inseparable part of their 
existence as Javanese.

In their works, Indieguerillas use brands not only 
to replace the traditional attributes to represent 
the marginalization of traditions due to the 
Western influences, but also to convey their 
opinion that such brands have precisely given 
rise to new forms of identity and traditions: the 
tradition of the contemporary Indonesian 
urbanites, just like us and Indieguerillas 
themselves.

As artist couple that is still relatively new to the 
Indonesian art world, Indieguerillas can be 
considered successful, both creatively and 
financially. A proof of this is the fact that they 
have often been invited to a variety of important 
exhibitions, not only in Indonesia but also 
abroad; for example the Animamix Biennial: 
Visual Attrack & Attack, Museum of 
Contemporary Art Taipei, Taiwan, 2009; Tear Off 
DIY: Miami International University of Art and 
Design, Miami FL, 2007; CP Biennale: Urban 
Culture, Museum Bank Indonesia, Jakarta, 2005. 
In the auction houses and art fairs, collectors eye 
their works. As dr. Oei Hong Djien has said in the 
catalogue for this exhibition, one of the factors 
that make a collector wish to buy an artwork is 
the unique quality of the work. Many collectors 
and curators who have worked with 
Indieguerillas comment that what makes them 
interested in Indieguerillas is precisely their 
unique quality. They are unique in many aspects: 
in terms of their media as well as in terms of the 
content of the artwork.

I got ten celebrity’s heads but Hefner ain’t one 

2010 | Acrylic paint on wood paneland skateboard | 157 X 106 X 18cm

I think, it is Indieguerillas' 

success in blending tradition 

and modernity in a distinct 

visual language that makes 

them so UNIQUE.

Hermanto Soerjanto



We are here talking about painting, because 
paintings can be made quite quickly, so much so 
that we have the term ‘jepret art’—or, literally, 
‘flash art’. Numerous paintings of young artists 
today become cheaper as the boom in the 
contemporary art market subsides because of 
the global economic crisis, and the artists who 
have been highly productive are affected. Being 
productive does not necessarily means being 
creative, although a creative artist is usually also 
productive. If the artist is truly creative, however, 
the quality of the works will be maintained; but if 
the artist is merely productive, the quality often 
suffers. We should never try to restrict creativity. 
Many people say that to maintain good prices, 
the artist should not make too many works. The 
logic here is faulty, because by restricting the 
artist, his or her creativity might be hampered. 
We should, however, restrict productivity if the 
works do not to show any creativity. 

How do we decrease productivity without 
hampering creativity? By exploring other media; 
perhaps going to two-dimensional works other 
than painting, or trying multi-dimensional works. 
The creativity is thus not hampered, but instead 
is spurred on, and at the same time there would 
be less time for the artist to paint as he or she is 

Why are 
Indieguerillas’ works 
so popular?

The rarity and uniqueness of a work are two important factors that a collector considers before buying 

the work. If the artist is dead, it would be easy for us to assess these two factors. But how do we judge 

the rarity and uniqueness of a work by a living artist, especially if the artist is still young and active? 

That would certainly be more difficult and there is an element of speculation, because the artist is still 

working and if he or she is still young, the road ahead is still long and there will be plenty of others 

works to come. To make things more complicated, if an artist becomes important and the works are 

sought out, that same artist tends to become more productive. What is rare and unique today, might 

not be so in the future. Here the character of the artist is an important factor to consider. 

busy making other kinds of art. Consequently, 
there will be not too many of the artist’s 
paintings on the market and the price stays high. 
Rudi Mantofani’s and Handiwirman’s works enjoy 
stable prices, because apart from painting, they 
also create other works that are as good as the 
paintings and sometimes are even better. Those 
works also enjoy high prices, certainly not less 
than those enjoyed by the paintings. Meanwhile, 
the paintings remain in high demands and sought 
by collectors because they are rare.

Like Rudi Mantofani and Handiwirman, Miko and 
Santi do not come from the painting department. 
They form a unique and rare phenomenon. Even 
the name is peculiar: Indieguerillas. In what 
language is that name? I don’t know. What does 
it mean? I don’t know that, either, and I’ve never 
asked them. It certainly is not a person’s name, 
but a pseudonym, or perhaps a moniker created 
by the pair of husband and wife, Miko and Santi, 
to unite them both and make them one artist. 
One thing is clear: it is a unique and rare name. 

A pair of husband and wife, both are artists, 
working in the same field, for example in art. We 
have often encountered such phenomenon. It is 
not surprising because they might have met 



when they were still in the university, and then 
they got married. In the course of their career, 
they rarely enjoy similar achievements. Perhaps 
the husband becomes more prominent, or it can 
very well be that the wife becomes more 
successful. There might be a kind of rivalry 
between the husband and the wife, and if the 
man loses, things might become complicated for 
the wife, and the threat of divorce might become 
real. 

It is different with Miko and Santi: they are equal. 
How is this possible? Because they have truly 
become one, just as the Bible tells us, that 
husband and wife should become one flesh. They 
create each and every work together, and people 
cannot tell which one is Miko and which one is 
Santi. The works appear as a mutual work by an 
artist that goes by the name of Indieguerillas, 
instead of Miko and Santi. They complement and 
need each other, and thus the chance for 
separation decreases. This is a unique and rare 
phenomenon. 

I don’t know how to categorize their works, but 
that is not important. Their works can be 
considered as street art, but they are different 
from other street art works that we commonly 
see in Indonesia. Street art originates from the 
West and generally have Western features; often, 
the Indonesian street art cannot be distinguished 
from Western comics. It is not like that for the 
works by Indieguerillas, because their works have 
ethnic elements from Indonesia and therefore 
have Eastern features that are distinctly 
Indonesian. We can perhaps say that they appear 
naïve, but these works are not like the other 
naïve works I’ve known so far. There is thus 
another unique characteristic. 

For Indieguerillas, digital prints serve as their 
basis. I first saw their digital print work at the 
ArtVertising exhibition, where advertising might 
take the form of artwork. Garis Art held this 
exhibition at the National Gallery of Indonesia in 
2007. The exhibition was very successful in 
drawing the attention of the public, and even of 
school children. At the time, there was not much 
interest in digital prints. Indieguerillas 
subsequently also made paintings that became 

Banyan Tree Lounge | 2007, 200 X 300cm, 

exhibited in ArtVertising, at National Gallery Indonesia in 2007.

digital print, 

I’ve once asked Indieguerillas to create a wedding 
cake for my second and youngest son. The 
wedding ceremony was packaged as a merry art 
party in the middle of 2008. Everything inside 
and outside the wedding venue is artwork, 
created by more than a hundred artists. I had an 
uncommon idea. In usual wedding ceremonies, 
we cut the cake; but this wedding cake must 
instead be united from two different cakes, 
following the bible’s message that I have 
mentioned before. Indieguerillas worked on this 
idea and created an artwork in the form of a 
cake, using wayang figures in place of the 
Western dolls of the bride and groom. After the 
two wedding cakes were merged, many 
babies—in the form of little cakes—appeared 
and the guests who watched the ceremony 
rushed to take these little cakes. It was truly a 
unique and rare event. 

widely sought because the demands far 
exceeded their capacity to create paintings. Miko 
and Santi, however, never increase their “rate of 
production” in terms of painting, because they 
are also involved in creating three-dimensional 
works that require more time. Also, Indieguerillas 
are more concerned about the quality of the 
work rather than about the allure of the market. 
That is also a rare quality these days. 

It is surprising how their non-painting works have 
also been widely sought by collectors. If there are 
works by Indieguerillas in an exhibition, there will 
certainly be many interested people around the 
works: be it the collectors, traders, or auction 
houses. As I have mentioned before, rarity and 
uniqueness are two important aspects 
considered by any collector, and they constitute 
an added value. For collectors in the know, 
Indieguerillas’ works are interesting. Usually, 
beginner collectors will prefer mainstream works; 
for more experienced collectors, however, going 
against the mainstream is an enchanting 
challenge. It is more interesting and satisfactory 
to collect works that are uncommon, peculiar, 
and rare. 

A Contemporary Loro-Blonyo Cake

In every wedding party, there is always the occasion of 
cutting the wedding cake. This tradition originates from the 
West. The cake symbolizes the bride. It is sliced, or 
ripped. The sliced cakes are then distributed among the 
unmarried guests, with the wish that they, too, would soon 
be married.

For the wedding of my youngest son, I had a different idea 
about the wedding cake. In our case, the
wedding cake has been sliced in my son’s first party in 
Bali anyway, so we could not cut another as is common in 
wedding parties. I therefore think that the cake should not 
be sliced but instead be merged from two different units. 
Does not the Bible tell us that a man will leave his father 
and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will 
become one flesh? After the two were united, there would 
be offspring, symbolized by the little cakes under the big 
one. The guests at the wedding rushed to take the small 
cakes. 

Indieguerillas made the cake as a highly unique artwork. 
The bride and groom did not look like a Western couple; 
instead, they appeared in the form of contemporary 
wayang figures, representing the married Javanese pair of 
Loro Blonyo, in harmony with the theme of the party: the 
contemporary Loro Blonyo. Loro Blonyo is actually a pair 
of traditional Javanese sculptures, consisting of a pair of 
husband and wife, and symbolizing happiness, wealth, 
harmony, and longevity of the wedded couple. We can 
further read it in the context of the relationship between 
man and woman, family and society, true love, Javanese 
culture, yin-yang, the party of the king and queen for a 
day.

In this exhibition, 
Indieguerillas do not present 
any paintings. Instead, they 
will exhibit three-
dimensional object works. 
Although I’ve never seen the 
works before, considering 
their ability, I believe the 
works will be unique and 
interesting, good for 
collection, because it is 
indeed their forte to create 
uncommon works of art that 
go against the mainstream. 

dr. Oei Hong Djien
Collector



The contemporary art world in the 
eighties was full of the spirit to return to 
the local identity. We are familiar of 
such names as Eddie Hara, Heri Dono, 
Mella Jaarsma, Nindityo Adi Purnama, 
and Dadang Christanto. They grew 
under the shadow of the last rebels in 
the Indonesian art: Gerakan Seni Rupa 
Baru (The New Art Movement) and 
Kelompok Kepribadian Apa (which 
literally means: What Identity Group). 
These artists did not follow the path of 

Santi and Otom are founders of the Indie Guerillas group (IG), an art workshop that 

employs a variety of visual media and music. They form a husband-and-wife team that 

also manages a design firm with the same name. A.

B. their avant-gardist seniors. The local identity 
offered a safe haven for them, a “cage” of sorts 
that insulated them from the clutch of the New 
Order regime with its absolute grip on everyone. 
Elements of the local identity took the shapes of 
wayang puppets, shadows, gamelan, and 
subsequently also “Java Surrealism”. 

The return to the cultural roots or traditions 
could be seen as a way to find protection from 
the state oppression and censorship. Most of the 
artists of the eighties are direct descendants of 

the repressed condition of the state with its 
policy to depoliticize university life through its 
NKK and BKK regulations (drawn up to restore 
and maintain order in the Indonesian 
universities) at the end of the seventies—the 
policy that served to insulate the campus from 
politics. To convey anything political, one 
needed a distinct strategy, and these artists did 
it by assuming a new identity—not the identity 
of the avant garde, but that of the local identity 
that also served as a protecting shield. The 
shield was that of the Javanese culture itself, an 
identity which the profoundly-Java-centric ruler 
would not question. 

With wayang, Heri Dono was free to criticize the 
power practices of the state; with the sanggul-
—the Javanese female traditional bun worn at 
the nape—and dance patterns, Nindityo could 
talk about the involuted and static nature of the 
Javanese culture. The artwork imbued with the 
spirit of the local identity masks the social 
commentary within the artwork. It is at this 
point that the “local identity group” differs from 
its predecessor, “the last Avant-Gardists”, or the 
artists in Jim Supangkat’s generation. “The 
Avant-Gardists” were involved in a direct 
confrontation with the young New Order state 
in the middle to the end of the seventies. They 
were direct and transparent with their criticism. 
One of the reasons was their distrust toward the 
“old group”, the Javanese culture that had been 
co-opted by the power holder, and the 
centralized power of the state. They were an 
immediate part of the student movement in the 
seventies. Such direct confrontations did not 
take place only in Yogyakarta, but also in 
Bandung. 

The subsequent generation conveyed their 
criticism or social commentary in indirect ways. 
The audience, however, was still able to sense or 
even see the criticism—the reason being the 
political situation at the time, which made 
people see only one enemy, i.e. the New Order 
regime and its apparatus. The criticism and 
social commentary, therefore, found their 
outlets in the contemporary artwork, political 
jokes, and caricatures in the national 
newspapers—all forming a grey realm that could 
easily dodge political censorship due to its heavy 

A Local Identity for

a Stylish Generation

reliance on symbols and metaphors. Art thus 
assumed the position of “the other language”. 
Although all the social commentaries had been 
veiled, people who were oppressed and had 
practically no channel for political expressions 
became more perceptive toward such 
metaphors. 

Such politics of evasion did not take place all of a 
sudden. The early works of these artists were 
highly formalistic in nature. One could not detect 
any political ideas there. Their initial rebellions 
were merely about the use of media or other 
methods of painting that the university did not 
allow. The political ideas strengthened at the end 
of the nineties as the New Order regime grew 
older and each of these artists acquired a 
stronger bargaining power as their access to the 
international art world became established. 

The symptom of ‘turning local’ did not only take 
place in Indonesia, but also within the Southeast 
Asian region: in the Philippines it took the form 
of the artists’ movement in the city of Baguio 
(the Baguio Arts Guild); in Malaysia, the 
“decorative abstract art”; in Singapore, the 
“Artists’ Village”; and so forth. Although each 
country had a different pattern, the movement 
to “return to the root” was prevalent in the early 
nineties. Some international curators considered 
it to be characteristic of the region and called it 
the “Revised Myths”, or “concern for origin”. The 
phenomenon to return to the local roots became 
established. The artists were busily going back-
and-forth, from one international airport to 
another, their bank accounts swelled, and their 
waistlines expanded accordingly. The political 
situation became more open, while the society 
became more expressive in conveying their ideas. 
Slowly but surely this “language” was replaced by 
another kind of art (language). 

When the Indie Guerillas (IG) 

re-uses this local identity, 

how should we 

interpret it? 
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While the generation of Dadang Christanto, 
Nindityo Adi Purnomo, and Eddie Hara—to 
mention a few from the scores of artists of the 
eighties—employed the tradition as a part of 
their efforts to avoid state censorship, Indie 
Guerillas and today also Eko Nugroho and 
Jompet use them for different purposes. It is not 
a political choice; rather, it is based on the desire 
to be stylish. Or perhaps the return to the roots 
can also be seen as the journey to search for an 
identity in the midst of the homogenizing process 
of the globalization and the market. The return to 
the origin is akin to a pilgrimage for the rootless 
generation. They visit the grave of their local 
identity while scraping the remains that they can 
bring back to their present world. 

Indeed, the time for art to serve as a political 
vehicle has ended. Today is the time for the 
generation of artists who view art just like they 
do any other “secular” art forms: graphic design, 
product design, and crafts. It is in today’s era that 
these artists discover a world they call home. 

Agung Kurniawan
Artist

IG grew up in an era that is different from those 
of its aunts and uncles. The group took shape as 
the contemporary art discourses became 
established. There was no controlling ruler. The 
end of the nineties was the era of the “Crazy 
Indonesia”. Everything was possible, everything 
was allowed. Indonesia was akin to a young man 
drunk with self-concocted drugs. The powerful 
government of the previous era was no longer 
there. It was a time of transitions; an 
interregnum. 

This changing situation made some artists who 
had been used to presenting social issues stop 
working. However, the era proved to be very 
beneficial for IG. The creative realm that shapes 
the character of their artwork is a multivisual and 
multimedia world. The previously fearsome art 
school has collapsed. The art lecturers, who had 
been backed up and protected by the patron-
state, have lost their time. Government-installed 
cultural institutions have become the home for 
Aedes aegypti mosquitoes. In short, the Big Guy 
is on leave, and everyone is prancing around. 

The loss of patron makes the works by artists of 
this generation fluid and not segregated: there is 
openness toward all varieties of media, without 
having to be occupied by the needs to seek 
political correctness behind the choices of the 
media. Theirs is an apolitical generation, the 
apple of New Order’s eye.

IG’s artwork is categorized into themes. Their 
latest works generally present wayang 
characters. They create these characters by 
adding elements of the pop culture: sport shoes, 
symbols of consumptive products, etc. As we 
know, character is the key word for us to 
understand the latest tendency among the young 
artists in Yogyakarta. They need characters to set 
their works apart. This is different from the works 
by the previous generation of artists, which had 
been distinguished by the choice of theme, the 
brushwork, or the subject matter.

IG creates characters by embarking on a research 
about the riches of their culture. They found 
what they were seeking in the world of wayang 

C.
purwa. Instead of simply adopting these 
characters, Indie Guerillas chose to spice these 
characters up by using a kind of social 
commentary. The commentary, however, is never 
harsh. The IG artists are revealing their concerns 
instead of conveying criticism. Perhaps this is 
because they are used to working as graphic 
designers. Accustomed to serving clients, they 
have no tradition of presenting harsh, sharp 
criticism. Their social commentary resembles 
more soft self-criticism, as befit their apolitical 
and pragmatic generation. 

Indie Guerillas employ the wayang characters just 
like the puppet masters use them to reflect 
about life. The characters are symbols or 
metaphors of the daily situations. Wayang as a 
symbol is viewed as having served its purpose; it 
has become established, so much so that no 
further criticism is required. This resembles the 
criticism of the leftist artists who considered the 
wayang as a part of Javanese feudalism. 

To Indie Guerillas, one no longer has to criticize 
the medium itself. The issue, according to them, 
is more about how to present the criticism or the 
social commentary. With the method they 
employ, the social commentary becomes 
distorted and sublimated. The audience, if one 
may still use the term, will be fascinated by the 
technical expertise and the unique characters 
that the artists are presenting. It is possible that 
the audience will not sense the artists’ 
shrewdness. The “hordes” that are the art 
audience today are not people who desire 
alternative messages or media. They are buyers 
or users in its practical sense. My experience 
with this art audience tells me so far that they 
are a crowd who does not care about the 
content, but rather about what they see on the 
surface. They are a crowd that is different from 
the previous art audience. 

The social commentary that IG presents is 
actually directed toward the artists themselves. 
As direct descendants of the New Order regime, 
children of McDonald and accessible education 
and cheap rice, it is normal for them to question 
their ambiguous nature. 

I call them “happy 
victims”. To be free 

from the clutch of the 
“original sin”, they 

need self-criticism. 
Wayang provides the 
materials to do that, 

and IG has employed 
it effectively and 

efficiently. 

THE CHEERFUL HOSTAGES SUNDAY
BRUNCH CLUB II: Reload, I wanna more shot

70 x 178 x 75 cm
Mannequin (Detail)

2010



1 
Translator’s note: Abdurrahman Wahid (1940 – 2009), affectionally known as Gus Dur, was an open-minded and tolerant Moslem cleric, a leader of Nahdlatul Ulama, and the fourth 

Indonesian president. He was a much-loved leader—albeit a highly unpredictable one—and a very humorous person, never running out of jokes, which every now and then offended his opponents.

2 
Translator’s note: Semar is the most important of panakawans, the servants of the royalty in wayang stories. He takes care of the royalty and gives them advices, 

often through witty comments.

Picture 1. The Panakawan in Candi Jago. Credit: © 2010 by Didik Hermanto

Wayang has two meanings:  wayang as a 
puppet—if it is a flat puppet made of leather, it is 
called wayang kulit or leather wayang; if like a 
real, three-dimensional puppet or golekan, 
wayang golek; if performed by human beings, 
wayang orang, wayang wong, or wayang 
actors/wayang dance-drama;  wayang as 
narratives that originated and were developed 
from the two titles coming from the land of 
Jambhudvipa, or the Ancient India, which were 
present in their translated forms in Ancient 
Javanese in Javadvipa or Java at the end of the 
tenth century (i.e. the Mahabharata, which in 
this case meant the fragment of Wirataparwa) 
and in the second half of the twelfth century (i.e. 
Ramayana as a literary text; if as the visual text of 
the carving on the walls of Prambanan temple, 
which became verbal when narrated, certainly in 
the ninth or tenth century), and therefore talked 
of Pandava and Kaurava, and Rama and 
Ravana—but not of King Nusyirwan, who albeit 
having his own wayang narrative will never be 
considered simply as a 'wayang' character, but 
rather a character from a distinct stream of 
wayang, i.e. the wayang Menak, whose narrative 
originated from Persia.

The first meaning refers to some visual forms, 
which in the contemporary context of the 
Javanese-Indonesian culture today are already 
familiar to many, from the form of leather 
wayang to that of the wayang actors. The second 
meaning, meanwhile, presents a discourse, 
which in the Foucauldian sense is a collection of 
social and cultural ideas and practices that have 

(1)

(2)

THE INTERTEXTUAL WAYANG
1People often liken Gus Dur with Semar.  This notion does not appear out of the blue. 

It has a history that makes us immediately understand that Gus Dur was indeed Semar.2

shaped humans as social subjects, and 
determines the way humans perceive and think 
about the world. One must mention here that 
the first sense, i.e. the visual forms as leather 
puppets and wayang actor, is a part of the 
second meaning, which actually also indicates a 
discourse about discourses.

In the context of Mahabharata and Ramayana, 
ever since the attendant Jurudyah Punta 
Prasanta popped in and advised his master, 
albeit with no accompanying joke just yet, in the 
Ghatotkacasraya narrative from the twelfth 
century, while the royal attendants such as 
Semar emerged from Jago Temple from the 
thirteenth century , a discourse 
immediately followed:  that royal attendants, 
the panakawan, are local characters coming 
from Javadvipa, the ancient Java, who in essence 
serve as a counterpart, an alternative, and, if 
needs be, a rival of the superior discourse from 
ancient India, the land of Jambhudvipa, which in 
reality has been blended and brought down to 
earth as translations in the Ancient Javanese, 
orientated toward local lives and nature;  that 
Mahabharata and Ramayana become a narrative
source to which the discourse of power almost 
always refers back, whether it is in the mere 
context of the relationship between the ruler 
and the ruled, or in the larger dimension such as 
the relations of power themselves—the 
receptacle in which all determinant factors are 
represented, from the regulation to the 
distribution (of values) in a hegemonic 
process—which can be re-interpreted 

(Picture 1)
(1)

(2)

according to the interests of the dominant group 
that impose meanings, or the subordinate group 
that rejects such imposition of meanings.

A case in point was when the courts of Surakarta 
and Yogyakarta recreated the wayang wong or 
the wayang dance-drama in the eighteenth 
century as a part of their identity politics, in 
which the courts could be understood as the 
ruling class (but one that was unable to oust the 
Dutch). There, the dance movements presented 
were thoroughly considered as 'halus' or refined. 
This meant that the comic gestures as could 
commonly be seen in wayang wwang scenes that 
had been performed in line with Hariwangsa text 
from the twelfth century, which represented 
folk's art, were erased, and one might say that 
such humorous gestures were deemed 
inappropriate for the court, which used refined 
gestures to project the sophisticated civility of 
the nobility, the priyayi. Clearly, there was 
resistance against such identity politics, as when 
the court of Surakarta “gave its blessing” to the 
commercialization of the wayang dance-drama in 
1910, there had already been forms of folk's 
wayang dramas, with troupes going from one 
town to another, performing with comical 
attendants and using the rough Javanese for the 
commoners as its main attractions.

It has been known that through the roles played 
by these attendants in a variety of leather 
wayang performances or wayang dance-dramas, 
veiled criticism is conveyed. If these royal 
attendants seem to be questioning the imposed 
meanings of power, then the context of such 
questions is not merely about the plot in the 
drama, but also about the policy of the reigning 
ruler outside the performance itself, or in other

words: the real ruler in the real life. These royal 
attendants, therefore, play their role in 
accordance with the comic discourse, i.e. playing 
with peculiarities, bisociations, and surprises, 
and they freely wreak havoc to the established 
realm, such as taking over power—to return it 
back later on—faithful to its function as the 
institution of criticism in the feudal tradition.

So far, after we have studied the transformation 
in the conduits of these royal attendants, from 
the literary text to the visual text in the Ancient 
Javanese carvings, and on to the leather wayangs 
and wayang drama, we are aware how in such a 
transformation it is not only the shape that 
undergoes changes, but also the contesting 
discourses in the cultural process, in which each 
supporting group fights for its interests and 
ideology. This is especially true as the wayang 
discourse still continues the transformation of 
the conduits and means of conveyance, from the 
leather wayang puppets and the wayang dance-
drama to wayang comics.

In Mahabharata comics (created from 1957 to 
1959), R. A. Kosasih did not include these 
attendants in an effort to be faithful to the 
“original” Jambhudvipa plot. In that comic book, 
too, the murderer of Bhisma, Srikandi—who 
according to the local lore is a female, wife (one 
of many) of Arjuna—is a male, Shikandi, who has 
a wife. Kosasih, however, still negotiated with the 
text, and I see it as an effort to advocate the local 
lore, by making Drupadi have only one husband, 
Yudhistira, instead of the five Pandawa brothers, 
and depicting Gatotkaca as a muscular prince, 
just like how he is always portrayed in the 
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wayang drama, instead of a bald giant as 
depicted in the Mahabharata films from India. 
Such a negotiation is a form of social consensus 
that shows how there is actually no fixed, 
“universal” (how clichéd the word is), and eternal 
meaning, because what we consider as a 
hegemony always turns out to be a condition in 
process.

Allow me to show you a glimpse of the 
contentions in the visual discourse of the wayang 
comic by presenting three alternative drawing 
approaches that have emerged in the 
transference from one conduit to another. First, 
in Kosasih's case, there is the three-dimensional 
approach that, considering the costumes of the 
characters, refers to the actors in the wayang 
drama on the stage, whom one often sees before 
the decorative background screen that depicts, in 
perspective, a palace or a dense forest 

; (picture 2)

second, in the comic book titled Soemantri 
Ngenger I (no publication year available, printed 
using the old spelling system) by Sulardi (comic 
artist) and Poedjowardojo (writer), there is the 
two-dimensional approach with no perspective, 
which clearly mimics the leather wayang 
tradition, including in the style of the language 
that shows the diction of a puppet master

; third, the Mintaraga comic created by 
 

(picture 3)Picture 2. Three-dimensional approach: Parikesit. Credit: © 1961 by R.A. Kosasih

Picture 3. Two-dimensional approach: Semantri Ngenger I. 

Credit: © by Sulardi and Poedjowardojo

Ratmojo (read: rut-mo-yo) and published in 1966 
that, albeit showing clear traces of the three-
dimensional approach, still refers to the visual 
signs of the leather wayang world that adopts 
the two-dimensional approach . I think 
the three alternatives adopted by the wayang 
comics clearly illustrate the contentions in the 
visual discourse as the wayang comics are 
evolving. This process is inextricably linked with 
the social and historical factors; i.e. the fact that 
before wayang is present in comics, its visual 
elements were manifested in two major streams 
of representation: those of the leather wayang 
and the wayang dance-drama (wayang orang). 
The three alternatives mentioned above show 
how there has been a tug of war between the 
visual discourse of the leather wayang and 
wayang dance-drama and the visual discourse of 
the comics themselves.

Apart from the “classical” comics of Mahabharata 
and Ramayana (created in 1966 – 1956), all other 
wayang comics, including those that Kosasih 
made, incorporate the panakawan royal 
attendants as figures who are apparently too 
dear to be excluded, and it is precisely because of 

(picture 4)

the strength of the panakawans' characters that 
the Indonesian comics show some interesting 
phenomena. 

First of all, we can make a note that the 
panakawans in the wayang comics still play the 
same role that they have been playing in the 
leather wayang show and the wayang dance 
drama; i.e. as attendants and jesters, who do not 
only amuse but also, stereotypically, give advices, 
and when necessary, get their hands dirty by 
taking corrective actions through acts of 
disobedience or by embarking on a madcap to 
take over power or handle the chaos that their 
masters cannot control, to return to their original 
position after order has beenrestored. 

In the Indonesian world of comics, however, 
these panakawans then move out of the wayang 
world and their function changes as they assume 
a myriad of roles, which in our effort to 
categorize them can be grouped as follows:  
the panakawans who use humor as their sole 
purpose of being, for example in the well-known 
series of Dagelan Petruk-Gareng (Petruk-Gareng 
Gags) by Indri Soedono ;  the 

(1)

(picture 5) (2)

Picture 4. Three-dimensional approach with visual significations from the two-dimensional

leather wayang. Credit: © 1966, by Ratmojo

Picture 5. Humor as the objective: Dagelan Petruk-Gareng. Credit: 1955 by Indri Soedono



panakawans who have dispensed with (parts of) 
their jokes in the articulation of their new roles, 
for example when they become vulgar and banal 
as in Detektip Petruk (Detective Petruk; 

, or, on the contrary, become elegant as in Tiga 
Serangkai (The Three Comrades; ), both 
by Indri Soedono;  the panakawans with 
ideological humor as in Gareng Petruk 
Sukarelawan (Gareng and Petruk, the Volunteers) 
by J. Suroso  and the Keluarga Miring 
(The Peculiar Family) series (anonymous, but 
some people say that it was created by Li Ay Po;

).

The term 'articulation' can be succinctly 
explained as referring to a concept that specifies 
how the same sentence, when understood in 
different context of discourse, politics, and social 
and historical situations, will have different 
meanings. The process of articulation also takes 
place in the process of signification of the roles 
played by the panakawans. In the beginning, it 
seemed that their roles have been reduced to 
mere jesters, but these roles soon developed in 
different directions, each with its own ideological 
burden, in line with the constellation of 
determining factors that are at play in the 
contemporary power relations. It becomes 
apparent here that while in the wayang comics 
the role of the panakawans has been maintained 
as the critical and humorous spoilers, by merely 
giving advices or bringing the world upside-
down, outside the context of wayang it 
undergoes a range of articulation processes with 

picture 
6)

picture 7
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picture 9

 

Picture 6. Panakawan in vulgar articulation: Detektip Petruk. Credit: © 1973 by Indri Soedono
Picture 7. Panakawan in elegant articulation: Tiga Serangkai. Credit: © by Indri Soedono

Picture 8. Panakawan as a means of propaganda: Gareng-Petruk Sukarelawan.

Credit: © 1965 by J. Suroso

Picture 9. Panakawan in ideological conflict: Keluarga Miring. Credit: © 1964 by Li Ay Po

Picture 10. Panakawan in the forest of signs: Punkers Agraris. Credit: © 2008, by Indieguerillas

ideological impositions. The role of the 
panakawans seems to be trapped in a tug of war 
between a variety of interests in the contentions 
of discourses, seemingly because the high level 
of awareness in the contemporary discourse 
about the existence of the panakawans. Free 
from the world of the wayangs, the panakawans 
enter a new “world of wayang”, from the Cold 
War era up to the era of globalization, in which 
they can no longer play the flexible role as the 
representations of gods-and-commoners in the 
style of kawula-gusti (the master and the 
subjects). The panakawans have been brought 
down to earth, become secular human beings 
whose partiality is determined by a range of 
factors, instead of serving as those who influence 
the situation from “beyond the boundary”, 
outside the inner world, as they have done in the 
previouseras.

That is how it is in the Indonesian comics, and 
also in the Indonesian world of art. It is not only 

***

the panakawans who have been taken out of the 
wayang world, inside and outside the world of 
comics; other wayang characters have moved out 
of the wayang world as well.  While in comics the 
roles that these wayang characters assume are 
determined by the plot, outside the world of 
comics, which means in the world of art as well, 
there is no plot that defines how they play their 
roles, although there are a myriad of discourses 
out there that might be borrowing from 
them—in line with or (deliberately) in contrary to 
the old meanings that have made these wayang 
characters a myth—confronting them with a 
thousand and one icons in the discourse market 
that has become a forest of cultural signs.
At this point, you will understand how anyone 
who is aware (or has once been aware) of Semar, 
the mythical wayang character, will not ask why 
Gus Dur is likened with Semar.

But the contemporary world of the twenty-first 
century is far more complex than the world that 
has accommodated and re-delivered the wayang 
narratives from the twelfth century to the first 
half of the twentieth century. The accelerating 
negotiations in the process of hegemony and the 
multiplicity of meanings have given rise to a 
world with intersecting streams of culture but 
with no disjunction, as every encounter brings 
about a new stream of culture. It is in this stage 
that the Indieguerillas couple, Santi and Miko, 

affirms their articulation of the wayang 
characters (picture 10). They might be doing it as 
a form of resistance or a proof of the 
hegemony—you can read it for yourself, because 
in the contemporary art discourse, the artist no 
longer plays the role of the source of 
signification.

Seno Gumira Ajidarma 
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Indieguerillas, 

founded in 1999, is a duet of artist from Yogyakarta-Indonesia. They are the couple 

Santi Ariestyowanti, and Dyatmiko“Miko”Bawono. 

The former has the Visual Communication Design background and the latter Interior Design. 

Both are alumni of TheFaculty of Art of the Indonesian Institute of the Arts in Yogyakarta (ISI Yogyakarta). 

In addition to their being known for their interest in folklores, Indieguerillas are

also recognized for their proficiency at visual effects and inter-media experimentation in their works.
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Visual Art Faculty, Indonesia Institute of the 

Arts,Yogyakarta.
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miko@indieguerillas.com
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Santi Ariestyowanti

Born in Semarang, Central Java, Indonesia, March 21,1977

Graduated from Department of Visual Communication

Design, Visual Art Faculty,

Indonesia Institute of the Arts, Yogyakarta.

Currently Work and Live in Sleman, Yogyakarta, Indonesia

santi@indieguerillas.com

gerilyawandesain@yahoo.com
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      A project about  toys, with a do-it-yourself ethic. 

2.   THE ARK PROJECT, an Illustrated Animal Bible by Artist from All Over The World. by DGPH
      Published by System Design Limited ,  IdN Magazine 2009

Just like Noah saved the animal species in his ark, this project will try to rescue the ones surrounding us today 
inside this book.The idea was to create an animal bible showing the different species around the globe 
through the eyes of artists from each corner of the planet. Each of them selected a creature -an animal or 
species- to represent their birth place, which will be added to the Ark over 200 artists from all over the world 
involved.
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Satriya Anggun Pamungkas
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