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OTTO DJAYA, 1916 - 2002  

Indonesia’s remarkable painter and storyteller  

The Chronicle 

 

Otto Djaya. Sepeda Onthel. 1989. 65x95cm. 188 

 

   

Otto Djaya’s 1954 charcoal drawing “Family Outing on Bicycle” became the front cover of famous Indonesian 

writer Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s 1999 “Tales from Jakarta, Caricatures of Circumstances and their Human 

Beings”, published by Cornell Southeast Asia Program Publications, Ithaca, NY. Pramoedya Ananta Toer 

(1925 - 2006) and Otto Djaya had in common that they engaged readers and viewers in constant 

conversation and a shared sense of experiencing Indonesia.  
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OPENING 

We wish we had met Otto Djaya, but he passed away in 2002, at age 86, before we 

had become aware of him. It was his 1988 oil Pertunjukan Seni Sunda that first 

captivated us and that we acquired in 2009. In the painting musicians perform a 

traditional Sunda dance with grace and sensuality in their concentration to support 

the dancers and reward the audience. The energy of the dancers is palpable - yet the 

dancers are outside the canvas and connected to it only by the painter’s magic!   

Otto Djaya was of a Sundanese family of old nobility and little wealth.  The family 

lived in the historically important Banten region on the western tip of Java and near 

to Jakarta known then as Batavia. Batavia was the capital of the Netherlands East 

Indies, a vast Dutch colony in South Asia until 1949.  

Raised in the Sundanese/Javanese culture and in the Dutch language, his father a 

civil servant of the Dutch colonial administration, Otto Djaya was privileged to have 

access to education reserved by the Dutch for the Javanese elite. He was introduced 

to painting and joined painting classes in school at the age of twelve.  Painting 

possessed him and became a destination and his life.  

A staunch nationalist, Otto Djaya’s life was engaged, eventful, and complex; his 

abstract figurative paintings were formidable in narrating stories of the past and the 

present of the Javanese people and of Java, with Bali intermezzos. In fact, from the 

1940s and into the 1980s, his paintings were frequently reflective of Hindu-Javanese 

convention that again were a component of Malayan-Polynesian culture that dwells 

in Java and Bali to this day.  1940s - 1950s paintings by Otto Djaya, and his older 

brother Agus Djaya (1913-1993), heralded Indonesia’s independence of the 

Netherlands and the struggle to obtain and to develop it. The forces and violence of 

the myths they expressed in their paintings were a form of artistic resistance during 

political upheaval that, at the time, celebrated the revolutionary spirit of Indonesian 

youth who revolted and went to war against their colonial masters.  The visual 

language and aesthetics of the culture were believed to have communing and 

empowering effect in the struggle for independence.1 While the Djaya brothers with 

their works proposed this artistic direction for Indonesian modern art, their peers 

generally painted expressionism of a different inspiration.    

The war and revolution that Otto Djaya experienced first-hand during 1943-1946 

remains vivid and basic in his paintings even as he painted war and revolutionary 

themes from memory much later in his life. Unfortunately, of his early paintings we 

know only of a few outside of museums and similar environments.  Throughout his 

life Otto Djaya got new ideas to expand on motifs he had painted in the past as well 

as he repeated motifs and ideas he had painted in the past, after modernizing and 

improving them. He frequently received requests for paintings similar to his 

paintings that had become a part of the Presidential Collection of Sukarno and of the 

collections of other dignitaries and collectors.  

In 1938, at age 21, Otto Djaya joined Persagi, a newly organized group in Batavia of 

two dozen or so young indigenous painters. Sindusudarsono (S.) Sudjojono (1913-
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1986) was Persagi’s articulate and fiery secretary and spokesman; Persagi’s chairman 

Agus Djaya, Otto’s older brother by three years, was debonair and extrovert and 

good at networking. Otto, ordinary Persagi member, was reserved, earnest, and a 

romantic-inclined-to-be-humoristic.   

Persagi members, generally well educated locally and nationalists by outlook, 

protested the discrimination of indigenous painters that prevailed at the elite level in 

the Netherlands East Indies. Persagi was coherent as was Sudjojono’s eloquence: do 

away with colonial baggage as far as the fine art was concerned.  Paintings by the 

colony’s embedded Dutch painters and by visiting artists tended to portray a 

tranquil and beautiful land, Mooi Indië, the beautiful Indies.  The genre was centuries 

old. It was market and souvenir oriented, popular with the elite in both the East 

Indies and in the Netherlands.  A few indigenous painters followed the style that 

was in commercial demand. However, Dutch painters were encouraged and 

supported whereas indigenous painters were not. In the context of colonial policy, 

the painter was Dutch when his/her father was Dutch originally. Dutch painters 

outnumbered indigenous painters and the elite advice for the indigenous painters 

was to ‘return to planting rice’.  This was not a good starting point from which 

Indonesian painters could aspire to participate in the development of Indonesian fine 

art.  

Nevertheless, the Persagi painters were inspired and exhorted by S. Sudjojono to 

portray the reality in the colony: the subsistence conditions most of the population 

lived under in the cities and in the agricultural fields; peasants endured hard and 

often cruel conditions. Direction, supervision and enforcement were by Dutch 

officials. The operating system required the intervention of local feudal chiefs and 

their courts, prepared to be brutal when necessary, and for which the Dutch took 

little or no responsibility.    

The Persagi painters sought out realism firstly relating to life on Java. This left room 

for abstract elements; the new painting style was individual and nationalistic, some 

saw it as social realism, others saw it as Indonesian expressionism. Sometimes it was 

exaggerated, as was the Mooi Indië style it professed to be protesting.  

Nationalistic sentiment, anti-colonialism, was growing rapidly in the population in 

the 1930s. This helped increase the enthusiasm with which the indigenous painters 

confronted the low status the Dutch art elite in Batavia afforded the new painting 

style. By then recognition and support of the new expressionism was growing among 

the people.  

Four years after Persagi’s formation earth shaking changes occurred in the Colony.  

In March 1942 World War II in the Pacific reached the shores of the Netherlands East 

Indies. The Netherlands East Indies surrendered to Japan.  

Japan’s military occupation of the East Indies ended in August 1945. In the meantime 

Japan had facilitated the politicization of Indonesians down to the village level 

giving the nationalist leaders a political voice. Japan’s destruction of the Dutch 

colonial regime and the facilitation of Indonesian nationalism created the conditions 
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for the proclamation of independence for Indonesia within days of the Japanese 

surrender.    

On 17 August 1945, national leaders Sukarno and Hatta declared a Republic of 

Indonesia, independent of the Netherlands. Indonesians revolted when the 

Netherlands administration and armed forces returned to reclaim the colony with the 

help of their British allies and forced the Indonesian government out of Jakarta to 

Yogyakarta.   The Revolutionary War had begun. Immediately Japan surrendered, 

Otto Djaya had gone to join the indigenous paramilitary youth force, Pemuda, in the 

revolution against the Dutch for an independent Republic of Indonesia.   

The Japanese military had previously trained and organized selected Indonesian 

volunteers for the future defence of Java: to keep the Dutch from retaking the colony. 

Otto Djaya was among the selected volunteers, trained to command a company. He 

fought in battles south of Jakarta, at Sukabumi, against the advancing British and 

Dutch forces. The 9-12 December 1945 battle at Bojong Kokosan halted the tank 

supported advance. Otto Djaya and his command fought in that battle.  

The British forces had withdrawn from Indonesia by November 1946.2 Otto Djaya 

had by then resigned his military role to resume painting, now of the emerging 

Indonesian army in front line activities.  He showed paintings from the front line at a 

solo exhibition at the National Museum in Jakarta in 1946.  In 1947 he and brother 

Agus exhibited together in Jakarta on at least one occasion.    

In 1946 the war of revolution was turning partially into a war of diplomacy. It was to 

be the end of 1949 before the Netherlands were forced to capitulate and finally grant 

independence to Indonesia.    

In the middle of 1947 Otto and Agus Djaya, Agus with family, sailed from Jakarta to 

Amsterdam on the s/s “Nieuw Holland”. They brought along with them on the ship 

170 paintings and other Java related cultural art items, representing their recent 

works and their private collections to exhibit and to sell. They were going to show 

the new wave of Indonesian expressionism painting in the Netherlands - at a time 

when similar expressionistic ideas had only just sprouted in Europe and USA and 

were still to surface in South and East Asia, outside of Indonesia.3  

How the brothers’ two-and-a-half year sojourn in the Netherlands was arranged and 

paid for is unclear, but it seems clear that it was a mission at the behest of the 

Sukarno-Hatta government; Sukarno, especially, wished to show off to the 

Netherlanders what indigenous Indonesian artists had achieved. Also, his 

government sought to gain insight in sentiments and pro- and anti-independence 

lobbying in the Netherlands’ capital, Amsterdam, and to try and influence the 

direction of negotiations.  

The Djaya brothers seemed the ideal team for such a mission at the time.  Both spoke 

Dutch fluently. Otto had become a recognised progressive painter, with military 

training and battle experience in the War of Revolution and rank of major; his older 

brother, Agus, already an acclaimed painter, was an intelligence officer with the rank 

of colonel in National Intelligence, a section of the Department of Defence.  
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At Sukarno’s request, the Netherlands East Indies government by Governor-General 

Van Mook (1884-1965), agreed to send the Djaya brothers to Amsterdam for art 

studies at academy level and to try to arrange exhibitions and promote the fine art 

expressionism by indigenous Indonesian artists. The two received Malino grants.4 

National Intelligence raised funds for Agus Djaya’s intelligence portion of the 

mission. There is no evidence that the Netherlands East Indies government and 

Governor-General Van Mook were aware of this blend.  

The Djaya party arrived in the Amsterdam in June 1947, Otto and Agus carrying 

accreditations as cultural envoys, and enrolled as guest students at the 

Rijksakademie van Beeldende Kunsten. Further, Agus Djaya carried an accreditation 

by President Sukarno for viewing painting collections and acquire paintings and 

another accreditation as a representative of Indonesian news publication “Merdeka”, 

a publication founded by BM Diah. B.M. Diah was one of the dozen or so 

Indonesians seen standing behind Sukarno in his house during his proclamation of 

independence on 17 August 1945.  Soon after arrival Otto Djaya registered for 

philosophy classes at the Gemeentelijk University.  Few data exist at the 

Rijksakademie van Beeldende Kunsten about the Djaya brothers, as if they were 

seldom there.  Their painting studios while in the Netherlands appear to have been 

in private houses, perhaps the houses wherein they stayed during the years in 

Amsterdam. 

At the invitation of the Stedelijk Museum the Djaya brothers showed their work 

there at a solo exhibition that opened on 10 October 1947, the catalogue cover 

designed in red and white, the colours of the flag of the Republic of Indonesia, as 

agreed with the head of the Stedelijk, Willem Sandberg.  

Otto Djaya’s painting career covered the sunset of colonial times, war, revolution and 

independence for Indonesia, and two long-lasting autocratic regimes and the 

transition to democracy. In fact, in the macro perspective of fine art and painters in 

Indonesia, the years 1937-1965 were especially fertile. We can say that the impetus by 

Persagi, the occupation by Japan, the revolution against the return of Dutch 

sovereignty, and the Sukarno years and politics, combined to catapult Indonesian 

fine art into a world class phenomenon, aesthetically and technically on par with the 

modern art of economically advanced Western nations, and in a class of its own 

among Asian peer nations.  

Otto Djaya projected realism by narrating folk myths, traditions, celebrations, work, 

leisure, and romantic moments in the mundane lives of the Javanese people.   

Otto Djaya was a non-conformist artist who defined a reflective and personal 

aesthetic of his own, never following any art fashions. Even in his paintings from-

memory-of-war-and- revolution events he witnessed first-hand he painted vivid yet 

basic motifs when his peers preferred large canvasses.  

Otto Djaya was a storyteller. The attraction of an Otto Djaya painting derives from a 

combination of the mystery the work transmits, the story itself, whether of myths or 

traditions, His painting technique and colour palette.  His canvasses lavish viewers 
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with romantic renditions and anecdotes from the changing society of the Republic of 

Indonesia, Java especially, since the 1940s and until his death six decades later.  

Otto Djaya’s brushstroke had by now become distinctive and rarely failed to generate 

recognition and emotional response, pleasure or surprise. Deeply analytical of 

humanity, including of his own, he synthesized myths, traditions, natural beauty, 

and satire, and did not mind to caricature himself.  

Otto Djaya’s focus was the Javanese and he explored, expressed and integrated the 

spiritual and mundane lives of the Javanese people through sixty years of history 

that shaped modern Indonesia.  His paintings were easy to understand even if they 

frequently featured the mythical, godly Punakawan, the sons of Semar: Gareng, 

Petruk and Bagong, to interact with the story and the viewer, leaving interpretation 

to the imagination of the viewer and his/her familiarity with the Punakawan.  

Otto Djaya did not live long enough to witness an Indonesian president being elected 

by popular vote for the first time in 2004, but in his wisdom he must have sensed it 

was about to happen when he passed away in 2002.   

Otto Djaya was a romantic, a dreamer; humble and respected. He did not promote 

his noble ancestry and privileged youth to try to better his position in life. His 

painting career sustained his family, never made him wealthy. Having fought in the 

war of independence, his art, his family and Islam made life meaningful to him. Otto 

Djaya, the romantic, had apparently become cynical of politics early on his life’s 

journey. His dislike of politics led him to keep a distance to national politics and 

political affiliations throughout his life, unlike several of his artist peers.  His stance 

may have saved his career, and even his life, in the turmoil of the regime transition 

from Sukarno to Suharto beginning in the latter part of the 1960s. Perhaps as a result 

of his neutral orientation in politics, which was unusual at the time, Otto Djaya did 

not obtain one or more supporting collectors in political and private circles. 

Otto Djaya is less of an enigma now, in 2019, three years after the comprehensive 

Otto Djaya 2016 Centennial Exhibition at the wonderful Galeri Nasional 

Indonesia Jakarta that attracted much media attention and 4,000+ visitors5 during 

the eight days the exhibition was open to the public. The Centennial also surfaced 

additional information for the benefit of this book.  

Otto Djaya remains a famous and acclaimed son of Banten and a genuine Indonesian 

artist who deserves to become a legend strongly grounded forever in the history of 

art in Indonesia.  

This is a fourth edition of our 2016 Otto Djaya book.  It benefits from additional 

research, information, and paintings and is our first English language edition 

available on the internet to be shared, for free. Otto Djaya, the extraordinary artist, 

deserves this. Otto Djaya and his art were taken for granted during most of his life, 

but the bohème that he was and deep thinker that be became brought him to the 

arena of public acclaim.  
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It would have given us great satisfaction to have been able to meet him in person and 

to thank him for the pleasure of his paintings that we have viewed. But that was not 

to be. Now our journey of discovery and chronicling about Otto Djaya has come to 

an end.  Trails turn cold after one hundred years. The environment is conducive to 

paintings perishing due to the past condition of paints, boards, paper, canvasses and 

framing, and less-than-ideal storage conditions by succeeding generations of owners.  

Nevertheless, our journey returned us much inspiration and pleasure as we managed 

to locate and meet with the extended family of Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya, studio 

helpers, eyewitnesses, art academicians and historians, and the friendly staff of 

institutional and media archives, auction houses, museums, and libraries in 

Indonesia and the Netherlands, who, we would like to believe, share with us in 

applauding Otto Djaya and his story-telling.  

Our special thank you to old friends the Hans Tabalujan family for enabling us to 

realize our concept of combining the Otto Djaya chronicles with the visual splendour 

of some of Otto Djaya’s best works. And to Didier Hamel, friend, art connoisseur and 

historian, author, (our) publisher, and gallerist in Jakarta, who fired us up initially 

and contributed immensely to our motivation, research discipline, insights, and the 

completion of the first Otto Djaya book, on time for the Centennial in 2016; and to 

Amir Sidharta, friend, art connoisseur, historian, researcher, auctioneer, source of 

field information and sound advice - and son of Myra Sidharta, our friend, who was 

a young eyewitness to Amsterdam in 1947 and the Djaya brothers’ first residence 

there.    

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, June 2019.                                                   

Inge-Marie Holst & Hans Peter Holst 

Inquiries and information to ottodjaya@gmail.com, please. 
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1. Batavia, the Colony’s capital,  in Otto Djaya’s youth   

In colonial times, organized promotion of Fine Arts in the East Indies effectively 

began in 1902 when art enthusiasts of the Batavia elite founded the Nederlandsch-

Indische Kunstkring, the Fine Arts Circle of the Dutch East Indies. Kunstrings in 

other major cities soon followed: Bogor, Bandung, Surabaya, and Medan.     

The Kunstkring was a private initiative by the Batavia elite for the purpose of 

promoting enthusiasm and practice of the fine arts of painting, textile and porcelain 

craft, music, architecture, and dance.6 7 However, Kunstkring membership was 

formally limited to the Dutch/European community and prominent Indonesians.8   

In the Indies, the fine art of painting was essentially the domain of Dutch and other 

European artists9, and patrons. An artist born of one parent of Netherlands ethnicity 

was considered to be a Dutch artist, potentially eligible for admission to the 

Kunstkring. The Kunstkrings would also work to create awareness of indigenous art 

and artists, but did not routinely approve of the artists or admit them to exhibit or to 

view exhibitions. The Batavia Kunstkring exhibited many Dutch and European 

artists who were residing in the Indies and it introduced European modern art to 

select Batavia audiences.   

The Batavia Kunstkring manifested itself physically by taking possession of its own 

building in 1914, a grand structure situated in the present day central area of Jakarta 

(Menteng).  The building became both an architectural and economic success 10 and is 

still there and in use, occasionally for art events: painting exhibits, art auctions.   

 Batavia Kunstkring Building, Menteng, Jakarta, circa 1920 

The buyers of Netherlands East Indies paintings preferred the motifs and genre of 

the then mainstream, the beautiful Indies, Mooi Indie, largely executed by 

Dutch/European painters11,a beautiful example is: Frederik Kasenda 1931, Landscape, 

65x101cm. 
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A number of indigenous painters had joined the mainstream. Overall, the demand 

for the paintings was quite limited.12  

Most of the indigenous painters were employed in advertising agencies, as poster 

and advert designers, or were architects, school teachers, and civil servants. They 

were welcome to exhibit their paintings at the book shop of Kolff & Co, a popular 

Batavia printing and publishing company. There were few commercial supporters.  

The paintings that sold were of the naturalistic and exotic kind for which Dutch 

painters in the Indies were better known and had already found commercial support 

in Batavia and the Netherlands.  With few exceptions, painters, Dutch and 

indigenous, making a living in the colony largely depended on the commissions they 

were able to obtain with their painting skills: portraiture; landscapes; and houses.   

Claire Holt (1901-1970), American anthropologist and art historian and a prominent 

specialist in the arts of Indonesia, was of the opinion that indigenous Indonesian 

painters had even exceeded the quality of Dutch and other European painters who 

painted the ‘the beautiful Indies’. She especially had the now renowned Basuki 

Abdullah in mind. Basuki Abdullah had trained at Koninklijke Academie van 

Beeldende Kunsten, den Hague, during 1933-36. And she has a point. However, the 

large majority of indigenous painters as well as Dutch painters in the Indies had not 

received academy training. At best they had received some form of training from 

peers and visiting foreign artists.13   

During her time as commissioner of the Batavia Kunstring, 1930-1938, Netherlands 

educated painter and art historian Ms Jeanne de Loos-Haaxman (1881-1976) 

exhibited only two paintings by an indigenous painter.  In 1937 S. (Sindudarsono) 

Sudjojono presented two paintings in a group exhibition with Dutch/European 

artists. 14  Ms de Loos-Haaxman had followed the work of the young indigenous 

painters who subsequently got together in Persagi. She did not find the quality 

suitable for an exhibition dedicated to a group of these artists. At the time, the 

indigenous painters were seen to practice poor techniques and artistic style as 

compared with the Dutch painters in the East Indies. In 1938, the Kunstkring 

presented a solo exhibition by Jan Frank Niemantsverdriet15, a graduate of 

Koninklijke Academie van Beeldende Kunsten, den Hague. Ms de Loos Haaxman 

held that Niemantsverdriet, whose father was Dutch, was one of the finest East 

Indies painters. Niemantsverdriet was painting in the style of Mooi Indie/beautiful 

Indies.  

Euro-centrism was the prevailing evolutionary perspective: modern western culture 

was superior to the simple lives of the colonized.  Therefore, aspiring indigenous 

artists in the colonies were ignored and, if they aspired prominently, were routinely 

advised ‘to go back to planting rice’. This reflection of the racial administrative 

conversation was little different from one colonial power to the other during the first 

five decades of the 20th century to the time of independence.  It was common, even 

the rule, in the colonies that there would be ethnic and social undertones behind 

artists’ being in and out of favour. Discrimination was a prominent trait to the times 

of colonization. All colonial powers harboured intellectual and economic elements 
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that contributed to condescending and sometimes brutal behaviour toward the 

colonized masses, regardless. Colonial practices revived fading local feudalism to 

support the administrative requirements of the colonizers.  

Elite views overrode any dialogue and feelings about the artistic merits of a painting. 

The ‘eye of the beholder’ and ‘opposite’ views were elite based, commonly biased by 

a tenor that was infused by politics and not by appreciation of art alone or, even less 

likely, an urge to help or improve the conditions of the artists among the colonized. 

This aspect of colonial times, anywhere, should not be glossed over in the present 

and should be understood, beyond the arts, for the devastation it brought to 

aspirations, minds and bodies among the colonized.     

On the one hand, the Kunstkring, to its credit, became the catalyst of exhibitions in 

Batavia of European paintings of the modern era, of artists who had influenced 

culture and civilization.16 On the other hand, aspiring indigenous artists found it 

difficult to become invited to view the exhibitions and only a few succeeded. Otto 

and older brother, Agus, and S. Sudjojono were among the successful ones. 

Indigenous painters were agitated to protest Dutch artistic hegemony in the fine arts: 

the Kunstkring’s preference to show and promote the works of artists who were 

academy educated (in Europe) and modern works by well-known European artists, 

with restricted viewing admittance.  

If indigenous artists were looking to obtaining true impressions and inspiration from 

contemporary foreign art they had to make do with pictures of paintings in 

magazines: de Fakkel from the Netherlands, The Studio from England. Today we have 

difficulty imagining the then rarity of a colour picture with true colours, but such 

was the situation in Batavia until in 1942 Japan began facilitating indigenous painters 

in an effort to make the war propaganda realistic. The unusual mixture then, of war, 

art, ideologies and races could conceivably have contributed to the prominent socio 

realism and nerve in Indonesian paintings through the 1950s and 1960s.   

With Japan’s occupation of the East Indies in 1942, the Kunstkring had ceased to 

exist.17 The Japanese war administration immediately introduced fine arts education 

now restricted to indigenous artists. This was not an altruistic move on the part of 

Japan. It served to generate quality pictorial propaganda on behalf of the Japanese 

occupation efforts. Working groups of artist peers were provided with art supplies, 

studios, art teachers, and opportunities to exhibit and, if practical, to travel abroad. 

As learners and teachers Otto Djaya and older brother Agus benefited from the 

Japanese education initiative. The concept of the study-and-work group of peers in 

workshops was subsequently to become known as sanggars. Agus Djaya was 

appointed head of the fine art division of the Keimin Bunka Shidoso cultural centre 

of the government of Japan’s occupation. Otto became a teacher in one of the studios.  

Fine art education was ready to expand, and expanded remarkably, under President 

Sukarno from 1945 onward. Before that time, a miniscule number of aspiring painters 

might seek education in the Netherlands or elsewhere in Europe,18 provided they had 

obtained funding from family, benefactors or Netherlands government grants. 

Otherwise sources of learning were local peers and friendly foreign artists, meaning 
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that most painters were self-taught. European artists had been coming to the Dutch 

Indies for centuries. They came as draftsmen and illustrators, sometimes working for 

natural science research,19 and as painters of portraits, images of the large houses of 

prominent families, and landscapes. Some remained for long periods of time or for 

life, perhaps, and made a living by their artistic skills.20 Some were happy to teach 

others.   

2. Childhood and early years of Otto Djaya  

Otto Djaya: Raden Otto Djaya Suntara, his inherited title and full name, was born on 

the 6 October 1916 in Rangkasbitung, Lebak Regency, Banten province. He was the 

second son of Ibu Sarwanah Sunaeni and Bapak Raden Wirasandi Natadiningrat. 

Otto’s elder brother, Raden Agus Djaya Suminta (1913-1994), was born in 

Pandeglang. The two brothers had one younger sister, Neneng Khatidjah (1921-

2010).21  

Otto Djaya’s father, descending from a noble Banten family, was a civil servant, 

advancing from Forest Supervisor in Banten South to Bupati Wedana, district chief, 

of Pandeglang.22 23  

Otto Djaya began school in Pandeglang in 1923, aged 7, in the Hollandsch-Inlandsche 

School or Sekolah Belanda untuk Bumiputra. In Grade 5 he received his first drawing 

and painting lessons - becoming interested in the art of painting at age 12. He lived 

with relatives in Cimanuk in the vicinity of Pandeglang at the time. The relatives 

operated a Pesantren school, an Islamic boarding school. Otto Djaya was introduced 

to Islam while staying with his relatives, but was never a regular pupil at their 

school. 

In 1930 Otto Djaya was enrolled in the Advanced Elementary School in Bandung, the 

Meer Vitgebreid Lager Onderwijs. He painted simple freestyle at the time. He said in 

an interview many years later that he was a bit of a rascal and his rebellious soul was 

reflected in his work at the school. He painted just like he felt and what he saw, and 

he said in the same interview that there was so much freedom. He must have 

compared that time with the years to come, when there was far less freedom of 

expression in Indonesia.24 Only, six percent of Indonesians were literate within the 

Roman alphabet in 1930, which was why only the few could aspire to the recently 

introduced Dutch school system, the only system for educational advancement in 

Indonesia at the time. 

In “Beyond the Dutch”, dr. Remco Raben wrote of the education of painters in 

Indonesia, ”Almost any painter of the generation that began painting during the 

nineteen twenties and thirties came from the new Indonesian middle class, grew up 

in an urban environment, received a Western-style education and wanted to embrace 

modern life (whatever that might be). Many were children of civil servants and had 

the opportunity to attend the Hollandsch-Inlandsche School, the Dutch-Native 

School, and sometimes even the Advanced Elementary School, the General Middle 

High School”.25 The language at school was Dutch, the language Otto spoke at home, 
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and the official language in Indonesia at that time. He later learned to speak 

Sundanese, Bahasa Indonesia, Javanese, and English.26 

After three years at the Advanced Elementary School in Bandung, the Meer 

Vitgebreid Lager Onderwijs, Otto Djaya joined the Algemene Middelbare School, in 

Bandung in 1933. He was 17 then. The Dutch curriculum was taught by Dutch 

teachers who taught about Dutch and European history and culture rather than 

about Indonesian and Asian history and culture. 

Otto Djaya graduated from the Algemene Middelbare School in 1936, at age 20, and 

went on to the Arjuna School in Petojo. We do not know for how long he was 

enrolled there, but one year is probable. The Arjuna School was a school system 

based on theosophy, first founded in Indonesia in 1921 by the Dutch East Indies 

Theosophical School Association. Theosophy was a doctrine of religious philosophy 

and mysticism, freedom of thought and respect for the individual human being. It 

encouraged thinking by the individual. Otto’s elder brother Agus had been a teacher 

there from 1930 to 1933.27 There were several Arjuna schools in Indonesia during the 

1930s, chiefly for young Indonesians of the elite, and supported financially by the 

colonial government.28 

Otto Djaya emerged as a painter by the end of the 1930s, by his education and under 

the tutelage of his three year older brother, the debonair and by then known painter 

Agus Djaya. The two brothers were fervent nationalists and shared the worldview of 

anti-Marxism. Otto Djaya already then abhorred the machinations of politics and 

worked diligently throughout his life to remain out of politics. Otto Djaya was 

apolitical but for his sympathy with cultural traditions and ideas of improving 

conditions for the ordinary people, the lowest ranking members of hierarchical 

society on Java and elsewhere.   

3. Persagi rallying Indonesian born-and-bred artists 

 

A clientele among the colonials in the East Indies and the public in the Netherlands, 

the homeland, deliberately sought paintings that depicted a romantic and exotic 

Indies, an idealization of tranquillity and beauty of mountainous backgrounds29 

fronted by landscapes of rice paddy and workers, buffalos, palm trees, tree groves, 

streams, waterfalls, lakes, and valleys. The natural lighting nuances of morning, 

noon, and afternoon were routinely clearly defined by the painters, who generally 

painted outdoors, in nature, or from sketches done on site. This visual phenomenon 

was a kind of orientalism,30 throughout centuries of painting. However, the 

description: Mooi Indië, meaning Beautiful Indies, emerged in the 1930s and attracted 

attention when Sudjojono used it to mock the painters who painted the pretty things 

about the Indies.   

These paintings were fundamentally a memento fashion based on nostalgia and 

sentimentality that gradually turned into a fashion of the elite. There was little 

demand for paintings that were not of the naturalist, romantic and exotic motif and 

that could not arouse the passion and feelings that the Mooi Indië could.  Mooi Indië 

was the then ‘bread and butter’ expressionism of the artists in the colony. Mooi Indië 
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landscapes “can be regarded as the norm at the time”,31 the 1930s. The painters 

associated with the Mooi Indië style were Dutch colonial painters, visiting European 

painters, and a handful of indigenous painters.32 33 

The Mooi Indië style of painting was high on technical skill, naturalistic and exotic-

romantic, and sketched or painted in the nature it depicted. Sudjojono rejected it as 

being pervasive of European inspired and waning traditionalism and of Dutch 

hegemony.34 According to Sudjojono, the social realism, the harshness of the 

colonization and of the daily lives of colonized people was different. Sudjojono 

“faulted the acquiescence of indigenous artists to Dutch colonial taste.”35 Sudjojono 

consistently challenged his fellow painters to ‘paint with their hearts’ and invent a 

style that would in turn define the country’s cultural character and that could be 

identified as uniquely national.36   

Sudjojono’s views were magnified by the rapidly rising nationalistic tide against the 

colonial regime.  The fervent nationalist he was, Sudjojono’s viewpoints concerning 

style and substance became a metaphor for the growing nationalistic spirit, and 

stimulated national reawakening of a long dormant tradition of figurative art. The 

tradition included both portraiture and self-portraiture, characteristics which plainly 

showed in Otto Djaya’s work throughout his long career.  

Uneasiness with the status quo was not limited to the East Indies. The 1930s was a 

time of upheaval among people and peoples. Cultural radicalism was one of the fall-

outs of the Russian Revolution 1905, World War I (1914-18) and of the American 

Great Depression that began in 1929 and, so to speak, came to an end only when 

World War II began to engulf the world in 1939. These human and social, economic 

and political catastrophes manifested themselves throughout the world. The 

Netherlands and East Indies were not excluded. As the 1930s proceeded, populations 

suffered severe hardship and blamed their leadership. People sentiments escalated 

against traditional hierarchical society and colonialism and rallied for justness and 

justice. The writing of change was on the wall throughout the latter part of the 1930s. 

For the East Indies, the resistance to Dutch rule was nearing a crest to be catalysed 

when military rule by Japan began in March 1942. The decade of the 1940s was to 

become apocalyptic.  

The modernism that Sudjojono was referring to in the latter part of the 1930s was 

modernism of the European kind. However, modernism was a universal movement 

then constantly evolving, encouraged and discouraged, even prohibited, by real and 

cultural politics, politicians, rulers, and art critics. Many modernists believed that by 

rejecting tradition they could discover radically new ways of making art. Modernism 

achieved mainstream acceptance in the course of the 1900s with all the changes that 

broad modernism contributed to human life. Holistically, modernism disregarded 

conventional expectations by stressing freedom of expression, experimentation, 

radicalism, and primitivism. In many art forms this often meant to be startling and 

alienating audiences with bizarre and unpredictable effects. Cubism and surrealism 

were startling examples of change within the visual arts by stressing new methods to 

produce new results.37  
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European modernism in the visual arts arrived late among painters practicing in the 

East Indies. Impressionists and post-orientalists were first on view in Batavia in the 

1930s and largely beginning in 1936. Orientalism broke with the traditional depiction 

of the natural world by assuming that colour and shape formed the essential 

characteristics of art. In a perspective of the painters in the East Indies, 

impressionism overthrew the tradition or status quo of the orientalism style that was 

going strong in the Indies in the 1930s.  

It was thanks to the Kunstkring that modern European visual arts arrived first hand 

among painters working in Batavia. The year was 1936. For the first time, an annual 

Kunstkring exhibition gave members and invited painters the possibility to sight the 

actual colours and techniques of European modern painters.  Until then, potential 

materials from which to learn had consisted of black-and-white and coloured 

photographs, lithographs, and printed media.  

Kunstkring commissioner and art historian, Jeanne de Loos-Haaxman (1881-1973) 

curated five exhibitions from the collection of P. A. Regnault (1868-1954). Regnault 

was a patron of the arts and a wealthy Dutch industrialist who manufactured paints 

and inks in Surabaya. Regnault had taken an interest in keeping the Batavian elite 

up-to-date on developments with European painters. His collection included 

Chagall, van Dongen, Dufy, Ensor, Gauguin, van Gogh, Kandinsky, Picasso, Redon, 

Rousseau, Sluyter, Toulouse-Lautrec, Urillo, and Zadkine.  Regnault augmented his 

private collection to show in Batavia by borrowing from museums and private 

collections in the Netherlands.   The paintings by Chagall, Gauguin, Rousseau, and 

van Gogh are said to have left a deep impression on Otto Djaya, Chagall especially 

so.  Dutch speaking Otto Djaya, Agus Djaya and Sudjojono could arrange to be 

invited to the Kunstkring to view these exhibitions. Looking at Otto Djaya’s 

paintings over the half century since, there are glimpses of the social realism of 

Chagall and the twists and turns of the brush of van Gogh. Otto Djaya might have 

adopted traits, but he never imitated. He found his own unique style that was to 

become uniquely Indonesian.  

The Kunstkring had become the intellectual symbol of elite occupation with the 

European art world and with the painters it exhibited. Vice versa, for a painter to be 

exhibited at the Kunstkring would determine her/his artistic and commercial 

trajectory in the art market.   

In 1937-38 a group of young indigenous painters banded together in what was to 

become known as the Persagi group of painters. In early 1938, Sudjojono and Agus 

Djaya formally established Persagi, Peratuan Ahli-ahli Gambar Indonesia, or 

Association of Indonesian Artists.  

Sudjojono was the Secretary of Persagi and its eloquent speaker, writer, and 

ideologist. The charismatic and diplomatic Agus Djaya, Otto Djaya’s elder brother, 

was its Chairman, strategist and negotiator.    

Persagi was founded to protest the status quo and to signal the development of an 

artistic style that could clearly be identified as national. The style that Persagi artists 
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sought would focus people and lived experiences.  The Persagi vision of art, 

expressing the personal viewpoint of the artist as long as it was truly national, was a 

shared ideology, not a painting technique but for Sudjojono’s advice to use strong, 

not timid, brush and pencil strokes. 

Sudjojono himself and Agus Djaya occasionally, and other indigenous painters, 

violated the non-Mooi Indië edict. Economic considerations, finding buyers to 

paintings, could have been a reason. However, Otto Djaya never painted like the 

Dutch and painted his own special way.38    

The Persagi membership comprised two dozen, or so, young artists, the average age 

less than thirty.39 40 Otto Djaya, age 22 in 1938, did not join the membership from the 

first day, perhaps because he was an independent soul and did not agree with 

Sudjojono’s dogma.  He might even have needed some persuasion from his older 

brother to be joining.  

Persagi was revolutionary in expressing a democratic policy of the membership 

voting bi-annually about Persagi’s leadership.  At the 1940 election, Agus Djaya did 

not stand for re-election. L. Setyoso was elected chairman. Sudjojono was re-elected 

secretary.  

Agus Djaya was philosophical, neutral, in his evaluation of the painting genre that 

Sudjojono so much despised. Sudjojono was passionate that it should be ended. Both 

men harboured equally great nationalistic fervour, but the diplomatic Agus Djaya 

differed temperamentally with the fire and brimstone declarations of Sudjojono 

concerning Persagi priorities.   

Sudjojono wanted Persagi directly involved in politics and to be joining the 

"Indonesia Berparlemen", a People’s Council, founded on 4 July 1939.  That was all 

very well and idealistic. However, a majority of Persagi artists, including Agus and 

Otto Djaya, did not wish for Persagi to become involved in politics. The new 

chairman, Setyoso, took the confrontation with Sudjojono and kept Persagi out of 

politics.    

Persagi’s first exhibition for its members, who now included Otto Djaya, took place 

in 1938 in the famous Kolff & Co. book shop in Batavia. Kolff & Co. did not charge 

for the exhibition space, but Persagi exhibitors must defray the direct cost of putting 

up the exhibition.  For many years, the Kollf book store had played an important role 

in giving public exposure to paintings-for-sale by both Dutch and indigenous artists. 

Apparently the 1938 Persagi exhibition at the Kolff book shop came as a surprise to 

Dutch painters. The well-known painter and art critic H. van Velthuysen wrote a 

review in the Java Bode. His review recognized the existence of painters such as 

Sudjojono, Agus Djaya and Surono. Observing this trend and the perception of a 

softening of colonial dogma, the Kunstkring was soon to open its doors to a Persagi 

exhibition.41 However, time was running out on the status quo in the Dutch Indies - 

and in South East Asia as a whole. 
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It was the Persagi leadership, the consistent manifestation of talent in the Persagi 

membership, and the times that persuaded the Kunstkring in Batavia that inclusion 

rather than exclusion was the way forward for the arts in the East Indies, for the 

indigenous artists, and for the relationship between the Netherlands and the 

colonized. 

The Persagi-Kunstkring brief history of first confrontation and then cooperation 

cannot be overestimated. The Persagi leadership and membership were true activists 

by today’s measures. The Bataviasche Kunstkring represented a clear target as a 

symbol of the hegemony and hierarchy of Dutch nationals in the art world in the East 

Indies.   

Persagi’s legacy is of being instrumental in the migration to modernity by Indonesian 

visual artists in the following decades. Persagi managed to gain organization, 

influence and status for Indonesian artists in the four years it formally existed. 

Persagi’s was a timely and great achievement that contributed talent, resources, and 

respect for the advancement of indigenous artists during the years of occupation by 

Japan beginning in 1942.   

In the meantime, the nationalistic fervor and artistic acumen of Persagi artists had 

attracted the attention of, the future President Sukarno, Bung Karno, who was 

looking for tools with which to promote Indonesian nationalism and status. The fine 

arts was one such tool. Bung Karno, himself an aspiring painter, gathered several 

Persagi artists around him and encouraged them to paint the independence struggle.   

When the Netherlands became engulfed in World War II in Europe in 1940, the 

Pacific War looked eminent, and nationalism and hunger for independence rose to a 

peak in the East Indies population. Germany invaded the Netherlands on 10 May 

1940. It was about this time that the indigenous people of the East Indies “became 

aware of the importance of independence and the fact that the Netherlands was 

insignificant.”42 

Otto Djaya and other Persagi members exhibited at the Kunstkring 6 May to 6 June 

1941. The critical reception was largely sympathetic.  Otto Djaya and thirty fellow 

artists showed 61 paintings at this exhibition.43 The themes of landscapes and every-

day life were not a great deal different from Mooi Indië paintings, yet the Persagi 

works were apparently distinct. This exhibition finally broke through the Dutch 

shield of arrogance. Persagi artists had achieved a milestone - regardless or perhaps 

because of the premonition that the Netherlands would soon have to give 

independence to its largest colony.  

It had taken until early 1941 for the Kunstkring to decide to host an exhibition 

dedicated to indigenous painters, Persagi members in this case. Previous requests by 

Agus Djaya and Sudjojono had been turned down.  

The third, and last, Persagi exhibition took place in late 1941 at the Taman Siswa 

School in Batavia. Sudjojono and Agus Djaya had been teaching art there for several 

years. In 1937 Taman Siswa had held the first ever exhibition organized by 

indigenous painters, Sudjojono and Agus Djaya being among the organizers. Otto 
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Djaya was not among the exhibiting artists; we do not know why, but perhaps he did 

not feel ready as a painter in 1937. The Taman Siswa School provided education for 

indigenous commoners, which was otherwise limited to the Javanese aristocracy and 

the Dutch colonials. The first Taman Siswa was set up in Yogyakarta around 1920 by 

Ki Hajar Dewantara, a Java nobleman, staunch nationalist and activist for 

independence.  

Taman Siswa’s education program was nationalistic and based on the indigenous 

arts. The pupils were allowed to develop in line with their own characters and not by 

rote and force.    

4. War and occupation  

 

On 8 December 1941 the Netherlands declared itself at war with Japan. The 

Netherlands’ regime in the Indies surrendered to the Japanese military on 9 March 

1942.  

In April 1942 the Japanese military service formed the Sedenbu to engage among the 

Indonesian population in civil matters and to concentrate on mobilizing support via 

three administrative sections: news, press, and propaganda. Sedenbu was an offshoot 

of military intelligence, independent and managed by military officers.44  

Japan immediately disbanded Persagi to give way to first Sendenbu and within 

months to Poetera, Poesat Tenaga Rakayat, the brainchild of Bung Karno who 

persuaded Japan that a dedicated organization be formed to pay attention to the 

indigenous potential within the fine arts to further the struggle for independence 

from the Netherlands. The Persagi organization of painters and its public reception 

had caught Bung Karno’s attention. In April 1943 Japan followed with Keimin Bunka 

Shidosho. Thus three organizations were created within a twelve months period to 

oversee and use indigenous arts and artists principally for propaganda purposes.  

Poetera was set up in late 1942 and its office located on Jalan Gereja Theresia in 

central Jakarta. Poetera was mandated to keep a section dedicated to encouraging 

young artists to develop their cultural talents and to promote and popularize 

Indonesian nationalist culture with the general public. At the same time Poetera was 

to create propaganda pamphlets to support Indonesia’s independence. The Fine Arts 

Department of Poetera, launched in December 1942 and operating fully in early 

1943,45 was under the leadership of Sudjojono and Affandi, assisted by Hendra 

Gunawan, Mochtar Apin, Kartono Yudhokusumo, and Henk Ngantung. They were 

to give painting lessons, supervise classes, and to launch and manage exhibitions.46 

Otto Djaya and his brother Agus were enrolled in Poetera. Nevertheless, the two 

soon became resources of Keimin Bunka Shidosho, formally established on 1 April 

1943, at Jalan Noordwijk, Jakarta, known now as Jalan H. Djuanda.  Also led by 

military officers, Keimin Bunka Shidosho was the umbrella cultural organization, a 

Cultural Centre of Japan in occupied territory. Its policy was to lead and protect 

traditional arts and to elevate these by introducing Japanese culture.  
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The organization consisted of art schools for literature, music, dance, drama, film, 

and painting.   

Agus Djaya was appointed head of the fine arts teaching staff that consisted of Otto 

Djaya, Basuki Abdullah, Subanto, Kartono Yudokusumo, Popo Iskandar, and 

Kusnadi.47 Military officers supervised the teaching staff and the students. Young 

artists, below the age of twenty, received painting classes and painting materials, and 

two classes weekly for six months, free of charge.    

In December 1942 Poetera began to exhibit paintings of only young indigenous 

artists. Several exhibitions were held, in Bandung, Jakarta, Malang, Semarang, Solo, 

and Surabaya.48  Propaganda or not, a relatively large segment of the urban public 

now had a chance to see the indigenous artists and their art for the first time.  

The next two years were times of unprecedented assistance and benefits to the artists 

that the excellence and guile of Agus Djaya, Sudjojono, Affandi, Hendra Gunawan 

and their painter colleagues, including Otto Djaya, helped to prolong.   

Keimin Bunka Shidosho and Poetera operated parallel and both had classes and 

studios for educating the artists.  Keimin Bunko Shidosho was directly a product of 

the Japanese military. Poetera, a political product of Bung Karno and his inner circle, 

was also supervised by the Japanese military. Both organizations were to be 

dissolved in a matter of two years, but this had as much to do with how the war was 

going for Japan as with how the fine arts departments were doing.  

To the Japanese war effort and to the population at large, Poetera and Keimin Bunko 

Shidosho produced different measures of propaganda.49As it were, the involvement 

of the Indonesian artists apparently prevented the military from stringently 

enforcing its rules for control, urgency, and indoctrination. For this reason, the High 

Command was seriously unhappy with both Poetera and Keimin Bunku Shidosho.  

The internal blame fell on the use of indigenous artists among the leadership and 

functionaries.   

Otto Djaya, his elder brother, their fellow artists, and the Persagi spirit clearly played 

important roles in preserving and improving conditions under which the indigenous 

visual arts could continue to advance from the point of having been almost 

annihilated in the 1930s.  

During their short existence, Poetera and Keimin Shidosho managed to hold fourteen 

exhibitions. All but two exhibitions were by indigenous artists. Otto Djaya exhibited 

in several. At an exhibition on 20 November 1943, the Meijisetsu exhibition, Otto 

Djaya won the Asia Raya Prize.   

In the circumstances, both Poetera and Keimin Bunku Shidosho had combined to 

further the interests of working artists and the dissemination of indigenous visual 

art. Poetera and Kemin Bunku Shidosho had placed some indigenous painters in 

situations of relative privilege by facilitating their academic, material and perceived 

needs, by providing teachers, studio space, images and models, painters’ supplies, 
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rooms for exhibitions, funds for travel for selected artists, and skilled artists from 

Japan to give workshops, for the benefit of the many indigenous artists.   

The indigenous artistic characteristics of both organizations had taken national ideals 

as far as possible. By that time the rule of Japan in East Indies was at its end. It is not 

difficult to imagine how the pre-occupation and occupation events must have 

affected the young Otto Djaya. The complexity of these years was extraordinary, and 

the fight against recolonization was still ahead.  

Some key indigenous artists acquired a high profile during Japan’s rule, e.g. Affandi, 

Agus Djaya, and Hendra Gunawan. On the one hand, the increasing awareness of art 

and propaganda during these few years was a positive contribution to the nation. On 

the other hand, the increased awareness showed that the people were suffering from 

depression, poverty, violence and starvation.  

Japan sought to sever mental allegiances of the indigenous population with the 

Dutch and to incorporate the nation in its own empire. Nevertheless, Japan’s 

conquest of the East Indies had contributed to solidifying the desire of the people to 

become independent of both the Netherlands and Japan.  

Nationalists wished to have their own army with which to resist re-colonization. In 

1943 nationalists therefore welcomed Japan’s initiative to stablish Peta, or Tentara 

Sukanto Pembela Tanah Air, Defenders of the Homeland. Selected volunteers would 

be trained to become soldiers. The Formation of Volunteer Troops for the Defence of 

Java was announced on 3 October 1943. This Force became known as Peta. Officers 

for Peta were recruited by the regional military headquarters.  

When Japan officially disbanded Poetera on 1 March 1944 Sudjojono was asked to 

transfer the Poetera activities to Keimin Bunka Shidoso. Sudjojono agreed to do this, 

but within months Keimin Bunka Shidoso too was disbanded, for the same reasons 

as Poetera was disbanded.50   In the national perspective, the Persagi alumni were 

successful, as far as was possible, in obtaining an optimal outcome for their art and 

for themselves, albeit in a manner that the military could not tolerate.  

In 1944 Otto Djaya was compelled to train in the Peta program to prepare against the 

Netherlands re-colonizing the East Indies. He joined the Peta Centre in Bogor, was 

registered as NPV 8.20.585 and trained there for three months, obtaining the rank of 

chūdanchō, company commander. His Peta time provided a veteran’s link to the 

future President Suharto (1921-2008) who trained in the same program.51  The Peta 

physical training was hellish, said Otto Djaya.52 “Everybody in Peta was 'mad', there 

were some who just wanted to escape, some others were pessimistic, I will say if only 

I knew the training was that severe I definitely, from the very beginning, would 

strongly have refused joining it. It was frenzy and ironic, and it was three months of 

being just like in hell”53  

The trainees were completely isolated from the surrounding society. Some sources 

said that the trainees could do nothing but rest and sleep when not being trained, but 

Otto Djaya said in a 1999 interview about his training to become a chūdanchō: “I was 

forbidden to leave the house I lived in in Bogor for 3 months.  
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The Peta training was day and night, but I was very productive painting during the 

training breaks. All my paintings were sold out via the military, including some 

taken to Japan and sold there.”  Otto Djaya had forced himself to paint and draw, 

when he was able to, which helped him retain his sanity during the months at the 

training camp.  

   Otto Djaya. 1944 

Later, after Japan capitulated on 15 August 1945 and Sukarno and Hatta proclaimed 

Independence on 17 August 1945, his Peta training put him in a position to become a 

company commander, with the rank of major, in the emerging national army.  

Upkeep of the training camps was done by rōmūsha, labourers recruited in the local 

villages, working without pay, like slaves, and sometimes sent to other occupied 

countries to work on war infrastructure. The Peta trainees saw rōmūsha dying 

because of malnutrition and diseases such as dysentery and malaria. 

By this time, toward the end of 1944, the male population in the Indonesian villages 

around the military training camps was remarkably reduced. The military began to 

recruit women for rōmūsha54. They had much less physical strength in comparison 

with the male rōmūsha.  The Indonesian people were severely starving from lack of 

food and nutrition. In particular the female rōmūsha died within a short time while 

working as slaves in the camps; and the rōmūsha’s children left behind with family 

and relatives died from hunger and diseases.55 On the one hand, the occupation by 

Japan initiated the breakaway from colonialism, from the Netherlands, what the 

large majority of the people wished to happen. On the other hand, the atrocities 

suffered by the people during both the occupation by Japan and the war of freedom 

from the Netherlands was devastating.  

Suharto (1921-2008), who was to become president of Indonesia in 1967, was trained 

in Bogor as a company commander in 1944, a chūdancho, same as Otto Djaya who 

went through the training in the same year.  Suharto had transferred from the 

Yogyakarta police force to Peta in October 1943 to be trained as a shōdanchō, platoon 

commander, which took six months training, before moving on to the chūdanchō 

training.  

There is no evidence if Otto Djaya and Pak Suharto trained together as chūdanchō in 

Bogor, but it was documented that in 1944 both of them went through the training as 

a chūdanchō. We found that Otto Djaya and Pak Suharto were in contact during 
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Suharto’s presidency, and Otto Djaya received three gold stripes as a veteran 

soldier.56 

In December 1944 Otto Djaya had a solo exhibition with the theme Semangat 

Keprajuritan, Patriotism, showing how Peta soldiers would be defending their 

homeland. The exhibition was held at the cultural center in Jakarta. It was one of the 

many arranged by Keimin Bunka Shidoshu for indigenous and Japanese artists.57 

5. Otto Djaya and the Indonesian people revolt   

    

In momentous events during a few months in 1945 Japan lost the Pacific War and its 

wartime occupation of Indonesia ended, Indonesia declared independence from the 

Netherlands, and Bung Karno became President Sukarno, the first president of 

Indonesia.  However, the Netherlands did not cease military actions and give up 

sovereignty to Indonesia for another four years. On 27 December 1949 Indonesia was 

finally free. 

Japan surrendered to the Allies on 15 August 1945, announcing the surrender 

publicly in Jakarta on 22 August 1945. On 17 August 1945 Sukarno and Hatta 

proclaimed independence for Indonesia. USA had in the same month transferred its 

post-war interest in the Colony to British responsibility.58The aftermath was 

complex.59 It was a condition in the surrender terms that Japan was responsible for 

keeping the order until British troops had arrived and had taken over control. The 

first British troops, allies of the Netherlands, arrived at the Batavia Airport at 

Kemayoran, on 8 September 1945. Dutch Governor-General Hubertus van Mook 

arrived back in Java on 1 October 1945, from Australia, with orders to re-establish the 

colonial government. In the meantime, overt and covert confrontations between the 

Japanese military and the paramilitary Indonesian Youth Fighting Force, Pemuda, 

had caused a substantial cache of weaponry to fall into Pemuda hands. Also, some 

one thousand Japanese military men reportedly deserted in order to stay behind and 

join in the battle for Indonesia’s independence from the Netherlands.60  

Mass independence rallies were held in Jakarta and Surabaya during September 

1945. The social situation in Indonesia was unstable, which would continue until 

1950.  

The Netherlands’ stand against independence and the equally unhelpful stands of 

Britain and USA, created anger and hatred among the many Indonesians who 

wanted independence from the Netherlands. 

The emerging National Army, Badan Keamanan Rakjat, and Pemuda, the 

paramilitary Youth Fighting Force, began the fight against the Allied Forces of the 

Netherlands East Indies. The Allied Forces consisted of English troops, largely Indian 

Army, and of troops of the Netherlands Indies Civil Administration, Nica. 

On Indonesian propaganda, the Pusat Tenaga Pelukis Indonesia, Indonesian Painters 

Workforce Centre, was formed on 20 October 1945.61 It had ‘borrowed’ from the 

previous Keimin Bunka Shidosho to forming its organization.  
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Otto Djaya had immediately enrolled in Division III of Regiment III, with the rank of 

major, and had gone to Sukabumi to prepare to join the actual fighting against re-

colonisation by the Netherlands. For his participation at this early stage of the 

revolutionary war he subsequently received four gold stripes as a veteran.  

Training conditions at Peta and the Sukabumi actions might have been the time 

when he contracted tuberculosis. Later, while he was living with his new family in 

Semarang a skilled surgeon removed one of his lungs.62  

Well-equipped Allied forces of British and Dutch 63 contingents entered the territory 

of Sukabumi in December 1945. These forces were to secure the road between Bogor 

and Sukabumi from attacks on allied supply convoys supporting the Netherlands’ 

immediate military rebuilding in Indonesia. A violent battle took place when the 

Allied forces reached the Bojong Kokosan peak. The opposing force was regiment III 

of the emerging Indonesian army in which Otto Djaya was leading a company of 

some one hundred men. He later described that there were a thousand soldiers in 

this battle, bullets whizzed, grenades were exploding, and enemy tanks fell into 

ravines. Otto Djaya and his troops fought with weapons previously surrendered by 

the Japanese army and managed during the battle to capture additional weapons 

from the Allied force.64  Otto Djaya said that everybody in Sukabumi at that time was 

fighting, and that in particular he was impressed that many female soldiers were 

fighting valiantly among the Pemuda men for the independence on Indonesia.65  The 

archives tell us that Regiment III managed to disengage from the attack in the 

aftermath of heavy rain and fog. 28 Indonesian soldiers had been killed and 

hundreds wounded. And losses were heavy among the ordinary villagers of 

Sukabumi who also fought in the battle.66 The Allies suffered heavy troop and 

material losses during the Bojong Kokosan battle.67      

Sukarno and Hatta moved to Yogyakarta overnight on 4 January 1946 and 

established the government of the Republic of Indonesia there. Otto and Agus Djaya 

and many other artists followed Sukarno and the government to Yogyakarta and 

supported the revolution by the propaganda of their painting. The two brothers 

stayed in Yogyakarta for only a short while.68 The Bojong Kokosan battle was to be 

Otto Djaya’s last time in physical fighting.   

On February 25th and 26th of February 1946 an exhibition of Otto Djaya and Agus 

Djaya was held at the “Gedung Gajah” (now the National Museum) in Jakarta. The 

exhibition was visited by, among others, Dr van Mook together with several cabinet 

members and Mr. H. M. Van Randwijk, Vrij Nederland. Dr van Mook bought one 

painting with the title “Resobowo” by Otto Djaya, and Mr. H. M. Van Ranwijk 

bought one, remarkable painting with the title “Soemedang” also by Otto Djaya.  

With the establishment in 1946 of Sanggar Pelukis Rakyat, Painting Studios for the 

People, Yogyakarta became the art center of the Republic. The Sanggar Pelukis 

Rakyat was a Sukarno supported initiative managed by Affandi and Hendra 

Gunawan. The sanggars became key centres for visual arts developments. Many 

sanggar painters painted portraits of revolutionary fighters and of war scenes.69 
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Indonesia was isolated from the outside world. Artists had to make their own 

canvasses from unbleached cotton and paper glued with starch. There was also a 

shortage of paint. The available paint was shared by the artists in the various 

working groups and temporary studios engaged with demonstrating the war 

through their paintings.  

Otto Djaya too had problems obtaining canvas, board and paint, but still managed to 

paint the fighting along the front lines of the revolution. Otto Djaya also followed 

Sukarno around the infant Republic of Indonesia to paint the presidential speeches 

nationwide.70 Otto Djaya was proud of being in the company of President Sukarno 

on his oration tours. President Sukarno later on collected several of Otto Djaya’s 

paintings for his remarkable palace collection. 

In April 1946 the British turned Bandung over to the Dutch. On 13 July 1946 the 

Allied Southeast Asia Command formally turned Indonesia over to the Dutch except 

for Java and Sumatra.  

The Prime Minister of Indonesia, Sjahrir, was compelled to start negotiating with the 

Dutch Governor-General Hubertus van Mook about establishing the new Republic of 

Indonesia. 

Van Mook called a conference in the Sulawesi town of Malino, to take place 16 to 24 

July 1946. The conference was an element in the attempt to arrange a federal solution 

for Indonesia. The Dutch had invited thirty nine Indonesian representatives of the 

Indonesian rulers (the Rajas), Christians, and several ethnic groups from Kalimantan 

and East Indonesia, who were in support of some form of a continuing Dutch 

connection. Governor-General Hubertus van Mook launched the idea of creating a 

union with an independent Indonesia with the Dutch Queen as head of state. He 

presented this proposal to the Indonesian delegates.  The proposal coming out of the 

Malino Conference was to create a ‘United States of Indonesia’ with the Dutch Queen 

the head of State and made up of four equal and semi-autonomous states: Java, 

Sumatra, Kalimantan and the Great East with Sulawesi as its Major Island, and 

Western New Guinea.  

As a consequence of the Malino Conference, on 18 August 1946 the New Republic of 

Indonesia consisted of eight provinces: Sumatra, Kalimantan, West Java, Central 

Java, East Java, Sulawesi, Maluku and Sunda Kecil. In connection with the Malino 

Conference, Governor-General Hubertus van Mook initiated the Malino Fund.  The 

Dutch-Indonesian government would make funds available for ‘promising 

Indonesian students’ to learn skills at Dutch universities and academies to be able to 

use in their soon to be independent, federal states. 

All British troops had been withdrawn from Indonesia by November 1946. More 

than 150,000 Dutch troops, largely Indonesia indigenous soldiers, had replaced them. 

The struggle for independence was not over. 

 

 



29 

 

6. Otto Djaya goes to the Netherlands with his brother 

 

Otto Djaya left the Pemuda/army sometime during 1946. He had experienced the 

brutal revolutionary war first-hand. However, a fighter for freedom of country and 

freedom of expression and the arts, political struggles had become anathema to him; 

he remained firmly committed to the life of an artist, a painter. Being an officer of 

some genuine military training, we do not know why the infant national army let 

him go, but it might have been because of him suffering from tuberculosis. However, 

decisions at a high level might have been made for him to transfer to the propaganda 

work that the new government needed done.  

In 1946 Otto Djaya had a solo exhibition at the National Museum in Jakarta to show 

his paintings of front line action.71 

Contrary to Otto Djaya, older brother Agus had not taken military training in Peta or 

participated in the front line fighting in 1945. President Sukarno had personally 

appointed Agus an intelligence officer with the rank of Colonel. Otto and Agus Djaya 

being sent to the Netherlands in 1947 to show off the new Indonesian expressionist 

painting was a good cover for the intelligence mission of Agus Djaya and of which 

Otto Djaya became a participant, by association rather than by appointment. It was 

Colonel Zulkifli Lubis (1923-1993), head of the National Intelligence unit of the 

Ministry of Defense, who instructed Agus Djaya about the intelligence task in the 

Netherlands.   

Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya had a joint solo exhibition in the Museum building at 

Koningsplein, Jakarta, on 20 February 1947. The exhibition was held by the 

Republican Ministry for Education, Art and Science. One of the guests was 

Governor-General van Mook, who purchased several of their works.72 The 

newspaper “Nieuwsgier” wrote on 20 February 1947 that Otto Djaya had a very 

strong brush, and that he was channelling satire and criticism through his social 

realistic paintings. The Nieuwsgier also wrote that the two Djaya brothers were on 

their way to the Netherlands to study art there. 

Het Dagblad wrote on 22 February 1947 that Otto Djaya was painting in a forceful, 

but well considered way, above all with artistic expression. The critic said that Otto 

Djaya’s temperament moved him on without difficulties with form and colour. He 

painted with a strong emotion which could not be found in the many paintings, 

gouaches, watercolours and such, of the so called beautiful Indies, which so many 

other painters in Indonesia before him painted. Otto Djaya painted with enthusiasm, 

temperament and self-control, and not hesitating to show his public spirit in 

caricatures. This showed him as an artist with big potential.73  

At around the same time, the Ministry of Defence confirmed Otto Djaya as a Major, 

retired, in the Indonesian Army.   

The Linggardjati Treaty between Indonesia and the Dutch authorities under the 

leadership of Dutch Governor-General Hubertus van Mook was signed on 25 March 

1947, and a United States of Indonesia was established, comprising the island of Java, 
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the island of Madura and the island of Sumatra. A Republic of Pasunda was 

subsequently founded on 4 May 1947.  

Indonesian nationhood was very volatile until the Netherlands finally capitulated at 

the end of 1949,74 ironically because of pressure on the Netherlands that the USA 

contributed to the wishes of Indonesians. The USA wanted to see that freedom was 

extended to the Indonesians, but was unwilling to assume responsibility for the 

maintenance of freedom.75 

In early 1947 Otto and Agus Djaya obtained Malino grants. Otto Djaya said later in 

an interview that President Sukarno and the minister of Defence thought it best to 

send him to the Netherlands as a painter and art envoy, and not as an Indonesian 

military officer. Otto Djaya was to study culture and art in the Netherlands, the 

reason he obtained the scholarship to study at the Academy and the University in 

Amsterdam. Colonel Zulkifli Lubis, head of the National Intelligence had signed a 

letter to the effect that both Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya were representatives for the 

Republic of Indonesia. It was expected that they report back to Sukarno and the 

government about developments within art and culture in the Netherlands for 

inspiration in connection with plans for future art institutions in the Republic of 

Indonesia.76  Nevertheless, with Agus Djaya’s background in intelligence and brother 

Otto’s prominence as painters and now art envoys of Indonesia to the Netherlands, 

in the greater perspective of things there is reason to believe what Otto Djaya 

suggested in an interview in 1999: that Agus Djaya was on a mission to detect and 

influence Indonesia independence sentiments in the Netherlands. Otto Djaya became 

involved by association.   

Prior to travelling to the Netherlands in 1947, Otto Djaya had only learnt to paint 

with water colours, crayons, and pencils.   

In June 1947 Otto Djaya with his brother Agus Djaya, Agus’ wife Staniah, their son 

Dudy Djaya and Staniah’s younger sister Annie went by ship from Jakarta to 

Amsterdam. The party arrived to a long lovely summer in Amsterdam after three 

weeks on the ship.77  

Otto Djaya had been responsible for bringing along 170 of his own and of Agus’ 

paintings, some depicting the national Indonesian independence movement. Otto 

Djaya said so in an interview with Dr Jennifer Lindsay and Amir Sidharta on 5 

December 1999.78 The paintings in the baggage were meant for curating for a large 

solo exhibition and for other exhibitions by the brothers. They had personal and 

national ambitions in mind. Undoubtedly, the many paintings were also meant to be 

a bank account to augment the Malino grant money, if necessary.  

The Djaya family lived at three addresses while in the Netherlands. First at Huize 

Warmond 1 July - 17 September 1947. The address was Warmond B 348, close to 

Amsterdam. The mansion belonged to Professor G. C. Heringa (1980 - 1992),79 and 

was used for Indonesians to register and stay until they found a more permanent 

place to stay. A few months later Professor Heringa was a special guest at the 

opening of the solo exhibition at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam.80  
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The Djaya family moved to Honthorststraat 22, Amsterdam, on 17 September 1947. 

This house was next to the Stedelijk Museum, where the two brothers had their first 

European solo exhibition, 10 October - 10 November.81 On 12 August the following 

year the family moved to Paulus Potterstraat 20, ground floor, and remained on that 

address until returning to Jakarta in early May 1950.82 83The homes were roomy and 

comfortable. 

Upon arrival in Amsterdam Otto Djaya immediately contacted the Director of the 

Stedelijk Museum, Willem Sandberg (1897-1984), and asked if he and Agus Djaya 

could have a solo exhibition with a catalogue at the Stedelijk Museum.84 It is natural 

to think that the question of a solo exhibition would initially have been raised with 

the Stedelijk from Jakarta and to be finalised upon the brothers’ arrival in 

Amsterdam.   

Director Willem Sandberg must have liked what he saw of the Djayas’ art works. He 

was himself a supporter of modern art trends, and he accepted to hold a solo 

exhibition for the two brothers. 

In his written confirmation, Sandberg said that the Malino funds were insufficient to 

support a catalogue with the colour front page that Otto Djaya was requesting. 

Sandberg could only promise to make a black and white catalogue without photos, 

but with a description of the 126 paintings to be exhibited.  Otto Djaya insisted in a 

letter to Sandberg that the front page be in white and red, the colours of the 

Indonesian National Flag.85 Finally, after some further correspondence, Sandberg 

managed to find the funds for printing a catalogue with a two coloured front page, 

white and red.  Willem Sandberg, whose background included graphic design, 

designed the front page of the catalogue himself, and Otto Djaya was satisfied. 

                              
1947 10 oct. - 10 nov.                            1947 15 nov. - 16 dec.                         1 dec. 1947 - 5 jan. 1948 

 

When later on Otto Djaya told about the time in Amsterdam, he mentioned that they 

were never short of funds and that they constantly had visitors in their house and 

discussed both art and politics. The availability of more than adequate funds 

suggests the possibility that funds over and above the Malino grants were made 

available directly by the Sukarno government in Indonesia and that, in fact, the Djaya 

brothers’ art mission included an intelligence mission to do with independence.    

Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya were both registered at the Rijksakademie Van 

Beeldende Kunsten,86 but were seldom seen there. In the archives there was no 
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documentation of the brothers’ graduation, and there was no description of any 

works done by them during their time attached to the Rijksakademie.  The 

Rijksakademie archives tell us that Otto Djaya’s studies at the Rijksakademie ended 

on 10 May 1950.87 The archives also informed that Otto Djaya once fell ill, which 

could be because of his lung disease Otto Djaya was also registered for philosophy 

classes at the Faculty of Philosophy, Gemeentelijk University in Amsterdam.   

Back in Indonesia the First Police Action took place on Java and Sumatra 21 July - 5 

August 1947. It was a major military offensive by the Dutch to get back the colony. 

Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya must have had mixed feelings about being in the 

Netherlands at this time.    

Otto Djaya was busy with preparing for the upcoming solo exhibition at the Stedelijk 

Museum where he exhibited 81 paintings; 1 painting from 1942, 1 painting from 

1943, 3 paintings from 1944, 3 paintings from 1945, 51 paintings from 1946, and 22 

paintings from 1947.  

The solo exhibition was officially opened on the 10 October 1947 in the 

“Amstelstroom”88 at the Stedelijk Museum. Several Dutch and Indonesian 

notabilities were invited. A handwritten list of invitees and several invitation letters 

as well as reply letters in the Stadsarchief Amsterdam show that the solo exhibition 

for Otto and Agus Djaya was an extraordinary and remarkable tribute to the two 

Indonesian painters and to the still unfree Republic of Indonesia.        

The exhibition was positively reviewed in several newspapers, such as De Waarheid, 

8 October 1947, Het Volksweekblad, 8 November 1947, De Vlam, 21 November 1947, 

Je Maintiendrai. 11 November 1947, Nationale Rotterdamse Court, 18 October 1947, 

De Groene Amsterdam, 11 October 1947, Vry Nederland, 25 October 1947, Het 

Parool, 29 October 1947, De Tijd, 18 October 1947, and Het Vrije Volk, 18 October 

1947. 

In the Het Volksweekblad the writer P.C. expressed among other views the following 

in the article with the headline “Indonesian Painters in Amsterdam”: “An exhibition is 

held in Het Stedelijk Museum by the two brothers Agus Djaya and Otto Djaya. 

It is an occasion which deserves some attention.  In the present political climate it is possible 

for two Javanese brothers of whom the oldest played an important part in the cultural 

development of his countrymen, to show their strongly national artistic work to a favourable 

reception. 

Their work is worth viewing. Inspiration comes from their obvious national awareness, details 

from the old heroic stories and history, folklore, family life and the fight for liberty of the past 

years. 

More interesting is the way by which they see and paint their own world without the 

influence of western expressions or painters.  Without doubts a form of expression which has 

strong contact with the same mentality in many similar western expressions. 

As such what influences the art forms is not the property of one country or of one people, but 

a movement in the world which can be reached by all. 
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May be, this is observed strongest in the younger Otto though he is less influenced by western 

forms. 

Noticeable is that both artists are struggling and searching for their own expressions. 

A certain ambiguity of more or less western influence and eastern vision can be pointed out 

unwittingly. 

It will be a pity, if their future knowledge and meeting with the European art will lead them 

on a different path. Observing their present work one expects them to be able to create an 

Indonesian art movement.”89 

The De Tijd carried an article with the headline “Indonesian painters at Stedelijk 

Museum”. This critic wrote that “Otto, who in contrast to his brother paints his single 

figures restful or in a movement of strong colours, seems to be more inspired by the colourful 

differences in a group of people, and not really showing any interest in the single figures. 

Their presence often showed in quick scrawled pencil strokes, at times content with repeating 

the same figure. 

Raden Otto achieves wonderful effects with his vivid feeling for colours. His "Volkmeeting op 

Solo", Mass Meeting in Solo, is a whirlwind of bright colours which gives the canvas a touch 

of festivity while paying little attention to the figures. As well as in his "Dance" it is more 

important to show the atmosphere and surroundings than the figures. 

In canvasses like "Visite", Visit, one recognises French influence, using first thin lines to 

outline the forms, afterwards filling them with colours and in that way creating an idea of 

something primitive”.90 

The Nationale Rotterdamse Court on 18 October 1947 wrote about the solo exhibition 

at the Stedelijk Museum, with the headline “Two Javanese Painters”:  “The paintings 

of the Javanese brothers Djaya deserve more than a casual acquaintance. Their paintings give 

voice to an aspiration to stimulate the view of art in Indonesia moving in different directions. 

Is this the art of the East?  It is not what one would expect. It is, in a way, a view of a 

westernised emancipated East.  

With hungry eyes the two painters study the art in Europe. They are not "Sunday-painters" 

and both have a natural talent to learn new techniques. Judging from this exhibition, the aim 

is not so much to indulge in characteristics of Asian Art. Paris, lies closer for these Javanese 

painters than China or Japan, even Bali where traditional forms of painting is still of a local 

temper and far away. After a successful exhibition in Jakarta the brothers came to Europe to 

study with the aim to participate in a cultural awakening in their native country. As such, 

the way of western emancipation served as a model.  One is inclined to deplore the fact that 

looking at it as an awakening of Javanese Art, the reflections of the old forms of art traditions 

in Indonesia was not considered as a starting point. 

It is to be applauded that these two young painters searched deeply into traditional and new 

forms, so that even before leaving Indonesia they had a better understanding of art than many 

of the western painters who worked in Indonesia and whose aim it was to paint picturesque 

naturel scenes. 



34 

 

One does not find the spiritual rhythm of line from the two brothers that we are acquainted 

with from the French impressionists, though this counts more for the work of the eldest of the 

two brothers. Oriental romanticism is also absent.  

This is the work of two young painters who have not yet found their style completely and who 

are still searching for possibilities. Nevertheless, their artistic qualities alone will justify the 

exhibition.  

Otto Djaya chooses more motives from Indonesian life than his brother and thereby paints 

reality with a stronger conviction, often coming close to caricature. In his paintings of 

ordinary life and ordinary people it is as if he aims to emphasize a sphere of intimacy. This is 

distinctive of him, often getting close to a caricature, as in the expressive rendering of the 

revolutionaries”.91 

Otto Djaya said in the 1999 interview with Jennifer Lindsay and Amir Sidharta that 

while he was in the Netherlands there was a journalist who in 1947 wrote that Otto 

Djaya was not only a painter but he was also a story teller who recounted the 

behaviour and characteristic of Indonesian people. Otto Djaya said in the same 

interview that he agreed to this description of his artwork and that his paintings 

were consistent in reflecting his personality, expressionism style, which made his 

paintings extremely captivating and eye catching. 

Otto Djaya also said in the same interview that when he went to Paris during his 

studies in Europe he met Marc Chagall, the modern painter Otto Djaya admired the 

most. Otto Djaya said of his meeting with Marc Chagall: “Marc Chagall was a Jew 

who fled from his hometown to reside in Paris, therefore I admired him. In Paris he 

saw me drawing a rooster, and then he told me his reminiscence of his hometown, 

the memories of his father then crossed his mind, and he recalled his father going 

fishing along the river bank. Then he created a painting of a very big fish. Chagall 

also painted a woman in the process of delivering a baby: the midwife was standing 

carrying the baby and the husband was hiding under the bed. Chagall used some 

tactics that Otto Djaya thought “were similar to Wayang, the Cirebonese puppet 

shows”.92 Otto Djaya said he admired Chagall for his humour and for his way to 

describe social realities. He was inspired by Chagall.  

Following upon the solo exhibition at the Stedelijk Museum, Otto Djaya and Agus 

Djaya had a second solo exhibition in the Gemeente Museum, Den Haag, 15 

November - 16 December 1947. From the catalogue, which was also printed in the 

national colours red and white, it can be seen that Otto Djaya exhibited the same 

paintings as at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam. The exhibition was opened by 

the mayor of Den Haag, W.A.J. Visser.93  The Minister of Overseas Territories, J. A. 

Jonkman, also attended the opening.94  

Dr. Remco Raben wrote “This exhibition was an absolute novelty in Dutch museum 

history; it was the first time that Indonesian artists had an exhibition of their own in the 

Netherlands. It was a sign of the times. Although the decolonization war was raging, a 

growing need was felt to strengthen the ties with Indonesian artists”.95  
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On 22 November 1947 Otto Djaya collaborated with Agus Djaya to write a letter in 

French to Monsieur Cassou, Musée d’art Modern, Avenue du President Wilson, 

Paris. In this letter the two brothers referred to their recent exhibitions in Amsterdam 

and Haag and asked if they could also have an exhibition at the Museum of Modern 

Art in Paris.  

The letter to Monsieur Cassou was positively received. As the Musée d’art Modern 

was temporarily closed, an exhibition was arranged for the brothers at Galerie 

Barbizon in the Saint Germain area. The visitors to the exhibition liked Otto Djaya’s 

paintings and called him a story teller.  

Back in Jakarta in late 1947, Seniman Indonesian Muda, SIM, for Young Indonesian 

Artists was established under the supervision of the Ministry of Information. SIM 

would provide remuneration to young artists as part of the propaganda effort of 

President Sukarno. SIM was headed by Sudjojono and the teaching staff included 

Affandi, Sudarso, Hendra Gunawan, Abdus Salam, and Trubus. 

Dr. H. Jaffe (1915-1984), chief conservator at Stedelijk Museum, wrote letters to 

colleagues at other museums in the Netherland’s to recommend they hold 

exhibitions for Otto Djaya and his brother Agus Djaya.  In March 1948 Dr Jaffe wrote 

to A.J. De Lorm, director, Gemeente Museum of Arnhem, Professor Vorenkamp, 

director for Museum Boijmans of Rotterdam, and E.L.L. de Wilde, Van Abbe 

Museum of Eindhoven.96 Letters followed to the Museum of Amsterdam and 

Museum Boijmans, Rotterdam.  All the letters returned positive replies about 

exhibitions for the Djaya brothers.  

The Stedelijk Museum put on the exhibition named “Amsterdamse Schilders Van 

Nu”, Amsterdam Painters from Now, 5 March - 4 April 1948. Otto Djaya and Agus 

Djaya exhibited with others at this exhibition. The exhibition showed the many art 

expressions which had emerged after World War II both in Europe, Indonesia and 

elsewhere.97  

In May 1948, Otto Djaya exhibited with his brother in Monte Carlo, at the 

International Fine Art Exhibition, coinciding with the (motor) Grand Prix de Monaco. 

The brothers received special mention, “Premiere Mention Honorabile”, and a good 

press.           

Lee Man Fong (1913-1988) exhibited three paintings at this exhibition. He had 

received a Malino grant to study in the Netherlands 1946 - 1949.  It was not possible 

to ascertain if the Djayas were in direct contact with their colleague Lee Man Fong. 

However, when two decades later Lee Man Fong compiled paintings for the 

magnificent book edition of President Sukarno’s palace art collection, he included 

several works by Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya.  

Persagi painters has not been alone in reconsidering Europe inspired traditionalism. 

European painters were near a peak of breaking up traditionalism in their art worlds.  

One example was the group of artists associated in Cobra, Copenhagen-Brussels-

Amsterdam. Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya exhibited with future leading Cobra artists 

in Amsterdam in 1948.  The Persagi and Cobra organizations existed in a formal form 
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for only a few years yet the spirit of their artists survives to this day and the art 

works of the original artists remain sought after by museums and private collectors.    

It was remarkable that Otto Djaya exhibited with some of the future founders of 

Cobra: C. K. Appel (1921-2006), Corneille (1922-2010), and Jan Nieuwenhuys (1922-

1986).  Director Sandberg of the Stedelijk was a great art enthusiast and was able to 

relate the revolutionary political tendencies in Europe and Indonesia to the 

movement within art in the painting world. To Sandberg the paintings of Otto Djaya 

and the Persagi membership was a similarly demonstrative confrontation with an 

established art scene. 

At the Stedelijk group exhibition of Amsterdamse Schilders Van Nu, Otto Djaya 

exhibited 3 paintings, “Visite”, Visit, “Gewijd Avondmaal”, Devoted Supper, and 

“Javaanse Danseres”, Javanese Dancers. The paintings were for sale for the amounts 

of 300 Gulden, 150 Gulden and 230 Gulden, respectively, and apparently found 

buyers.98 One Gulden exchanged for 35-40 American cents in 1948.  

The European avant-garde group known as Cobra was established by artists from 

Copenhagen, Brussels and Amsterdam.  The founders came together based on the 

rejection of Western ideals of civilization and rationalism. Cobra was founded in 

Café Notre-Dame, Paris, on 8 November 1948 and was active until 1951 when it lost 

its initial impetus and was dissolved. So much for hierarchical structure, of any kind, 

in the fine arts - as heralded in colonial Indonesia by Sudjojono a decade earlier and 

that gave birth to Persagi. 

The European equivalent of the "action painting" style of American Abstract 

Expressionism, Cobra was a non-conformist avant-garde movement founded by 

painters, sculptors and graphic artists from the Danish group Host, the Dutch group 

Reflex, and the Belgian Revolutionary Surrealist Group. One of the few modern art 

movements to come out of Northern Europe, its painting was best known for its 

child-like imagery, strong primary colours and expressive brushstrokes.  

The Cobra group was closely related to the wing of the broader European abstract 

expressionist school known as ‘Art Informel’ and derived its style from the early 

expressionist movement in Germany. Looking back, these movements were, simply, 

a new generation of passionate and gifted artists protesting the hierarchies of past 

generations of equally committed artists. 

Back in Indonesia, the State of West Java was established on 24 April 1948 - and 

renamed Republic of Pasundan on 4 May 1948. Pasundan became a federal state of 

the United States of Indonesia in 1949, was incorporated into the Republic of 

Indonesia in 1950, became a Province, and was renamed West Java. Pasundan 

comprised Banten, Otto Djaya’s birth place and in 1951 Otto Djaya illustrated a book 

named Pasundan.  

The second Dutch Police Operation began on 19 December 1948. It was even more 

brutal than the first police operation in July/August 1947. Yogyakarta was bombed 

and President Sukarno, Vice-President Hatta (1902-1980), and Prime Minister Shahrir 

(1909-1966) taken into custody by the Dutch.    
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Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya exhibited in the Flemish Club, the Galerie Vlamine, in 

Brussel 13 - 30 June 1949. The exhibition received mention by the newspaper Het 

Dagblad, 13 June 1949, and in the Het Niewsblad voor Sumatra, 16 June 1949.  

Indonesian newspapers at the time wrote about Otto Djaya exhibiting in Europe.  

 

 
Otto Djaya and model, Amsterdam, 1948. 

 

 
 Agus Djaya, Frans Boer (1914-1987), and Otto Djaya, Amsterdam 1949. 
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Otto Djaya and model, Amsterdam, 1949.      
                       

The Newspaper Press, an organization of several Indonesian Newspapers, gave a 

reception on 25 August 1949 at the Cultural Centrum in Amsterdam. Otto Djaya 

participated, and was photographed together with Mr. H. M. van Randwijk (1909-

1966), editor-in-chief of Vrij Nederland, Free Netherlands.99  

The same van Randwijk had purchased a remarkable painting by Otto Djaya with 

the title “Soemedang”, dated 16 May 1946 and signed Otto Djayasuntara on the 

reverse. Van Randwijk purchased the painting in Jakarta while working in Indonesia 

as a journalist, and brought the painting back to Amsterdam in 1947.100 It might have 

been this journalist that Otto Djaya was referring to in his interview with Dr. Jennifer 

Lindsay and Amir Sidharta on  5 December 1999; Otto Djaya told that a journalist in 

Holland had said that; “ Otto Djaya was not only a painter but was also a story teller 

who recounts the behavior and characteristic of Indonesian people”.101 The 

“Soemedang” painting exists to this day, hanging on the wall at Peter Schumacher’s 

Amsterdam home102 in safekeeping for Vrij Nederland, Henk van Randwijk’s 

previous employer.   

7. Indonesia obtains freedom. Otto Djaya returns home and gets married 

 

Time had run out for the attempts of the Netherlands to reconquer its largest colony. 

International condemnation, including by the United Nations, and relentless political 

and guerrilla pressure in Indonesia made it untenable for the Netherlands to carry on 

with the Colony. Queen Juliana of the Netherlands (1909-2004) signed her assent to 

the transfer of Sovereignty to Indonesia at a ceremony at the Royal Palace in 

Amsterdam on 27 December 1949. Representing Indonesia, Vice-president 

Mohammed Hatta attended the signing with the Dutch Prime Minister W. Drees 

(1886-1988). The Dutch parliament had cleared and ratified the agreement by the 

two-thirds majority needed on 21 December.    
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During his time in Amsterdam, Agus Djaya was involved in the Mohammad Roem-

van Roijen negotiations in Jakarta that by middle of 1949 had agreed the terms of 

Netherlands’ surrender of sovereignty to Indonesia. Jan van Roijen (1905-1991) was a 

frequent visitor to the Djaya house on Paulus Potterstraat. Agus Djaya was also 

involved with the October Roundtable Conference at The Hague that officially ended 

early November 1949 and which Herawati Diah (1917-2016), wife of Baharuddin 

Muhammad Diah (B.M. Diah) (1917-1996), both Diahs famous for their pro-

independence stand and work, was attending as an observer-journalist. Agus Djaya 

returned to Jakarta on 19 December 1949, by a KLM flight.103 He accompanied 

Herawati Diah. Agus Djaya had returned to Jakarta to brief the Sukarno-Hatta 

government of some details in connection with the independence that was going 

ahead within days. 

Otto Djaya and members of the Agus Djaya family must have joined the celebration 

at Dam Square as this day had been long anticipated since the Revolution began in 

1945. We do not know if Agus Djaya returned to the Netherlands to bring his family 

back to Jakarta or if the family sailed back unescorted or if the family returned 

together with Otto Djaya. Information-wise there is a five months hiatus until Otto 

Djaya returned home after April. On 22 April 1950 the International Cultural 

Centrum in Amsterdam held a farewell exhibition for Otto and Agus Djaya. The 

exhibition was opened by Raden Djumhana, Deputy High Commissioner of 

Republik Indonesia, Serikat, the Republic of the United States of Indonesia.104 

Otto Djaya returned to Indonesia, to half a century of visible career in the Indonesian 

art environment. Indonesian art was then being nourished by government initiatives 

such as the Faculty of Art and Design at the Bandung ITB (1947), the founding of the 

academies of fine arts in Yogyakarta, Asri (1950), and, later on in Jakarta IJK-TIM 

(1970), and by President Sukarno’s patronage and promotion of Indonesian art and 

artists that included both Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya. 

On his return to Indonesia, Otto Djaya did not re-join the military or seek 

employment in the bureaucracy of the Republic. He started working in Jakarta at a 

printing company he said was called “Indonesian Business”105 and that also sold 

books and newspapers.   

Otto Djaya met his wife-to-be in the printing company in Jakarta. She was Semarang 

born Titi Hernadi (1928-1990), daughter of Ibu Sri Utami (1901-1981) and Soemardjo 

Rampramiro (1896-1968), who worked for the Djawatan Kereta Api, then a private 

railway company.   

As for materials for painting, quality canvas and paints and/or pigments were always 

hard to come by in Indonesia until much later. Usually Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya 

managed to not run out of canvas or paints. The two were well-known, well-

connected, respected, and knew the supply channels. When painting canvas was 

unavailable, Otto Djaya had to make the canvas by himself, from raw cotton cloth, 

“kain blaco” or calico, and glue, and he used many sorts of paper materials for his 

painting.106 Low quality of painting surfaces and of paints in Indonesia generally 

made the life of a painting very short, why so many paintings have perished.  
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On his return to Indonesia, Otto Djaya found that a new support organization had 

emerged to the potential benefit of artists. Lekra, Lembaga Kebudayaan Rakyat, 

Institute of People’s Culture, was founded in Yogyakarta on 17 August 1950 by 

artists sympathetic to PKI, the Indonesian Communist Party. Lekra became 

increasingly associated with the PKI as the 1950s proceeded and Socialist Realist 

art107 began to flourish.  

Even if Otto Djaya’s paintings show profound ideas of humanism including of the 

emancipation of women, he fetched his inspiration in Indonesian tradition and the 

Javanese people in order to contribute to building the new Indonesian fine arts 

identity. This new identity was advocated by his peer and fellow artist Sudjojono, a 

Lekra member, and that first President Sukarno108 and then President Suharto 

considered vital propaganda.  

Otto Djaya was not a socialist, much less a communist. Left leaning politics were 

anathema to him. The Indonesian political tensions made him keep his distance to 

showing any tendency of political favouritism, contrary to several of his peers and 

former Persagi colleagues who joined in Lekra. Otto Djaya was never connected to 

Lekra, a particular segment of the political history of Indonesia.   

Lekra urged artists to move downward and draw inspiration from the masses, the 

ordinary people.  Lekra argued that art should reflect social realities and promote 

social progress and not delve in exploring the human personality. This was along 

lines that Otto Djaya had been developing for many years already. It was his natural 

social inclination and not because of any interest in socialist dogma.109 Lekra was 

successful in attracting artists of the visual arts. However, Lekra's openly vocal 

stance against non-left-leaning artists caused animosity and bitterness between 

artists.  

Lekra was banned by President Sukarno in 1964. Lekra’s umbrella, PKI, ceased to 

exist in 1965 as a result of the 30 September Movement.  The end result of this 

historical chapter in Indonesia became detrimental to many artists during 1965 and 

beyond. 

The seeds to the PKI in Indonesia were planted some forty years earlier by Hendricus 

Sneevliet, born in 1883 in the Netherlands to Dutch parents. A staunch Marxist, he 

came to Batavia in 1913 and became active in the struggle against Dutch colonial rule. 

Before returning to the Netherlands in 1918, Sneevliet had managed to build a 

functional and political nucleus to carry on with furthering Social Democratic 

ideology of a Marxist orientation. This organization comprised Dutch as well as 

Indonesians. It was the forerunner to the PKI, was banned by the colonial 

government in 1927 and went underground. PKI re-emerged after the surrender by 

Japan and took part in the war of independence against the Netherlands. PKI was not 

banned by Sukarno. PKI became a Sukarno supporter, increasingly influential, and 

formally joined the government in 1962.  As a consequence, both PKI and Lekra 

received government funds to distribute in the form of allowances to artists who met 

the propaganda objective.110  
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Otto Djaya wanted to be himself, independent, with his artistic ideas. Since 

Independence and as a veteran of the War of Revolution who had benefited from a 

given opportunity to see and learn in the Netherlands about western art, he was 

painting on behalf of a new Indonesian identity, a new society.  

Titi Henadi and Otto Djaya were married on 4 June 1951 in Semarang. A reception 

was held for them on 14 July 1951.111 They bought a house in Candi Baru, Semarang. 

The house was situated on top of a hill with a wonderful view over the city. It was 

big and functioned as guest house, gallery and home for the family at the same time.  

Otto Djaya’s family in law also lived in Semarang. They operated a guest house with 

the name of “Hotel Maya”. During the years to come a close relationship arose 

between Otto Djaya, Titi and her parents. Otto Djaya and Titi made a good income 

during this time, partially from his paintings and partially from the guest house 

activity. 

Otto Djaya illustrated two books during 1951. First, a 30 page childrens’ book titled 

“Pasundan” with coloured pictures. Pasundan was authored by a Samsudi and 

published by Penerbitan dan Balai Buku Indonesia in 1951. The book told about 

legends and history of the short-lived state of Pasundan.112 It was a part of the series 

Buku Buku Badjing, Untuk Kanak-Kanak.   

It was not surprising that Otto Djaya illustrated this particular reader for Indonesian 

primary school education. Banten became a part of the short-lived state of Pasundan 

that encompassed the current provinces of West Java and Banten plus Jakarta. Otto 

Djaya was born in Banten and lived there in his childhood.  
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Pasundan/Banten 

 
Otto Djaya’s water colour illustrations show the life of Pasundan/Banten society in a 

historic perspective, market scenes, music and dancing scenes, and then a 

remarkable, fascinating, painting show a public meeting where people were bringing 

banners with the Indonesian flag in the background while being observed by armed 

soldiers.  

 
Pasundan/Banten festival characters 
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Festival in Pasundan/Banten 
 
 

 
Festival in Pasundan/Banten 
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Second, in 1951 Otto Djaya also illustrated a fascinating 31 page booklet with a 

coloured front page and black and white pictures, “Markodok Dengan Teman 

Temannja”, meaning Frog with Friends.  

 

 
Otto Djaya. Markodok. 1951. Last day in school before holiday 
 
 

The text was by Agus Djaya and Otto Djaya, the illustrations by Otto Djaya. The 

publisher was Penerbit Kebangsaan Pustaka Rakjat N.V., publisher of the 

people/proletariat’s national literature.   

In this booklet, Otto Djaya portrayed all characters as frogs resembling and acting 

like human beings - or was it the other way around, human beings caricatured as 

frogs! In this way, the Djaya brothers told a story about frog children not behaving as 

told by their teacher and parents. 
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Frog children picking mango fruits in neighbour’s field 
 
 

 
Frog children corrected and shamed by neighbour  
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A stork appeared and kidnapped one of the frog children 
 
 

 
Frog child asking a policeman for help to get the kidnapped frog friend back 
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The policeman takes the frog children to an aerodrome. A pilot with an aeroplane offers  
help to free the kidnapped frog child 
 
 

 
On board the aeroplane trying to free the kidnapped frog child 
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Gun battle between the stork and the aeroplane. Pilot gets shot 
 

 
Finally frog child shoots the stork with his sling shot 



49 

 

 
Reunion, the kidnapped frog child is safely back 
 

While climbing a tree for mangos, one of the frog children was kidnapped by a stork, disguised 

like a peacock with a tie, and taken to the stork’s nest. One of the three friends of the 

kidnapped child frog went to a frog police inspector for help. The police inspector tried to shoot 

down the stork from his motor bike, but did not succeed. Then the inspector and the frog 

friend went to a frog airplane pilot, a lieutenant, for help. The lieutenant understood the 

situation and together with a sergeant machine gunner immediately took the frog friend by 

the plane to look for the kidnapped frog child, to find the stork. 

The lieutenant, the sergeant and the friend of the kidnapped child frog found the missing child 

frog in the stork nest on top of a tree, but the stork was nowhere to be seen.  

Suddenly the stork, holding a machine pistol, showed up in front of the airplane and started 

shooting at the three. From the cockpit the lieutenant fired back with a machine gun. With the 

machine pistol the stork managed to hit the lieutenant, who was hurt and collapsed in the 

aeroplane, unable to fight any longer.  

The frog child, who was not trained to use a machine gun, used his sling shot, and with a 

stone he hit the stork on the head and the stork dropped its weapon. Now that the stork could 

not do any harm, the pilot took the child frog back to the police inspector and reunited the 

child with his family who was waiting for him. The wounded lieutenant was taken to the 

hospital for treatment. 

The story ended well for the frog family. The kidnapped frog child was happily re-united with 

his frog family, and the frog father, portrayed in traditional Javanese clothes, thanked the frog 

friend as well as the police inspector for saving his son from the stork.  
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So, what might be the symbolism of this little known joint work by Otto and Agus 

Djaya,113 one of many works by Otto Djaya as a cartoonist and story teller? And 

would it really be a book for children, a symbolic story about the political situation in 

Indonesia during the turbulent years toward Indonesian sovereignty or what?114  

We do not know - because Otto and Agus Djaya have passed on and have left no 

hints but the booklet itself. The booklet is preserved in the Netherlands but for a few 

known copies in Indonesia.115  

According to Heri Dono (2016)116, The Frog book is a story that what is taught in school is 

different from the real life. Real life has adventures, dangers, excitement, scarcity, and 

happiness.  

School teachers in Indonesia during the 1940s and 1950s seldom taught pupils about real, 

daily life and its consequences.    

As a child I went to a primary Catholic school in Jakarta but was not really inspired by the 

way I was taught about “real life” and its consequences.   

I remember that after school time we played in the rice fields, which were like a jungle. We 

were seeking adventure and found it in the rice fields outside the school classes. The Frog book 

is about adventure. The frogs need adventure as human beings need adventure. The paintings 

in the book show landscape with trees and volcanos in the background; as well as houses 

where the frog society is living, working, going to school and enjoying being in the free 

looking for adventure.  

Children need adventure and this book tells how the frog children realize that what is taught 

at school is often totally different from “real life”. The frog children play with slingshot like 

scouts; they play in nature and pick durians only to learn that the “wild nature” is not wild 

at all, but it is private gardens where children are not allowed to climb and pick fruits. 

In my young years we also went around in the fields and the gardens and we thought that the 

land and the trees belonged to everybody. There were no markets and only a few shops, so we 

went to pick durians and other kinds of fruit from the trees. 

The frogs are symbolizing the people of Indonesia at the time the book was written, 1951. The 

stork is using camouflage as a peacock in order to catch and kidnap the frog child. 

The frog society has many enemies and the frog being exposed and weak often becomes victim 

of birds, snakes and other animals.  

The frog story is a fable about the frogs who are NOT human beings. The frogs have their own 

life with their own friends and enemies and they have their own technology. 

In the Frog Book the frog police and the frog military try to rescue the kidnapped frog child by 

using their own aeroplane, motor bike and their weapon.  

The situation showing animals with machine guns and flying aeroplanes is almost impossible. 

So therefore Otto Djaya tells this story as a fable. 
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The story has a happy ending for the frogs. The frog family gets back the frog child, but the 

stork dies after being shot by the frogs using a slingshot. 

When teaching children that animals can fight, you have to tell it in a way so that the 

children can understand it without becoming afraid. 

It is important to be aware and to understand that animals have enemies and can fight. This 

is what Otto with his brother Agus set out to convey in this book….. 

Otto Djaya’s father Bapak Raden Wirasandi Natadiningrat passed away in 1952. 

25 February - 15 March 1952 the John Heller Gallery, 108 East 47 Street, New York 22, 

held an exhibition advertised as “Modern Indonesian Paintings”. The Heller gallery 

was one of the most active and important galleries in the USA in 1952.  The exhibit 

included two paintings by Otto Djaya, “Dream of Maya”, and “Dream”. The other 

artists exhibiting were Affandi, Emiria Sunassa, Hendra, Sudjojono, Sudyardjo and 

Zaini.  The exhibition catalogue described the Indonesian painters as follows:  

“The Great nationalist revolutions of Asia have, in a single generation, brought about not 

only political and economic change, but a modernization of the ancient and rich Asian 

cultures. In Indonesia, the dynamic forces which resulted in the revolutionary struggle of her 

people for national independence stimulated a cultural renaissance in the field of painting. 

Indonesian artists have been deeply affected by the changing social forces in their country. 

Some have sought to merge the culture of the West with the ancient culture of Indonesia; in 

an effort to develop a new art style that would be representative of modern, independent 

Indonesia. Others have returned to the ancient forms of artistic expression, painting along the 

lines of traditional Indonesian design. While some others have sought to create forms which 

are independent of both traditions. 

A semi-governmental organization, Lambaga Kebudajaan Indonesia, (Lekra) Indonesian 

Cultural Institute, is aiding and encouraging writers, musicians and artists, to achieve their 

diversified aims. This is the result of a movement started just prior to World War II by young 

artists who organized “Persagi”, Association of Indonesian Pictorial Artists. Among its 

founders were S. Sudjojono and the brothers Agus and Otto Djaya. This move towards the 

modernization of Indonesian art achieved diversity through the efforts of other art groups, 

such as the “Pelukis Rajat” under the leadership of Affandi and the “Seriman Indonesian 

Muda”. 

“Indonesian artists are young. All of those represented in this exhibition, with the exception 

of Miss Emiria Sunassa, are under forty years of age. 

S. Sudjojono was the first of the modern painters, taking a leading role in the nationalist 

movement as a portrayer of social realism. Unlike the majority of Indonesian painters, he is 

concerned particularly with the relationship of art to the needs and understanding of the 

people. He is sometimes condemned by fellow-artists for his intellectual and political approach 

to art…  

Affandi is considered one of the most individualistic of all the Indonesian painters. After 

forming his own school, Affandi struggled toward the development of a modern Indonesian 

style which would have its own distinctive characteristics. 
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Hendra, friend and follower of Affandi, has taken Affandi’s stylistic peculiarities to paint 

scenes of hunger, war and village life. He paints not for framing or for museums, but makes 

naked canvasses which are tacked up in trade union halls and political clubs… 

Otto and Agus Djaya are among the few painters of the modern movement who were already 

well known in the Dutch colonial period and have studied painting under European teachers, 

both in Indonesia and, recently, abroad. They are consciously seeking a non-European style 

for their painting. Sudyardjo has been deaf from childhood and lives in abject poverty in a 

dim, windowless hut filled with canvasses. His only communication with other painters is 

through his nine year old daughter who uses sign language. 

Zaini, at 24, is considered one of the leading young painters. He also used pastels because like 

his teacher, S. Sudjojono, in his early years, he could not afford oil. 

Emiria Sunassa, now 57, is the oldest of the painters. The daughter of a nobleman, she began 

painting at the age of seven. She is the movement’s primitive. She has been a help to many of 

Indonesia’s painters, providing needy artists with oils and canvasses which were especially 

hard to procure during the days of the Japanese occupation. Other well-known contemporary 

artists of Indonesia are Henk Ngantung, Mochtar Apin, Baharudin, Basiki Resobowo, 

Sundoro, Effendi, Trubus, Sudarso, Kerton and Barli. All of these young artists have 

contributed to the development of a new and highly creative Indonesian art for the 

interpretation of their own culture, both ancient and modern”117. 

Dorothy Adlow, art critic at the Christian Science Monitor: “Otto Djaya is one of the 

more striking contributors. His “Dream” was painted with brilliant intensities and rich 

decorative detail. There is a link with Gauguin; there is also a link with early Indian 

miniature painting. Paul Gauguin sought and discovered in the Pacific Islands a primitive 

simplicity and tropical luxuriance pleasing to his romantic temperament. Some Oriental 

artists seem to have rediscovered their opulent atmosphere and heritage by means of Paris. 

There is no evidence in this exhibition that the more intellectual procedures if modern art have 

reached or stimulated the Indonesian advance guard. There are no traces of cubism or 

abstraction.”…What the native artists acknowledge from Europe are ideas of emancipation 

and self-expression. They enjoy the release to which primitive modes seem conducive. 

Discipline involved in formalized trends require time and concentration. When national 

history is in a state of change, artists incline to more facile, more restless modes of 

communication”118. Reading this today, Ms Adlow sounds condescending about the 

Indonesian art and artists development, even if she appears excited by some 

individual works. Clearly, Indonesian artists were making strong impressions 

internationally.   

8. Family life in Semarang, Central Java 

 

On 8 March 1952 Otto Djaya’s first born daughter, Laksmi Hendrastuti, was born in 

Semarang. Titi and Otto Djaya had four children; Laksmi Hendrastuti, born 8 March 

1952, Maya Damayanti, born 6 June 1954, Asoka Kusuma Djaya, born 14 June 1957, 

and Sinta Dewi Handayani, 25 June 1963. 
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Cultural institutions in Bogor held a solo exhibition for Otto Djaya beginning on 27 

March 1952.119     

From 15 May to 24 May 1952, the Army and Navy Stores on Victoria Street in 

London, held a group exhibition by Indonesian painters. It was essentially an 

Affandi showing, with 58 works, ink drawings and paintings by Affandi. The other 

artists were Salim with 8 paintings, Mochtar Apin 5, Hendra Gunawan 4, 

Saptohudoyo 3, Otto Djaya 2, Agus Djaya 2, Effendi 2, and Sudjana Kerton, 

Baharudin, Suromo, Sudibio, Sudarso, Henk Ngantung, Trubus, and Sudiardjo each 

1.120 

Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya had a joint solo exhibition in Semarang, opened on 3 July 

1952. The newspaper De Locomotief wrote, ”although this exhibition is only the left-

overs from a very successful exhibition in Bogor, where fifty of Otto Djaya’s paintings were 

sold, the exhibition still gives a good impression of Otto Djaya’s works and style. In 

particular Otto Djaya while being in the Netherlands has reflected on his view on Indonesia, 

which can be seen in his remarkable sensitive approach to Indonesian life style”…. The 

Locomotief article quoted Otto Djaya as saying, “With your first kiss you do not realize 

how beautiful it is, that only comes later”, and that Otto Djaya liked to quote Picasso, 

when a doctor criticized him about the anatomy of his painted people, he replied 

“Doctor, your people may live only 80 years, my paintings will live forever”. The article 

ended by recommending the exhibition as it showed that Otto Djaya was inspired by 

impressionism, but ”Otto Djaya does NOT belong to any such classical school”..121  

Otto Djaya was an expressionist, his expressionism being drawn from his 

observations of ordinary people living out dreary lives and their dreams that you 

cannot take away from them.   

On 19 July 1952 a solo exhibition for Otto and Agus Djaya was held at a fair at the 

Kung Li Shueh Hsiao-school in the Peoples Building in Semarang.122  

In 1953, soon after the return to Indonesia, Otto Djaya exhibited two paintings at the 

second Sao Paulo Biennale in Brazil. Otto Djaya did not go to Sao Paulo in person. 

Persagi alumni Kusnadi (1921-1990) was in charge of taking a selection of Indonesian 

paintings to the Biennale, the first Sao Paulo Biennale in 1951 having been a great 

success.123 124 

Back in Jakarta with his family, Agus Djaya moved into a house on Jalan Timur 2, 

Menteng. He painted in a nearby storage building that he turned into a studio and 

sales gallery named “Nan Djaya”, Very Successful. According to the newspaper 

“Jawa Bode” a fire broke out in the Nan Djaya gallery the night between 26 and 27 

June, 1953. 125 126 The loss was manageable.  

On 6 June 1954 Otto Djaya’s second daughter Maya Damayanti was born.  

On 22 December 1954 De Locomotief carried a curious article about a solo exhibition 

for Otto and Agus Djaya, opening in Semarang on 18 December. The exhibition was 

to be visited by President Sukarno, but the presidential cortege did not stop at the 

Exhibition. De Locomotief: “several painters and those interested in arts had gathered in 
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front of the building to receive the President. Great was their surprise when the presidential 

group passed without stopping.” 

The exhibition had been closed to the public that day to receive President Sukarno 

and his entourage. This was a disappointment and financial setback for the 

exhibition and for Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya. Some 1,500 guests had been invited 

and catalogue and program had been printed with mention of the opening ceremony 

for which President Sukarno’s agreement had been obtained beforehand. Important 

paintings by Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya were on show and had been brought in 

from afar. The costs had been considerable. The exhibition committee expressed their 

disappointment.127 This incident did not seem to harm the good relationship between 

the two artists and the President. 

Otto Djaya’s mother Ibu Sarwanah Sunaeni passed away in Jakarta in 1955. 

 

 
Breaking fast, Semarang 1955. Otto Djaya, Ibu Titi with firstborn, daughter Laksmi. The couple in the 
background are Ibu Titi’s parents, Otto Djaya’s parents-in-law.  
 

In 1955 Agus Djaya and wife, Staniah, and son Dudy, moved to Bali. At Kuta Beach 

they established the Art Studio and Gallery with the same name as the Jalan Timur, 

Jakarta gallery: “Nan Djaya”. Otto Djaya was to visit his brother and paint in Bali 

during the following years.  

On 18 April 1955 twenty-nine countries attended the “Asia-Africa Conference” in 

Bandung, organized by the Indonesian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Roeslan 

Abdulgani. The aim of the conference was to promote Asian-African economic and 

cultural cooperation and to oppose colonialism as well as neo-colonialism by 

imperialistic nations. In connection with this historical conference, painters Sudarso, 

Affandi and Hendra Gunnavan were organized to welcome the delegates with a 
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painting exhibition. Otto Djaya exhibited one work. This painting was later collected 

by the Indonesian Governmental Institution of Education and Culture.128 

The first set of books on President Sukarno’s painting collection was published in 

1956. Two monographs de-luxe volumes, 39x33cm, Lukisan-Lukisan Koleksi Ir. Dr. 

Soekarno, Paintings from the Collection of Dr Soekarno, President of the Republic of 

Indonesia. Dullah (1919-1996), presidential painter since 1950, had selected 206 

paintings from the palace collection. Two Otto Djaya paintings were included. The 

book set, 6,000 copies, had art work, printing and binding done by and in the Peoples 

Republic of China. It was a prestige and propaganda project and not a commercial 

book publishing venture. The book set was gifted to selected heads of state, 

ministers, politicians, individuals, and art collectors. Reportedly, in 1961 Volumes I 

and II were augmented with Volumes III and IV, but this cannot be confirmed.129  

On 14 June 1957 Asoka Kusuma Djaya was born in Semarang.  Asoka, the son, was 

the only child of Otto Djaya who took up art.  

In 1958 Otto Djaya had a lung removed due to tuberculosis.130  

In 1960 Otto Djaya went to visit and paint with his brother Agus Djaya and Ibu 

Staniah in Kuta, Bali. He stayed for a while. Still enthusiastic about art development 

and anxious to know more about the art world in Bali, Otto Djaya obtained much 

inspiration from his Bali visits as shown by his Bali motifs.  After the time in Bali, 

Otto Djaya returned home and focused on his family in Semarang, wife and three 

children, and his career.131    

In the 1960s Otto Djaya’s income was apparently sufficient to purchase an American 

car, a black sedan. Otto Djaya’s son, Asoka, said in an interview132 that their father 

often took them to school in the car. 

In the same interview, Asoka Djaya said that as children they had a wonderful and 

lovely childhood with their parents in the Semarang house. The house was always 

full of guests and friends, and Otto Djaya was painting continuously while taking 

care about the guesthouse. Asoka Djaya informed that their father often went to the 

market by car to buy the daily necessaries of the guesthouse. 

In 1961 President Sukarno banned western music in the form of rock-and-roll. The 

famous Koes Brothers band, “Koes Plus”, a very good Beatles imitation, was jailed 

for three months in 1965. The government accused the band of promoting decadent 

Western culture. Symbols of western modernity were not welcome. Western ideas, 

themes, values and morals had begun to infiltrate Indonesia. Sukarno urged the 

public to “return to and revive the musical traditions of the past”.  President Sukarno 

was still looking for a unique Indonesian identity with which to captivate his people.   

On 25 June 1963 Sinta Dewi Handayani, Otto Djaya’s third daughter was born in 

Semarang.  

Otto Djaya purchased a red sedan car in 1963, presumably selling off the black sedan 

he had purchased in 1961.  
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Otto Djaya often took his children to Bandungan, not far from Semarang. He also 

took them to the Borobudur temple and Candi Prambanan and to see the Ramayana 

dances. Immediately upon their return to the house in Semarang he would paint the 

impressions from these adventurous outings.  

The Otto Djaya family were frequently invited to visit Affandi and his family in 

Yogyakarta. The Djaya family enjoyed good times with the Affandi family at their 

home in the then Papringan Village, the site of the future Affandi Museum.133 Affandi 

and Otto had apparently much to talk about 

During the Semarang years, Otto Djaya would take his children to performances of 

Kuda Lumping and Jaipong dances or he took them to traditional markets, taking 

inspiration for his paintings from these activities with his children.  

A five volume book set of the Sukarno Collection of paintings and sculptures was 

published in 1964, an international edition, compiled by presidential painter and 

palace curator Lee Man Fong (1913-1988).  This edition was printed in Japan. Four 

paintings by Otto Djaya, and six by his brother Agus Djaya, were included in this 

magnificent book set.134  

In fact, thanks to Sukarno’s role, Indonesian painters and paintings were encouraged 

to come to the forefront of national character-building efforts between 1948 and 

1965.135 Sukarno could at one time have been considered a trendsetter in the 

collection of fine art in Indonesia. He contributed immensely to the development and 

early status of the visual arts in Indonesia. Without him taking a keen interest, the 

destiny of Indonesian painters would likely have been different and on a much lesser 

scale nationally as well as internationally. In the present, Indonesian art academies 

are highly regarded for the works of their students and alumni, a testament to the 

gift that Indonesian artists have of expressing themselves and Indonesia vividly and 

differently among their foreign peers in the visual arts.  As suggested by well-known 

art historian dr. Helena Spanjaard in 2008, “the power and beauty of the Indonesian art 

works in the last 100 years that poignantly, joyously, tragically and often humorously 

portray Indonesia’s march from crushing colonialism, war and revolution make you inclined 

to weep!” 136 The beauty and pain of the Indonesian art journey could not have been 

better voiced.  

President Sukarno banned Lekra in 1964.  

While living in Semarang, Otto Djaya had a solo exhibition in Jakarta at which 

American ambassador (1958-1965) to Indonesia, Howard Palfrey Jones (1899-1973), 

was photographed discussing a painting with Otto Djaya.137 The photo is undated, 

but probably 1964. Howard Palfrey Jones was transferred back to America in 1965. 

He was a friend of President Sukarno and of Indonesian artists.   

Indonesian military officers carried out an abortive coup in the early hours of 1 

October 1965, the 30 September Movement they called themselves. They kidnapped 

and executed the Army Commander, General Yani (1922-1965), and five other high-

ranking generals. The former Army Commander, General Nasution (1918-2000), 

narrowly escaped being kidnapped. General Suharto led a successful counter-coup 
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within hours, took control of the army on 2 October with the authorization of 

President Sukarno, and was appointed the new Army Commander on 15 October. In 

the aftermath, the power faction of Suharto began to purge Indonesian society, 

government, and armed forces of the communist party members and other leftist 

organizations. The Communist Party of Indonesia ceased to exist.  Deprived of the 

former strong support on the left, the weakened regime of President Sukarno gave 

way to the military.   

Otto Djaya sold the Semarang home in 1966 due to the uncertain security and 

political situation. Otto Djaya deposited half the money from the sale in the bank, 

only to see the bank go bankrupt. The deposit had disappeared, an event Otto Djaya 

never forgot to hold against the prevailing system and capitalism.  

President Sukarno resigned on 22 February 1967. General Suharto was appointed 

acting president on 12 March. Sukarno was placed under house arrest in the Bogor 

Palace. On 28 March 1968 acting president Suharto was appointed President, for a 

first five year term, heralding another autocratic era, this one to become known as the 

‘New Order’.   

Hundreds of thousands of civilians were massacred in the transition from the time of 

the counter coup that began in October 1965. The purge under the new regime was 

brutal and not particular about proof of association.138 The killing started in Jakarta, 

spread to Central and East Java, northern Sumatra, and Bali, and occurred across 

Indonesia. Of icons among the artists, Trubus was killed and Hendra, Amrus and 

many more were incarcerated. 

Agus Djaya’s studio and gallery at Kuta, Bali, and 750 paintings perished in a fire 

during mass rioting in Bali at the end of 1965.  Agus Djaya, Ibu Staniah, and son, 

Dudy, then relocated to Jakarta, the family never to return to Bali, but Agus did. 

9. Moving to Jakarta 

 

Otto Djaya had planned to buy a house in Jakarta, but having lost half his money he 

moved to Jakarta and stayed in his sister’s house, leaving wife, Titi, and the children 

in Semarang with Titi’s parents.139 

Titi moved to Jakarta in 1967 to live together with Otto Djaya. Meanwhile, in 

Semarang Titi’s mother Ibu Sri Utami and her husband Soemardjo took care of the 

four grand children: Laksmi, Maya, Asoka, and Shinta.    Soemardjo passed away the 

following year. Ibu Sri Utami continued to look after her four grandchildren until 

they either married or moved to Jakarta to live together with their parents Titi and 

Otto Djaya. 

13 - 28 April 1968 Otto Djaya participated in a group exhibition organized jointly by 

the veterans association Piveka, Persatuan Isteri Veteran & Karyawati, and the 

Cultural Department of the Ministry of Education and Culture.  The exhibition was 

to raise funds for the 2nd National Congress of the Indonesian Veterans’ Legion.  

Themselves veterans, Otto and Agus Djaya donated one hundred paintings to be 

sold at this exhibition to raise money for the Legion.140 President Suharto visited the 
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exhibition. Media pictures show him with Otto Djaya. The Exhibition was held in 

Jakarta, at Gedung Perintis Kemerdekaan, Independence Pioneers Building, at Jalan 

Proklamasi No. 56, Menteng.  

Sukarno passed away on 21 June 1970, from kidney failure, without fanfare. For Otto 

Djaya, a difficult era for Indonesia, but one of encouragement for himself was gone - 

and he was deeply saddened.141  

Erasmus Huis, the Netherlands’ cultural center in Jakarta, held an Otto Djaya 

exhibition 23 March - 6 April 1972.142 Built in 1970, Erasmus Huis supported many 

promising Indonesian and Dutch artists over the years. Otto Djaya must have felt it a 

recognition and an inspiration that he had a solo exhibition there already in 1972, so 

soon after The Huis was inaugurated. 

Laksmi Hendrastuti, the eldest daughter of Otto Djaya, married Doctor Imam Toto 

Kartoraharjo in 1973. They went on to have five children.143  

Maya Damayanti, the second daughter of Otto Djaya, married Hidayat Setio Kusumo 

(1939-2013) in 1974. They had two daughters.  

Shinta and Asoka moved from Semarang to Jalan Keuangan IV, Cilandak, Jakarta in 

1974 to live together with their parents Titi and Otto Djaya. The other two daughters 

Maya and Laksmi had married and moved for themselves with their respective 

families. 

By the end of the 1970s there was a TV in the house of Otto Djaya and he could 

follow the news and entertainment programs. Jaipongan, a genre of dance and music 

had surfaced in the aftermath of the 1960s ban on playing western rock-and-roll 

music. Jaipongan was based on old dance traditions, Dangdut, augmented with new 

sensual undertones and elegance. It became popular in Indonesia, immigrating from 

Sunda to Java. Jaipongan broke the gender barriers and changed the way in which 

men and women interacted. Never before had men and women danced together in 

sensual ways in dance performances in Indonesia.  

Otto Djaya seemed to have become increasingly attracted to Javanese traditions and 

symbolism after he moved to Jakarta. He composed his paintings around old 

traditions and new adaptations, and the symbolism he created with his ideas.  

The Punakawan held substantial sway in the real world.   Semar, the father, became 

associated with Suharto since 11 March 1966 when Suharto was authorized by 

President Sukarno to exercise emergency powers, a ‘de facto’ transfer of the power of 

the presidency. Suharto became publicly known as “Supersemar”.144  Of the 

Punakawan, Semar follows the hero Arjuna. During his reign, President Suharto 

made frequent use of “Wayang” legends to legitimate his New Order and popularize 

New Order objectives. His propaganda tactics were similar to the tactics of Japan and 

President Sukarno in previous decades, whereas past colonial regimes used raw 

might, not propaganda.   
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Otto Djaya showed the Sisingaan, a traditional circumcision ceremony, in several 

paintings. In West Java the circumcision rituals were often arranged with all people 

of the village and surrounding villages taking part in a common meal and enjoying 

different kinds of artistic performances. The central ritual was the wooden lion, used 

as a carriage for the boy to be circumcised. The lion represented destructive desires 

and was needed to cross social borders. 

Sisingaan was normally performed during day time, when the Sisingaan would bid 

welcome and the boy would be circumcised. Then the lion carriage would ‘walk’ 

around the village, before it would rest, and the session was followed in the evening 

by a Wayang show.  

In 1976 Otto Djaya met other Muslims in Jakarta in the spiritual group with the name 

of Pengajian Tawakal Majelis Dzikir. The leader, H. Permana Sastrarogawa, had 

come to Jakarta from Tasikmalaya, South East Java, in 1974 to preach Islam. This 

group gave Otto Djaya inspiration to revive his faith, and Otto Djaya began to 

practice the Muslim way of living and followed the Quran.  In joining this group of 

believers, Otto Djaya found more peace in his life.145 From then on, he frequently 

taught and discoursed about Islam at mosques and religious schools. Nevertheless, 

his Islamic belief never separated him from his love of figurative painting.   

In 1976 Otto Djaya had an exhibition in Taman Mini in Jakarta.  Taman Mini 

Indonesia Indah, also called a park of beautiful Indonesia in miniature, was built by 

President Suharto and his wife Ibu Tien Suharto.  

We do not know the exact year, but during the Suharto era, Otto Djaya received three 

golden stripes as a soldier veteran. Anecdotally, Otto Djaya and President Suharto 

were acquainted from the time of their Japanese military training in Bogor in 1944. 

Art friend and collector Ir. Ciputra ‘donated’ Pasar Seni Ancol and invited artists to 

join. Inaugurated in 1977, Pasar Seni Ancol was the initiative of Jakarta Governor Ali 

Sadikin (1928-2008). It is located in the northern part of Jakarta, close to the harbour.  

Pasar Seni Ancol was the one and only art market in Jakarta at the end of the 1970s. 

Aspiring as well as veteran artists joined and spent time there promoting and selling 

their works, exchanging art experience, and directly training others.  

Otto Djaya went there to teach and to show and sell his paintings. He worked from 

one of the booths there, as did his brother Agus Djaya. Otto Djaya received an award 

from the Housing Development Board for supporting Pasar Seni Ancol. 

While painting in Pasar Seni Ancol, Otto Djaya met a Mr. Nori Nakashizuka from 

Japan. Mr. Nakashizuka arranged and sponsored a solo exhibition for Otto Djaya at 

the President Hotel in Jalan Thamrin. This exhibition was attended by many 

businessmen from Japanese companies in Jakarta. All paintings at the 1977 President 

Hotel exhibition were sold, and mostly to Japanese businessmen.146 
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On 20 January 1978 the newspapers Suara Karya and Berita Yudha featured articles 

about the Otto Djaya solo exhibition held at Taman Ismail Marzuki (TIM) 9 January - 

14 January 1978. The exhibition showed 41 paintings from the years 1976 and 1977.147   

TIM was and still is a cultural center in Jakarta. It was inaugurated on 10 November 

1968 by Ali Sadikin, Governor of Jakarta. TIM was built in the public park 

established and owned by Raden Saleh (1829-1880), the famous painter of the 

colonial Dutch East Indies era. In the ensuing years, an art academy was opened and 

TIM became an important place for art education in Java. The teachers were 

experienced and well educated and many young artists had their debuts here. 

Otto Djaya was re-invited to Erasmus Huis in 1979, for a second solo exhibition there. 

 In 1979 Otto Djaya met Haji Masagung, Tjio Wie Tay, (1927-1990), owner of Toko 

Gunung Agung, a large bookstore in Central Jakarta. Haji Masagung commissioned 

Otto Djaya to paint 100 calligraphies for the museum he was planning to build.  Otto 

Djaya painted the 100 paintings during the following year(s). Many did not end up in 

the museum that was never completed and ended up being sold by the Toko. This 

would make little difference to Otto Djaya who was paid reasonably by Haji 

Masagung. Anecdotally, Otto Djaya spent the money from the calligraphy paintings 

on buying a blue Suzuki Jimny car.148   

Otto Djaya had a solo exhibition in Surabaya in 1980, sponsored by Lembaga 

Indonesia Amerika, LIA, and Dewan Kesenian, Cultural Council, in Surabaya.149 The 

LIA, an educational institution, was established in 1959 between Indonesia and the 

United States.  

Ibu Sri Utami, Otto Djaya’s mother-in-law passed away in 1981 in Semarang. 

Otto Djaya had a solo exhibition at the Gedung Mitra Budaya, Menteng Jakarta, in 

1981. The Cultural Center Mitra Budaya was established in 1954, originally to 

support painters in Jakarta who were establishing after 1949, the Independence of 

Indonesia. 

In 1982 Otto Djaya exhibited thirty paintings in the Opal Room at the President Hotel 

in Jakarta. The sponsor was Karate-Do Goju-Kai Indonesia. According to Otto 

Djaya’s family, most of the paintings were bought by Japanese businessmen.150 

In 1983 the Indonesian student organization in Australia, P.P.I.A., held a solo 

exhibition for Otto Djaya at its auditorium in Jakarta. American Ambassador to 

Indonesia John Herbert Holdridge (1982-1986) opened the exhibition. 151 

In 1983 the Djaya family, except Maya and Laksmi who were married at the time and 

lived in their own homes, moved to Jalan Barata Karya IV/49 Tangsel, Cileduk, 

Jakarta, where they lived until 1994.   

On 3 May 1984, the Oet’s Fine Art Gallery exhibition of Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya 

paintings was opened by Minister of Tourism, Post and Telecommunication Achmad 

Tahir (1924-2002). The exhibition was widely reported in “Berita Buana”, “Harian 
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Pelita”, “Harian Angkatan Bersenjata” and “Berita Yudha”, and all reports were 

extremely positive in their description of Otto Djaya’s paintings. 

The Oet’s Fine Art Gallery, Jalan Palatehan, Blok M. Kebayoran Baru, Jakarta had 

been inaugurated in 1983 by Vice President Adam Malik (1917-1996). This Gallery 

pioneered the art market in Indonesia.  After the exhibition, Otto frequently visited 

Oet’s Gallery and then later the Duta Fine Arts Foundation which was inaugurated 

in 1986. In these galleries he was often commissioned to paint portraits of pretty 

ladies and other specific commissions. But during the 1980s, the art market had not 

yet blossomed in Indonesia and the financial situation remained precarious for an 

artist. Being an army veteran and acquainted with President Suharto from the 

revolutionary time, Otto Djaya, advised by Didier Hamel, the curator of the Duta 

Foundation, wrote a letter to Suharto asking for some funds to be able to continue his 

work. He immediately received 15 million rupiah, which was handed to him 

personally by the President through the “Yayasan Dharma Bhakti Social” 

foundation. Otto Djaya spent most of the money on canvases, brushes and paints but 

also managed to buy a light-green hard-top Toyota jeep, and put the rest in a bank 

deposit. Unfortunately for him, the Rupiah was devalued a few weeks later.152 

Otto Djaya’s daughter Shinta Dewi married Bambang Supriyanto on 11 December 

1985 in Semarang.153  

In 1987, Otto Djaya was invited to have a solo exhibition in the parliament building, 

the People’s Consultative Assembly of the Republic of Indonesia. The exhibition was 

opened by the chair of the parliament, Pak H. Amir Machmud (1923-1995).154 

Otto Djaya’s wife, Ibu Titi, passed away on 12 November 1990. He was now alone in 

Jakarta with Asoka, his son. Soon Maya and her family joined them to assist with the 

household. In 1994 they moved to Jalan Karya Bhakti 32, Tanah Baru Beji, Depok and 

Otto Djaya established his studio there.  

Asoka had become his father’s curator and event organizer, and assisted him in 

promoting and selling his paintings. Asoka, himself an artist, was a graduate of 

Institut Kesenian Jakarta at Taman Ismael Marzuki, T.I.M. Asoka continued living 

with his father until he passed away in 2002. Asoka married in 2007, with Ani 

Hidayati, who brought Mahavira Agung Wisnu Wardhana into the marriage.   

Agus Djaya passed away on 24 April 1994 in Bogor, West Java.  Otto Djaya was 

deeply saddened by the loss of his brother. Otto Djaya and Agus Djaya did not 

always see eye-to-eye, but they were close over the years.  

In 1995 Otto Djaya had a solo exhibition in Building B. at the Galeri Nasional 

Indonesia in Jakarta 10-18 August. The exhibition celebrated the 50 years anniversary 

of the Declaration of Independence of the Republic of Indonesia. The catalogue of the 

exhibition is very sparse. Fortunately, private photos of the paintings were 

preserved,155 so it was documented that Otto Djaya through his 1995 paintings 

showed episodes of the history of Indonesia since the Declaration of Independence.   
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Otto Djaya fell ill shortly before the opening of the Exhibition. He suffered a stroke 

which made him unable to attend the exhibition. The stroke affected his limbs and 

speech. His rehabilitation and physical training lasted six months. During this time 

Otto Djaya continued to paint as well as he could manage his hands. His stroke did 

not reduce the spirit and imagination with which he put ideas, brush and paint to 

canvas, nor apparently his energy. He did not become dispirited or give in to 

depression. He kept on painting, perhaps becoming even more productive as 

compared with the past. After the stroke Otto Djaya seldom went out of his house, 

but continued to paint inside, inspired by his vivid memories - and watching 

television. 

Senior art critic Agus Dermawan wrote in the Kompas newspaper about the August 

1995 exhibition that he saw Otto Djaya as an artist telling stories for fairy tale loving 

Indonesians.  Otto Djaya’s painting style was art visualizing traditional past and 

modern fairy tales expressed through his naïve childlike interpretations of anatomy, 

gestures, events, and delicate situations, which could be seen in the scenes of 

Rahwana abducting Sinta, the young girls relaxing on a Bali beach, and Jako Tarub 

peeping at the bathing nymphs.    

When painting a well-known fairy tale in a manner distant from the aesthetic norm, 

Agus Dermawan found Otto Djaya to be incorporating his own ideas unmistakably 

introducing humour and caricature bordering on the comical. Otto Djaya was 

introducing the traditional local themes into the modern world, painting scenes of 

Indonesian folk dances and plays such as Ketoprak, Wayang Kulit, Ludruk, and Miss 

Tjitjih.  

Agus Dermawan suggested that these characteristics humour and caricature were 

perhaps the reason why also western audiences were attracted to his works. Otto 

Djaya’s art was offering a stark contrast to the Western world which is constantly 

bombarded by modernism. The inclination toward storytelling and his ability of 

recollection is palpable when Otto Djaya reconstructed scenes of the occupation by 

Japan and the brutal battles for the independence of the Republic of Indonesia.  The 

frenzy of battle became a tableau on his canvas. His paintings delivered an oral 

narrative in his story telling, comparable to the Wayang Kulit. Even if on the surface 

Otto Djaya’s technical skill would appear to be behind that of his fellow painters in 

the era of the New Order, Otto consciously saw himself and his works as milestones 

in the passage of history.156    

In connection with the 80th year of Otto Djaya, Galeri Cipta II at T.I.M., Taman Ismail 

Marzuki, Jakarta, held a solo exhibition 12-24 January 1996. 50 paintings of Otto 

Djaya were on exhibit. 23 paintings were of new date. The exhibition was reported in 

several newspapers. On 16 January Kompas carried an article by the painter Sri 

Warso Wahono:157  

Sri Warso Wahono described how Otto Djaya favoured using the Punakawan figures 

as symbolism in his paintings.  In Wayang stories, Punakawan are the clown servants 

of the hero. The Punakawan function beyond their servant duties, including as wise 

advisers and providing comic relief to their master and audience.  
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Sri Warso Wahono wrote that “These strategically positioned characters create a lot of 

room for Otto Djaya to deliver his philosophical message and its interpretation. Each painting 

become a unique specimen, and possesses its own utterly complex psychological, sociological 

and artistically discussion.  

In the Indonesian world of painting, the name Otto Djaya cannot be taken lightly, for his 

works have enduring modern and contemporary qualities. Simplicity and honesty forged by 

life long experience became a unitary theme of Raden Otto Djaya’s creative process and is 

essentially the core of his creativity. Otto Djaya earns the role model title amongst other 

professional painters. His level of success is no longer measured by how many of his paintings 

are being sold in the art market. Instead his level of success is measured by his signature way, 

his system and skill, with which he developed and proclaims his existence as an innovator”.158  

Amir Sidharta wrote in the newspaper Jakarta Post about the exhibition, “Myths and 

legends have become so much part of Otto Djaya’s identity that he joked about his fascination 

or even obsession with heavenly nymphs in his witty self-portrait. Here, he portrays himself 

as a stereo-typical artist, equipped with an artist’s palette, beret, red shirt and pipe. The smoke 

from the pipe contains his day-dream: a heavenly nymph dancing in the nude. 

His typical caricature paintings, like his self-portrait, offer commentary on contemporary 

society. Silakan Pak, Santai Saja (Please Mr. just choose!), shows a regional official, wearing 

a typical safari suit and kopiah cap, visiting a local bordello. A man wearing a formal Javanese 

sarong and kris, welcomes him (as in the title of the painting) to select any of the women 

kneeling on a divan”… ”Otto Djaya’s genre is reminiscent of the Put On comics159 which 

appeared regularly in many Indonesian magazines since the 1930s. It is unclear how the 

comic strip actually influenced his art”.  

In May 1998 there were riots in Indonesia. On 21 May 1998 President Suharto 

resigned and his vice president, BJ Habibie, became the new President of the 

Republic of Indonesia. 

Otto Djaya exhibited solo at Museum Benteng, Vredeberg, Yogyakarta, 24 June - 7 

July 1999. 35 paintings were exhibited, all were sold. Based on an interview he had 

with Otto Djaya in the home-and-studio in Depok, artist and art critic Pak Ipong 

Purnama Sidhi wrote a remarkable article in the newspaper Kompas on 12 July 1999:  

Otto Djaya, then age 83, said in the interview that he painted themes such as myths, legends, 

daily events, past wars or whatever current issues people were gossiping about and he was 

thinking about.  He said he was reading newspapers and watching TV, but only the good 

programs, he pointed out. Inspiration did not come easy these days. Inspiration was serious 

business, like it was with painters and writers of the old school.  He would paint himself 

wearing a beret, smoking a pipe, sitting on a chair with painting equipment in his hand, and 

sometimes an image of a beautiful woman would emerge from his pipe smoke. Another time, 

women would appear in a frame in front of him. He portrayed himself as a romantic person, 

he said. These days he was taking a less direct approach to his female inspirations and only 

admired from afar and not by live models. This was his answer when questioned if he still 

enjoyed a stroll to observe the outside world.  
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When Pak Ipong Purnama Sidhi suggested to Otto Djaya that his women on canvas 

were always very beautiful, Otto said that if the character is derived from a specific 

legend and connected to a certain tradition; he would paint them with appropriate 

aesthetic and greatness. They are all voluptuous and sensual, whether bathing, 

selling traditional medicinal potions or a prostitute, “Our women are beautiful and 

stunning. Their arms curved like a bow. Every woman’s body has its own beauty. In Bali they 

bathe in the nude, and that is beautiful.” Pak Ipong asked Otto Djaya if the inspiration 

could be connected to a certain longing and zest for life? Otto Djaya responded, “I 

mostly paint from memories these days. From the legend Lutung Kesarung, folk dances, to the 

picturesque Bali island with its nude girls.”  

Maya and Asoka, two of his children, said their father would come along to the 

market when he could. They also said that could Otto Djaya not access his 

inspirations first hand, he would dig deep in his memory.   

Pak Ipong wrote with humour of Otto Djaya digging in his memory that he thought 

it difficult to picture Otto Djaya’s aging frail body wandering around the market, in 

and out of the gambling houses, and peeking into the brothels.160 

Always full of imagination and ideas, Otto Djaya frequently drew sketches on paper 

in preparation for a painting and when ready to paint, he usually sketched directly 

on the canvas with pencil or paint. 

On 5 December 1999 Otto Djaya gave an interview to Dr Jennifer Lindsay and Amir 

Sidharta at his home. Asoka Djaya assisted during the interview. Otto Djaya 

answered questions and broadly described his life as a painter, including his use of 

symbols, Punakawan, and how he painted the “crazy wacky era of Joyo Boyo”.161 

When Japan first occupied Indonesia, many Indonesians took to the streets to 

welcome the occupiers, as the fulfilment of a nine hundred years old prophecy of 

King Jayabaya, Joyo Boyo. Joyo Boyo predicted the arrival of white-skinned men 

with weapons that were able to kill from distance. He predicted that the white-

skinned men would occupy Java for a very long time. They would then be defeated, 

he said, by the yellow-skinned men from the North, who would only occupy Java for 

the lifetime of a corn-stalk. King Jayabaya abdicated as an old man and meditated as 

a Hindu recluse in Menang, East Java. Menang remains a sacred pilgrimage site in 

the Kejawen belief, a Javanese religious tradition. President Sukarno as well as 

President Suharto meditated in Menang to attain kingly legitimacy, supernatural 

abilities, and Jayabaya’s blessings and power.   

Otto Djaya said that in his late years he painted only in the morning, and after 

watching the Srimulat comedy show on the TV.162  Srimulat, as an art form, goes back 

to the 1950s, a troupe performing jokes and satire at Thursday night markets, and 

moving from one city to the next. He obtained inspiration for his paintings from this 

show.  

Asked what Otto Djaya thought about the political situation in the year of 1999 he 

said it was a headache. He said that “new people popped up as politicians, but the 

mythological Punakawan person, Bagong, is everlasting”.163  
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10. Epilogue 

 

To observers and to his audience Otto Djaya was a master of expressing the beauty of 

the Indonesian soul in cultural and humorous motifs, frequently profound themes.  

He looked askance at hypocrisy in society and was a proponent of social satire and 

caricature for satirical purposes, not for ridicule.     

As the New Order politics proceeded, the paintings by Otto Djaya seemed to become 

increasingly satirical and with a difficult to define yet unmistakable message, or 

social political sting, in them. His paintings are eye-catching and outstanding even if 

technically not layered or particularly elaborate, and some appearing to be quickly 

painted. His paintings are characteristically of his gift of being able to dream the 

dreams of ordinary Javanese and to share their thinking, and of being able to tell the 

essence with his painter’s tools.   

Otto Djaya’s paintings show profound ideas of humanism including of the 

emancipation of women. He fetched his inspiration from Indonesian mythology and 

folklore, from his older brother Agus Djaya, and from studying European figurative 

artists who made an impact in his own lifetime, e.g. Marc Chagall (1887-1985); 

Gauguin (1848-1903).    

Back in the late 1930s, the time of the Persagi association of Indonesian painters, 

Sudjojono and Agus Djaya were prominent in proposing a new identity for 

Indonesian fine art. They wished to put distance between Indonesian art and the art 

by the Dutch painters in Indonesia.   

As a result of the success of Persagi, the idea of a new Indonesian identity via the arts 

was turned into an instrument for anti-Dutch/anti-colonial propaganda, considered 

vital by the Japanese military during the 1942-1945 occupation, and simultaneously 

and subsequently by Sukarno, who became president of Indonesia in 1945, and 

finally by president Suharto (1967-1998). In fact, the evolution of Indonesian fine art 

of the second half of the 20th century is remarkable as compared with the similar art 

evolution in other countries with a ‘colonial’ past. 

Otto Djaya was a nationalist throughout, wishing Indonesia free of colonial rule. He 

considered himself a humanist and was not inclined toward socialism and Marxism. 

Socialist sentiments and politics were at the fore in those early days, but politics were 

anathema to Otto Djaya.  Political tensions in Indonesia made him keep his distance 

to showing any tendency to ideological and political favouritism.  

On the other hand, several of his peers and former Persagi colleagues joined in Lekra, 

Lembaga Kebudayaan Rakyat, Culture Institute of the People, founded in 1950. From 

its beginning it was affiliated with the PKI, the Indonesian communist party. Socialist 

Realist Art began to flourish in Indonesia during the 1950s. The outcome of this 

period of rising socialist expression was detrimental to many artists, painters as well 

as writers, beginning with the coup attempt on 1 October 1965.164  

Otto Djaya was one of a very few Indonesian artists who lived to paint as their 

profession in both Colonial and Reformasi times, a span of nearly seventy years. His 
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life outlasted the regimes of the Dutch, the Japanese, president Sukarno and 

president Suharto. Otto Djaya, painting until the end, managed to navigate through 

colonial times, war, national revolution, and then the national politics of Guided 

Democracy, the New Order - and Reform/Reformasi, the transition to Democracy, as 

this book tries to illuminate. 

Otto Djaya wanted to be himself, independent, with his artistic ideas. Since the 1945 

Declaration of Independence and as a veteran of the armed conflict, the Revolution, 

that followed, he had benefited from a given opportunity to study European art in 

Europe and to show his own original art.  

Otto Djaya kept painting on behalf of the new Indonesian identity, a new society. We 

do not know if at the end of his life he knew that a new society involving democracy 

was coming about, but we suggest he was not unhappy with his life achievements in 

the arts.  Nevertheless, a student of philosophy, Otto Djaya could tell how the times 

and the generations around him were changing and how change was speeding up. It 

were as if he instinctively felt that greater artistic freedom was not far away and he 

could soon express himself freely in the satirical zone.   

Going by the motifs and output of Otto Djaya throughout the 1990s it seemed as if he 

were reliving his past. Almost obsessively and with vehemence he was revisiting and 

elaborating themes and motifs of much earlier paintings and ideas of his - as if he 

wanted to draw attention to or finish something he had left undone or unsaid.165  

Otto Djaya was painting the present into the equation of his seven decades of 

expressing the lives of ordinary folk. Their lives were the place of mythology, 

tradition, folklore, and the political environments. His motifs repeatedly expressed 

all these subjects.  

Heri Dono (Jogyakarta, 1960 - ), one of Indonesia’s most iconic contemporary artists 

at home and internationally, expressed in an interview on 29 May 2016166 that  

“Otto Djaya was a genius of his time, a fable teller using a visual language to put his message 

through. Otto Djaya was a clever artist and he was a witness. His paintings are the witnesses 

of society in Indonesia through more than half a century. Otto Djaya showed the 

contradiction in daily life in his paintings, the contradiction of life of the poor as well as the 

rich people. He painted beautiful women, social realism, war situations, myths and traditions, 

and by using parody together with Punakawan he was able to paint scenes showing reality of 

life.  

Through hidden jokes and jesters he showed how people enjoyed themselves, and also how 

people were suffering from pollution and corruption. Otto Djaya painted situations and 

figures for people to react to, his visual language.   

In the Javanese culture it is difficult to communicate with people of a different cultural level 

than one self. It is much easier to communicate if one becomes a clown as the Punakawan. 

Being a Punakawan, one can talk to low and high and get the message through, which is why 

Otto Djaya frequently used Punakawan in his paintings. Using the Punakawan in paintings 

is similar to using servants, pembantu, as messengers in a theatrical scene. The “stupid” 
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servants can tell “the truth” as they are supposed not to know anything. But in reality, they 

are the ones who know and can tell the truth. 

Punakawan are handsome Gods, who came down to this earth as funny creatures.  Being 

Gods the Punakawan are allowed to criticize kings, aristocracy, and servants of the 

administration. Kings can sometimes become Punakawan in order to be able to communicate 

with the rakyat, the people, and to understand the conditions of the people.  

One can see Otto Djaya as the noble and good/Godly father figure, Semar. 167  

If Otto Djaya would have been criticized for his paintings, he could have said that the 

inspiration and ideas came from God, not from him. The truth comes from God not from 

human beings“. 

According to Heri Dono, “Art is not just about exploring the beauty or the aesthetic but to 

give awareness to the audience. Artists have a moral responsibility to add to the conversation, 

to make people aware of injustices.”168 Heri Dono, one generation of artists removed 

from Otto Djaya, is himself a master of knowing and applying symbolism of 

mythology and the Punakawan to his works. It has greatly benefited our writing of 

this book that Heri Dono took an interest, for which we thank him.   

Otto Djaya last exhibited in mid-1999 at a solo exhibition in Yogyakarta. He can be 

considered a prolific artist. During 1995-2019 more than 350 of his paintings have 

been presented at auction houses in Indonesia and abroad. Otto Djaya’s career was a 

proud and historical achievement. His career reached far beyond Indonesia. Banten 

is known for fostering sons and personalities of strong beliefs and not yet known for 

fostering artists of the calibre of Otto Djaya (and his brother, Agus Djaya). Otto 

Djaya’s artistic skills were accomplished, earned, through curiosity and hard work, 

and being industrious and painting for a living.  His long career reflected a proud 

and historical life of achievement that greatly influenced his homeland and also 

reached far beyond it.  

However, were it not for his Banten character, he might not have been able to so 

successfully navigate the treacherous times and politics in which he lived and 

worked. Otto Djaya passed away in his home in Depok in June of 2002 at the age of 

86. He grave is in Jakarta’s sprawling Tanah Kusir Public Cemetery, in the Muslim 

Area. 
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11. Otto Djaya for Current and Future Generations 

Otto Djaya’s imagery work enthralled contemporary generations. Given the 

increasingly visual culture we live in in 2019 his work promises to capture future 

generations.  

 

 
 

The OTTO DJAYA CENTENNIAL at GALERI NASIONAL INDONESIA, Jakarta, in 

October 2016. The Centennial exhibited 170 paintings by Otto Djaya and attracted in 

excess of four thousand visitors over eight days.  The Otto Djaya Centennial was 

deemed to have been a great success.  We, the chroniclers of Otto Djaya, believe that 

the visitors to his Centennial at Galeri Nasional Indonesia Jakarta were captured by 

the same magic that captured ourselves several years ago, namely the simultaneous 

mystery and accessibility of Otto Djaya’s paintings: you can walk-into-a-painting-of-

his, so to speak, and visualize his idea(s).   
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Chief Curator Rizki A. Zaelani and Assistant Curator Inge-Marie Holst 
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Tubagus Andre Sukmana @Pak Andre, head of Galeri Nasional Indonesia and Dr Oei Hong Djien, art patron.  

 

      

       
 

 

And in 2017, one year after the 2016 Otto Djaya Centennial at Galeri Nasional 

Indonesia, the Duta Fine Arts Foundation followed with a smaller Centennial 

exhibition of Otto Djaya paintings not shown at the 2016 Centennial. In 2018, the 

latter paintings were included with the Marie Holst Collection.   
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Our first Otto Djaya painting: Pentas Jaipong Sunda. 1988. 65x90cm. 88 

 

Otto Djaya explored and expressed the mundane and spiritual lives of the 

Indonesian people, especially the Javanese. A story teller, he instinctively understood 

that common people felt a need for folklore to connect them to their past as a central 

part of life in the present. Present society strives to restore and maintain folklore by 

new rituals, displays, and in diverse forms of invented entertainment. In the many 

decades of Otto Djaya’s career he repainted past themes by memory, updating some 

past motifs to the current times.   

Throughout the years of great changes in Indonesia, Otto Djaya challenged his 

viewers to be cheerful, young at heart and young in spirit. The passing of time was 

invisible, yet the myths lived on. An Otto Djaya painting showed Indonesian youth 

usually in the context of celebrations, folklore, myths and legends, his self-portraits 

suggesting he himself was keeping young.   

Otto Djaya put women on a pedestal and in some awe watched them progress on 

equality and emancipation, beginning with his experience in the Revolution when 

women fought with and as well as men in combat. Otto Djaya was intrigued by the 

female form and beauty and indulged with his dancers, goddesses and portraits.  

Otto Djaya characteristically painted by distinct themes throughout his life.  

His themes were figurative first: basic archetypes, tradition, social interaction, 

celebrations and festivals, dancing and theatre, public markets and marketing, 

people at work and people at play, myths and legends, portraiture, and his own 

experiences during the occupation by Japan and in the Revolution; animistic second, 

every natural thing in the universe has a soul: the elements, sun, moon, mountains, 

rocks, plants, animals, the sky and the sea.  
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Otto Djaya is not known to have written the title of a painting on its reverse side.  

Therefore, many of his original titles have become lost and reinvented with time as 

have his idea of the motif’s affiliation with the mythical.  

Indonesian mythology is diverse, the Indonesian Archipelago comprising of 

hundreds of ethnic groups, each with their own myths and legends that explain the 

origin of their people, the tales of their ancestors and the deities and demons in their 

belief systems. Nevertheless, Otto Djaya’s world: Javanese, Sundanese, Banten, Bali, 

Betawi and Madurese, represent well over a half of Indonesian ethnicity(s) between 

them. 

 
Otto Djaya. Penari. 1989. 70x100cm. 73 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Penari Tayub. 1989. 90x145cm. 10 
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Otto Djaya. Javanese dancer. 1986. 35x29cm. 298             Otto Djaya. Arjuna riding Pegasus. 29x35cm. 292 

 

 
 

      
Otto Djaya.  Dancer under the moon. 1986. 35x29cm.     Otto Djaya. Riding at Borobudur. 1986. 29x35cm. 291 

295 
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Otto Djaya. Cerita Ramayana. 1995. 70x90cm. 168. 

 

     
Otto Djaya. Four Dancers. 1980. 69x80cm. 284               Otto Djaya. Enjoying Borobudur. 1986. 29x35cm. 311   

By the time the Dutch arrived in Indonesia in 1596, Islam had become the dominant 

influence among the nobility and leadership levels of Javanese and Sundanese 

societies. The Dutch warred with Islamic power centres for control of the island trade 

and this created an enmity that extended the conflict into the Indonesian arena.  

In 1641, the Dutch took Malacca from the Portuguese and gained control of the sea 

lanes. Dutch pressure on the kingdom of Mataram was such that they were able to 

wrest special economic rights to the Priangan area of West Java. By 1652, large areas 

of West Java were their suppliers. This began 300 years of Dutch exploitation in West 

Java that did not end until the advent of World War II. 
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Otto Djaya. Pelukis dan Model. 1996. 100x70cm. 30 
 

 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Melukis wanita mandi. 1999. 95x145cm. 38 
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All of the lowlands of West Java suffered under oppressive conditions imposed by 

the Dutch through the local rulers. An example of this was the Banten area. In 1750, 

the people revolted against their sultanate which was a tool of the Dutch. In the 21st 

century, the history of the Sundanese is essentially the history of the Javanese.  

Religion among the Sundanese mirrors that of the Javanese, but there is a stronger 

attachment to Islam than one finds among the Javanese. Nevertheless, one very 

important aspect of Sundanese religions is the dominance of pre-Islamic beliefs.  

 

     
Otto Djaya. Artist and model. 1986. 29x35cm. 307             Otto Djaya. Artist and Pegasus. 1986. 35x29cm. 299 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Melukis Penjual Jamu. 1999. 90x140cm. 48 
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Otto Djaya. Memberantas Para Koruptor. 1993. 84x142cm. 104 

 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Perang Terhadap Korupsi. 1999. 90x140cm. 7 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Sketching misery and salvation. Undated. 
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Dewi Laut of the South Sea is legendary in many mythologies. In Sundanese, 

Javanese and Bali mythology she goes by the name of Nyi Roro Kidul and controls 

the Indian Ocean and the southern coast of Java. Nothing soft about her. She can 

change from young and beautiful to old and ugly. She can also change into a sea 

snake. She claims monopoly to an aqua green coloured costume.  

Both men and women must refrain from using her colour near the ocean or they risk 

getting into harm’s way.   She is known to claim the souls and lives of fishermen and 

of handsome young men who bathe from the beach. The mighty powers of Nyi Roro 

Kidul put the fear of the ocean into people and are perceived to require Java rulers to 

have a spiritual relationship with her in order to master the ocean and thereby the 

country and the archipelago, Presidents Sukarno and Suharto included.169 170 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Nyi Roro Kidul, Ratu Pantai Selatan. 1990. 100x80cm. 150 
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Otto Djaya. Nyi Roro Kidul Ratu Pantai. 1990. 65x95cm. 185 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Dewi Laut. 1996. 90x70cm. 61 
 



80 

 

Pre-Islamic beliefs constitute the major focus of myth and ritual in the Sundanese life 

cycle ceremonies, oriented primarily around worship of the goddess Dewi Sri (Nyi 

Pohaci Sanghiang Sri) and the Dewi Laut spirit power of Nyi Ratu Loro Kidul, the 

queen of the south sea, the patroness of all fishermen. Along the south coast of Java, 

people fear and appease the south sea goddess to this day. Some politicians believe 

in being seen to be doing the same. Sundanese life is infused with many spirit 

powers.  

Dewi Sri, legendary in Sundanese, Javanese and Bali mythology as the Goddess of 

rice and of all useful plants essential for human needs and well-being, and of family 

prosperity. Her dominion is the life on earth and the moon, over birth and life. 

Inversely, Dewi Sri controls poverty, famine, hunger and death.  In ancient times 

Dewi Sri secured rice surpluses for the kingdoms of Mataram and Majapahit. 

 
Otto Djaya. Dewi Sri. 1990. 90x65cm. 286 
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Otto Djaya. Dewi Sri. 1958. 120x75cm. 330 
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Otto Djaya. Dewi Sri. 1990. 95x65cm. 80 
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Otto Djaya. Dewi dan Borobudur. 1992. 142x90cm. 121 

 

Dewi dan Borobudur could be a Dewi Kayangan. In Java mythology there does not 

appear to be just one queen of the heaven. A goddess in heaven, one of the seven 

Bidadari - of whom she could be Supraba of the Arjuna legend.   
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Otto Djaya. Tujuh Dewi Kayangan. 1993. 90x120cm. 33 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Night Dancers, Tudju Bidadari. 1990. 99x80cm. 149 
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Otto Djaya. Bertapa Digoda. 1991. 78x97cm. 35 

 

 

 

        
Otto Djaya. Dewi dan Petapa. 1991. 95x65cm. 254        Otto Djaya. Wanita Bali. 1984. 88x59cm. 139 
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Otto Djaya. Pengantin Wanita. 1984. 90x65cm. 144        Otto Djaya. Tiga Dara. 1990. 90x69cm. 145  
 
    

      
Otto Djaya. Dua Wanita. 1988. 95x65cm. 200               Otto Djaya. Wanita Telanjang. 1993. 45x38cm. 91 

                        

Jatayu, the wise old Garuda bird was resting in the mountain forest. He saw 

Rahwana kidnapping Rama’s beloved Sita to take her to Lanka. Hearing Sita's 

helpless screams, Jatayu flew to fight Rahwana. 

Although he was an old bird, and no longer strong, Jatayu stopped Rahwana and 

ordered him to let Sita free, but Rahwana had no intention to let Sita go. Then Jatayu 
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attacked Rahwana with his sharp claws and hooked beak. Wounded by Jatayu, 

Rahwana took out his diamond-studded arrow and fired at one of Jatayu's wings. 

The frail wing tore off and fell, but the brave bird continued fighting and tried to pull 

Sita from the chariot. The fight went on for quite some time, and Jatayu became 

weaker and weaker. 

 
Otto Djaya. Jatayu Dongeng. 1990. 100x80cm. 187 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Sketch. Undated 
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Finally, Rahwana took out a huge arrow and shot Jatayu's other wing as well. The 

Garuda bird fell to the ground, bruised and battered, while Rahwana continued 

towards Lanka with Sita. 

When Jatayu was lying there on the ground Lord Rama arrived. Rama sensed that 

Jatayu was on the verge of death and wanted to release him.  

Lord Rama arranged a funeral and the body of Jatayu was burnt.  Rama said, ”Today 

the loss of Jatayu is more painful to me than the loss of Sita.” 

Jatayu’s spirit rose up to heaven. The God Yama knew Jatayu and knew that Jatayu 

would not yet be satisfied living as a god, he would prefer to be reborn.  

Jatayu floated his spirit to where Yama waited and said to Lord Yama, “Please tell 

me about my rebirth.” “You will be a Garuda once more and will live for many 

years. Rejoice, for after your next death you will be ready to find peace.”  

Jatayu did not say another word. Eventually his spirit was placed into the earth 

where it began to take the form of a small bird. By the time the little bird had opened 

its eyes and shaken the dirt off of its body Yama had vanished.  

 

       
Otto Djaya. Penari Kipas. 1993. 140x93cm.163              Otto Djaya. Legong. 1993. 140 x 100cm. 326. 
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Otto Djaya. Penari. 1993. 140x80cm. 18                            Otto Djaya. Legong. 1995. 100x70cm. 239 
 

Tari Kipas is a traditional South Sulawesi fan dance, its movements characterizing 

the delicate Makassar women who obey, respect, and are faithful to their husband. A 

recent invention, Bajidor, a 1960s invention adopted from Jaipongan, is a West Java 

fan dance, typically accompanied by a Sundanese drum and dance moves adopted 

from Jaipongan. 

    
Otto Djaya. Penari. 1989. 90x60cm. 141                    Otto Djaya. 1999 sketch of Bali scenario 
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Legong is a form of Balinese dance. It is a refined dance form characterized by 

intricate finger movements, complicated footwork, and expressive gestures and facial 

expressions. It is a dance for royal entertainment. 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Tiga Penari Bali. 1993. 90x120cm. 282 

Kuda Lumping is a traditional west Javanese dance performed by a group of dancers 
who “ride” on colourful flat horses made of bamboo and colourful cloth. It is a ritual 
re-enactment of past battles against conquering forces. In East Java the similar dance is 
called Jathilan and is usually performed together with Reog Ponogoro. 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Penari Kuda Lumping. 1990. 24x35cm. 223 
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Otto Djaya. Kuda Lumping. 1993. 21x33cm. 245 
 

Usually the dancers are men, but female dancers are becoming increasingly common. 

During the Kuda Lumping performance the dancers may work themselves into 

trances and with magic tricks the performance can turn very intensive. Otto Djaya 

championed females who competed with and could stand up to males.  

Kuda Lumping may be performed in celebration of a special event, such as a boy's 

circumcision or rite of passage. It may also be performed as entertainment, in a 

busker style. It is generally performed in a cordoned-off area, with the audience 

separated from the dancers. Another performer or shaman uses a whip to direct the 

‘dancers’. During the performance, traditional instruments such as the angklung, 

gongs, and drums are played and sometimes the audience forms a chorus and 

sing. This portion of the performance ends when a dancer enters a trance, which is 

traditionally said to be caused by spirit possession. After awakening from their 

trances, performers claim not to remember anything done while performing.  

Reog represents a traditional dance troupe from Ponogoro, East Java. The dances are 

performed at Independence Day, festivals, and opening ceremonies. The dance 

dramas demonstrate energetic male dancing, trance, and physical strength under the 

weight of a heavy and extravagant lion-peafowl mask and costume 171. A single 

dancer carries the heavy mask by his teeth. These masks have gained international  

recognition as the world’s largest performance masks. 

 
 

Otto Djaya. Reog Ponorogo. 1994. 70x89cm. 12 
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Otto Djaya. Penari Suling. 1993. 22x34cm. 220 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Penari Seruling. 1990. 70x100cm. 147 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Putri. 1985. 57x72cm. 85  
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Javanese flutes are made of a bamboo reed and have no mechanical parts. According 

to myth, the flutes being very close to Nature, the bamboo, is the reason the flute 

sounds very melodious and hypnotic when played in an atmosphere surrounded by 

Nature, and every flute player in such circumstances received a celestial experience. 

Nature actually talked back.  There are two types of flutes: end-blown like a recorder 

flute, the most common flute in Indonesia, and side-blown, a transverse flute 

especially known for its association with the myth(s) of Lord Krishna.  

The transverse flute was Krishna's obsession and favourite instrument and he is 

generally depicted with his flute. The transverse flute is associated with cowherds 

and the pastoral tradition of Hinduism, and with the love story of Lord Krishna and 

his soulmate and eternal consort Radha, a cow herder and milkmaid.  Radha Krishna 

are collectively known as the combination of both the feminine as well as the 

masculine aspects of God. With Krishna, Radha is acknowledged as the Supreme 

Goddess, for it is said that she controls Krishna. Krishna enchants the world, but 

Radha enchants even Krishna. Radha is not just one cowherd maiden, but is the 

origin of all the gopi-maidens.  

The tunes of Krishna's flute had an enthralling effect on the women and animals of 

the region. His music stirred the souls of the maidens of the land, who were 

milkmaids and cow herders.  The maidens were suddenly ‘liberated’ from their 

household chores of cooking for men, cleaning, dressing themselves for men, caring 

for children, and so on. They felt irresistibly drawn towards Lord Krishna. They had 

neither shame nor fear in leaving their homes. There was a soul-awakening in them. 

Their husbands and brothers tried to stop them, but in vain. The maidens were the 

recipients of Krishna’s greatest love.    

Krishna’s dance is a completely spiritual performance. Krishna appeared alone to 

each of the maidens. Each maiden thought that Krishna was dancing with her alone. 

As they sang and danced they combined together to appear like clouds, thunder, 

snow and lightning. If Krishna appeared like a group of clouds, their songs were like 

thunder appearing to be just like lightning in the sky, and the drops of perspiration 

visible on their faces appeared like falling snow. In this way, both the maidens and 

Krishna fully engaged in dancing. 

 

Unlike Lord Rama, Lord Krishna never fought any war. Krishna played the flute and 

advised his devotees to become his flute. He said that in the human personality 

structure, as in the flute, there are main spots, including the five organs of 

perception, mind, intellect, and ego. If you get rid of your ego and become like a 

hollow reed flute, then all creations will enjoy. The flute is hollow to represent the 

human being who is free of ego and arrogance. It represents a human being with 

humility.  

http://vrindavan.de/radhikastaka/Rasadance3.jpg
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Otto Djaya. Empat Bidadari. 1990. 24x35cm. 221 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Sonate Bulan Purnama. 1992. 60x90cm. 9 

 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Playing flute at sunset. 1986. 29x35cm. 309 
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Otto Djaya. Serenade for Pegasus. 1986. 35x29cm. 302            Otto Djaya. Piknik di Danau. 1986. 29x35. 310 
 

 
Otto Djaya. The Flute Player. 1995. 80 x 70cm. 293 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Sketch. 1999. 
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Otto Djaya. Penari Jaipong. 1998. 42x60cm. 199 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Sketch. Undated 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Penari Jaipong. 1995. 89x143cm. 193 
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Male-focused social dance in West Java is involved with a number of dance 

fashions, such as Ronggeng, Ketuk Tilu, Dangdut, Jaipongan, and Joged, 20th 

century innovations. However, the dances equally focus on attractive female singer-

dancers, traditionally known as ‘Ronggeng’, usually a professional dancer.  

To gong chime accompaniment with soaring notes, they sing while partnering male 

customers who improvise choreography as the drummer in the orchestra uses his 

instrument to accent the man's movements. In outlying and small venues, Ronggeng 

often perform to pre-recorded singing and music overlaid by live musicians on 

traditional instruments.  

Several Otto Djaya paintings suggest men dancing with women for money. Yet, the 

term of “Ronggeng” is not in any known title of an Otto Djaya painting.  

The musical roots of social dancing can be traced to centuries’ old Java performances 

evolving from Malay, Indian, Arabic, and Portuguese musical culture, Keronchong.  

Keronchong takes its name from the strongly rhythm-setting four-string kroncong, a 

banjo-like instrument usually present in an Indonesian ensemble of musicians.  

Keronchong evolved with the times and for centuries was the music diet of the 

people. Adaptations came to attract the middle and upper classes, and the variety of 

the music and singing was far from boring.   Keronchong originally travelled as 

performing troupes of singer-dancers, mostly female, and an ensemble of male 

musicians with percussion and string instruments, and the occasional flute. The 

instruments had wide tonal ranging in the hands of the adept musicians.  

President Sukarno prohibited Western “pop” music in the early 1960s and advised to 

create a distinct Indonesian popular musical genre. Jaipongan was an immediate 

response to President Sukarno’s prohibition and advice.  Jaipongan is a 

choreographed dance form relating to traditional Sundanese culture. It was created 

by a single individual who combined ketuk tilu, the folk drumming and dance style 

of West Java, with silat movements and traditional accompanying music. 

 
Otto Djaya. Sketch. Undated 
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Otto Djaya, Tari Jaipong. 1990. 70x70cm. 1 
 

  
Otto Djaya. Pesta Rakyat. 1997. 89x142cm. 102 
 

  
Otto Djaya. Konser Dangdut. 1997. 89x142cm. 165 
 

Dangdut became prominent among youth in 1970s Java. It reached a broad following 

during the 1990s, but also seemed to peak. It continues to be prominent to this day, 

but mostly in the western parts of Java.  
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Modern Dangdut has a throbbing beat and lyrics that appeal to youth. It takes from 

western rock, “hip-hop”, “R&B”, and “reggae”. A dangdut band is based around the 

singers, especially the female singers, and is backed by musicians on tabla drums, 

gong chimes, mandolin, guitar, violin, flute and synthesizers. It sounds like a cross 

between Bollywood and techno, and is genuinely Indonesian even if some 

components have been adopted from abroad. 

Today Dangdut is performed at both small local and large central concerts, in public 

parks, in the streets, and as background music in shopping malls, offices and at train 

stations. Mass public gatherings and political party campaigns typically cheer up 

people with live Dangdut music. 

The evolution of popular music gives impetus to innovation in dancing and dances. 

Dangdut evolved as a combination of music and performance on stage and dance 

floor, such as kuda lumping in the style of dangdut.   

The dangdut provides the same kind of animation as in traditional Sundanese drum 

patterns. The music empower men to dance free of self-consciousness and inhibition, 

facilitated by ronggeng, female singers-dancers, and drumming.  

The ronggeng play the role of the goddess. This heavenly element mitigate any 

perception of wrongdoing. The drumming coerce the men into action and relieve 

them of any responsibility for their actions. Drumming, ronggeng, and free dancing 

remain an element of Sundanese adat, custom, a social occasion for men to burn 

money.    

On the other hand, contemporary versions of ronggeng and dangdut in intimate 

surroundings might be considered provocative. 

 
Otto Djaya. Tari Kecak. 1981. 80x100cm. 240 
 

Tari Kecak, a Balinese dance usually performed at night around a fire with 

sometimes one hundred or more men wearing checked cloth around their waists and 
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squatting bare chested on the ground. From there the men stand, reach, writhe and 

twist as one, always in close physical contact, always moving, led by a priest or a 

female dancer in the center. The music consists of the beats of their palms against 

their bodies and the rhythmic shouting chants of “cak cak, cak cak”, the chant of 

Hanoman and his monkey warriors in the battle against the evil king of Lanka, when 

Hanoman liberated Sita and brought her back to Rama.  

In the 1930s, Walter Spies, a painter and musician living in Bali, became attracted to 

the Tari Kecak tradition. He adapted the performance as a drama based on the Hindu 

Ramayana and presented it successfully in Bali to Western tourist audiences. 

The water off the mountains carries special power, for healing, long life, and is 

crucial to the agriculture in the rice fields on Java, rich volcanic soil on the rolling 

mountain slopes and lowlands. Mount Meru is the seat of the Gods and of the water 

of life and immortality serving as a means for purification and salvation that can lead 

to spiritual achievements. This myth reflects Java, being dominated by mountains 

and with water sources virtually sprinkling off the slopes. The mountain becomes the 

symbolic center of the universe and of life-giving powers.172 Otto Djaya usually 

placed mountains in the background of his paintings and water in the foreground as 

the central object, and with bathing nymphs.  

The mountain is a sacred place: you purify yourself when bathing in the water of a 

mountain stream. Otto Djaya frequently painted a beautiful lady bathing underneath 

a bamboo spout streaming mountain water, one or more beautiful ladies bathing in 

pools and streams by the mountains, the bathing place also of angels, celestial 

maidens. 

 
Otto Djaya. Mandi di Sungai. 1967. 120x90cm. 196 
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Otto Djaya. Bidadari. 1979. 105x125cm. 252 
 
 
 
 

   
Otto Djaya. Mandi Pancuran. 1977. 65x55cm. 229        Otto Djaya. Bathing. 1986. 35x29cm. 296 
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Otto Djaya. Mandi di Pancuran. 1979. 80x70cm. 227     Otto Djaya. Mandi di Pancuran. 1990. 90x69cm. 201 
 
 
 
 

     
Otto Djaya. Pelangi. 1995. 79x55cm. 278                   Otto Djaya. Dewi. 1990. 70x50cm. 272 
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Otto Djaya.  Mandi di Pancuran. 1983. 90x70cm. 146       
                          

According to Javanese myth, the embrace of god Shiva and goddess Uma produced a 

rainbow, symbol of sky and water - of the upper world and the Underworld.173 A 

spot in the rainbow is where man has contact with heaven. Otto Djaya painted that 

spot in the rainbow. The rainbow might also be uniting a bridal couple for this life 

and Life Hereafter.174 In Hindu myth, the rainbow is the bow of Rama, who is the 

incarnation of Vishnu. For Buddhists, the rainbow is the highest state achievable 

before attaining Nirvana, where individual desire and consciousness are 

extinguished. 

The Gunungan, the ancient Javanese symbol of the sacred mountain is a feature in 

Otto Djaya’s paintings when there is no mountain in the background. Gunungan is in 

the form of an upward tapering triangular leaf on a rectangular base, where the leaf 

symbolizes the mountain. Inside it is the Tree of Life, the whole universe, tapering 

upward toward the heaven.  

Branches reaching into the sky, and roots deep in the earth, is the link between the 

heaven, the earth, and the underworld, uniting above and below. The trunk of the 

tree is representing the central passage-way connecting to the other worlds.  The 

Gunungan is both a feminine symbol and a masculine one, and is typically the 

opening image of a Wayang show. 

   

Wayang Gunungan 
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Otto Djaya. Bidadari dan Petruk. 1971. 93x70cm. 172 
 
 
 

     
Otto Djaya. Perempuan Putih di Bawa Pelangi.        Otto Djaya. Bidadari. 1995. 78x54cm. 92 
1958. 82x69cm. 204 
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Otto Djaya. Lima Bidadari Mandi. 1986. 57x72cm. 25 
 

In the Panji literature of Majapahit175 times176 177 Jaka Tarub is the son of Rasa Wulan, 

a daughter of the regent of Tuban. She had become pregnant with Jaka Tarub 

through the sacred glance of Sheikh Maulana Maribi, a holy man and a hermit who 

glanced at her when she was bathing in a pool deep in the forest. It is also told that 

Jaka Tarup received a heavy kris from Sheikh Maulana. 

 
Otto Djaya. Jaka Tarub dan Tujuh Bidadari. 1995. 70x100cm. 15 
 

This folklore is one of the most famous Javanese stories, with an East Java, a Bali 

version, and several others.   
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Otto Djaya. Tujuh Bidadari. 1993. 88x106cm. 124 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Legenda Jaka Tarub. 1999. 78x97cm. 133 
 

Tujuh Bidadari. Seven celestial angels usually came down to bathe in a lake by a 

waterfall deep in the forest. Jaka Tarub was a handsome young man. He was very 

popular in the village and many girls had a crush on him. Jaka Tarub thought that 
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these girls were not beautiful enough to become his wife. Jaka Tarub often went to 

the forest to collect fire wood.  

Suddenly he heard some noise coming from the lake. He sneaked to the lake and saw 

seven beautiful young women bathing.  Having finished bathing, they slowly put on 

their shawls and flew into the sky. They were not humans, they were celestial 

maidens. 

Next day Jaka Tarub returned to the lake where the maidens were bathing. He stole 

one of their shawls. One maiden, the most beautiful of them, did not fly back into the 

sky. She cried, and Jaka Tarub went to her and asked: "What is wrong? Why are you 

crying?" 

"I lost my shawl so therefore I cannot go back home. My name is Nawang Wulan and 

I will give you anything if you can find my shawl." "I will help you. But if we cannot 

find it, you can stay with me and you can become my wife," said Jaka Tarub. Then 

Jaka Tarub pretended to look for the shawl, but could not find it.  

Jaka Tarub and Nawang Wulan got married and had a baby girl. Because Nawang 

Wulan used her heavenly magic when cooking they always had enough rice to eat 

without working hard.  

One day, Jaka Tarub asked her about the magic. Nawang Wulan did not tell him the 

secret and asked him not to open the cooking pan's lid. She said that if Jaka Tarub 

opened the lid, they would have to work hard to get enough rice to cook for their 

meals.  

  
Otto Djaya. Tujuh Penari Bulan. 1993. 95x145cm. 315 
 

One day, Jaka Tarub became very curious. He opened the lid of the cooking pan and 

there was only a small amount of rice in it. When she got home, Nawang Wulan 

knew that Jaka Tarub had opened the lid. She was angry because his action had 

made her lose her magic with the rice.  
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Soon there was not enough rice in the silo. And when Nawang Wulan wanted to take 

the last portion of rice, she found her shawl. Jaka Tarub had hid the shawl under the 

rice in the silo. Nawang Wulan was relieved. She said, "I will go home now. Take 

care of our daughter. When there is a full moon, take her out of the house and I'll 

come to see her." Nawang Wulan then flew into the sky. Jaka Tarub was really sad.  

To keep his promise, Jaka Tarub always went out of the house with his daughter 

when the moon was full. But Nawang Wulan never came back. 

Arjuna178 is a hero of the 11th century Indian epic Mahabarata. Niwata Kawaca, the 

powerful and evil king of Iman Imantaka wanted to marry the beautiful maiden 

Dewi Supraba. God Indra refused the proposal. The evil king attacked the Kingdom 

of God Indra, defeated the army and besieged God Indra’s palace. 

God Indra decided to ask for the help of a human and he chose Arjuna. God Indra 

tested Arjuna’s spiritual power by sending seven beautiful maidens, The Seven 

Bidadari, of which Supraba and Tilottama were the two most beautiful. They used 

their beauty to tease Arjuna, but Arjuna could resist the temptation and proved to be 

a true hero. 

The evil king realized that Arjuna was a hero he would need to slay, so he sent a 

monster in the shape of a wild boar to where Arjuna was doing his ascetics. Arjuna 

shot and killed the wild boar with an arrow. When he came closer to the dead boar 

he was surprised to see a hunter holding Arjuna’s arrow, who claimed he shot the 

boar first. 

The two fought each other fiercely and Arjuna was beaten to the ground. As he sat 

there, suddenly the hunter changed into the God Siwa. God Siwa said to Arjuna 

“You are truly a hero. You have reached the highest level of spirituality. I therefore 

give you a special arrow. It is called Pasopati and has extraordinary spiritual power. 

No one can resist it. Be careful”.  

 

 
Otto Djaya. Arjuna Bertapa. 1995. 89x143cm. 159 
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Otto Djaya. Arjuna dan Tujuh Bidadari. 1997. 129x100cm. 24 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Sketch. Undated 
 

When an emissary from God Indra came to ask for his help to fight the evil king, 

Arjuna agreed to come to the heaven of God Indra. Arjuna decided to find out the 

weakness of the king and ordered Supraba to surrender herself to the king, a trick to 

search for the king’s weakness. Arjuna would guard Supraba by being invisible. The 

king had pined for Supraba and was very happy to receive her, to the extent he lost 

control of his emotion. Supraba asked him what made him the most powerful king in 

the world. The king said he became very powerful and unbeatable long ago when the 
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God rewarded him for his ascetics. Except for one thing, “my only weakness is my 

tongue. If it is hit, I will be killed instantly”.  

Arjuna heard this. He and Supraba fled to the heaven of God Indra. The king was 

very angry to hear that Supraba had escaped. He knew who was behind it and 

immediately attacked the army of God Indra. After he won he asked Arjuna to come 

out of the palace and fight him, man-to-man. They fought. When Arjuna begged for 

mercy the king opened his mouth and called Arjuna a coward.   

At that very moment the mighty Pasopati arrow that Adjuna was given by God Siwa 

went through the king’s mouth, hit his tongue and instantly killed him. His army 

surrendered to God Indra.  

God Indra awarded Arjuna with the seven beautiful maidens of heaven, the Seven 

Bidadari.  Arjuna married the seven and stayed in heaven for seven months after 

which he left to go back and continue to serve for his country and his family. The 

Punakawan: Semar, Gareng, Petruk and Bagong were now his servants. 

Arjuna, the hero archer of the Ramayana, is the personification of the reddish glow of 

the rising sun believed to have spiritual powers. Arjuna is the day, the rising sun, the 

vision and driving force behind the sun’s path through the sky and the redness that 

accompanies the sunlight in dawn and dusk. Hatched from an egg, Arjuna sprang 

forth as radiant and reddish as the morning sun. Arjuna is also the chariot driver of 

Surya, the revered sun deity.  

   
Otto Djaya. Arjuna and Bidadari. 1979.100x80cm. 331 
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Otto Djaya. Arjuna Tapa. 1995. 90x140cm. 34 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Permaisuri Istirahat. 1993. 90x142cm. 158  
 

 
Otto Djaya. Selfportrait, Deity. 1987. 70x100cm. 263 
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Otto Djaya. Nelayan 1994. 95x145cm. 171 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Paranormal. 1994. 90x140cm. 54 
 
 

  
Otto Djaya. Penjual Sate. 1996. 65x110cm. 59 
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Otto Djaya. Naik Becak. 1993. 70x90cm. 17 
 
 

       
Otto Djaya. Di Warung Makan. 2000. 60x60cm. 02    Otto Djaya.  Nelayan. 1988. 65x95cm. 212 

 

 

Otto Djaya. Penjual Ikan. 1994. 90x140cm. 31 
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Otto Djaya. Toko Bopeng. 1999. 90x140cm. 20 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Penjual Minyak. 1995. 90x143cm. 56 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Penjual Jamu. 1997. 70x99cm. 19 
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Ibu Jamu is the woman selling traditional herbal tonics. Ibu Jamu lights up the 

landscape in her sarong, carrying a bamboo basket filled with bottles of Jamu on her 

back. Jamu ladies are a common phenomenon throughout Java. The marketing 

becomes a social occasion as Ibu Jamu and her customers catch up on local gossip.179 

Jamu is traditional medicine of herbal ingredients with infusions of honey, sugar, 

milk and eggs, often initially prepared by Ibu Jamu herself.  Herbal medicine in 

Indonesia has become a modern industry and packaged powders and tonics make up 

big business. Nevertheless, Ibu Jamu remains a part of everyday life in Indonesia. 

 

   
Otto Djaya. Naik Becak. 1993. 22x35cm. 222                           Otto Djaya. Penjual Jamu. 1976. 60x45cm.  256 
 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Panen Raya. 1998. 90x140cm. 83   
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Otto Djaya. Paranormal. 1997. 90x140cm. 60 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Di Warung. 1989. 70cmx100cm. 57 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Kerja Bakti. 1998. 90x140cm. 270 
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Otto Djaya. Pasar. 1989. 90x145cm. 208 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Merangkai Bunga. 1988. 70x100cm. 151 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Pasar di depan Pura. 1987. 70x90cm. 233 
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Otto Djaya. Pergi ke Pasar. 1988. 80x100cm. 152 

 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Bercengkrama di Warung. 1989. 70x100cm. 140 

 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Pasar. 1997. 95x145cm. 225 
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Otto Djaya. Batik Painter. 1986.  60x90cm. 288 
 

The Batik shop. When dyed and woven the traditional way cloth and fabrics have a 

sacred character. The batik sarong has the potential to protect its wearer.180 The cloth, 

fabrics, and garments worn by Indonesian women is therefore something more than 

a mere article of clothing, especially batik, and its purchase is traditionally more than 

a mere economic transaction. Readymade clothes for sale in shops in Indonesia only 

began to appear in the 1980s.  

 

 
Otto Djaya. Penjual Kain. 2000. 60x60cm. 46 
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Otto Djaya. Menjemur Kain. 1993. 90x140cm. 268 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Adem Ayem. 1979. 60x80cm. 192 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Makan di Warung. 1978. 88x123cm. 242 
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 Otto Djaya. Pasar Malam. 1989. 65x90cm. 266 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Naik Becak. 1989. 59x88cm. 120 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Perahu Jukung. 1992. 60x90cm. 162 
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Otto Djaya. Fishermen's wives. 1986. 29x35cm. 308 

 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Pedangan Bunga. 1998. 90x140cm. 4 

 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Kondangan. 1998. 90x140cm. 3 
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Otto Djaya. Perahu Memanching. 1981. 80x140cm. 249 

 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Peragaan Busana. 1997. 89x142cm. 167 

 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Pegelaran Wayang Kulit. 1997. 90x145cm. 189 
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Otto Djaya. Kereta Kuda. 1990. 70x90cm. 209 

 

 
Otto Djaya.  Militer.  1993. 21x28cm. 224 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Japanese soldier-on-guard and Javanese. 1993. 40x55cm. 332 
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Otto Djaya. Pemeriksaan Waktu Perang. 1998. 40x55cm. 136 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Tentara Jepang. 1995. 54x79cm. 40 
 
 

    
Otto Djaya. Upacara Militer. 1998. 40x55cm. 135         Otto Djaya. Mengintai. 1999. 40x55cm. 137 
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Otto Djaya. Melawan Penjajah. 1995. 54x79cm. 39 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Konvoi Tentara Kemerdekaan. 1995. 54x79cm. 41 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Perjungan. 1995. 30x40cm. 273 
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Otto Djaya. Gerilyawan Pejoang. 1995. 30x40cm. 274 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Perang Perjuangan. 1999. 53x78cm. 203 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Perjuangan. 1997. 53x77cm. 169 
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Otto Djaya. Pejuang. 1995. 90x140cm. 327 
 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Kemerdekaan. 1997. 53x78cm. 313 
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Otto Djaya. Bandung Lautan Api. 90x60cm. 264 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Pidato Presiden Soekarno. 1961. 100x150cm. 119 
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Otto Djaya. Perayaan Kemerdekaan. 1999. 96x145cm. 68 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Sketch. Undated 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Loving time. 1986. 29x35cm. 290  
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Otto Djaya. Dialog di Dalam Kamar. 1998. 95x145cm. 71 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Pasar Rakayat. 1999. 90x142cm. 105 
 

 
Otto Djaya.  Pasar. 1975. 50x70cm. 248 

 



132 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Bos dan Sekretaris. 1998. 89x138cm. 70 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Main Domino. 1999. 50x70cm. 116 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Sketch. Undated 
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Otto Djaya Persiapan Pentas. Undated. 80x95cm. 232 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Pasar Traditional. 1990. 100x80cm. 148 
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Otto Djaya. Jamuan Dewi Dewi. 1990. 90x110cm. 261 

 

    
Otto Djaya. Menari Bersama. 1996. 65x65cm. 269                    Otto Djaya. Main Dadu. 1993. 90x66cm. 75 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Tida Bidadari. Undated. 45x96cm. 230 



135 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Pentas Wayang. 1969. 145x94cm. 191 
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Otto Djaya. Di Tempat Hiburan. 1998. 89x137cm. 103 

  

 
Otto Djaya. Sketch, 1999 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Sketch. 2000 
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Otto Djaya. Punakawan.1986. 124x89cm. 100 
 

Punakawan, an original Javanese creation, in the world of wayang,181 and in the 

mind of Otto Djaya, the Punakawan are deities descended from heaven, suggesting 

that life is a shadow of stories of the Javanese ancestors. Semar and his sons, Gareng, 

Petruk, and Bagong, manifest themselves as ugly and unprepossessing human 

beings, with great magical ability. In public the four provide something akin to a 

political cabaret, dealing with contemporary affairs and gossip. The Punakawan 

violate all the major precepts of the aristocratic etiquette. Their behavior is casual and 

humorous. They communicate in a very direct and common language, and lack self-

restraint and control of their emotions.  

The symbolism of the four Punakawan is the four all-powerful forces of human life: 

karsa, cipta, rasa, and karya.182 

Semar and his sons follow Arjuna, their hero and master, everywhere. Semar is 

Arjuna’s loyal servant, the mentor-servant of the right side characters in the Wayang 

Kulit theatre. Semar’s duty is to always protect Arjuna, and Semar never tires of 
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giving wise advice to Arjuna. Semar dares to protest to the gods and even compel 

them to act or desist. He can represent the realistic view of the world in contrast to 

the idealistic. He cheers up those in despair and blunts the pride of the triumphant.183 

Semar is an idealist dreaming of perfection, his eyes half closed. One of his fingers 

always points ahead indicating that he has the guidance in all situations, and to 

follow him. However, he keeps his other hand behind his back to show that what is 

supposedly 'good' is a relative value. Men are subject to being wrong. 

Otto Djaya is not known to have painted Semar into his pictures, but very often 

Petruk, frequently with Gareng, and sometimes also Bagong. Otto Djaya, would have 

had an idea with his selection/exclusion of Semar: possibly Otto Djaya is himself 

projecting the father figure, Semar. Nevertheless, one source suggests that Otto Djaya 

is himself projecting Petruk.184 

Petruk, with the long nose, often acts like a thoughtless person. He rarely seems to 

use his godly intellect. Petruk is a kind of entertainer. He is cheerful and he uses his 

senses more often than his mind or heart. He is excellent at reciting verse, at singing 

and dancing, is a ladies’ man, and has great desire for manly joy. Petruk quarrels 

with Bagong while Gareng listens and thinks. Petruk is the consummate nerd. 

Whatever the latest fad or most complicated news, he knows about it.  

Petruk has the magic to break the hierarchical traditions. He once made himself king 

and the realm became a Punakawan kingdom. The wayang story “Petruk dadi Raja” 

was transposed unto colonial times and was seen as a veiled criticism of Dutch 

powers. Petruk is by far the tallest figure as compared with his brothers and Semar, 

suggesting his traits may make up the major part of man. 

Semar’s son, Gareng, with the pug-nose, has a sharp mind. He is rational and has no 

use for emotion. Whatever he says can be totally wrong, but he is a very funny and 

hilarious man. Bagong means the shadow of Semar. Bagong can accept anything as 

his destiny. He often appears naive as he sees life as a simple thing, but he can be 

very assertive. Bagong is the icon of childhood. He is an operator, not a symbol of the 

world of ideas. 

  Otto Djaya. Petruk dan Wanita. 1994. 47x30cm. 125 
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Otto Djaya. Di Warung Makan. 1997. 90x140cm. 44 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Bercengkrama. 1999. 90x142cm. 110 
 

 

Otto Djaya. Rumah Judi. 1995. 84x140cm. 128 
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Otto Djaya. Rumah Makan Enak Banget. 1995. 90x142cm. 161 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Petruk jadi Raja. 1998. 145x195cm.  231 
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Otto Djaya. Narkoba. 2000. 90 x 143cm. 277 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Petruk dan Gareng Banjir. 1999. 88x142cm. 142 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Konvoi. 1999. 89x140cm. 130 
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Otto Djaya. Polusi Kota Besar. 1997. 69x89cm. 112 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Berjoged. 1995. 90x143cm. 160 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Waktu Demonstrasi. 1999. 87x141cm. 63 
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Otto Djaya. Angon Bebek. 1997. 90x139cm. 66 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Pemusik de Jalan Pentas. 1995. 90x140cm. 95 
 

Maha Maya, the mother of Buddha, had a stunning dream one day in midsummer 

when she was resting. In the dream, she was carried away by four celestial maidens 

who bathed and clothed her in sacred flowers. A magnificent white elephant with a 

white lotus in its trunk then walked around her thrice and entered her womb from 

the right side. Through her dream she had conceived the interpretation that she 

would have a son who would become a world conqueror or a Buddha. With her 

husband, the king’s, blessings she went to her childhood home to give birth. On the 

way there, the procession passed a grove full of blossoming trees. Queen Maya asked 

to stop and she entered the grove to feel the blossoms. As she reached up to touch 

the blossoms, her son was born. She and her son were showered with perfumed 

blossoms, and two streams of sparkling water poured from the sky to bathe them. 

And the infant stood, and took seven steps, and proclaimed: I alone am the World-

Honored One. The mother of Buddha died seven days later and was reborn in 

heaven. The infant prince was nursed and raised by her sister, who was also his 

stepmother, married to the king. 



144 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Mijstic. 1984. 65x90cm. 186 
 

    
Otto Djaya. Buda Maya. 1993. 22x33cm. 205 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Buda Maya. 1976. 45x70cm. 228 
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Otto Djaya. Sang Putri. 1968. 65x95cm. 47 
 

Panjat Pinang is a public, competitive amusement in the traditions of the Lomba 

Tarik Tambang and played on the same occasions: national festivals. Two groups of 

typically four persons climb a debarked palm trunk or a manufactured pole to grab 

prizes placed from one or two large rings attached round the top of the trunk.  The 

trunk can be smeared with oil to make it slippery and difficult to climb. A single 

climber would have little hope of reaching the prizes. The climbers usually 

collaborate with their opponents and share the prizes. 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Panjat Pinang. 1986.110x140cm. 16 
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Otto Djaya. Pulang Panen. 1993. 90x140cm. 258 
 

Changing times. Following the economic development in Indonesia, the 1990s saw 

new jobs created, bicycles, tricycles (becaks), and horse carts (delmans) rapidly 

disappearing in the towns and to be replaced by motorcycles and cars.   

From the 1980s onward tourists from Europe increasingly found the Indonesian 

archipelago an attractive destination. Spending their holidays especially on or near 

the beaches, the visitors from abroad exhibited without any qualms a 

very casual life style that contrasted with traditional Indonesian culture. At the same 

time the tourist augmented incomes of entrepreneurial villagers.  

It was certainly to express a strong nostalgia for the past, mixed with satirical 

observations about the present, that Otto Djaya was still painting the antiquated, but 

never redundant, means of transportation that before had a rightful place in the 

genuine Indonesian way of life... when time was not important. 

 

   
Otto Djaya. Bersepeda Motor. 2000. 89x134cm. 62 
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Otto Djaya. Liburan Pantai. 1991. 90x140cm. 259                            

 

 
Otto Djaya. Bule Santai di Pantai. 1999. 89x139cm. 64 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Hanoman Tambak. 1997. 89x142cm. 101 
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The legendary monkey warrior Hanoman of the Ramayana helped God Rama to 

rescue his beloved wife Sita, who had been kidnapped by the demon king Rahwana 

of the kingdom of Lanka. 

To reach Lanka, which was located in the middle of the Ocean, Hanoman and his 

army of monkey soldiers built a causeway and rescued Sita. Sita came back to Rama 

who rewarded Hanoman for his bravery with the gift of longevity.  

Masks embody the power for transformation of people and dramatic characters. Otto 

Djaya characters sometimes wear masks or face paint to suggest a mask. In Javanese 

tradition the wearing of masks is typically for disguise and entertainment. The red 

mask symbolizes courage; black: singlemindedness; yellow: wisdom; white: purity; 

and green: peace.  

 
Otto Djaya. Kuda Lumping. 1986. 86x138cm. 11 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Bersengkrama. 1999. 90x140cm. 51 
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Otto Djaya. Kuda Lumping. 1999. 72x95cm. 178 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Tarik Tambang. 1997. 90x140cm. 250 
 

The name Betawi comes from the old colonial capital Batavia, now the Kota area in 

Jakarta. The Betawi people, mostly crafts people and traders, originally consisted of 

diverse 17th and 18th century immigrant groups of Malays, Sundanese, Javanese, 

Balinese, Minangkabau, Bugis, Makassarese, and Ambonese, and Portuguese, Dutch, 

Arabs, Chinese and Indian. They lived in the old Batavia and surrounding villages. 

Their cultures converged to become Betawi culture.  

The Betawi language is Malay-based and contains a large number of Hokkien 

Chinese, Arabic, and Dutch loanwords. Betawi remains as an informal language in 

Indonesia and contributes to an Indonesian accent. 

Betawi culture was lowly regarded until the 1960s-1970s. There was a post- 

independence stigma of the majority of Betawis being descended from Dutch slaves, 

low education, and deep religiosity.185  

A change occurred among the central authorities in the 1970s. By the end of the 1990s 

Betawi culture had been rediscovered, revived and was being actively promoted, 

socially upgraded so-to-speak. 
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With its mix of cultures, Betawi contains at least the elements of the music, dance and 

folklore that were around in Java, the archipelago and elsewhere in Asia long ago. 

The blending reflects the mix of the cultures, but it is generally not difficult to 

identify individual dances.  

Being a metropolitan culture, Betawi music, dancing, and entertainment would have 

a tendency to be more dynamic as compared with the individual cultures that Betawi 

is made up from.186 

Otto Djaya took an interest in this phenomenon and painted scenarios that can be 

identified as Betawi.  Over the years, Betawis have migrated from North Jakarta to 

East Jakarta and to south of Jakarta, where Otto Djaya himself lived after Semarang. 

Exclusive to Betawi culture, the Ondel-Ondel appear as a huge puppet-pair, man 

and woman, as tall as three meters, with a man inside each puppet. The man wears a 

red mask with moustache and beard, the woman a white mask with red lipstick. 

Both wear large, tinsel-sprinkled, spiked headdresses. Accompanied by musicians 

with horns and xylophones the Ondel-Ondel usually features in processions at 

weddings and circumcision ceremonies, festivals, and as street performers.  They 

symbolize the spirit of ancestors come to protect all their descendants against 

calamities. 

Betawi culture is well-known for its martial arts of which it has developed many 

streams and dance styles of the two male dancers. The Tari Pencak Silat is 

accompanied by drums and xylophone and sometimes a horn.   

 

 
Otto Djaya. Ondel-Ondel. 1998. 90x140 cm. 21 
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Otto Djaya. Tari Pencak. 1998. 50x70cm. 184 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Kesenian Betawi. 1995. 90x140cm. 69 

 
Lenong is the centuries old tradition of Betawi folk theatre187 about the ordinary 

people and about the exploits of the nobility, the rich, and the powerful. Performers 

will memorise a story-line told to them by the person responsible for the 

performance. The script itself is improvised, never memorized. Lenong is local 

community theatre performed by amateur actors accompanied by a gamelan 

ensemble. 

The theater tradition of Ketoprak is of the 1920s,188 drawing its story and costumes 

from Javanese drama and romances. Ketoprak is a traveling theatre performed by 

professional actors.  

The "Ketoprak Humor" show on Indonesian national television was introduced in 

1998. It is comedy and action performance taking place in modern settings or in 
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historical ancient Javanese kingdoms. Otto Djaya would no doubt have watched this 

show frequently. 

Pengantin Sunat and Sisingaan is about the occasion of child circumcision. The 

festivities are identified with Sundanese and West Java tradition, and with Islamic 

tradition. Well-to-do parents arrange a procession for their boy to celebrate his 

circumcision. He moves around the village and through the crowds of guests on 

horseback or on the back of a wooden lion carried by many men. Afterwards he is 

celebrated with Sisingaan, a lion dance with music and singing.189   

 
Otto Djaya. Penganatin Sunat. 1999. 90x140cm. 77 
 
 

 
Otto Djaya.  Sketch. Undated 
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Otto Djaya. Sisingaan. 1995. 88x140cm. 129 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Sisingaan. 1998. 89x113cm. 118 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Lomba Tarik Tambang. 1997. 95x145cm. 22 
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Lomba Tarik Tambang is a public amusement, a tradition of European folk festivals 

and introduced by the Dutch. Two equally large teams compete from two sides in a 

rope pulling contest. The team that pulls the other team across the boundary line in 

the middle is declared the winner. This game is usually played on Independence Day 

and at other important events such as weddings and national holidays. Men, women 

and children can participate in the rope pulling, mixed or separately, and umpires 

try to match the two sides for a fair game. 

Adu Ajam cockfighting in Bali is part and parcel of temple and purification 

ceremonies. To expel evil spirits always requires a cockfight to spill blood on the 

ground, an offering to the evil spirits.190 The Balinese cockfight is also a dramatization 

of status concerns. Cocks are masculine symbols. Both cocks and men are fighting, 

even if “nothing really happens at a cockfight”; the conflicts, alliances, wins and 

losses are symbolic of things that happen elsewhere, presumably in material 

circumstances.191  Although now prohibited, arranged cock fights are common in 

Indonesia. 

 
Otto Djaya. Adu Ayam. 1995. 70x90cm. 76 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Lion Dance. 1999. 90x140cm. 198 
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Otto Djaya. Cap Go Meh. 1999. 90cmx140cm. 14 
 

Barongssai and Cap Go Meh, Chinese Lion Dance in Indonesia, traditionally 

performed by Indonesians of Chinese descent during the celebrations of the new 

Chinese lunar year.  These performances resumed in 1998 - having been prohibited 

back in 1965.   

Dewi Kwan Im or Guanyin. Legendary in Chinese Buddhism as the Goddess of 

Mercy, an icon among people with ethnic Hokkien and Hakka Chinese ancestors. 

Dewi Kwan Im perceives the world’s lamentations, hears people cry, and responds to 

people who need help. 

 
Otto Djaya. Dewi Kwan Im. 1998. 89x64cm. 36 
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A traditional Indonesian folk cure, alternative medicine Kerokan is still common and 

in use in Indonesia. A coin or a spoon is harshly rubbed across the oiled skin, on the 

ribs, from the spine outwards, starting from the neck. This leaves temporary welts.  

Kerokan is also applied on the front, arms and legs. By increasing blood flow near 

the skin’s surface Kerokan helps draw fevers and bad spirits from the body, and may 

cure sickness.192 Bad spirits are known to be attracted to money, hence the use of the 

coin. 

 
Otto Djaya. Kerokan. 1990. 90x140cm. 96 
 

 
Otto Djaya. Kerokan. 1998. 93x143cm. 42 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Upacara di Bali. 1992. 78x140cm. 197 



157 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Upacara di Pantai. 1994. 70x100cm. 202 

 

  
Otto Djaya. Barong Bali. 1971. 89x59cm. 180 

 

 
Otto Djaya. Pergi ke Pura di Bali. 1990. 90x140cm. 98                                                           
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Otto Djaya. Wanita. 1979. 50x40cm. 153                          Otto Djaya. Figur Wanita. 1979. 50x40cm. 170 

 

 

 

 

    
Otto Djaya. Gadis. 1979. 50x40cm. 28                                 Otto Djaya. Javanese woman. 1986. 57x43cm. 323 
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Otto Djaya. 1986. 50x40cm. 325                                         Otto Djaya. 1986. 50x40cm. 324 

 

 

 

 

   
Otto Djaya. Wanita Bali. 1986. 37x28cm. 289                  Otto Djaya. Puteri in the garden. 1986. 35x29cm. 297 
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Otto Djaya. Lina. 1986. 36x26cm. 322                             Otto Djaya. Wanita Bali. 1990. 50x40cm. 154 

 

 

   
 Otto Djaya. Portrait of Siti. 1986. 50x38cm. 318              Otto Djaya. Putri Keraton. 1986. 50x38cm. 319 
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   Otto Djaya. Pelukis. 1982. 124x87cm. 181           Otto Djaya. Javanese Lady. 1986. 50x38cm. 321 
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