Changing Art Practice
Contemporary art can be seen as

a continuous process of resuming and
starting anew. At irregular intervals
artists reconsider their professional
practice and art theoretical points of
view are reformulated. In the current
artistic climate young artists are
orienting themselves once again around
their role in society. After a period in
which art was dictated by money,
glamour and careers, the relationship
between art, artist and public is
changing, On the basis of a new social
engagement and a new sense of
communality, artists are seeking

a closer, sometimes even very personal
contact with the public, in which taking
part is more important than passive
consuming. This art is not primarily
aimed at producing saleable objects, but
at staging events and organising
activities. These activities preferably
take place in the direct vicinity of the
public and thus outside traditional
spaces for art, such as museums and
galleries. Not only are artists
abandoning the traditional spaces in

a physical sense, but the boundaries of
art’s traditional cultural space are also
being transgressed. Contemporary art is
characterised by cross-overs with
fashion and design, advertising and
popular culture, by influences from the
multicultural society and by
interdisciplinary collaboration.

That it is indeed a process of
resuming is apparent from the
connection that is made with the
conceptual art of the 60s and 70s. Then
too it was a question of an emphasis on
ideas and social engagement, criticism
of the marketable art object, the use of
non-artistic means and the entering of
spaces outside the museum. But today’s

Research and adventure

art is less theoretical. Artists no longer
write manifestos but manifest
themselves by means of a direct,
personal relationship to society.
Autobiographical subjects and projects
aimed at the local community are
deployed against the loss of (cultural)
identity resulting from the violence of
globalisation. There is moreover a great
emphasis on the use of existing
communicative structures and new
media. The market mechanism is not
disputed but precisely used to
disseminate ideas effectively.

The changes that Cemeti Art
House is proposing in its programme fit
into the way that art has been
developing recently, Cemeti wants to
replace the system of selecting
artworks, exhibitions and potential
sales with a more open strategy whereby
artists are invited to seek new paths for
their work, to mix with the local
community of Yogyakarta and to
collaborate on multi- and interdisciplinary
projects. Art institutions all over the
world are looking for a new strategy in
which their activities and policy are
associated with the changing practice of
visual art. The Dordrecht Centre for
Art, for example, is also trying to come
closer to art by compiling a programme
in which there is more space for projects
and activities, meetings and discussions.

Experiment, Research and
Adventure

For European art institutions in search
of a different organisational form, the
Palais de Tokyo in Paris is a good
model. The institute’s initiators, Jérome
Sans and Marc Sanchez, asked a large
number of artists, curators, critics,
gallery owners and scholars what an
institute for contemporary art should

be. The answers are listed in the book
What Do You Expect from an Art

* Institution in the 21st Century? (2001),

In many respects these are similar: one
expects an open, flexible structure;

a co-producer of ideas and projects;
interdisciplinary links with science and
technology; and an organisation that
connects local and global networks.

A place, in short, that is open to all
possible questions and experiments,

a place comparable to a laboratory.

The desire to come closer to the
practice of contemporary art is also
evident in the essay ‘Exploring Vacuum’,
articulating Cemeti Art House's new
artistic strategy. Words of similar import
are employed, art's interdisciplinary
connection with anthropology and
sociology is mentioned, and reference is
made to artists-as-researchers under
the motto: art is a life-long research.

For Cemeti Art House
Yogyakarta and likewise for the
Centrum Beeldende Kunst Dordrecht
and all those other institutions that
want to support contemporary art in
better ways, the thing is to form an
organisation where the most diverse
issues can be freely considered, tried out
and debated. However, so as to avoid
the suggestion of a purely scientific
approach, [ am loathe to deseribe this
practice in terms of experiment,
laboratory and research, because there
is a big difference between scientific
research and what counts as research
and experiment in art. In order to
deserve the predicate ‘scientific’,
researching and expeﬁ'menting have to
fulfil striet criteria, and these are
largely lacking in recent art, Art's
repeated flirtation with science creates
confusion when it comes to such notions
as research and experiment.

[
SWI[IM LD O
W






As far as I know the
Expressionists directly after the Second
World War were the first artists in
Europe to expressly call themselves
‘experimental’, certainly in Dutch art.
To be experimental was to be free of
formal rules. The work of these
Expressionists was inspired by children’s
drawings and primitive art. The word
‘experimental’ in art has very much
acquired the meaning of free explo-
ration and acting spontaneously and
intuitively. The term ‘research’ mainly
came into use with the Conceptual Art
of the 60s. Painting and sculpture were
not suitable means for the Conceptual
artists. Their work was about
communicating ideas rather than
individual artistic expression. In
searching for different paths artists
came across numerous new posgibilities
that considerably increased their
repertoire. Photography was used for
visualising ideas and for documenting
actions. Language was also of great
importance. Artists started using words
as autonomous visual means and wrote
texts. Use was made of film and video,
card indexes, folders of documentation,
billboards, posters and everyday objects.
Methods of sociological research, such
as the interview, the inquiry, the
inventory and documentation, were also
incorporated as new artistic means.

Even though it could be said
that artists and scientists share an
exploratory attitude and have a similar
creative energy at their disposal, art is
still not science. Unlike the artistic
experiment, the scientific experiment is
a controlled and systematic test with
a particular aim. In a laboratory all the
conditions are kept strictly under

control. Sociological research
works with control groups. Scientific

research is objective and has to be
repeatable in order to gain general
validity. A scientific language or system
of symbols is unambiguous and permits
one explanation only. In many cases, it
15 determined in advance whether an
experiment is successful, In art the
experiment has the meaning of

a try-out. No uniform or pre-established
method is followed, no criteria are
formulated whereby the artistic
experiment can be regarded as successful
or not. An artwork is unrepeatable and
subjective. The language and symbol
system of art are ambiguous, peetic and
have several layers of meaning. To put
it briefly, science is tied to the method
of the researcher, art to the person of
the researcher.

The new role that contemporary
artists are choosing cannot, in my
opinion, be compared with that of the
scientific researcher. Artists intervene
in reality in a personal way, they look
for new connections between different
social areas, they try things out,
transgress the existing boundaries of
art. You could perhaps replace the word
researcher with adventurer. When art is
experimental, it is adventurous. Artists
are astronauts of the mind, embarking
upon unknown territory like explorers.
They chart new areas, infiltrate the
existing one and alter the map of what
is known, Art is not a life-long research,
it is a life-long adventure.

New Criteria

The contemporary artist can perform as
community worker, cook, ViJ, travel
guide or communication advisor. His
work can be a children’s playground,

a meal, a performance in a discotheque
or advice for an insurance company.
How should we judge this new practice?

One thing is certain and that is that
traditional criteria such as authenticity,
craftsmanship, eloquence and originality
are inadequate. But if traditional
criteria haveé to be revised and scientific
criteria are not allowed to count, then
on the basis of which considerations can
an institution choose artists and judge
projects?

Nobody has a fitting answer to
this yet. Institutions that want to follow
the practice of contemporary art will
certainly have to reflect upon it
critically. Together with new artistic
strategies, a cohesive apparatus of
concepts has to be developed with which
the work of these artists can be
understood. It goes without saying that
new judging criteria should not derive
from the autonomy of art, but from the
cultural and social context within which
a work of art is presented. Unlike
previously, a work of art will have to be
Jjudged on the basis of the economic and
political reality to which it is related,
the relevance of the subject, the viewer’s
frame of reference, the place where the
work is shown and the cultural tradition
in which it has been made, Now that art
is transgressing the boundary with
everyday life in so many ways, a critical
reflection upon this art is more
necessary than ever.

Gerrit Willems is a curator and director of the
Center of Visual Art in Dordrecht, the Netherlands.,

Hanura Hosea, Dewa Prabandani, 2002, 300 x 217 x 241 cm, fabric, paper, wood, ceramic | Hanura Hosea, exhibition ‘Soap document’, 2002
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Cemeti Gallery opened at the end of
January, fifteen vears ago.

A speech by Fajar Sidik, a legend of
Indonesian abstract painting, marked
the modest initiation ceremony at
Npadisuryan St. TA, Yogyakarta.

Since its inception through to
the present day, the Gallery that later
changed its name to Cemeti Art House
continues to evaluate and explore
possible curatorial patterns of
exhibitions as local and international
art events. Celebrating the fifteenth
anniversary of this art enclave, Cemeti
Art House is running two art events
focused on the specificity of curatorial
concepts, from September through
December 2003,

The following essay is an
overview and exploration of ideas and
curatorial concepts selected for the 15th
anniversary of Cemeti.

Curatorial: System and Strategy
Curatorship was originally a system
which eventually shifted to become

a strategic option. As a system it
defined the mechanisms for the
exchange of ideas, concepts, emotions,
experiences, and so on. The execution of
such an exchange, which is often
emphasised as a “process”, reflects the
strategies fundamental and supportive
to it. It becomes a small facet, namely
an event within the entire spatial and
temporal structure in the totality of

a given historical context.

One of the most significant
activities in a curatorial strategy is
selection, I am referring here to
“selection” in the general sense of
choosing works and artists based on
numerous considerations related to
political, social and cultural phenomena,
with a particular art public in mind.

Exploring Vacuum 2003

Cemeti’s 15 ™ Anniversary

Predictions and intense dialogical
assessment during and after the
exhibition-as-event almost necessarily
define the strategy. Observation of how
much of the public in attendance, the
awareness of the public “class” and its
accessibility, the advocacy messages,
and the implied empowerment are
among the elements of a selection set-up
that defines a curatorial system. Yet,
somehow, selection that should have
been a major and important part, as
well as a prominent feature in the
entire curatorial mechanism, tends to
be perceived in a highly partial manner.
A striking thing about such fragmentary
observation is that the presence of
“star” artists and their works are
rendered the vardsticks and foei of
interest concerning curatorial weight.
That way, as a “totality of process” the
curatorial work is reduced so that it
loses its sense of a configuration, At this
point, such observation is usually kept
up to construct the idea of a sort of an
instant curatorial system regarded to be
safe and appropriate.

Not surprisingly, such viewpoint
tends to constantly impede “growth”,
“regeneration”, and so0 on; some suspect
it of narrowing the meaning of the very
terms because what are inferred to as
the highly qualified products of this
system will usually be adopted as the
basic reference for the next system (an
example of this is the phenomenon of
“catalogue-based curatorial”). The linear
structure of such thinking ignores the
usefulness of the cumulative energy to
which the rolling snowball metaphor
refers. That is why “selection”, which
often represents the spearhead of the
moral responsibility within the system,
will frequently become the easy target
to hound and denounce. Quite naturally,

however reliable the adopted strategy
is, it will always still leave various
issues among those “not selected” and
those “selected”; and there may be,
perhaps, some problems in the
relationship between the two “sides”
as well.

Recently, an overview of art
discourses that emerge from the practice
of inquiring/analysing/reading and
theorising about such a curatorial system
often points out certain undesirable
interests, In the name of openness, the
search for locality, equality, democracy,
and the like, the operational concept of
such a systemic curatorial framework
will be altered. From a system, it has
now evolved into an alternative strategy.
A system can employ different, plural
strategies, but a strategy does not
always refer to just one single system.
Such a shift in perception concerning
curatorial tasks opens up possibilities
for different approaches with various
background interests, each responsible
for their own targets. Various approaches
that are now merging to provide
a multidiseiplinary fusion include
sociological and anthropological ones.
These two models of approach foster the
potency of enriching the visual art
discourse while seizing the opportunity
to fulfil the lack in art-supportive
academic disciplines in Indonesia.

Artists’ nepotism, curators and
multi-professionals

Among the various effects of
the shift from “curatorial-as-system”
to “curatorial-as-strategy” is the
emergence of “artist-run space” with its
“alternate art space” in Indonesia. This
is just to give a small example from
among the rich phenomena of alternative
approaches already mentioned.
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The range of actions and ideas within
these “alternative art spaces”, which
are usually coneeptualised by multi-
professionals (at the same time they
become the characteristics of these
alternative movements), has enabled
them to approach/directly run
experiments, induce processes, and
conduct research concerning art as

a process in the context of its
community, in order to develop
networking to preserve the support
community while preparing the habitat
for its propagation.

These small-scaled, local
activities and ideas are far from any
intention to set up new power centres.
In addition to this, they do not always
render themselves anti-hegemonic and
anti-establishment. This attitude has
enabled them to win their alternative
positions amongst centres of authority
and guardians of aesthetic values, such
as museums, art academies, the mass
media, government and non-government
art institutions, galleries, sponsors,
collectors, through “art dealers” and
market systems. Another
characteristically strong point of such
small groups is their relatively reliable
capacity for survival. The strategies
that they employ enable them to
invalidate themselves after a short time
only to be reborn with some new,
updated strategies. In Java there
are/were several examples of them,
including Ruang Rupa in Jakarta,
Galeri Barak in Bandung, Galeri
Gelaran, Galeri Kedai Kebun, and
Galeri Benda in Yogyakarta. In several
developed countries (where “the state™
is an effective concept of protection over
citizens’ rights and obligations), like
South Korea, Japan, the Netherlands,
Denmark, ete., art is part of the

“political will” and ideology of a given
government; the ambience of resistance
towards the establishment seems to
have become a new hegemony that
necessarily contributes to invested
concepts of art education for the citizens.
The Fourth Gwangju Biennial is

a phenomenal example of an
international forum. The accurate
mapping of the problems in art
discourse world-wide has encouraged
curators, art workers, activists, and
artists to merge themselves into the
process of dealing with the problems in
creative and innovative ways rather
than “offering the promise of moral
solutions”,

Does a “research attitude” remain
a relevant curatorial model?

In experimenting with ideas, such as
working on a curatorial model for a
commercial gallery, for instance, I'd like
to ask you to join me in reviewing the
search for a curatorial system for
Cemeti Gallery. In the first place, we
have to reconstruct the sort of “art
world” in Yogvakarta with its
surrounding socio-political conditions

at the time the Gallery was initiated
(1988) until the dethroning of the ruling
regime (1998). The next issue to bear
well in mind is that a large part of the
review of the basic ideas behind this
experiment is based on our practice of
running a gallery; theoretical support is
considerably lacking here. However, the
readers may be inspired to learn
something just from the inherent
weaknesses of this experiment.

The non-military regime, which
was supported by the military and gave
it liberal space to take part in the
administration, admittedly succeeded in
centralising the governing of the

country in Java, or Jakarta more
specifically, in controlling national
affairs. Art was not exempted from the!
exercise of this political power; as an
essential part of the interpretive i
deseription of culture, it was rendered
an effective tool to disseminate to the
masses the ideology of unification a
one-dimensional unity, Art celebrated’
by the ruling power was an art that
glorified the myths of historical fig
forerunners to the nation, with all
abstract greatness. (Visual) art did
move far from being an instrument fog
worshipping the ruling hierarchy an
preserving co-opted aesthetics. The
homogenising of artistic articulation
and visual art idioms hag been
hypnotising the cultural sense and
alertness in its entirety, During such
“stable” yet precarious times, the
Gallery’s curatorial outline was ories
toward exploring “provocative” artistic
idioms and ideas. The criticising
undertone regarding the existent “art
world”, which eventually gave way to
a “critical stance toward the politics of
power and governmental control”, was
featured by turns in solo exhibitions 2
Cemeti Gallery.
The year 1999 bears the mark
of a new exhibition space architecture,
Having received the influx of
constructive ideas for improving its
curatorial pattern, Cemeti Gallery felf
the need to draw a new map! Its po
had to define some new focus. New
curatorial ideas and concepts had tobe
developed out of their recycled
forebearers. An active and participatory
sense of community had become a new
theme to compliment the old policy,
The fresh “exoticism” took form in the



Cemeti Art House that included, among
others, Komunitas Bunyi 1999
(Community of Sounds, Haryo Yose'
Suyoro); Tektonika arsitektur YB
Mangunwijaya 1999 (Architectural
Tectonies of YB Mangunwijaya, Eko
Prawoto); Ruang Etsa dan Sepakbola
2000 (Etching Space and Soccer, Tisna
Sanjaya); The burning away of all
illusion and desire 2001 (Alex Dea);
Exploring Vacuum 2003, and an
outdoor event, Art of Bamboo, 2002,
Cogently similar modules held for those
events in certain respects. The first
thing to note was that artists no longer
busied themselves exclusively with
arlistic explorations and the search for
new idioms; they went further to absorb
and articulate the reflective and unique
awareness of the respective art
community they trusted to work
together. The nepotism practised
amongst artists and curators, which
involved “individual struggles”, became
significant. Moreover. the interconnection
between artists’ multi-professions
worked like a catalyst in these projects,
This reality, which is not altogether
new, helps to foster the confidence of
each community in its own prospective
survival by means of productive
confrontational actions vis- d-vis other
communities. Artists retain the
actualisation, processing and exploration
of their own individualities while
simultaneously being the immediate
reflections of the identities of their
communities.

In the present curatorial
framework, the art project “Exploring
Vacuum” 2003 presents twenty multi-
profession artists selected from
numerous artists presenting their
contemporary ideas. Most of them
originate from various parts of

Indonesia, but have decided to live and
work in Java. From our very limited
observation, we come to render them as
the assumed product of a “golden
triangle” fusion of professional
disciplines: architects, lecturers, art
networkers, curators, graphic designers,
and researchers are amongst the target
group of this curatorial design. The
starting points and products of their
explorations in visual idioms are not to
be arbitrarily interpreted in separation
from the distinetive intuitions which
rest on a particular profession or
discipline. Another interesting point

to learn is how “the vocation” or
“strength of mind” with regard to multi-
professions has presumably shaped
artistic stances. Still another point is
how such a professional situation has
given rise to artists’ strategies for
survival in coping with social contacts
with different communities as the
cultural consequence of their multi-
professions. In effect, appreciating their
art works means celebrating daily
events; it is like a golden triangle
snapshot of contemporary life which is
imbued with its own histeries.

This essay has been published in
KOMPAS, November 23, 2003

Nindityo Adipurnomo
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