Photos show many

of Muslim life

 facets

woman -dressed in
hlacl Muslim clothing
wearing a cadar, a veil

covering everything but her
eyes pushes a seonter,

A young student wearing a
Muslim headscarf or jilhah,
her chin piéreed with a silver
stud, stands alone by a Coea-
Cola sign. A young Muslim
woman walking in the street
weirs & pair of jeans and a
jumper and her head is
uncovered,

What do they have in com-
mon? They are all featured as
purt ol an onpoing photo
exhibition, Common Ground;
Aspects: of Contemporarcy
Muslim Experience in Britain
and Indonesia, st Tamon
Budaya. Yogyakarta.

“It's aboul starting to dis-
cuss what'it means to be Mus-
lim;" said Yudhl Scerjoatmod-
Jo, former Tempo magazine
photographer and curator of
the exhibition

“We usually temd to look at
the general outline of what
Muslim experience is and not
the detail .., at the forest
rather than the trees. This
exhibition {5 an atiempt 1o
look &t the trees"

The exhibition, sponsored
by the British Council, the UK
organization foreultural rela-
tions oversess, includes
almost 200 large-scale photos;
making it the largesl evenl of
its kind in Yopvakarta in
Tecent vears,

The project began in the 1T
when eight photographers
wera commissioned to explore
the theme of Mushm identity,
Britain is home to almost two
million Mushms, and as many
ds B0 percent of asylum seek-
ers arriving in Britain come
from Muslim countries

As’a result, many of the

photos' depict poor and
run-down areas, and show a
aide of PBritain that many
Indonesians may not have
seen hefore.

However, many Muslims
settled in Britain genera-
tons ago and the pictures
also show Muslims with sue-
cessful businesses, enjoying
the same daily activities as
non-Muslims,
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This mosaiz of Muslims'
expariences in Britain is
diverse and complex,
embracing many nationali-
tics and soeial groups across
the country,

“We want to challenge the
slereotypes about different
minority groups o the TTK"
explained Mark Stephens,
who heads the project at the
British Council in Jakarta.

“Photos are” & good way
of crossing boundaries as
there are no larnpuage or
ecommunication difficulties,”
he said, adding that the
exhilition is part of & cam-
paign  to raise peoples’
awareness of other cultures
in Britain and abroad,

To create a platform or
“eommon ground” for discus-
ston, the British Council
enlisted the help of Yudhi
Soerjpatmodjo, curator of the
Goethe Institute and co-
founder of the “1 see” Gallery
in Jakarta.

Yudhi commissioned six
Indonesian photographic nr-
tists: to fllustrate Muslim



Woman give very different reasons as to why they wear filkab,
ar Muslim headscarf. Riska (photo above), a 21-year-old student,
feals mora camfortable wearing it when she goas out, but said it
does not mean she cannot also wear & stud in her chin and go
on dates. A photograph of & Muslim woman wearing a cadar, a
vell covering everything but her eyes, and pushing 8 scooter

iright photo), is directly transferred to 8 computer sereen in the
gallery using a digital camera, allowing the axhibition participant
i sea themsclves with different bodies and clothes.

experiences in Indonesta

“The theme was comples:
Just defining what 'Muslim’
means 1§ quite difficult; peo-
ple have different interpreta-
tions,” said Yudhi;

“The British exhibition
was more stratghtiorward. In
Indonesia there are Mustim
images everywhers This was
a challenge for the Indone-
sipn artists.”

However, Yudhi is acutely
aware of the limitations of
photography in dealing with
g theme as wvast as human

experience and believes that
this challenges the audience
to e proactive.

“The audience has to rise to
the occcasion and iry to see
more and ask more, I they
don't like it and have some-
thing to criticize, they ecan.
That's why we are holding
discussions and workshops,”
he said. He uses the analogy
of reading a good book where
you have 1o put some effort in
to got something back,

Many of the pietures have &
context to them which is not



immediately apparent.

This is particularly the
case with Anthony Lam's
work, a series of pictures
wilh superimposed slogans
such as "further representa-
tions” or "integration.”

AL first glance they look
ke Orwellian-style propa-
ganda posters. The slogans are
taken from a UK government
White Paper on asyvlum and
netonality, The scenes of
nports, ratbways and buildings
under cold, gray skies are
what immigrants are llely to
gee upon arrival in England.

“T wanted to use photogra-
phy to challenge the whole
idea of photography” said
Lam enigmatically.

He said people expected
photos to show everything
while what was missing from
the photo was often the most
important thing,

[.atn sees photography as
just o starting point for debate.

“Allowing people to entel
into the debate sround the

it
plctures and the {issues
makes the photography

come alive. Otherwise, it can
be very dead, especially if it's
just exported from abroad,”
he said.

Some pholographers have
added Interactive features to
their work, which reveals
more about the subject and
allows the audience to manip-
ulate the image themselves:

Yogyvakarta-based artist
Anpgki Purbandono  pho-
tographed and recorded local
women talking about why
they wear Muslim dress and
placed recordings of their
volces on portable stereos in
front of thelr portraits.

Life-sized photos of the
women wearing veils, with
holes where their faces or eves
should he, were placed
argund the gallery and view-
ers are ercouraged to insert
their own face.

The artlst then takes their
picture and transfers 'the
impge 10 a compuler serppn

which shows the audience
how they appear in the differ-
ént outfits,

When he snaps the photo,
Angld asks, "How do you feel
in those clothes™ The answer
does not alwaye come easily,
bt it gets people thinking,

“T often saw friends sud-
denly starting Lo wear jilbab
and 1 never had the courage
ta ask them, ‘why? They
might have construed the
guestion as being critical, so.
I preferred not to aske any-
thing," says Yudhi, sdding
this exhibition 1ets people air
their views and is a good
way of bringing things out in
the apen,

An exhibition of this kind
ean only hope to explore a
tiny fraction of the totality of
Muslim experience, However,
it throws up some surprises
guch as & prostitution com-
plex in Bandung where & gov-
ernment-funded Islamic
seheol was built to teach the
children of the sex workers.

A series of -scenes talen

2 from the lives of Chinese-
£ Indonesian Muslims seems
B eommonplace, but explores

complex ssues regarding rell-
gion, ethnicity and identity.

Yudhi believes eollabora-
tion with [oreign artists pro-
vides a valuable experience
for Indonesian photographic
artists, often too docused on
commercial work that em-
plays very clear and strajght-
forward messages.

“This is not just about pret-
ty images; you really have to
think and reflect," he said.

Common Ground: Aspacts
of Contemporary Mushim.
Experience i1 Britofn and
Indonesio runs until Sept, 2.
.ot Taman Budaye, JLUST-
wedani No.l, Yogialkeria.

The exhibition continues )
(ot Mandaole  Monument,
JLSudirman No.2, Makos-
sar South Sulmoesi from
Sept. 19 ra 30 and at the
National  Museéum, | Tl
Merdeka Barat 12, Central
Jakarta from Ot 22 te Nov,
12 Tel 2524115, website:
totot britisheouncil,onid



