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War and Ghosts 
Java’s Machine: Phantasmagoria at Osage Singapore 
By Rofan Teo

 

 
Jompet, ‘Java, the War of Ghosts’ 

With 2009 coming to an end, Obama shores up the American military surge 
against Afghanistan from uniting NATO and its other allies to deploy army 
reinforcements, as economists weather the global financial storm. While wars are 
waging elsewhere in the world, a military campaign marked by synchronic rhythm 
of drumming is not far from home. Housed at Osage Gallery, this was the latest 
offering at the solo show by Jompet, an Indonesian artist, whose haunting staging 
of a battery of military ornaments converting into invisible soldiers, among other of 
his installations, is paired with the ghoulish world of Philippine artist, Louie 
Cordero. 
 
Commenting about the tensions of objects and history, Sebald, the German writer, 
claims that though objects manifest history, memories previously embodying the 
objects turn into oblivion as the human body expires. Seemingly forgotten are the 
re-activated Lombok chilli, the royal guards of the Yogyajakarta Sultanate fully 
decked in military garb, armaments, red flags to the boot standing erect in a 
military formation in Java the War of Ghosts. The regiment consists purely of 
objects suspended from the ceiling, which existence is made palpable by their 
automated strikes of the drums, connoting a constant illusion of marching forward, 
without ambulating. The sounds of drums are timed simultaneously with the man 
continuously lashing the ground with a cloth whip in a video, whose repeated 
actions highlight the stationery army. Who and what are they fighting? In 
synchrony, the upbeat and powerful roars of the instruments vaunt the bygone 
grandeur of the army, a boastful utterance that does not carry beyond the gallery.   
The recurrence of anonymous and allusions to death and past in the entire 
exhibition Java’s Machine: Phantasmagoria might suggest an indictment of 
heinous crimes in wars and Suharto’s regime. Yet, there are not even implicit 
testimonies of victim sufferings and political satires, but an ambivalent collective of 
consciousness towards the events might have unfolded in the past.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In another video installation Pilgrims and plagues #1, people are shown in 
silhouettes holding up weather cocks, that quickly shift to the wind direction, 
wondering with anticipation for people from the West who are rumoured to have 
entered their lands. It could be an allegory to the colonial history of Indonesia, 
where including Java fell into Dutch hands in the 18th century. However, since 
Indonesia did become a Dutch colony, the video sheds little light to the colonial 
past, instead while shuttling from myths and reality, it questions the existence of 
the West as a construct. This polarizes the colonisers and the subjugated people, 
though fictionalized in a vague settings, the westerners could be located as neither 
foes nor friends. 

Goenawan Mohamad, the prominent Indonesian writer wrote that forgetting the 
discrepancies galvanise the building of a nation which was made of pluralistic 
cultures. Like Java the War of Ghosts, the lack of partisans is a unified chorus in 
the whole exhibition shifting from remembering and forgetting. Of note, is another 
video installation titling War of Java, do you remember? which features a sugar 
farmer performing a dance ritual in a factory. The ritual was created to link 
machines with the larger cosmology of the world when the Dutch merchants 
installed sugar factories in Java in the 19th century. While the video shows 
Western technologies co-existing with traditions, in an ironical twist to the title 
spelling conventionally chaos and disorder, New myth for new family, the latest 
installation of Jompet on the re-imagining of the modern Indonesia, remain 
impartial to the politics of Indonesia but a loud declaration of myth and stories. 
Here, a tree of buzzing digitized insects, consisting of found objects, including wire 
mesh and metal tags, are made flesh once again by sounds evoking from flapping 
of their wings. The creatures are at once inferring to solemn gravestones and 
fashionably engraved nametags, implied the mythologized narratives of those who 
are peopling Indonesia.  
While the search for truth in events drew blank and provoke further questioning in 
Java’s Machine, the collective works of Louie Cordero in Soft Death directly 
confronts our society’s obsession with beauty, fame and wealth in the material 
culture. Instead of lush splendor and air-brushed perfection, the artist deftly 
exposes a parallel universe showing the dark underbelly of our world, infested by 
decay anatomies, skulls, eerie Frankenstein monsters, cannibalism and grotesque 
masturbation. Human anatomies and features in his works are mere facades that 
peel away and rapidly fester with mean entangling intestines, bones and maggots. 
A posthumous drawing of Michael Jackson portrays a looming badge of fame – 
weary eyed and frail, whose iconic status cripple life more than feeds it. In the work 
I have seen the truth but it doesn’t make any sense, depicts a blood thirsty woman 
savagely devouring a bird, who is surrounded by her preys spouting assumingly 
adages or slogans including ‘They are all about the vitality of gesture speed and 
action’, and ‘A drone clash of esoteric belief systems’. Their pending death 
signifies the birds as possible martyrs of essential but ugly truths, as the idealistic 
world of popular culture and celebrities blurs and dissolves into decrepitude, 
though they are hardly bedfellows.  
Shifting between life and death, material and immaterial, fiction and reality, as well 
as remembering and forgetting, the two solos give pause to contemplate about 
world events this year. It locates us, not in spirituality, but a larger overarching 
narrative we might universally experience in the post-colonial and globalised 
context. As Barenboim, the renowned conductor might say ‘Certain matters require 
the generosity of forgetfulness and others demand the honesty of remembrance’. 
Possibly, to move forward means occasionally lifting the weight of history, and to 
put a certain past behind us, while celebrating the plurality of things.  
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