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them the title of ‘cultural veterans’.14 

Fourteen artists, including FX Harsono signed the document, issued as a response  

to  the perceived favouritism and conservatism of the judges of the 1974 Grand Exhibition  

of Indonesian Painting favouring decorative paintings that was judged by established 

artists. The protesting artists sent a wreath on the day when the announcement of the 

five winners were made. The wreath read: ‘Our condolences upon the death of the art of 

painting’. The five winners who were Widayat, Irsam, Aming Prayitno, Abad Alibasyah 

and AD Pirous. The protest by the fourteen artist-students could be seen within the 

context of the broader student movement in 1974 that peaked with the Malari Incident 

that manifested the discontent of students against government institutions, including 

art academies that appeared to exhibit any form of corruption including favouritism and 

conservatism the parameters of what art could be. Like the larger student movement, the 

fourteen artists who issued the Black December manifesto were seeking to reform ASRI 

and its perceived conservatism.

The Manifesto was welcomed in Jakarta and Bandung with the exception of ASRI, which 

suspended ASRI’s students who signed it.  

Just eight months after the Black December Affair, the Group of Five and other 

artists from Bandung, together with noted art critic and lecturer Sanento Yuliman 

established the Gerakan Seni Rupa Baru (GRSB) and organised an exhibition in August 

1975 at Ismail Marzuki Art Centre, Jakarta (TIM). Works presented in this exhibition 

were socially engaged, raising issues concerning injustices beyond the f ield of art to 

include socio-economic and political issues, aligned with the Black December Manifesto 

that called for artists to develop socially engaged artistic practices. Works shown by the 

GRSB artists included a wide range of art forms such as installation art that questioned 

the definition of art circumscribed by the aesthetic conventions and practice of painting. 

The use of everyday materials to make artworks expanded the restricted use of what was 

considered art materials as oil and watercolour paints to found objects that embody local 

14　Sumartono.‘The Role of Power in Contemporary Yogyakartan Art.’ pp. 23-24.

北美館學報34期.indd   52 2017/11/7   下午 11:13:39



page. 53
Descent to the Everyday: The Emergence of Critical Exhibitions in Southeast Asia in the 1970s
降入日常：1970年代東南亞批判性展覽的興起

symbolic cultural and political meanings.

The contestation over the ‘real’ in the everyday and how it was to be represented took 

a different articulation in Indonesia over the ‘maya’ (illusory world) and the concrete. Art 

critic Sanento Yuliman explained this in relation to his defence of the artists and artworks 

of the Gerakan Seni Rupa Baru (GSRB) critical exhibition, and is worth closer scrutiny:

Jim Supangkat went further by not producing anything at all. He simply asked 

someone else. In the New Art Movement 1975 exhibition, forms and qualities 

conventionally attributed to a work of art, in whole or in parts, were not produced 

by the artists themselves, but rather assigned to carpenters, puppet makers or plastic 

and aluminum manufacturers. … In response to the notion of ‘real’ and the ‘maya’ 

(illusory world), these artists proposed the use of concrete objects [readymades]. …

Can we say from this exhibition that we are being introduced to an aesthetic 

experience that is new where the ‘sense of concreteness’ becomes the basis to that 

same experience, hence transforming the experience qualitatively into one that is 

‘conventional’, as though to shock us with the materiality [emphasis added] of the 

banal?

Earlier generations of artists were satisfied with works that were bound by the 

imaginative experience and reflections into an inner realm. Artists participating in 

this exhibition step out of these constraints, aggressively moving into the ‘outside 

realm’ [emphasis added], the concrete world, as if aiming that art can provide an 

experience which is full and total. 15

The representation of the ‘concrete world’ using ‘concrete objects’ found in everyday 

life is proposed as a ‘new aesthetic experience’, a ‘sense of concreteness’ to shock the viewer 

using concrete objects that are banal everyday materials as opposed to the illusory world 

drawn from the artist’s inner realm. Concreteness as a shift from the interior imaginations 

15　Sanento Yuliman.cited in Telah Terbit (Out Now) Contemporary Southeast Asian Artistic Practices During the 1960s to 1980s. SAM, 2006.  
p. 49. 
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of the artist to the exterior concrete materiality of the banal such as crates and cushions 

that we are familiar with in everyday life, are now transformed into artworks. The 

aggressive shifting of these concrete artworks into the ‘outside realm’, the world of the 

everyday was to manifest in the materiality of art. 

Re-materialisation of the Everyday

The use of everyday non-art materials to make artworks expanded the restricted 

use of what was considered art materials as oil and watercolour paints to found objects 

and even readymades that embody local symbolic cultural and political meanings. Iola 

Lenzi postulates the critical potentialities of re-contextualising these local materials while 

differentiating it from neo-traditionalism and essentialism:

Some indigenous materials, signs and techniques, including the hand-made (paper, 

ceramics, wood-block printing, woven rattan, wood carving, textile) close to village 

or folk culture, are employed not for their nostalgic connotations of pre-modern life, 

but because even once re-configured and re-contextualised, their rules of application 

modified or forgotten, they yield additional layers of information, idiomatic bridges 

facilitating the mediation of challenging content. 16

FX Harsono, one of the leading artists of the GSRB proposed the term Seni 

Kontekstual (Contextual Art)17 and Seni Rupa Penyadaran (Creating Awareness or 

‘Conscientisation Art’) as a conceptualist strategy that draws on local materials imbued 

with cultura l ly specif ic meanings to make art objects is markedly dif ferent from 

conceptualism in Euro-America. The notion of Contextual Art is connected to a literary 

movement that occurred simultaneously - Contextual Literature (Sastra Kontekstual 

in Bahasa Indonesia) - that sought to foster a socially engaged literary discourse to 

16　Iola Lenzi. ‘Conceptual Strategies in Southeast Asian Art: A Local Narrative’ in Concept Context Contestations. p. 14. 

17　The term ‘seni kontekstual’ was recorded by art historian, Amanda Rath through her interviews with F.X. Harsono, one of the leading 
artists of the GRSB as being used by artists associated with the Black Dexcember movement in the early 1970s. Seni Penyadaraan has 
been written about my Moelyono but this term was probably only used in the late 1990s specific to Moelyono’s community-based artistic 
practices. See Amanda K. Rath, ‘The Conditions of Possibility and the Limits of Effectiveness: The Ethical Universal in the Works of FX 
Harsono’, in FX Harsono Titik Nyeri/Point of Pain (Jakarta: Langgeng Icon Gallery, 2007), p. 82.
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challenge the formal structuralist and universal humanist literary discourses that were 

manifestations of depoliticised literary production in Indonesia and across the rest of 

Southeast Asia. American art critic Lucy Lippard introduced the term ‘dematerialisation’ 

in conceptual art in 1967 as a reduction of material in art making to reduce art to its 

purest form such that it would only exist as an ethereal concept. The dematerialisation of 

art was a rejection of the material construction of art for the conceptual production and 

dissemination of ideas, a dominant conceptualist movement from 1966 to 1972 in Euro-

America.  Dematerialisation of art did not occur in the conceptual in Indonesia. Instead, 

it re-materialised everyday objects by making strange and defamiliarizing them from their 

usual contexts and functions, and reassembling new meanings that reveal the hidden 

structures of power and control over the rakyat or people.

Enceng Gondok (fig1) by Siti Adiyati that was shown in the 1975 GSRB exhibition 

was the only work that used a living organism, the enceng gondok, a type of water 

hyacinth, and an invasive species originally from the Amazon basin now commonly 

found in the region. Amidst the water hyacinth are plastic golden roses to contrast 

between life and artifice to provoke audiences to think about the delicate balance in the 

relationship between humans and nature. Bringing a living organism into the GSRB 

exhibition also collapses the bridges the gap between art and non-art and recontextualises 

both the water hyacinth as a kind of f loating aquatic plant and a weed due to its high 

reproduction rate caused by agricultural waste polluting rivers and lakes by raising its 

nutrient levels commonly found in Indonesian villages that could destroy aquatic life. 

Siti recontextualises the water hyacinth as a potentially environmentally harmful weed 

and the plastic golden roses by revealing that Suharto’s New Order that purported 

developmentalism ‘is just an illusion symbolised by the golden rose in the sea of absolute 

poverty that the enceng gondok represents. This is why the enceng gondok is included in 

the art movement (GSRB). That is my point to understand everyday life’. 18 Siti’s approach 

to use the real problems and issues of everyday life through the water hyacinth that is 

recontextualised from both a harmful weed embedded with potentialities to also be useful 

that is never realised within the current social and political structures created by the New 

18　Email with Siti Adiyati on 1 January 2017.
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Order. 

Towards a Mystical Reality exhibition (TMR, 1974)was organised by Sulaiman Esa 

and Redza Piyadasa who both taught at the Mara Institute of Technology (MIT, now 

known as Universiti Teknologi Mara) in Kuala Lumpur were not students but lecturers 

teaching fine art at a tertiary level. TMR shared the anti-imperialist tenor of the other 

critical exhibitions organised by artist collectives in Southeast Asia by producing a 

manifesto calling for Asian artists to “EMPHASISE THE ‘SPIRITUAL ESSENCE’ 

RATHER THAN THE OUTWARD FORM” as an alternative way to think about and 

make art that is based on a different concept of reality that is not scientific but meditative 

Fig. 1
Siti Adiyati
Enceng Gondok
Plastic, water hyacinth
1979
Collection of Artist
Image from the author
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and experiential to break away from the hegemony of Western art and its art history.19  

Although both Piyadasa and Esa were lecturers and not students at MIT, they were 

nonetheless part of the broader student movement and political environment that shifted 

towards art making as a socially-engaged and intellectually rigourous activity; a powerful 

political and cultural actor that contributed to the process of decolonisation. 

TMR sanctified ordinary daily objects, some of which like Siti’s enceng gondok was 

also organic material such as human hair, a live potted plant, a chair shown as it is and 

two Coca-Cola bottles that are half consumed (fig. 2). Placing these everyday objects 

on white pedestals in a white cube gallery space immediately prompts the viewer to 

appreciate these everyday objects formally as sculptural artworks but draws from the 

Daoist philosophy of experiencing the works as events or as Krishen Jit articulates, ‘live 

situations’ rather than static and physical material objects. The hand-written label for 

“Randomly collected sample of human hair collected from a barber shop in Petaling 

Jaya”(fig. 3) pasted on the pedestal itself prompts the viewer to look beyond the apparent 

valueless and organic human hair that will be discarded as an ephemeral found object to 

19　Sulaiman Esa and Redza Piyadasa, Towards a Mystical Reality: A Documentation of Jointly Initiated Experiences by Redza Piyadasa and 
Suleiman Esa (Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1974).

Fig. 2    Installation view of A Documentation of Experiences Initiated jointly by Redza Piyadasa and Suleiman Esa

Sulaiman Esa, http://www.sulaimanesa.com/works/post-london/, Sulaiman Esa Art Space, 2016, 05/05/2017
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enter a mental rather than rational space. The viewer shifts from relying on seeing and 

the retina with scientific observation as the framework in which to appraise the found 

object to being a participant who enters a ‘live situation’ using the found object as an 

event-centred entry point to think about who the hair came from, did this person live 

in Petaling Jaya and what can the hair tell us about this person. The value of the found 

object transform from a material and capitalist basis to one that is experiential and based 

on lived everyday experiences as another form of reality as stated in TMR’s manifesto 

that “… THERE ARE ALTERNATE WAYS OF APPROACHING REALITY AND 

THE WESTERN EMPIRICAL AND HUMANISTIC VIEWPOINTS ARE NOT THE 

ONLY VALID ONES THERE ARE.” 20

Descending to Vulgar Images 

Returning to Miyakawa’s idea of Anti-Art’s return to ‘vulgar images’ to recover 

the fundamental structures of the everyday world, Ken Dedes (fig. 4) incited controversy 

when it was first shown at the New Art Movement exhibition in 1975 as it juxtaposed a 

cartoon-graffiti rendition of the body of Ken Dedes that was vulgar by cladding it in pair 

unzipped jeans revealing her pubic hair to the spectator while the head is based on the 

iconography of the revered Queen Ken Dedes, Queen and wife of Ken Arok who ruled the 

20　Redza Piyadasa and Sulaiman Esa. “Towards a Mystical Reality: A Documentation of Jointly Initiated Experiences by Redza Piyadasa and 
Sulaiman Esa,” republished in ed., Nur Hanim Khairudin, Beverly Yong and T.K. Sabapathy, Reactions – New Critical Strategies, Narratives 
in Malaysian Art. Rouge Art, 2013. p. 46.

Fig. 3
Randomly collected sample of human hair collected 
from a barber shop in Petaling Jaya
S u l a i m a n  E s a ,  h t t p : // w w w. s u l a i m a n e s a . c o m /
works/post-london/, Sulaiman Esa Art Space, 2016, 
05/05/2017
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Fig. 4
Ken Dedes
Jim Supangkat
1975 remade 1996
Plastic, wood, marker pen and paint
125.5 ╳ 41.5 ╳ 26 cm
61 ╳ 43.5 ╳ 27 cm
Collection of National Gallery Singapore Courtesy of National Gallery Singapore
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Singhasari empire in Java. It was believed that whoever married Ken Dedes would destine 

to kingship. Ken Dedes’ sacred powers defined by her pure beauty and sexuality are given 

a vulgar reinterpretation by Jim Supangkat. The meaning conveyed by the cartoon-graffiti 

part of Ken Dedes adopts a system of depiction based on cartoons that juxtaposes with 

the sculptural head that conveys a different system of representation derived from Hindu-

Buddhist iconography. The combination of two different and incongruent systems of 

representation in one single artwork produces a new mode of representation that provokes 

the viewer to think critically about the differences ways in which the real was represented 

across time and cultural contexts. 

In 1974, The Artists’ Front of Thailand (TAFT) was formed in the immediate 

year after the toppling of the Thanom Kittikachorn, Praphat Charu- satien and Narong 

Kittikach military dictatorship in October 1973. TAFT opposed art that was for produced 

Fig. 5    The Artists’ Front, Thailand exhibition of paintings, posters, murals and banners at the Rajadamnern Avenue, Bangkok 
Image courtesy of Sinsawat Yodbangtoey
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for capitalism controlled by those in power and big businesses and called for art to be 

relevant to the common Thai worker and farmer to bring culture to every Thai. Exactly 

one year later in Oct 1975, TAFT organised a large display of paintings on Rajadamnern 

Avenue with posters to commemorate the victory of the students that caused the military 

regime to collapse (f ig. 5). The collaboration between artists, students and ordinary 

Thai people to make these bill board cut outs transformed the everyday public space of 

Rajadamnern Avenue where the Democracy Monument ── a symbol of freedom and 

power to the people ── was where many of the student protests gathered into a site of 

resistance. TAFT was not alone in this as the Kaisahan similarly produced posters and 

murals against the Marcos regime. 

While Ken Dedes employed vulgar images from the urban everyday, TAFT’s Untitled 

(fig. 6) is a bill board cut-out from its 1975 critical exhibition uses a different strategy 

Fig. 6   Sinsawat Yodbangtoey from The Artists Front of Thailand beside the painting, Untitled. 
Image from the Author
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of deploying politically charged images widely circulated in the media to awaken the 

consciousness of the people to the brutality and violence of the military regime. In 

Untitled, the image of a Thai soldier in the midst of throwing a grenade was widely 

circulated as through newspapers and the television. This image of the Thai soldier 

who is about to throw his grenade alludes to the Thai military’s violence against its 

own people and its participation in the Vietnam War with almost 40,000 Thai military 

volunteers fighting against the Viet Cong. This image captured the growing resistance 

against American Imperialist political intervention in Thailand to support the war effort 

in Vietnam. As a popular image of the war, it embodied a sense of contemporaneity in 

the resistance against American Imperialism, which is in action, like the grenade that is 

suspended momentarily in time, just about to be lobbed over the barbed wire towards the 

Thai national f lag, the symbol of Thailand’s independence and freedom that is depicted 

as being wrapped around what is likely to be a coffin. The Thai national f lag as the 

symbol of Thailand’s unity and freedom is a symbol of a universal time that does not 

cease if Thailand as a nation exists. The vulgarity of naked violence represented by the 

soldier momentarily clashes the sacredness of the Thai national f lag and the golden “bowl” 

now painted in black, a sacred object used in Thai Buddhist and royal ceremonies to hold 

offerings for scared Buddhist relics that holds the 1932 Thai constitution forged from the 

coup of the same year. Like Ken Dedes, the vulgar of the everyday is doubly represented 

by the mass media image of the soldier and the violence of the military is matched by 

the double sacredness of the Thai people and the Thai constitution, making visible the 

complexities of the political and social everyday experienced by the Thai people in the 

1970s under military rule.

Conclusion

Resonating with Miyakawa’s notion of ‘Anti-Art’ and its descent to the everyday, the 

ambassador and art critic, Armando Manalo described the 1970s in the Philippines as a 

“period of metaphysical unrest” with the curatorial programmes at the CCP from 1971-75 

as the Exposure Phase of:

北美館學報34期.indd   62 2017/11/7   下午 11:13:55



page. 63
Descent to the Everyday: The Emergence of Critical Exhibitions in Southeast Asia in the 1970s
降入日常：1970年代東南亞批判性展覽的興起

Advanced art—experimental in nature—… [through] “The use of sand, junk iron, 

non-art materials such as raw lumber, rocks etc. were common materials for the 

artists’ developmental strategies. People were shocked, scared, delighted, pleased 

and satisfied even if their preconceived notions of art did not agree with what they 

encountered.21 

The CCP under Raymando Albano sought to provoke audiences by making strange 

the familiarity of the everyday that “made one relatively aware of an environment 

suddenly turning visible.”22 Conceptualism in Southeast Asia was powered by the turn to 

the everyday centred on making visible the real was propelled by the critical exhibitions 

in the 1970s, producing new modes of representation that politicised the real by making 

it concrete, defamiliarized and even, provocatively vulgar. The turn to the everyday 

propelled by the critical exhibitions in the 1970s produced new modes of representation 

stemming discursively in notions of ‘art and life’, and the concrete; materially in the 

use of non-art and ‘readymade objects’; incorporating ‘vulgar’ and popular images that 

destabalised the boundaries between the sacred and the profane. The possibility of 

politicising everyday life by reclaiming the street from authorities, thereby transforming 

it into a collaborative display between artists, students and the public to make and install 

the bill board cut-outs democratised both the street as a public space and art making itself 

as a collective gesture. The impulsion of critical exhibitions lies in its politicisation of 

the everyday and in doing so, provoke and generate alternative aesthetic regimes located 

in reality, materiality and in the vulgar that subvert dominant ideologies and power 

relations. 

21　Albano, Raymundo R. “Developmental Art of the Philippines.” Philippine Art Supplement, vol. 2, no. 4, 1981. p. 15.

22　Raymundo Albano. “Installations: A Case for Hangings.” Philippine Art Supplement, vol. 2, no. 1, 1981
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