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Abstract 
 
In Non-Aligned Features: The Coincidence of Modernity and the Screen in 

Indonesia, I deploy extensive archival, ethnographic, and participatory research on 
Indonesian mass media as a critical intervention in the study of cinema. Examining 
Indonesian cinema from independence in 1949 until the present, I focus in particular 
on complicating understandings of how Western technologies, techniques and ideas 
have functioned as catalysts or determinants for the development of both nationalism 
and national cinemas worldwide. I examine local cinematic canons that bear the 
imprint of centuries of engagement with various transnational networks and forces. In 
the view that emerges, the pervasive politics of left-right alignment specific to the 
Cold War appear radically shifted – not simply, however, to a place “between” the 
binary poles of the United States and the Soviet Union, or within the triad of classical, 
oppositional, and Third cinemas that articulate their struggle as an epic of 
superpowers. Instead, following many of the Indonesian cineastes and critics I study, I 
endeavor to open the reading, viewing, present to an older domain of aesthetics and 
commodity exchange in which the linear arrangement of events leading to and from 
the rise of capitalism in Europe is made to coincide with other probable causes of the 
modern.  

In this regard, I engage in particular with the discourses and modes of address 
of Javanese wayang – the conceptual-textual center of shadow play and a critical 
platform for Indonesian art, politics and historiography, whose narratives and screens 
are always positioned to “coincide” with the present state of affairs. Far from buried 
or brushed aside in contemporary geopolitics, I argue that the methods and 
perspectives underpinning media like wayang continue to act as filters that critically 
influence the circulation and absorption of aesthetic and political ideas. The lineage of 
cinema’s development in Indonesia thus defined a form and sphere of influence 
neither here nor there, then nor now in the broadest terms of film theory and practice. 
The resulting basic approach eschewed the smooth, visually continuous, and formally 
enclosed style of classical Hollywood as the singular point of origin for cinematic 
authenticity. The fragmented, open-ended spaces and times imagined by Indonesian 
films flaunted, rather than barred, the coincidence of modernity with diverse 
epistemologies and modes of thought and representation. The aesthetics and politics 
of Western modernity were thus positioned within a circuitous loop of interests and 
influences that passed Egypt on its way to India, Pakistan and Europe, while always 
circling back to Java and Sumatra, the longstanding cores of Indonesia’s intellectual 
and political vision.  

As symbolic expressions of the underlying “structure of feeling” in which 
these elements are embedded and arranged, Indonesian films convey a trenchantly 
realistic sense of the complexities of local experience. This has led, I argue, to a 
discourse and practice of popular cinema in which the ideal of alignment with a 
positivist, central male perspective and logic of action, resolution and development is 
continually diverted by the circuitous course of the local cinematic real. An important 
focus of this dissertation is therefore the emergence in Indonesia of a powerful, 
feminine cinematic gaze, bearing within it the enduring, long-historical prominence of 
female or ambiguously gendered figures in local literature and historiography. 
Beginning in the 1950s and 60s, with increasing frequency, Indonesian directors 
critically reinterpreted the status of on-screen women as objects of patriarchy. 
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Through a revised feminine gaze, filmmakers projected to spectators a profound, seer-
like awareness of the largely obscure structures of authority that limit the agency of 
all characters. The result was a series of central female figures possessed of a greater 
potential to shed the “male” burden of political idealism and begin to think, and act, 
with greater political realism, hence also subversive and transformative social 
capacity.  

While a female perspective of this tenor is unusual in other cinemas, in the 
interest of comparison, I analyze examples from Italian, Czech and other films of the 
mid-twentieth century. I focus on works, like Michelangelo Antonioni’s L’eclisse 
(1962) or František Vláčil’s Markéta Lazarová (1967), that convey a related 
understanding of the role of gender in the construction and re-production of power. 
Ultimately, however, I argue that the central presence in many Indonesian films of 
female characters adapting to difficult historical conditions calls on viewers and 
critics to imagine an alternately horrifying and potentially empowering place beneath 
the surface of sexual and political binaries. These figures persistently work to align 
spectators with a perspective that exceeds the concerns of specific genders, historical 
periods, or even human individuality as such. Characters and audiences alike are thus 
confronted with an expanded mode of perception where subjectivity and modernity 
are revealed as “parasites” of, rather than unique or ideal replacements for, the 
identities and conventions of the past. It is this mostly unseen, but deeply felt space of 
translation – in which the present and potential futures are produced and re-produced 
as they are pressed against and made readable “through” the past – that imposes itself 
at the heart of Indonesian cinema, fragmenting the view of modernity as based in a 
universal, or singularly visual, logic. 
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Introduction:  

“Culture Bound” Aesthetics and Imagined Discontinuities  
 

In an early scene of the 1957 comedy-satire Tiga Buronan (The Three 

Fugitives, dir. Nya Abbas Akup), a gleaming paddy-full of conical-hatted rice farmers 

spontaneously break into a song and dance routine about the joys of rural life. At first, 

the highly recognizable genre reference appears to transport on-screen villagers and 

viewers alike to a far-off, transnational intersection where the globe-trotting paths of 

Fred Astaire, prancing Soviet collective farmers, and their equally exuberant Indian 

counterparts have finally collided. Yet instead of continuing in a distant, imitative 

vein, the film works to isolate and implicitly problematizes the scene, revealing it to 

be an anomaly whose “transparent,” universal readability is a piece that doesn’t quite 

fit the local puzzle on screen. In fact, the more we learn about the supposedly idyllic 

rural environment where the narrative is set, the more it becomes clear that no one 

there would likely be in the mood for song or dance. 

 

  
 

Figure 1: Two stills from the early scene in Tiga Buronan that erroneously appears to identify 
the film as a musical. The video copy the stills came from is transferred from a film print with 

burnt-in English subtitles, possibly for the purposes of sending the film to international 
festivals when it was released. 

 
Left-leaning bandits have recently taken control of the area, displacing the 

crippled village headman, and re-writing laws in order to redistribute the wealth of a 

local “imperialist,” thereby enriching themselves. In this case, the imperialist is also 

the neighborhood pillar of Islamic values, an Imam who teaches children to recite the 

Qur’an, but seems to have managed to sock away quite a fortune during the former 
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colonial regime. In the midst of all this, the Imam’s daughter catches the eyes of both 

the lead villain and the ostensible protagonist. The latter is her former teenage flame, 

who has returned after fighting in the nationalist revolution. While she is drawn to his 

straightforward, trustworthy “good guy” appearances, he neglects to tell her that in 

the decade he has spent away, he has undergone a transformation from rural farmer’s 

son to undercover military agent. As we later learn, he has returned home not to 

rekindle his love, but because he is on the trail of the sneering, shifty-eyed, “bad guy” 

leftists. Despite the obvious, caricatured differences between the two sides, however, 

the bandits, like the protagonist, are empowered and have access to guns because 

they, too, are national heroes who fought in the struggle for independence against the 

Dutch. Furthermore, along with the Imam, the protagonist, and likely everyone else 

around, the leftists are unmistakably Muslim, as their leader’s first name, Mat, a 

foreshortened version of Mohammad, announces. 

 

 
Figure 2: Tiga Buronan – armed with the global discourse of proletarian struggle, a 

nationalist leftist Muslim bandit lashes out at a wealthy Muslim ‘pillar of the community’ who 
seems uninterested in redistributing his ill-begotten riches. 

 
Watching a film like this, one has the distinct sense that Benedict Anderson’s 

oft-repeated theory of developing Southeast Asian nations, particularly where they are 

imagined as neat, cohesive “sociological organisms moving calendrically through 

homogeneous empty time” (1983:26), is something of an oversimplification. 

Although Tiga Buronan came along well before Anderson’s Imagined Communities, 

it is almost as if Akup, its writer-director, was mocking a kind of thinking similar to 
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Anderson’s, whether its source at the time was Sukarnoist, Euro-American, Soviet, 

Asian-African, or all of the above. In many of Akup’s films from the 1950s to the 

1980s, assumptions that the arrival of new technologies of communication, a new 

regime, or outside political influence will inevitably lead to rapid development 

according to emergent, modernist-idealist terms are continually subjected to comical 

deconstruction. The key to Akup’s satirical approach, as in Tiga Buronan’s 

discontinuous musical flourish, is the coincidence of apparent incongruities; not, 

however, the more direct, volatile juxtapositions promoted by adherents of Soviet 

montage, Third Cinema, or other related movements.  

Akup’s more subtle technique, reflecting a specifically Indonesian 

understanding of time and space, confounds an unproblematic positioning “between” 

the poles of the United States and the Soviet Union, or along the left-right political 

axis that articulates the Cold War (and by extension modernity) as an epic struggle of 

binary superpowers. Nor does Tiga Buronan easily align itself with a “third” position 

that is normally understood as an effect of a global communist-capitalist division. 

While Tiga Buronan clearly enunciates its exposure to Hollywood and Moscow alike 

(along with Bombay, Italy, and various other cinema-producing locales), it works on 

its own terms to interrupt both the ideal/modern continuity and ideal/radical synthesis 

that respectively represent the hallmarks, and methods of achieving “closure,” of 

each. To this end, the film frequently deploys the emergent cosmopolitan argot of 

nationalism, the Asia-Africa Coalition, and the Cold War, but traps and suspends the 

discourses’ activist orientation within a critically humorous vision of a deceptively 

isolated pastoral life. There, communication and development are governed in part by 

the endless stutters and repetitions of Latah, a hyper-startle response and so-called 

“culture bound syndrome” in which the person who is startled will suddenly, 

involuntarily emit a string of curse words or imitate the speech or behavior of the 

person who has surprised them.1  

                                                
1 The psychiatric term “culture bound syndrome” refers to disorders that are thought only to occur in 
certain areas. In the case of Latah, these areas are mainly Indonesia and Malaysia. While Latah and a 
number of other culture bound syndromes are categorized within a class of neuro-psychiatric illnesses 
loosely related to Tourette’s Syndrome and Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, cultural psychiatrist 
Ronald Simons (2001:2) also reminds us that “in actuality... many are not syndromes at all. Instead, 
they are local ways of explaining any of a wide assortment of misfortunes.” For Akup, I would argue, 
Latah functions in two important ways: as a sign of what Gilles Deleuze (1989:40) and others call the 
“breakdown of the sensory motor schema” (about which more in chapter four), and, as Simons 
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Figure 3: As Maman (Bambang Irawan), the film’s erstwhile hero returns home after the 
revolution, Akup introduces the theme and trope of “culture bound” repetition, beginning 

with an actual instance of Latah. Maman’s elderly aunt, startled by his sudden appearance 
following nearly a decade of absence, at first fails to recognize him, and simply repeats 

everything he says while holding a wooden spoon as if to defend herself from an intruder. 
While her aggressive, seemingly uncontrolled reaction at first appears to represent the 

epitome of rural (and colonized) backwardness, in hindsight from later in the film, it takes on 
the far more apt appearance of a prescient, if involuntary, “reading.” As viewers are 

gradually given to understand, Maman, the former country boy, is now in fact a military spy 
whose arrival will actualize a bloody conflict that has been brewing since long before 

independence from the Dutch. 
 

Exchanges between characters hence frequently “proceed” like a skipping 

record, taking on an erratic, spasmodic form, and filling the postcolonial present with 

blurted gestures and words (both local and global) that are uttered as if without 

consciousness, continually raising the threat that matters may simply devolve into a 

meaningless stasis. Yet as these eminently localized, “culture bound” patterns of 

repetition and mimicry are further reiterated and embedded into the structure of the 

film, the staging of a conflicted and stalled process of encounter begins to sketch a 

more legible, if hardly ideal, scenario. Snatches of dialog or visual passages that 

invoke globalized cinematic tropes, or even the local/regional language of 1950s and 

60s Afro-Asian solidarity, are thereby thrown for a loop. Initially rendered as curses, 

rhymes or “random” acts of mockery, these discourses are ultimately positioned 

within a process of vetting and translation in which the “automated” restatement of 

certain elements (and not others) enacts those elements’ potential applicability to the 

                                                                                                                                      
indicates, as a highly localized explanatory apparatus in which the underlying, and generally unseen, 
problems faced by rural farming communities are made readable through their symptomatic effects. 
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experience of early national life. In the same manner, other elements, like the musical 

scene that never returns, are effectively expunged.  

Through repetition, the “leftist” nationalist Muslim bandits and the 

“imperialist devil” Imam are thus gradually made to index something more specific 

within the terms of the film’s form and locality, although the tropes’ association with 

their distant sources remains readable at the same time. The idiosyncratic, out of 

place, or seemingly incorrect use of concepts like left politics or imperialism thereby 

serves as a source of both humor and something like realism; what dominates the 

screen is precisely a conglomeration of imagined and real detachments and 

discontinuities, troubling the sanctity of both local and international ideals. These 

troubles and discontinuities materialize a complex nation-in-progress – one whose 

freedom Akup and his fellow cineastes of the time all took up arms to secure, but 

which most of them would represent in terms of the persistence (perhaps its own kind 

of “continuity”) of troubling pieces of the past that resurge in the present, and of the 

storms of ideas and interests (and bullets) that stitch together disparate spaces and 

times, only to re/open and display the gaps and holes between them. 

Without resorting to a binary conflict between good and evil, Akup shows 

how bloated, idealistic tropes, techniques and technologies are effectively “realized” 

(and historicized) as they are deflated and sucked into existing patterns of behavior 

and expression. In this locally rooted view of globalization – where it is positioned in 

multiple spatial and temporal frames, both within and outside of the contemporary 

regime of multinational capitalism that is most often attached to the term – things still 

inevitably change with the arrival of the new and the foreign, but never in a manner 

that easily or predictably aligns with the expected impact of external forces. As Tiga 

Buronan implies about the revolutionary war, moreover, heroic acts against a 

veritable historical “bad guy” – the Dutch colonial state – also have not resulted in the 

fulfillment of widespread hopes for national unity or rapid political, social, and 

economic transformation. History, like a smoking volcano filled with latent energy, 

looms large in the background, and there appears to be a plentiful supply of evildoers 

and corruption with or without pilfering Europeans around.  

Akup’s cinema, while eminently critical and politically engaged in this regard, 

nonetheless remains light on its feet, toying with audience desires but never quite 

giving in to the temptation of a grand illusion of comfort, stability or certitude. The 
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final scene of Tiga Buronan epitomizes this strategy, at once offering up the 

semblance of a predictable ending and sliding the possibility of narrative closure out 

from underneath it. The beginning of the end seems promising enough: when the dust 

and confusion clear, the bandits are miraculously vanished, the Imam’s ill-begotten 

wealth is restored, and his daughter is set to marry the dashing military spy, thus 

linking the Imam to the emergent (if still highly contested) hegemon after the end of 

colonialism. Furthermore, this apparently Hollywood-esque progression to order, 

transparency, and contentment is indeed the result, to some extent, of the acts of the 

young agent provocateur-cum-hero. Like the opening song and dance, however, this 

mythical state of affairs is also clearly not continuous or of a piece with the logic of 

the broader world on screen. 

 

 
Figure 4: A shot from the final sequence of Nya Abbas Akup’s Tiga Buronan, in which the 
peaceful, “idyllic” nature of a traditional village is shown to be an effect produced and 

guarded by the military. 
 

If this broader logic can be argued to represent something like a basis for local 

approaches to cinema, its apparent indigeneity is nevertheless also a paradox, as it is 

mainly distinguished by the fact that, like some Darwinian organism, it continually 

keeps itself “open” to the new and the seemingly coincidental. It consistently allows 

outside influences to enter, yet reflects on the disjointing effects of their presence, 

while gradually assimilating and translating them into something more recognizably 

native, and therefore also unenclosed. Appropriately, then, this is precisely the fate of 
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the “Hollywood ending” as applied to Tiga Buronan, which concludes by evoking a 

happily-ever-after state of affairs, only to shoot it full of holes. In this case, the 

“holes” are signaled by the numerous, machine gun-toting soldiers who dot the final 

images, radiating around the central characters like stray bullets. Prowling about as 

the characters smile and wave, the soldiers appear to be the only things keeping the 

final state of affairs from collapsing into further confusion and political 

fragmentation.  

The necessary “coincidence” of military presence thus visibly stains the aura 

of idealism and virtue otherwise ostensibly exuded by the images of young love and 

national unity that the soldiers so zealously (and visibly) guard. Like ghosts from a 

vanished but still deeply felt dimension, the soldiers deliver an implicit threat that at 

any moment, viewers may be hauled back into the unassimilated realism of the film’s 

narrative body.2 There, action, plot, and time are filled with seemingly endless 

complications and intrigue, their “calendrical” movements continually shot through 

with stutters, hiccups and stalls. There as well, the space of the nation is imagined as 

always already troubled and impure. The rural village at its center, moreover – that 

mythical symbol of idyllic, yet “backward” Southeast Asian authenticity – is exposed 

as a veritable battleground of disparate interests, ideologies, and vernaculars.  

 

Non-Standard Deviation: The Good, the Bad, and the Invisible 

 

It is this ability to comprehensibly express a narrative in a space (and time) 

defined in greater measure by its ruptures than by its appearance of unity or continuity 

that I would argue is one of the most important common denominators of Indonesian 

cinema. As indicated above, the perforated nature of local cinematic spaces 

necessarily exposes them to the intrusions of the ideal, self-contained and 

“transparent” structures of Hollywood, among other transnational elements. Yet as in 

Tiga Buronan, these small holes open onto something much vaster than what can be 

directly glimpsed in the image itself. Upon penetrating the image, then, these 

structures are inevitably engulfed (and at times made to disappear), ushering them 

                                                
2 As I discuss in more detail in chapter one, locally adapted versions of the Ramayana and the 
Mahabharata (the continuing presence and popularity of which in Indonesia demonstrates the lingering 
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into a region of history, politics, and philosophy that stands as a veritable black hole 

within the disciplinary boundaries of film studies, from whence, as I will explain, it is 

largely invisible. 

Well into the process of researching and writing about cinema in Indonesia, it 

was precisely this problem that pushed me to begin taking more seriously my urge to 

stray farther outside of archives or other facilities directly related to film. It had 

become necessary, it seemed, to find something that would help explain and 

historicize the “difficult” cinematic structures I was consistently encountering. The 

field at which this manuscript is most squarely aimed is film studies, yet if the 

historical and theoretical parameters of film studies are taken as a basis for 

understanding cinema throughout the world, Indonesian movies appear to have 

wandered astray, as if “unaware” of the importance of such boundaries. In particular, 

they diverge from the canonical paths of cinema’s global-historical development that 

always begin in the West, and find their originary form, and cinematic “essence,” in 

classical Hollywood. As Miriam Hansen argues, even early Soviet cinema, famous for 

being among the first to explicitly oppose itself to Hollywood, nonetheless became 

what it was by first “going through a process of Americanization” (1999:61). 

In Indonesia things appear to have taken shape differently. As in many other 

places in Asia and around the world, foreign-made films were screened in the Dutch 

East Indies beginning in the 1890s. But something resembling a local film industry 

arose only in the late 1920s, following the production of the silent feature Loetoeng 

Kasaroeng (1926, dir. L. Heuveldorp), a film based on a local legend and made by 

N.V. Java Film, a production company owned by the Dutchman L. Heuveldorp, 

which had previously produced a single documentary (Biran 2009:60-61). Until the 

Japanese occupation in 1942, local filmmaking was mainly dominated by Dutch 

colonial and Chinese interests, the latter of both Hong Kong and local affiliation.  

In the 1950s and 60s, influential filmmakers Asrul Sani and Usmar Ismail 

(Ismail is often called the “Father of Indonesian Cinema”) tarred the films of this era, 

and those of filmmakers associated with it who continued working in Indonesia after 

independence, as profit-oriented and thus liable to imitate the globally high-selling 

formulas of Hollywood, India or Hong Kong. Historian Misbach Yusa Biran (2009), 

however, complicates this picture to some extent, arguing that locally-made films of 

the pre-colonial era were mainly aimed at native audiences (Dutch and Dutch-
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educated native administrators often preferred foreign cinematic fare). Movies made 

in and for the East Indies were therefore heavily influenced by emergent local theater 

styles like toneel and stamboel. These were frequently used to adapt and translate 

European theatrical techniques, along with stories of local and international origin, 

into idioms and languages (generally Malay) that the mainly illiterate, lower-class 

spectators who flocked to see them would find engaging.  

The troupes who toured around the archipelago in these productions also 

frequently moved between the world of the stage and the burgeoning space of the 

movie screen, performing roles in, or becoming crew members on, locally-made 

films. The actors in particular, furthermore, whether they were working in film or 

theater, referred to themselves as “anak wayang” (children of wayang), thus explicitly 

linking their work to the vast, local literary-historical realm that is the basis of shadow 

play and numerous other longstanding artistic, narrative and political discourses and 

practices in Indonesia. As I will elaborate further in chapter one, the broader 

discursive field defined by wayang, and expressed via the myriad literatures and 

performative arts associated with it, is among the most influential vehicles for the 

reproduction and deployment of the kind of “perforated” space and reflexive spectator 

engagement shown by Akup’s film above – a mode of cinematic conduct that I argue 

to constitute a key basis for post-independence cinema. The lip service paid to 

wayang by colonial-era actors thus further demonstrates the transmission of these 

“traditional” epistemologies of representation into the nascent practice of local, pre-

independence cinema. 

In this context, then, what emerges as most critical in the local conception and 

production of films, even when they were produced by “foreigners,” was a process of 

translation and localization of techniques, technologies, and narratives. Following a 

similar impetus, I would argue, from independence in 1949 to the mass annihilation of 

the left in 1965 to the institution of sweeping democratic reforms in 1998 and beyond, 

most Indonesian films have shown a cool, oddly indifferent orientation toward the 

conventions and politics of Hollywood. Nor has Indonesia been a hotbed of 

oppositional cinema: despite the eminent place of the newly independent nation and 

its first president, Sukarno, at the vanguard of the non-Aligned and Asia-Africa 

movements in the 1950s and 60s, as Krishna Sen writes, “Indonesian radicalism and 
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‘Third Cinema’ (both as movements and as sets of ideas) seem to have by-passed 

each other” (2003:147).  

The level of “invisibility” of Indonesian cinema in this sense has led, I would 

argue, to some misconceptions based on what is easily glimpsed – like the isolated 

musical scene in Akup’s film above – within the terms generally applied by film 

scholars to objects like non-Western cinemas. Much has been made, for example, of 

the fact that Akup and many of his best-known contemporaries, like Djadoeg 

Djajakusuma and the aforementioned Usmar Ismail and Asrul Sani, were cinematic 

and artistic polyglots with access to international festivals and trends. In the mid- to 

late 1950s, Ismail, Sani, Djajakusuma and Akup were each also sent to the University 

of California, Los Angeles, or the University of Southern California on year-long, 

government-sponsored film training programs. Furthermore, as in most other 

countries with trade relations with the United States, postwar/post-independence 

Indonesian audiences were subjected to literally thousands of backlogged Hollywood 

movies, at times as many as 700 per year (Sen 1994). 

However, the “as-expected”-ness of this part of Indonesia’s cinematic history 

seems to have made the lack of a clearer basis in Western film form, or of a better fit 

with influential geopolitical mappings of world cinema, all the more confounding. For 

certain local scholars, critics, and at times filmmakers, the fact of local films’ basic 

distinctiveness from Hollywood and other recognized global models has also been a 

source of great disappointment. Since the 1950s, the formal and narrative tendencies 

of Indonesian cinema have sparked heated discussions and been subjected to much 

critical scrutiny. J. B. Kristanto, a veteran critic for Indonesia’s biggest newspaper, 

Kompas, appears to have been particularly stricken by such a sense of Indonesian 

cinema’s divergence from canonical definitions of what cinema “is” in its essence. 

Echoing an article originally written in 1984, Kristanto more recently cited a lack of 

adherence to international standards in his alarming assessment that 95 percent of all 

Indonesian films are “defective” (cacad) or simply “bad” (jelek) (2004:4).  

Is it possible, however, that the over half a century’s worth of films that fall 

under the influential auspices of Kristanto’s claim have simply gone off course and 

missed their mark, effectively excluding themselves from the answer to the globally 

oriented query “what is cinema/tic?” How could this have happened? Although 

expressing a very different outlook on the proper development of national cinema, 
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Kristanto’s attack intriguingly recalls Nya Abbas Akup’s sardonic use of 

communicative “defects” – in the form of Latah – seemingly as a claim for the 

inevitable deviance of a local aesthetic perspective from imported norms. The best 

place to look for a suitable explanation, then, would appear to be precisely at the point 

of coincidence between Akup’s and Kristanto’s positionings of the “problem”: inside 

the Indonesian archipelago, yet outside of the standard auspices of film history.  

Following Benedict Anderson’s perspective on Indonesia, the burgeoning yet 

cohesive modern nation of Imagined Communities – with Java as its main political 

and discursive center – began as “an indigenous matrix…[of] heterogeneous 

Brahmanic, Buddhist, and Islamic elements” (1972:4). However, this heterogeneity 

was formed, Anderson writes, through a  “slow process of absorption and synthesis 

over the centuries…[which] permitted the crystallization of a relatively high degree of 

internal consistency” (p. 5). Although local contact with Europeans followed 

centuries of constant global exchange and adaptation, for Anderson, it was only the 

“coming of the West” in the seventeenth century that began a unique and 

unprecedentedly disruptive process of transformation. Thereafter, he argues, what was 

heterogeneous yet ostensibly internally consistent remained heterogeneous, but was 

quickly transformed into a “disjunctive and internally contradictory complex…with a 

lower degree of internal logic and coherence than in the past” (p. 5, footnote 8).  

As Anderson later implies in Imagined Communities, it is this post Western-exposure 

state of potentially traumatic discombobulation that led modernizing, nationalizing 

Indonesia to grasp for a new set of terms with which to imagine itself. In Anderson’s 

analysis, however, the globalizing, homogenizing terms of the West re-imbue his 

object of investigation with the semblance of consistency, and, from the perspective 

of Western theories that build on Anderson’s and others’ analyses, with an ideal 

visibility. While Kristanto would clearly like nothing better than for this to be the 

case, his sweeping judgment of Indonesian cinema lends a far bleaker perspective to 

the introduction to a compilation of thirty years of his reviews, Watching Films, 

Watching Indonesia. As the title implies, the state of cinema somehow reflects the 

state of the nation, such that to watch one is to gain a special insight into the other. 

Kristanto’s unabated frustration with the “illogical” nature of local cinema thus loudly 

signals the failure of the nation to adopt an ideal, progressive orientation similar to the 

Andersonian “imagined community,” and of Indonesian filmmaking to base itself in 
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what Daniel Dayan (1974) called the universal “tutor code” of classical cinema. By 

2004, the practiced urgency of Kristanto’s repeated incitement of greater attention to 

“the rules” of cinematic modernity functions as a tacit confession of the abiding co-

existence in Indonesia of another cinema – one that has persevered, and seemingly 

prospered, largely by following what appears to be another set of rules. 

It is this formidable force, seen through its cinematic effects, that I have set 

myself the task of locating and better defining. If Indonesian films are shaped by 

neither the politics of form associated with the so-called first world, where cinema 

allegedly comes from, nor those of the second or third worlds as defined in relation to 

the first, then an alternate plotting of “bad,” and otherwise obscure, influences would 

appear to be in order. If one assumes that Kristanto’s estimate of 95 percent of 

thousands of films produced in the world’s fourth most populous country over the 

course of half a century is somewhere near accurate, then the forces at work in 

shaping those films must truly be great. But into which canon should one peer in 

order to locate these “alternate” powers? Borrowing a concept, if not a map, from 

Fredric Jameson, I will imagine myself a haunted social detective stumbling down a 

road less traveled by critics, theorists and historians of film. 

 

Language, Power, and Javanese Syncretism 

 

Whether it is seen as internally consistent or not, Java has for hundreds of 

years been a political, economic, and cultural center of what is now Indonesia. As 

such it has enjoyed a regional, and often international, prominence that has endured 

until the present. For over two centuries prior to the loss of the Java War in 1830 (and 

thus well into what Anderson terms the “‘coming of the West’”), its rulers alternately 

soothed, outwitted, and fought off Dutch colonial ambitions militarily. From the 

deeper local-historical world-view of Javanese rulers, then, the narrow victory of the 

Netherlands may well have appeared to be yet another, temporary shift in the 

intricate, ever-fluctuating regional structures of power. For complex reasons, and 

whether intentionally or not, certain Dutch policies also imparted an oddly strong 

sense that this was the case. In stark contrast to British, Spanish, or Portuguese 
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colonies,3 the Dutch colonial system in Indonesia, following the Java War, strictly 

prohibited the study of Dutch and other European tongues by all but the tiniest 

minority of native administrators. Instead, the hegemony of the “defeated” local 

rulers’ language and rich, court-based literatures was effectively reinstated by the new 

colonial government (interregional trade at the time was generally conducted in 

Malay, which later became the basis for Indonesian, the official national language 

following independence from the Dutch). Even while asserting European political, 

military and cultural superiority, the Netherlands began actively sponsoring both 

Javanese literary production and glowing studies thereof by European scholars.4 

 The heterogeneous, syncretic assemblage that constitutes “Java,” as Clifford 

Geertz, Soemarsaid Moertono, John Pemberton, Nancy Florida and many others 

assert, has long shown a particularly robust ability to absorb, translate, and make 

“Javanese” anything that it encounters. As Florida (1995) demonstrates, particularly 

in light of the above linguistic turn of affairs in the nineteenth century, it is possible to 

argue that even Dutch colonizers were in many senses subject to the same, localized 

process of acute Javanization. It is at the heart of this longstanding and ongoing 

procedure, I would argue, that we find the beginning of a deceptively simple answer 

                                                
3 As Moradewun Adejunmobi (2004) shows, a somewhat similar situation arose in colonial Africa, 
where European academic journals like Africa, heavily embedded in the process of African colonial 
policy-making by European powers, generally frowned on the idea of educating Africans in English or 
other Western languages. The main reason, argues Adejunmobi, was a general European “mistrust of 
the highly educated and therefore Europeanized or ‘denationalized’ African” (p. 7) who might be more 
apt to organize (possibly with other nations, groups or areas of Africa) and resist colonialism on its 
own terms. The potential of creating an African lingua franca was resisted for similar reasons. In many 
areas of Africa, however, including Nigeria, the focus of Adejunmobi’s study, there were strong 
movements among intellectuals, activists, and others to foster education and literatures in English and 
other European languages. The linguistic effects of these movements were much greater than the 
influence of Dutch or other European languages in Indonesia. 
4 As Florida (1987) argues, beginning in the nineteenth century, the Dutch expressed a strong interest 
in cultivating the image of their role in Indonesia, and in Java in particular, as working to “preserve” 
certain classical traditions – original “golden ages…of alleged literary florescence” – that were argued 
to be quickly disappearing. “For Dutch philologists,” she writes, “the closest thing to genuine originals 
in Javanese literature are the Old Javanese kakawin, poetic texts composed mostly in East Java from 
the ninth to the fifteenth century. According to philologists, the coming of Islam and that linguistic 
pollution called Arabic, brought to an end, alas, the classical period of so-called ‘Hindu-Javanese 
culture’” (p. 1). Nonetheless, while Dutch philologists engaged the Javanese court/literary spheres in 
the process of translation and study of older texts, the courts continued to produce and publish 
literature. The results were “not considered proper subjects for ‘serious’ – read European – 
scholarship” (p. 2), but in addition to being read by literate Javanese, presumably also stood as a then-
contemporary “trace” of the ostensibly vanished glory days of Java’s literary past. Ironically, Florida 
also shows, during the Suharto’s “New Order” regime (1966-1998), it was precisely this “impure” 
nineteenth century court literature that was constructed as the true golden age of Javanese literary 
prowess and refinement (p. 3). 
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to the contemporary problem of Indonesian cinema. In considering how Indonesia 

might actually engage the globally invasive spread of Hollywood’s basic cinematic 

system – a transnational phenomenon that Hansen (1999) has aptly termed 

“vernacular modernism” – one should not forget that the arena in which Java has most 

consistently “prevailed” against various would-be conquerors is that of language. 

One would therefore be well advised to proceed with caution. It is not only in 

Indonesia that language, with its pervasive and “invisible” influence, has fashioned 

itself like a trap for pilfering intruders and armchair critics alike. As Mary Ann Doane 

(2014) argues, Hansen herself long sought to avoid the contentious and uneven 

battleground that language has opened in the analysis of cinema, “consistently 

contest[ing] what many have referred to as the ‘linguistic turn’ of structuralism, 

poststructuralism, and 1970s film theory” (p. 111). Yet like those before her, Hansen 

was inevitably drawn to face her own theoretical nemesis, returning to an “old” 

framework employed not only by post/structuralists, but by numerous early twentieth 

century theorists of film. They, too, had glimpsed in motion pictures not only the rise 

of Western industrialism, but the specter of Babel, rekindling the seemingly 

inexorable, transhistorical desire for a universal tongue.  

To account for the innumerable non-Western cinemas that have arisen since 

the early days of cinema, Hansen divides the unwieldy concept of a universal 

language into myriad dialects. Yet she argues that the modes of expression of these 

modern vernaculars, however distinct, are spawned by the same basic, rational-

industrial base structure that gave birth to classical Hollywood. In this context, the 

troubled nature of Indonesia’s history of “language acquisition” raises a number of 

thorny questions, emanations that echo in fields far beyond the study of cinema. 

Whether the relevant medium of expression is film, literature, or nationalism, with 

language as a basic paradigm, Indonesia becomes particularly challenging to 

assimilate into many popular theories of the globalization of Western modernity. 

 

The Tricks of the Trade: Classical Hollywood Continuity 

   

If a genuine interest in the ontological makeup of Indonesian cinema leads 

(back) to the “ancient” problem of the conflict of languages, another important 

question arises: how, in this case, does this conflict present itself on screen? In my 
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analysis of Akup’s Tiga Buronan above, I have described the ways in which 

global/Hollywood tropes are “othered” and then gradually assimilated in a single local 

film. But in a broader sense, what is it that so differentiates Indonesian cinema from 

Hollywood, and thus from dominant understandings of the structure and politics of 

world cinema? Here we encounter a trap that appears to have been set by Western 

theory: what to call a piece that does not fit. In Akup’s approach, before the question 

can be posed, it is taken apart and turned on its head. The “particular” lexicon of local 

cinema is thus positioned as the most relevant standard with which to judge the 

global, while nonetheless underscoring the interplay of multiple standards in the 

making of a filmic text.  

Many Indonesian critics, however, perhaps seeing themselves in a relation 

different from that of filmmakers to the local/global politics of cinema, have sharply 

diverged on this particular point, returning the tables of cinematic judgment toward 

the West. Kristanto, for one, echoing critics in previous decades, argues that 

Indonesian films are distinguished by the fact that they are generally “illogical…[and] 

do not adhere to the laws of cause and effect” (2004:4). As Kristanto is well aware, in 

the standard terms of film theory, the establishment of clarity and logicality of cause 

and effect is intimately entangled with the concept of cinematic “continuity.” There is 

ample reason to think of continuity in linguistic terms, as it is arranged, not unlike a 

language with a particular set of grammatical rules, in such a way as to indicate 

modes of expression that are “right” or “wrong.” Specifically, continuity refers to a 

combination of shooting and editing techniques, often attributed to American director 

D.W. Griffith, that David Bordwell calls an “invisible” system, “highly organized… 

to reinforce the causal, temporal, and spatial arrangement of events” (1985:275).  

Unlike Akup’s technique of calling attention to the fact of multiple systems of 

cinematic communication, in continuity, the point is precisely to make the “other” 

invisible. This includes not only eliminating “bad” cinematic grammar, but also 

obscuring the intricate work of filmmakers, technologies, and formal techniques that 

creates the “good” – essentially hiding the “cause” of the images and narratives on 

screen, as if they were simply there of their own volition. Theoretically, it is this that 

creates the ideal illusion of cinema as a kind of magic. As Doane writes, however, the 

ultimate function of the trick of continuity is not simply to make those at work behind 

the scenes disappear. Rather, “the construction of a coherent and easily negotiable 
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diegetic space… work[s] to annihilate the space and time of the spectator’s physical 

presence in the theater” (2014:111); through the deployment of cinematic continuity, 

the spectator is thus also made to “vanish.” 

In this view of the basic properties of cinema, to create the illusion of an 

alternate world on screen that appears to be continuous, whole, and functioning in and 

for itself is to insert a particular kind of border – represented by the screen – between 

audience and diegesis. The space of the spectator, figured as an observer from outside 

looking in, is thus barred from the logic of the other world’s existence, making it 

appear as an enclosed, sovereign realm that is nonetheless “transparent” and therefore 

available for audience observation and consumption. Formal techniques are oriented 

toward the appearance of wholeness: places, the way people and objects move, the 

progression of time, etc., should look and feel as if they are unbroken between, and 

most importantly beyond, the abbreviated, fragmentary shots and sequences with 

which the entire film-world is actually presented to viewers. The spectator should thus 

ideally feel that even the unseen, unknowable elements of the onscreen world are 

consistent with the logic and appearance of what is presented to be seen.  

Even in the present digital era of portable screens, informal spectatorship, and 

unprecedented access to the tools and former “secrets” of cinematic production, 

contemporary filmmaking textbooks hammer home the same message: to make “the 

audience…aware that they are watching a movie” is a disastrous error that may render 

a film “worthless” (Brown 2012:79)5 by destroying its ostensibly self-evident value of 

wholeness and transparency. While often celebrating those who tamper with or break 

these codes, film studies nonetheless implicitly reinforces them, suggesting that the 

basic rules of cinematic continuity, whether to be learned, contravened, or both, are 

inevitably “there,” inextricably entangled with the history and real-world value of 

most any film.  

 

Histories and the Study of Cinema: 

The Genetic, the Parasitic, and the Archeological 

 
                                                
5 Throughout Brown’s popular textbook, Cinematography Theory and Practice: Image Making for 
Cinematographers and Directors, second edition, he repeatedly warns against “distracting” or 
“bothering” the viewer by breaking the rules of cinematic continuity. 
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Given this monolithic state of affairs, it is perhaps not surprising that scholars 

of non-Western cinemas like myself should occasionally express frustration with the 

default positioning of classical Hollywood cinema as if it stood, at some fundamental 

level, as the basis “for all possible texts” (Prasad 1998:1). Not unlike my findings in 

Indonesia, in Madhava Prasad’s analysis of popular Indian films, any sense of 

classical enclosure or “continuity” is generally broken up by the “frontality” of 

images and actors’ performances that present themselves to the audience as if the 

screen was more of a gateway than a border between them. Prasad traces the basic 

modes of address of Hindi cinema to the influence of certain local theatrical traditions 

in which “turning the body towards the spectator is a sign that there is in this 

relationship no dissembling between the two: the actor looks at the audience and the 

audience looks at the actor; both exist––as actor and audience––because of this candid 

contact” (p. 19). In Indian cinema, the result is an image that is obviously 

performative, constructed and representational in a far more direct manner than in 

most mainstream Western cinema (p. 20). 

Unlike classical Western cinema, Prasad argues, where the “citizen-spectator” 

may pleasurably look into the formally separated world on screen and imagine that his 

or her “interpretive authority brooks no challenge from within the frame of 

representation” (p. 21), Hindi films’ general acknowledgement of actors (and by 

extension filmmakers) as the sources of the audience’s access to information also 

reflects the more “frontal” ideological structure of the Indian state. For Prasad, the 

status of Indian cinema is therefore neither imitative nor oppositional vis-à-vis 

Hollywood, and has little or nothing to do with the latter’s universal influence. The 

distinct ability of Hindi films to create enjoyable experiences for viewers, 

furthermore, is proven by their robust and sustained popularity in both local and 

global markets. Nonetheless, Prasad writes, due to the strong disciplinary biases of 

film studies toward classical Hollywood as a universal standard, “students of 

mainstream Indian cinema confront…a pre-emptive force that defines it in advance as 

a not-yet-cinema” (p. 2, emphasis in original).  

Prasad is clearly resistant to this reductive formulation, but because he 

connects the structure of Indian films to the basic modes of national politics, and 

simultaneously positions India’s sociopolitical development within a teleological, 

Marxist framework of understanding, his goal of theorizing a different, but equally 
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valid set of local/global cinematic standards reaches an impasse. The contemporary 

Indian status quo, he argues, is composed of a mixture of bourgeois and “pre-

capitalist ideologies” – a condition that is still, for Prasad, “characteristic of the 

colonial state” (p. 12). In this view, India appears to be in the midst of an inevitable 

“process of all-round transformation” (p. 13) as “global capitalism…[is] unleashed on 

the subcontinent with unprecedented haste” (p. 25). Hindi films as we know them, 

Prasad hence acknowledges, may be destined to follow the “fast disappearing” social 

and political conditions to which he has linked them. As such, their basic structure 

and modes of address indeed simply may not yet have gone through a fundamental 

transformation to something closer to Western classicism. Indian cinema, Prasad 

predicts, will thus likely soon begin “functioning by new rules and employing new 

strategies” (p. 26) that reflect the full globalization and capitalization of the Indian 

state.  

The real problem, it would seem, lies in what Prasad calls the “hegemonic 

alliance between advanced capitalism and the [western] cinematic institution” (p. 2), 

which aligns cinema within a single, teleological trajectory of global political 

development driven by the rise of capitalism in Europe. To join the particular 

“progressive social goals” (p. 2) of western film theory is thus to disavow the distinct 

historical position and effects of other popular cinemas. As Thomas Elsaesser (2004) 

also argues, the disciplinary outlook of film studies has indeed been shaped in large 

part by the leftist-Marxist stance of many critics, who, like Hansen above, view Euro-

American industrial capitalism, and with it Hollywood, as among the most salient 

sources of an “advanced,” yet sociopolitically reprehensible, modern state of world 

affairs. Since the 1960s, he writes, the field has thus been characterized by a series of 

polemical “attack[s] on classical cinema… fought, in quick succession, by the 

American avant-garde, by Althusserian ideological criticism, by feminist Lacanian 

film theory, by Gramsci and Foucault-inspired cultural studies, and…by television 

history and media theory” (p. 84). To these I would add several earlier efforts, 

including the Frankfurt School (most famously Walter Benjamin’s 1939 “The Work 

of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” essay) and the pioneering work of 

Soviet practitioner-theorists like Eisenstein and Vertov in the 1920s, among others. 

This process finally reached a divisive juncture, Elsaesser suggests, with Tom 

Gunning’s (1986) classification of films produced before 1906 as belonging to a 
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distinct cinematic form – a pre-classical6 “cinema of attractions” mostly characterized 

by the exhibition of groups of thematically unrelated short works, which were referred 

to in vaudeville-like terms as “numbers” (at times they were actually intermixed with 

live stage numbers). These films, Gunning argues, employed a disjointed set of 

techniques and formal styles, and generally de-emphasized or completely eschewed 

the novelistic and long-form theatrical narrative structures later taken up by 

Hollywood features. They also generally employed an open/direct method of address 

not unlike the experimental movements that began to appear in the 1920s, and 

presumably closer to Prasad’s concept of frontality in Indian cinema. In disciplinary 

terms, however, Gunning’s essay was particularly important in pointing not only to an 

apparent difference in nascent American films, but to the ostensible return of such 

early, narrative-averse cinematic tendencies, not only in avant-garde or leftist 

cinemas, but in popular Hollywood action films of the 1980s. “Flanked by the 

powerful, event-driven and spectacle-oriented blockbuster cinema,” Elsaesser writes 

of the effect on film scholarship, “now early cinema appears…as the norm, making 

the classical Hollywood cinema seem the exception (or ‘intermezzo’)” (p. 84).  

The radical function of this formulation was thus to “reverse…the relation of 

norm and deviance” (p. 84) established by the work of film scholars over the last 

century. But the move must therefore also be seen as driven by the same, persistent 

polemical impulse to displace or otherwise “squeeze the [assumed] hegemony of the 

classical cinema” (p. 101). Furthermore, although the distinctiveness of Western 

classical form is understood as eventually engulfed by the re-emergence of a “cinema 

of attractions,” this, too, is argued by Gunning to be driven by a spectacular wave of 

technological innovation originating in Hollywood. As an intervention into the 

broader perspective delineated by film studies, then, the cinema of attractions leaves 

the basic historical parameters of the field mostly undisturbed. 

I would also argue that even after the rise of American action films in the 

1980s, popular Western cinema has resumed its focus on story over spectacle. In 

many contemporary blockbusters, ever-newer and more extravagant effects are 

simply embedded into projects that are still eminently character- and narrative-driven, 
                                                
6 Elsaesser argues that the classical system was “consolidated” around 1917, leaving an interim period 
between 1906 and 1917 which, as Gunning also asserts, was often characterized by lingering elements 
of the “attractions” structure. 
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and follow the basic tenets of classical cinematic space.7 Therefore, if one were to 

explain the structures of Indonesian, Indian, or other non-Western cinemas in terms of 

a greater dominance of the primal – and elsewhere mostly submerged – force of a 

Western mode of “attractions,” one would risk re-categorizing these cinemas as 

derivative and underdeveloped, or perhaps even “not-yet narrative.” The methods of 

address of Indian and Indonesian films, of course, while generally more direct and 

visibly fragmented than classical form, nonetheless function as efficient vehicles for 

storytelling. Where, then, to place cinematic traditions that, when studied in detail, are 

not so easily aligned within the basic disciplinary binary of norm and deviance that 

continues to haunt film studies? 

Following Elsaesser, I would argue that the problem is to be found in the main 

theoretical support system for this binary, a “genealogical” model of media history 

that has long dominated the field. In the basic understanding fostered by this model, 

irrespective of whether cinema is more classical or attractions-based, its emergence is 

figured as a single, unique, and momentous event driven by Euro-American 

technological innovation. Movies – and particularly Hollywood movies – thus appear 

as if they were the more-or-less logical outcome of a series of unique and 

unprecedented “epistemic breaks,” beginning with artists’ use of point-perspective 

during the European Renaissance and followed by the Enlightenment-era 

secularization and individualization of logic, and the subsequent rise of Western 

capitalism and industrialism. It is precisely the notion of film’s “birth” within this 

particular lineage that lends cinemas with distant parentages or “non-aligned 

features,” as I have called them, the appearance of “bastard institution[s] in which the 

mere ghost of a technology is employed for purposes inimical to its historic essence” 
                                                
7 As with the relatively short-lived advents of 3-D cinema in the 1950s, 1970s, and post-2008, a 
number of 1980s action films were indeed similarly structured to emphasize, and sell, their emergent 
technological capabilities over the ability to construct coherent narratives. Yet even the time of 
Elsaesser’s writing (2004) was a little too early to have foreseen the extent to which spectacular digital 
effects have become a ubiquitous norm in popular cinema, and have increasingly been re-integrated 
into a more familiar emphasis on narrative. Recent Marvel Comics-based efforts such as the Avengers 
film series provide one of the most apt examples of effects- and spectacle-rich contemporary cinema 
that is also powerfully driven not only by a single story, but by an entire, complex narrative universe 
(not, interestingly, unlike the Mahabharata and Ramayana in India, Indonesia, and elsewhere in 
Southeast Asia) established by over 50 years of illustrated literary works. Despite the contemporary 
diversification of screens and technologies and modes of production and reception, what emerges as a 
pattern throughout the history of popular cinema is a series of brief, technologically-driven breaks 
followed by a consistent return to the attraction and marketing power of compelling stories and movie 
stars. 
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(Prasad 1998:2). Hoping to avoid this apparently inexorable analytical path in which 

Prasad also found himself ensnared, Elsaesser proposes an “archaeological turn” in 

the study of film and other media (2004:104). This, he argues, may finally begin to 

subvert the genealogic tendency “to legitimate a covert but speculative and, in all 

likelihood, transitory teleology” (p. 98). 

Unlike my own work or Prasad’s, the scope of Elsaesser’s critique does not 

extend far beyond the standard Western/industrial parameters of film history. Yet by 

working within this particularly hallowed ground, he takes aim at the most 

fundamental roots of the theory of motion pictures as a necessary, logical evolution 

from a series of “pre-cinematic” practices and devices, like the so-called “magic 

lantern,” which appear as genetically inferior entities that became extinct due to the 

rise of motion pictures. Cinema, Elsaesser writes, “did not relate to the magic lantern 

in strictly causal terms nor did it ‘respond’ to it by solving problems that had arisen in 

the practice of magic lantern shows. It re-purposed aspects of magic lantern 

technology and parasitically occupied part of its public sphere” (p. 88). For the 

purposes of the study at hand, the impetus to look at development as a “parasitic” 

process that is thereby necessarily entrenched in a particular locale with a distinct set 

of public spheres constitutes Elsaesser’s most important intervention. In a global 

context, an image arises of a series of connected, but geographically and culturally 

discrete, procedures in which cinemas are defined by the “feeding” (and thus growth) 

of emergent technologies on a mixture of local conventions and practices. The 

revelation of these separate, but historically coincidental, processes opens the 

possibility of studying cinema through a set of parallel – or potentially interwoven – 

lines of investigation.  

What Elsaesser and others have begun to refer to as “media archaeology,” 

then, turns away from a linear-instrumental view of history, digging instead through 

the diverse layers of technique, content, and references embedded during the 

development of a particular medium and its potentially divergent or contradictory 

modes of address. The aim is to begin with a synchronic view in which all constituent 

elements that are operative in the present – including ostensibly defunct or outdated 

ones – can be identified and used to assess a medium’s complex “origins”; even, and 

especially, if this leads the investigator toward a web of opportunistic replications or 

parasitic consumptions and away from a single, canonical point of departure. In this 
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context, a film like Nya Abbas Akup’s Tiga Buronan above would seem to beg 

precisely such an “archeological” reading, as it continually directs the eyes of its 

viewers (and critics) to the repetitive, contradictory processes of imitation and 

usurpation that simultaneously plague and move its stuttering process of formal 

innovation and narrative development forward. Perhaps indeed Akup, while coming 

to the cinema from a very different place and perspective than Elsaesser, was driven 

by a similar sense of exasperation and desire to “recast film history as a whole” (p. 

85).  

Like Akup, Elsaesser sees himself as working within a particular 

epistemological and political ground to reevaluate the processes of cinema’s “birth.” 

In doing so, he draws ever closer to the enduring ontological question – “what is 

cinema” – that has plagued theorists and filmmakers alike for more than a century 

(pp. 102-3). Positioning myself somewhere between the two, I take Elsaesser’s work 

on Western media to its logical conclusion, studying the formal politics of Indonesian 

cinema as a related, yet ontologically distinct, practice. His method thus provides a 

useful frame – perhaps indeed a “hole” – through which my own findings may better 

intervene within the terms and perspectives of film studies more broadly. Like any 

historical study, this one thus faces an immense, transnational array of potential 

sources, including a growing number of scholarly works on various aspects of 

Indonesian cinema and its history. As an “archaeologist,” however, the process of 

digging will usefully be centered in local artistic and political soil, where much of the 

key celluloid, textual, social and virtual materials are to be found, as are the public 

spheres that have shaped and mixed them with transnational elements and influences 

in a particular way. Consisting in a series of pointed “wanderings” over these 

localized archives and grounds, then, the study undertaken in the pages ahead bears 

the methodological marks of many fields, including anthropology, postcolonial 

studies, the analysis of globalization, and Indonesian and Southeast Asian studies. 

 

Technology, Noise, and the “Theoretical Sublime” 

 

In both a methodological and contextual sense, Brian Larkin’s (2008) 

combination of anthropological, archival, and theoretical approaches to the study of 

cinema and media in Nigeria provides an important precedent for the work I 
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undertake here, with a few key differences. Larkin, who also sets out to challenge the 

“bedrock assumption[s] of mainstream cinema history” (p. 12), analyzes the 

engagement of Hausa society in Northern Nigeria with imported, modern 

technologies of communication over the course of much of the twentieth century. As 

in many previous studies of world cinema, Larkin, too, is interested in assessing the 

global impact of certain Western industrial innovations, and the ostensible status of 

such innovations as broadly transformative “epistemic breaks.” Following the title of 

his work – Signal and Noise – Larkin’s analysis focuses on the potential for local 

“noise” to interfere with the programmatic functions of emergent media in shaping 

subjectivity and expression, and with the dominant, capitalist/imperialist “signals” 

often argued to be carried over transnational circuits of information, products, and 

power.  

Beginning in the 1930s and 40s under British rule, the “noise” potentially 

produced by such interference is mostly seen as minimal. Larkin argues that the 

implementation of electricity, radio, and mobile cinema units functioned as an 

irresistibly alluring “colonial sublime” – a politically charged spectacle of 

technological achievement that caused much local conflict and consternation, but 

nonetheless quickly cast its spell on Northern Nigerians, including nationalist leaders 

who fought against its power but nonetheless “internaliz[ed] …its logic” (p. 8). In the 

postcolonial 1980s and 90s, Larkin closely examines the far more dynamic Hausa 

engagement with the spaces of movie theaters. But even there, foreign media is the 

rule – beginning in the 1950s, movie screens in the Northern city of Kano have been 

dominated by Hindi blockbusters. By the time of Larkin’s study, it is thus the muscle-

bound action star Sanjay Dutt who has become the subject of a particularly sublime 

local reception (p. 156). Not unlike the earlier, short-subject Western propaganda 

films of the 1930s and 40s, furthermore, Larkin asserts that Indian films, however 

distinct their structures, are taken as a kind of unofficial cultural-developmental 

enlightenment program: among other things, he writes, Bollywood movies “have been 

key in training the Hausa sexes in how to relate to each other” (p. 166).  

It is precisely here, however, in the cultural distinction of the imported 

“instructional” arena opened by Indian cinema, that Larkin sees a greater potential for 

local interpretive agency. For Hausa, he argues, Hindi films “offer a mode of 

traditional life similar to their own, and, at the same time…a vision of modernity 
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different from the West” (p. 199). The result is a potentially “powerful space with 

which Hausa viewers can engage” (p. 199), where Western ideas and technologies 

and Islamic philosophy and practice alike are positioned like “nodes” along a locally 

determined circuit of interests vying for influence on Nigerian lives (p. 201). Larkin’s 

ethnographic forays into local movie theaters, immersing himself in the potent, 

“translocal” discourses and illicit aura they have fostered, thus allow for an 

illuminating comparison with the economically and culturally cosmopolitan spaces of 

markets, and also of mosques – these last, writes Larkin, “oscillate between 

emphasizing local (Hausa) relations of space and power while imaginatively 

transporting worshipers to sacred places in the wider Muslim world” (p. 133).  

If various imperial “signals” are constitutively re-routed – and thus potentially 

short-circuited – across these local arenas of reception, outside of public 

establishments like movie theaters, rampant piracy has created an even noisier, more 

disrupted manifestation of the ultimate sign of Western dominance in the sphere of 

media: Hollywood films. Because such media in Nigeria have been distributed on 

repeatedly copied tapes since the 1980s, Larkin writes, “detail is destroyed as realist 

representation fades into pulsating light [while]… facial features are smoothed away, 

colors are broken down into constituent tones [and] bodies fade into one another” (p. 

237). But as thoroughly as it is disturbed in its emanations through certain channels, 

for Larkin the signal of epistemologically transformative influences on postcolonial 

Nigeria in fact follows a fairly linear progression over which its effect becomes 

increasingly readable and clear. While pirates’ endless replication creates noise, then, 

the parallel process of formal and thematic “copying” that Larkin attributes to the 

recent Nigerian production of cinema has a very different result. In a far less 

complicated, circuitous way than in the local reception of Hindi movies, in the 

creation of Hausa “videofilms” in the 1990s and early 2000s, Larkin sees a process of 

rote imitation drawing “heavily on the narrative models and formal styles offered by 

Indian cinema” (p. 196), resulting in obligatory song and dance sequences and themes 

of love and betrayal (p. 202). 

In the English-language, Southern Nigerian films that gave rise to the term 

“Nollywood,” furthermore, “stories about magic, ritual abuse, and witchcraft are less 

about the actual practices of traditional Nigerian religion and more to do with the 

global spread of evangelical Pentecostalism, one of the most dynamic forces in 
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contemporary Africa” (p. 194).8 In this context, the basic features and ideas that for 

Larkin constitute the core of Nigerian cinema – including melodrama, which he also 

argues to originate in Western Europe (p. 182) – are presented as “wholly without 

precedent in traditional society” (195). Hence while spaces of reception are examined 

ethnographically and “archeologically” according to their processes of formation vis-

à-vis extant public spheres, the landscapes of Nigerian films are seen in far more 

“genetic” terms as the result of veritable, technologically-driven epistemic breaks that 

have interrupted the connection of local life to its roots in a “traditional” past.  

In this sense, although Larkin’s study represents a methodological departure in 

the analysis of modern media, and while he views popular Indian films as more 

influential on local productions than Hollywood, his work shares a familiar 

structuring theme with the polemics against classical form that have defined much of 

the history of film studies: an underlying focus on mapping the trajectory and effects 

of Western “capital” as a predictably inexorable force. While certain hegemonic 

signals and narratives sent over emergent media can be fuzzy, Larkin, following 

Fredric Jameson, argues that emergent technologies like movie cameras in Nigeria 

function primarily in a non-negotiable manner, as “inscription machines recording the 

sense of vulnerability” caused by a “late capital world of risk” (p. 215).  

A sub-theme of resistance to the march of capital, and the cooptation and 

failure of that resistance, also runs throughout Larkin’s book. In the colonial 

propaganda films of the 1930s to 1950s, he argues that the political impetus to “train 

modern subjectivities” (p. 81) produced an unprecedented local “mode of cinematic 

exchange… governed not by commodity but by political relations” (p. 24, emphasis 

added). Decades later, Larkin shows that both Northern and Southern Nigerian 

filmmakers wield their derivative, popular melodramatics in order to point out and 

expose corruption and hypocrisy at state, local, and familial levels. But the films’ 

emphases on love and witchcraft, he argues, aiming for affective (and thus not 

                                                
8 Moradewun Adejunmobi’s analysis of Yoruba-language Nigerian films complicates Larkin’s 
depiction of Nollywood to some extent. The origins of Yoruba films, she argues, “are usually traced to 
the Yoruba-language traveling theater tradition” (2004:104). The films also prominently feature 
“diabolical figures endowed with supernatural powers,” but locate them “within a recognizable ethnic 
framework that relies on knowledge of traditional Yoruba deities, incantations, proverbs and the like” 
(p. 105). For Adejunmobi, these tropes and themes in Yoruba films represent a strong, locally-based 
alternative to the broadly Christian political subtext of the supernatural in English-language Nigerian 
films from the same period (1990s and early 2000s) (p.115). 
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“rational”) stimulation, fail “to harden into overall political critique” (p. 188). 

Cinematic exchange in Nigeria thus appears to have eluded the potentially idealist, 

modernist (yet colonial) promises of its sublimely transformative entrance onto the 

local scene, gradually fading into a totalizing postmodern state of commodification 

that Larkin argues to reflect the status of the “market-driven, liberalized, insecure 

Nigerian subject” (p. 215). In the study of cinema, then, the march of industrialism 

and European capital once again rears its head as an inexorable “theoretical sublime.” 

 

From World Cinemas to Cinematic Worlds 
 

Not unlike Larkin’s analysis of the dialectic between local relations of space 

and power and other, translocal forces in theaters, markets and mosques, my own 

ethnographic observations (in chapters two and four) of contemporary Indonesian 

sites like cinemas, ritual performances of shadow play, and centers of prostitution 

point to their similar function as key loci for the reception and translation of diverse 

domestic and transnational forms, ideas and products. In my work, however, these 

spaces, along with the films, sensations and other materials traded and consumed in 

them, show themselves not only to be centers of response and potential modification 

vis-à-vis the emergent foreign/modern, but as fundamentally – and often 

“parasitically” – connected to enduring local lineages of production – of art, literature, 

performance and historiography. Even if at times partially obscured by the appearance 

of novelty and radical shifts in the local status quo, these persistent epistemological 

elements have become deeply embedded in the discourses and practices – like 

filmmaking – that coincide with the import of modern technologies and media in 

Indonesia. Therefore, I argue, the “birth” of cinema in Indonesia reveals not only the 

arrival of the inimitable foreign, but the sublime and inexorable signal of the past in 

the local production and authentication of the modern.  

Whether he or she is producing or consuming media, a “liberalized” or 

“market-driven” subject would therefore indicate someone who operates more-or-less 

as they “always” have: at the shifting and often unpredictable points where local 

epistemologies of representation – and of politics and commodity exchange – 

coincide with emergent global forms that carry their own tangled, and equally 

inseparable, historical roots. As I discussed briefly above, there may be factors in 
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Indonesia’s past engagements with various emergent global powers that have allowed 

for a more robust persistence of local, long-historical epistemologies of politics and 

expression than in other former European colonies. But the “film studies” question 

raised by Larkin’s work in Nigeria still applies: as Larkin argues, in contemporary 

spaces like movie theaters and mosques, Hausa modes of reception, organization and 

discourse-production continue to coexist and vie with other modes that are associated 

with the globalization of foreign ideas and media. Is it possible, then, (as Larkin 

implies it is) that the arrival of such imported elements is capable of more thoroughly 

reorienting the production of virtual, on-screen space and time than it is of physical 

sites or locales? Are the virtual and the physical in fact so clearly separable? Put 

another way, in the local imagination and production of fictional worlds like those of 

cinema, can the implementation of foreign-made tools like cameras and editing 

equipment (or tropes like melodrama) shape the makeup of those worlds in a manner 

that is indicative of a far more totalizing transformation of subjectivity from without 

than can be detected in so-called actual spaces? Departing from the broader 

implications of Larkin’s study, I would argue that as in the production and use of 

physical space, so too in the construction of virtual/cinematic spaces in a given locale: 

the mere entry of a new technology or idea cannot so easily diminish the coexistence 

and competition of extant modes of address, reception, or understanding. 

My findings in Indonesia indicate that the factors which most profoundly 

contribute to the formulation of representational/on-screen space – and thus suggest a 

basic cinematic ontology or “essence” – are not fundamentally different from those 

that define actual sites of translocal engagement. Spoken or written languages, 

sociopolitical and economic hierarchies and alliances, facial expressions and the 

movements of bodies, and design, architecture and the presence or absence of light 

are all critical factors. Similarly, in addition to the use of identifiable genres or modes 

like melodrama, the local adaptation of filmic technologies and techniques to create 

cinematic “spaces” cannot be seen in isolation from the ways in which dialog, acting, 

lighting, location, sound design, story, theme and the various other elements are 

deployed in a particular combination so as to create a sense of “realistic” narration 

and audience engagement – one that is familiar and intuitive but still invokes a sense 

of dramatic tension and the possibility of the illicit or unexpected. At stake, then, are 
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the specific combinations of form, function and philosophy that aim to produce a 

certain kind of narrative-representational world, or “diegesis.”  

As V. F. Perkins (2005) has also recently argued in response to the 

conventional positing of an absolute “cause and effect chain” beginning with 

Hollywood, “film’s form and method are incomprehensible outside of a recognition 

that its story takes place, and its images are both made and found, in a world” (p. 22). 

Following Perkins, I would argue that a “world cinema” may thus be distinguished in 

greater part by the multifarious particularities of its construction of a locally-centered 

“world” than by the simple fact of its being on film or “in cinema.” In constituting 

such a space, a film also necessarily imagines the local, national or personal in 

relation to larger, possibly unseen areas, and thus produces a world-view – a visually-

based concept that Perkins asserts to be “vastly more than an optical matter” (p. 21). 

In addition to space, then, Perkins argues, time is a crucial element of a film’s 

“worldhood,” because while “the film and its story begin…the world does not” (p. 

25). Beyond the technological ability to make realistic images, in order to produce a 

believable representation, a film must thus generally conceive of itself in temporal 

terms similar to those of any actual locale – as existing at a point somewhere in the 

middle of a long and impossibly complex history. This history then acts as an ever-

present force in the film’s world, albeit one that quickly recedes into 

unrepresentability beyond of the limitations of the frame.  

As Elsaesser also argues, the adoption of emergent technologies like motion 

pictures is part of a continual process in which established aesthetic strategies and 

types of representational spaces are recreated in new or different ways, yet still 

necessarily show strong continuities with the past – all the better to “parasitically” 

occupy the public spheres in which earlier media have thrived. For Elsaesser, too, 

then, it is the examination of cinema through the complex prism of its diegetic worlds 

that potentially “requires us to redefine the very ‘ground’ of the moving image in its 

multiple sites” (2004:103). The ability to rethink the position of classical Hollywood 

as a universal cinematic “ground,” however, is for Elsaesser still seen in relation to 

the recent rise of digital technologies and the rapid proliferation, miniaturization and 

privatization of screens and modes of address it engendered. Hence “is it 

conceivable,” Elsaesser asks, “that the moving image no longer requires as its main 

support the particular form of time/space/agency we know as classical narrative, yet 
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still establishes a coherent ‘world?’ Are other kinds of diegesis conceivable that 

similarly accommodate the spectatorial ‘body’ and give the impression of 

‘presence’?” (p. 102, emphasis added).  

Building on the combination of formal analysis and ethnographic and 

“archeological” approaches that I share with both Elsaesser and Larkin, my own 

intervention in the study of film expands the historical frame employed by Elsaesser, 

while challenging the universal, “genetic” relationship between technology, capital 

and diegetic space implied by Larkin. In Indonesia (and potentially elsewhere), I ask, 

did the moving image ever require as its main support – or its major source of 

“oppositional” construction – the particular form of representational space and time 

that defines the concept of classical narrative cinema, or the related 

liberal/rational/secular modes of politics and symbolic exchange associated with the 

rise of capitalism in Europe? It is precisely in facing this question – and the 

longstanding theoretical-epistemological impasse it represents – that I have come to 

view the basic formal nature and historical development of Indonesian cinema as 

“non-aligned.”  

As I discuss in chapter three, many of the most influential Indonesian 

filmmakers of the 1950s and 60s actually found themselves in direct conflict with the 

local and global doctrines of both the Africa-Asia Coalition and the Non-Aligned 

movement. Yet the term serves to encapsulate a key aspect of modern Indonesian 

politics and media alike – a trajectory, or trajectories of development that are 

coincident with, but not necessarily along, the main axes of global progression in the 

twentieth and twenty first centuries. Places and practices that happen to “line up” in 

time should thus not necessarily be positioned as if they were on the same historical 

path, or assumed to be racing toward the same particular future state of affairs. The 

co-presence of a different systemic trajectory (like Indonesia’s) with more globally 

recognized channels of influence and innovation, moreover, is of course not a 

“coincidence” in the sense of an unmotivated or random contingency. Encounters 

between such distinct-yet-tangled lines of progression, I would argue, are still the 

result, if not precisely of a “purpose,” then of an underlying sociohistorical drive. As 

the work of Akup and others demonstrates, the robust persistence and frequent 

convergence of different epistemological patterns of political, economic and 

representational engagement – what Raymond Williams (1954) refers to as 
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“structures of feeling” – are driven by the tendencies of each to continually encounter, 

internalize, and re/produce difference and change in particular ways.  

This dissertation thus takes as its primary object not a group of films or spaces 

of reception and translation per se, but a particular set of formal and diegetic 

“features” that are seen as driving the disciplinarily non-aligned production and 

theorization of Indonesian cinematic worlds. These features are studied and assessed 

through analysis of the operation – and “coincidental” encounters with other systems 

and forms – of a particular epistemological-representational pattern over time. The 

aim is thus not only to trace the ontological status of an oft-maligned, “bastard” 

cinematic tradition, but to better understand how emergent technologies are inhabited 

by such patterns and “parasitically” adapted to extant modes of communication and 

exchange established within the public spheres of a political, geographic or cultural 

region. 

Chapter one takes as its theoretical point of departure Krishna Sen’s assertion 

that any analysis connecting the structure and modes of Indonesian cinema to local 

practices such as wayang – the vast literary and discursive field in which shadow play 

(wayang kulit) and many other related art forms are envisioned as taking place – risks 

an essentialist reliance on a rigid and unchanging conception of a “putative national 

cultural past,” rather than on a pattern of “changes, interruptions and disruptions” 

(1994:3) that Sen sees as far more salient to modern experience. Turning, in an 

“archeological” manner, to an older generation of theorists and historians of 

Indonesia, I assign a more typically modern function – that of ideology – to the 

“ancient” structural-narrative field of wayang, using its continual entanglement in 

local historiography and contemporary national political discourse to show it to be 

precisely, and paradoxically, a consistent and deceptively familiar force of disruption 

and change.  

In this sense, I argue, wayang, as an unrepresentably vast, shifting and ever-

growing collection of texts, ideas, and associations, draws on the underlying 

mechanics of a local “system” not unlike what Raymond Williams called a “structure 

of feeling.” Its function can be seen as similar to the enduring structural conditions – 

those of the European enlightenment and its capitalist aftermath – that Western 

theorists like Louis Althusser (1971) see as driving the sudden progressions, shocks, 

and ostensible epistemic breaks that characterize a putatively universal Euro-
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American modern condition. While wayang is a force that has shown itself, at a local 

level, to be on par with other modern ideological mechanisms, in chapter one it is 

taken as an important way to assess the difference in how such patterns influence 

thought, expression and subjectivity over time. The basic techniques and forms that 

distinguish local cinema are therefore similarly informed by a “parasitic” reliance on 

the established modes of address of wayang and other enduring practices, allowing 

filmmakers to renew and re-inhabit the myriad public spheres that are the dynamic 

expressions of local structures of feeling.  

Performing and shaping a fragmented worldview that Nancy Florida calls 

“very intensely self-conscious[ly] intertexual…” (1995:20), wayang thus acts, as is 

shown by Akup’s film above, as a platform for the reception, translation, and 

transformation of emergent elements. It is no accident, then, that its conceptual 

“screen” has come to coincide with the view of modern Indonesians, aligning their 

perspectives with a robust, yet “queer” developmental force that encounters, re-routes 

and satirically mocks the “homogeneous, empty” lines of global capitalist disruption 

and progression. Moving between ethnographic forays, deceptively coincidental 

conversations, and the analysis of films, novels, historiographies, and public discourse 

following the ruptures of mass political violence and regime change, chapter one 

explores the ways in which a common sense of historical realism is established across 

a diverse set of fictions, historical memories, and “provable facts.” 

Building on the basic structures of cinematic and other expression established 

in chapter one, in chapter two I begin with an investigation of the ways in which 

wayang’s seemingly peculiar openness and systemic “self-reflexivity” function in 

shaping particular understandings of gender. The chapter’s geographic point of 

departure is thus a particularly potent ideological apparatus – Parangkusumo, on the 

southern coast of Java near Yogyakarta – consisting of a bustling market, center of 

prostitution, and ritual site. The appearance and interaction of the site’s various 

elements, while eminently subject to shifting sociopolitical trends and other changes 

that occur over time, are also shaped in specific ways according to the syncretic 

historiographic perspective and texts of the Central Javanese courts, and by the 

enduring local, Hindu-Islamic structure of feeling. My aim is to explain the ways in 

which such a seemingly rigid and longstanding symbolic mechanism in fact creates a 

space in which the reproduction of deeply hegemonic patterns, models and precepts 
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allows for a surprising amount of flexibility in re-imagining the roles of different 

genders within an outwardly patriarchal system of power. As in Javanese 

historiographic literature, in Parangkusumo, the mythical figure of Ratu Kidul, the 

Queen of the South Sea, serves as the symbolic anchor for the authority of the local 

Sultans and their palaces in Yogyakarta and Solo, which in turn exercise an outsize 

cultural and political influence on the Java-centric structures of authority for the 

nation as a whole. 

Arguing that this state of affairs produces a broader symbolic order that is 

constitutively distinct from the strictly phallic basis of language, power, and 

subjectivity in psychoanalysis, I examine the ways in which the enduring, indeed 

seemingly inexorable, operation of numerous lokalisasi – centers of prostitution 

known as “localizations” – reveals the presence of potentially disruptive “holes” in 

the otherwise smooth, patriarchal surface of Indonesian authority. As is shown in 

Parangkusumo, which is both an openly functioning lokalisasi and an officially 

sanctioned site for the ritual reproduction of dominant Javanese and Islamic 

ideologies, women in such areas, while at times derided as immoral or cultural 

“parasites,” nonetheless assume a special symbolic status vis-à-vis the public 

discourse and practice of power.  

Like the purportedly illogical features of local films identified by J. B. 

Kristanto above, the presence of prostitutes in places like Parangkusumo also 

functions to reveal how the modern is not only associated with the most celebrated, 

“shining” aspects of national history, but is inextricably entangled with robustly 

enduring elements of the past that for many have come to seem unsavory or 

unsettling. Moving to the realm of cinema, I show how the local conception of 

marginalized women as oddly powerful symbolic paradoxes began to emerge on 

screen in the early independence era in Lewat Djam Malam (After the Curfew 1954, 

dir. Usmar Ismail). There, the presence of a woman of ambiguous morality similarly 

creates a fleeting, but magnetically powerful “hole” in the regular progression of time 

and narrative as the male protagonist is literally stopped in his tracks by the woman’s 

pointed looks in his direction.  

The result, I argue, is similar to the direct address and fragmented diegetic 

spaces and times of the early, pre-narrative American “cinema of attraction” that Tom 

Gunning (1986, 1989) argues to be a continual but heavily suppressed element in the 
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subsequent mainstream “cinema of the unacknowledged voyeur” (1989:123). As in 

the open show of fakery, construction, and ideological manipulation in 

Parangkusumo, however, (and unlike Gunning’s “cinema of attraction”) the show-

stopping force of a powerful feminine magnetism on screen is in this context not a 

pre-modern element that must be submerged within the “sealed,” continuous 

appearance of “male” cinematic authority. Even when looking into the camera and 

acknowledging the gaze of spectators, the openly displayed feminine look in fact 

destroys neither the consistency of the film’s diegetic world nor its unique ability to 

convey a narrative or function as a vehicle for ideology or political critique. What it 

does in the case of Indonesian cinema, I argue, is precisely to more openly place 

women at the center of the powerful processes of translation and localization that 

define both cinema and nation within the broader, eminently fragmented geopolitical 

space of the modernizing world. Building an understanding of Indonesian cinema as 

neither imitative of, nor directly oppositional toward, the influence of Hollywood, the 

deployment of women on screen can be seen as not unlike Gayatri Spivak’s (2003:31) 

use of “teleopoiesis” as an imaginative appropriation and reordering of local and 

foreign elements that avoids base imitation – or a simple, “legitimizing reversal” – of 

any of them. 

Chapter three expands the previous chapter’s focus on women on screen from 

the “fallen” figure of the prostitute to the representation of more outwardly 

respectable, middle class women who nonetheless express a similarly disruptive 

modern presence. This presence works to unsettle otherwise triumphant imaginations 

of early nationhood and opens the hurried progression of the present to a powerfully 

troubling aura of tradition, colonization, and violent conflict that lies beneath its 

surface. The result is an overtly sweet and idealistic, yet fragmented and inwardly 

trenchant realism – a mode of expression that critically complicates Miram Hansen’s 

(1999) conception of world cinemas as “vernacular modernisms” based on the 

emergent universal metalanguage of expression constituted in Hollywood. Examining 

the forces shaping both cinema and nation during the first fifteen years of 

independence under president Sukarno, chapter three takes as its points of departure 

the profoundly disjointed perception and expression of reality and national identity 

that emerged, and the heady, yet complex and halting processes of development that 

resulted. While the burgeoning Asia-Africa Coalition and Non-Aligned movement 
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provided a powerful set of non-Western alliances for Indonesian filmmakers and 

politicians alike, I show that unlike the intellectuals of other member-states like Egypt 

or Pakistan, founding Indonesian thinkers and cineastes were often more explicitly 

celebratory – even if in a critical, realist vein – of the ways in which modern Western 

ideals were disrupted and transformed through the agency of such mappings of artistic 

and political exchange.  

Beginning in the pre-independence years of the early-twentieth century, the 

products, techniques, and lessons of Hollywood or Euro-American liberal 

democracies were thus not rejected, banned or denied by Indonesian nationalists, but 

were placed on a circuitous route passing through various centers of Islamic, 

Socialist, and other Arab, African and Middle Eastern schools of thought prior to their 

appropriation and implementation in Indonesia. There, through the agency of 

pervasive systems of “wild schools” like the Taman Siswa, I argue that these rich and 

well-traveled discourses and practices – and the concepts of national identity they 

were used to build and disseminate – were re-centered on the enduring political-

ideological influence of “Java,” broadly defined by the influence of the central 

Javanese Mataram courts from the sixteenth to twentieth centuries. In this sense, then, 

the emergent currents of Indonesian nationalism, art and cinema alike, following the 

“wildly” centrist-socialist patterns set by the Taman Siswa, took on a radically 

different direction than the increasingly leftist-universalist supporters of the Asia-

Africa Coalition and Non-Aligned Movement in the late 1950s and early 1960s. 

 As I show, the increasingly violent ruptures between parties and groups that 

resulted – a situation that is ubiquitously framed by historians in terms of the global 

binary of the Cold War – cannot properly be understood as a contest between “left” 

and “right” politics. Particularly after the military led by general Suharto swept across 

the nation in a horrifically bloody effort to eliminate the local left in 1965-66 (leading 

to Suharto’s assumption of the presidency from Sukarno in 1967), those who were not 

associated with the millions of discredited, murdered, or imprisoned communists and 

Sukarnoists have been categorized by scholars and often the media as indicative of a 

vast and dominant Indonesian “right wing.” Through my analysis of the diverse, 

syncretic Javanese core at the heart of Indonesian cinema, however, I suggest that 

many of those so labeled – including most of Indonesia’s founding filmmakers and 

many well-known critics and intellectuals – had in fact aligned themselves with 



 35 

something closer to a critical (and outwardly paradoxical) combination of Islam and 

socialism. Formally analyzing one of the so-called “proselytizing films” (film 

dakwah) produced in the early 1960s by Lesbumi – the Association of Islamic 

Cultural Artists of Indonesia – I challenge their frequent association with right-wing 

politics, or with a strictly “religious” viewpoint more broadly. I close the chapter by 

re-focusing on the importance of the “feminization” of cinematic worlds in light of 

the violence of 1965-66 and the political schisms leading up to them. What emerges, I 

argue, is a localized imagination of geopolitical space as a functional paradox where 

the coincidence of violently opposing points of view can be openly displayed and 

processed in such as way as to allow for a fragmented-yet-robust “unity” and the 

semblance of progression. 

 Chapter four examines the fate and implications of the critically realist, but 

cautiously optimistic feminine cinematic spaces of the 1950s following the mass 

violence that established Suharto’s 30-year authoritarian rule in the mid-1960s. 

Searching for new instruments with which to express the caustic recent shifts in 

Indonesia’s structures of feeling, many of the allegedly right-wing filmmakers who 

survived the regime change turned their lenses on the urban brothel. Only there, 

perhaps, did it still appear possible to convey a scathingly critical view of affairs in 

the early years of Suharto’s “New Order” regime by deploying the ostensibly prurient, 

depoliticized focus on prostitution afforded by the brothel to avoid the ever-more 

pervasive purview of government censors. While the resulting emergence of the so-

called “prostitution genre” as a major force shaping popular cinema in Indonesia was 

an unprecedented development on local screens, I begin the chapter by tracing the 

roots of the representation of prostitutes to the burgeoning nationalist-modernist 

symbols and discourses established by artists and intellectuals in the seedy environs 

of Jakarta’s Pasar Senen area from the 1940s to the late-1960s. 

 In Senen, former site of influential colonial institutions such as the STOVIA 

medical school for native Indonesians and of the first local implementation of 

monetary exchange, nationalist poets and painters of the mid-twentieth century began 

openly embracing the “feminine” commodification and mass-duplication of art that 

Andreas Huyssen (1986) understood as striking terror and scorn in the hearts of most 

Western modernists. The Indonesian prostitute, I argue, was thus not taken as a 

typical “national allegory,” but precisely as a localized embodiment of the dizzying 



 36 

reemergence of myth and pre-historic human “savagery” in the modern condition – 

not unlike what Walter Benjamin glimpsed in the sex workers of the Parisian Arcades 

around the same time. Sowing the seeds of the cinematic deployment of prostitution 

in the 1970s, then, artists of the 1940s like Chairil Anwar began experimenting with 

surreptitious visual and grammatical “slips” that allowed them to momentarily project 

a harrowed feminine perspective, thereby seeming to inhabit the curiously flexible 

and complexly modern figure of the prostitute to powerful effect. Like the cineastes 

of the early-to-mid 1970s, these artists’ identities and formal “signatures” thus 

appeared to be de-individualized and effectively disseminated into the collective, 

urban experience of “the people” as the embodiment of the newly minted nation. The 

figure of the prostitute – often a villager come to the city in search of fame or 

economic advancement – thus represented an alluring artistic “opening” for those 

from more privileged backgrounds.  

In the 1970s under increasingly repressive, authoritarian (yet often 

economically libertarian) conditions, the influence of that figure was critically 

expanded by filmmakers’ formal innovations, combining the tropes of what Linda 

Williams (1991) terms the “body genres” – melodrama, horror, and pornography – to 

convey their critical messages with a visceral sensory impact. Record numbers of 

male and female spectators were thus hailed not only to imagine, but to feel the 

prostitute’s experience of a temporary loss of self as she fell into the lowly, amoral 

clutches of the capital city’s inhuman and otherwise unrepresentable “structures of 

feeling.” Following the transformations experienced by sex workers on screen, 

spectators were thus also implicitly called on to rise and begin to express the 

politicized feelings and effects aimed into their own bodies via the screen. The result, 

I argue, was the emergence of a more fully “expanded” cinematic diegesis – one not 

wholly unlike that of shadow play (wayang kulit) – in which the perforation and 

annihilation of the borders between on- and off-screen space were neither an 

experimental nor an oppositional technique aimed at the hegemony of Hollywood, but 

rather functioned to express the weight of a local political imperative. As Ernesto 

Laclau (2005) argues about populist political tactics more broadly, the result was 

perhaps indeed a “grey area of contamination” where art and activism are revealed to 

be constitutively inseparable from commodification and prostitution. It is precisely 
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this kind of complexly realist space, however, that for Laclau also represents “the 

very essence of the political” (p. 222). 

Beginning with the demise of the movie prostitute in the mid-1970s amidst 

state and industry calls for a more positively aligned set of features with which to 

sketch Indonesia’s cinematic “face,” the concluding chapter explores the resulting, 

and even more popular, rise of the “mystical horror” genre (late 1970s until the 

present) in which the central figure of the prostitute is exchanged for an entire 

pantheon of powerful female ghosts and spirits, including the aforementioned Ratu 

Kidul, the enduring Queen of the South Sea, who reemerge from the deceptively 

ancient depths of historiography and legend to make their modern screen debut. The 

resulting radical increase in the “fake,” “campy” and horrifically violent aspects of 

Indonesian popular films thus drew local cinematic discourse and form ever farther 

from the global standardization that was widely understood by Hollywood. In light of 

the continual structural aspects of the position occupied by both prostitutes and 

female spirits on screen, I explore the possible links between Indonesian films of the 

1970s and 80s with similarly spectral representations of women in works such as 

Michelangelo Antonioni’s 1960s tetralogy of films centered on Monica Vitti 

(L’avventura [1960], La Notte [1961], L’eclisse [1962] and Red Desert [1964]) and 

Czech director František Vláčil’s Markéta Lazarová (1967). While Keya Ganguly, for 

example, argues that the flat representation of female characters in films like Satyajit 

Ray’s 1984 Ghare Baire works to conceal what is “not yet conceivable in the world 

except as catastrophic, disastrous, or monstrous” (2010:44), I see a different pattern of 

gendered representation in the examples from Indonesia and elsewhere above. 

Comparing the high modernist works of Antonioni, and especially Vláčil, with the 

enduring and more populist impetus in Indonesia, I argue that all three function in 

related ways to imbue a feminine perspective with a potentially disruptive or even 

horrifying sense of depth, reaching through and beyond the personal for an expanded 

realm of experience that approximates the “essence” of the political. 

As Alessia Ricciardi (2010) argues, in Antonioni the use of a female figure to 

actualize this kind of political desire constitutes an “ontological feminism” that 

eschews the absolute goal of emancipation for the less linear progression of “a 

woman’s belief in, understanding of, and relationship to her being in the world” (p. 

9). As I show in Indonesia, however, in moving even further away from the position 
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of a subject into that of an actual specter-symbol like Ratu Kidul or Sundel Bolong – 

a female ghost with a gaping bloody hole in its back – the potential of the prostitution 

or mystical horror genres to act as traditionally feminist texts is reduced as films 

distance themselves from an explicit concern with gender difference as such. The 

perspective that is ultimately produced and conveyed, I argue, is perhaps best 

compared with the more androgynous status of the punakawan, the outwardly lowly, 

misshapen, and sexually ambiguous, yet oddly powerful “clown servants” of shadow 

play. Like the modern visionary prostitutes or the acetic “seers” (resi) who acted 

powerfully on the political landscapes of Indonesia’s Javanese past, the punakawan 

are the agents of expanded representational space, stopping the show and “speaking 

for” the puppet master by directly addressing the audience. The effect is to make the 

present space and time of spectators merge and coincide with the powerful platform 

of comparison, translation and critique that is constructed on screen. 

  What the prominent and expansive femininity of many of the central figures 

of Indonesian cinema is made to approximate, then, is a broader political impetus that 

underscores, but ultimately engulfs and swallows, the politics of gender. In doing so, 

however, I argue that it also absorbs and diffuses the potential for symbolic 

dominance carried by the phallus in the allegedly male cinematic discourse 

disseminated by Hollywood. Just as Benjamin, following the footsteps of prostitutes 

in the labyrinthine modernity of the Parisian arcades, was subjected to a disturbing 

sense of the transparency and coincidence of the modern with the forgotten savagery 

of an allegedly ancient past, the feminine in Indonesian cinema ultimately guides 

viewers to imagine a place beyond sexual and political binaries. There, the specific 

problematics of gender, identity and human agency (and thus of historical 

progression) are revealed to be always already impure and submerged within the 

enduring and ethically muddy structures of ideology and expression that produce 

them.  

The realization offered by such an experience can indeed be shocking and may 

contaminate the aura of uniqueness assigned to the modern or that of purity and 

altruism often attached to contemporary political activism. Yet it can therefore also 

serve, as Benjamin (1968) argued, as a “real” and truly revolutionary space of thought 

and translation, offering more direct access to visceral levels of experience that are 

relegated to the “unseen” realms outside of consciousness and literal representability: 
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realms that are broadly discounted by arguments for the essence of a modern 

perspective as uniquely based in visual logic. As I show in my closing analyses of 

contemporary Indonesian films of the post-Suharto “Reformasi” era (1998-present), 

however, the tradition of using audio-visual means – and feminine on-screen conduits 

– to reach for just such an unrepresentable, unaligned “transparency” of perspective 

remains a powerful driving force in the work of many local filmmakers. 

 

The Appearance of the Unseen 
 

I will conclude the introduction with a contemporary encounter with what I 

argue to be signs of the continuing effect of these “old” features and forces of 

representation and interpretation that are largely obscured by the theoretical 

framework of film studies. As I indicated above, my sense of alienation from 

traditional cinematic-historiographical roads that inevitably begin with – and lead 

back to – Hollywood has led me to investigate outside of the boundaries of cinema as 

it is generally imagined in academic and popular discussions alike. While I still find 

myself close to the heart of the nation as it is geographically defined, I must also stray 

from the pervasive limitations that scholars like Anderson have placed on the ways in 

which countries like Indonesia are conceptualized and thought to conceive of 

themselves.  

After a 10-hour drive eastward from the Central Javanese city of Yogyakarta, 

with the help of a friend I was introduced to a dukun (loosely “shaman” or “spiritual 

healer”) whom I was invited to call Mas Permadi.9 A youthful man in his late thirties 

with short, spikey hair, slim-fitting jeans and a Manchester United jersey, Permadi at 

first glance appeared far more Westernized than his name – an alias of Arjuna, the 

womanizing hero of the Mahabharata – or profession would seem to suggest. While 

there is no shortage of dukuns in Yogyakarta or most other parts of Indonesia, I had 

come all this way to see Mas Permadi because of an aspect of his practice that struck 

me as particularly relevant to my study of cinema. 

                                                
9 Mas, which means older brother, is a respectful, yet informal term of address for a male who is 
around the same age or a little older (younger men like teenagers are often also called Mas by parents 
and older friends). In a situation like this, however, if not instructed to use Mas, I would have referred 
to the dukun as Pak Permadi – Pak is roughly similar to Mister. After our meeting, Mas Permadi also 
agreed to let me use his actual name. 
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As my friend had explained beforehand, every Saturday, Permadi holds well-

attended classes for elementary school children in a small pavilion adjacent to his 

house. The goal of the classes, to empower through engagement with the 

metaphysical, is not unusual in Java. It was the method, however, that first caught my 

interest. Rather than using meditation, mantras, or even sleight of hand, Permadi 

begins his young pupils’ training with a series of exercises designed to strengthen the 

bonds between discourse and fiction, imagination and expression. Each child is tasked 

with learning to build, and describe in painstaking detail, a vast, complex, and 

believable alternate world: an imagined diegesis.  

The world is fabricated and stored in students’ minds, but made actual in the 

act of conveying it to others, as if it were simply a space contiguous to the “real” one 

we think of ourselves as inhabiting. The process begins with a small room and its 

furnishings, moving on as its budding architects become more advanced, constructing 

and explaining a house, its inhabitants, a street, a city or town, and so on. The 

explanations are necessarily brief, but they must convey a sense of the highly detailed 

“worldhood,” to use Perkins’ term, of the invented space. If this was an effective way 

to learn to convince people of the existence of something unseen – whether because it 

lies outside the boundaries of vision, is fictive, supernatural, or all three – I was struck 

by the thought that it would also likely be a near-perfect method of acquiring the 

skills necessary to become a filmmaker: to render an alternate, imaginary world 

believable, yet simultaneously “magical” enough that others will take interest and 

invest time and possibly money in exploring or even helping to develop it.  

Appropriately, after we exchanged formalities, Mas Permadi began by 

explaining that the main principle of the philosophy he imparts to children (and often 

also adults) is that “the world is made up of the seen and the unseen” (dunia terbuat 

dari yang ketok dan tak ketok). The key practical element of this philosophy, as in the 

above exercise, is to learn to understand, and engage with, the existence of various 

kinds of unseen spaces. To do so, it is necessary not only to imagine that an alternate, 

normally invisible region is possessed of real dimension and may thus impose 

perceptible, material effects, but that the visible world itself is therefore neither whole 

nor continuous as such. Rather, it should be assumed to be entangled with the 

existence of other spaces that coincide with it and engage it but do not necessarily 

share its logic, worldview, or formal appearance.  
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Perhaps most important in learning to see in this way is to understand that the 

“cause” of changes or particular occurrences in the world as we know it, and with 

these the ability to exert direct or indirect influence on historical affairs both large and 

small, may lie in the obscure or unseen – outside of what is comfortably conceivable 

from a singular, individual perspective, or what can be clearly defined within the 

limitations of a particular interest, political position, or point of view. The world as a 

whole is thus not visually or logically continuous with the kind of view we might 

normally associate with a personal perspective, or even that of a unified nation. The 

question then is how to begin to describe the unseen forces that shape the world, 

whether this involves taking into account the view of another person, party, country, 

or even the conglomeration of a totality of different perspectives that is essentially 

unrepresentable. How to show or signify their presence, and difference, in a way that 

is understandable, yet suitably “other”?     

Like the majority of those who study with him or seek his help, Mas Permadi 

is Muslim, and he at times uses religious terms in reference to what lies beyond the 

visible, calling it  “the Creator” (sang Pencipta), or God (Allah/Tuhan). But his 

language, like the broad, encompassing perspective he aims to foster, functions to 

create bridges between potentially opposing views, including religious ones. In our 

conversation, the concept of God as a universal causal force was therefore deployed 

not as a restraint on further questions as it sometimes elsewhere is, but as a kind of 

gateway into a theory of the unconscious (alam bawah sadar). Not unlike a 

psychoanalyst, Permadi explained that he works to help children begin to approach 

the unconscious as a causal force of thought and action through exploring the “middle 

brain” (otak tengah), which he described as “the filter through which things enter 

consciousness from the unconscious.” 

 Unlike most psychoanalysts or religious philosophers, however, Permadi’s 

practice not only consists of theorizing a locus of causality beyond the conscious and 

the visible, but involves producing material signs of his engagement with this unseen 

source of power. In terms that can be seen as coincident with both cinema studies and 

psychoanalysis, Mas Permadi calls this process of production one of “tearing a hole in 

the veil” (nyobek tabir) of the visible. Through meditation and philosophical study, he 

tells me, he has learned to create an “actual” entrance into what lies beyond the seen. 

At this point in our conversation, those who had gathered to listen urged him to show 
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me how this works. Still sitting cross-legged beside me, Mas Permadi quickly raised 

his hands above his head, clapping and pressing them together, exclaiming “wujud!” 

– “materialize.” Following a series of jerky movements where his hands were brought 

down in front of his torso and clapped together again, Permadi slowly opened his 

right hand and extended it in my direction. In his palm was a small, oval, translucent 

purple stone, which he indicated I should take. 

As I had been told previously, this particular skill is one that Permadi is well 

known for among local adults, who prize the small agates and gems, known here as 

batu akik, like the one I now held in my hand. Long believed to hold special, possibly 

magical properties and currently the object of a near-obsessive nationwide trend, batu 

akik that have been “discovered” by someone like Permadi, and are thus imbued with 

the aura of the unseen, are particularly sought after, and can fetch prices upwards of 

the equivalent of thousands of dollars.10 My understanding of the economics of such 

objects contributed to the strong sense that whether or not the stone I now held had 

actually appeared through “magic” was probably among the least important aspects of 

the transaction. Permadi seemed to concur, further emphasizing that the unseen realm 

from which he had taken the stone need not necessarily be associated with mysticism 

or the so-called “spirit world” (perhaps, given the currently hyper-commoditized 

status of batu akik, what I had glimpsed was partly the effects of the “invisible hand” 

of local market forces). 

Permadi had clearly brought forth the purple stone from a place that was 

invisible to everyone else present, and had done so using a series of repeated 

movements that gave the impression of a particular technique. More important, the 

repetitive, eye-catching jerkiness of the process of making visible something of the 

unseen appeared to carry a message of its own, implicitly calling attention to the 

status of Permadi’s procedure as a performance or even a “trick.” Rather than 

smoothly rendering his actions in the terms of the visual and the material – by taking 

                                                
10 The market for batu akik appears to be sustained mostly by the interest of locals. The stones are 
famously set in silver or gold rings worn by politically and spiritually powerful men and women. The 
recently increased fervor for batu akik in the last few years is responsible for what appears to be tens of 
thousands of stores, roadside stands, and often entire markets that have suddenly appeared – as if out of 
nowhere – in Java, Sumatra, Bali, and other islands. Although tourists also often buy jewelry in 
Indonesia, they are mostly steered toward large, air conditioned stores where the main selling point is 
intricately carved silver and gold rings, necklaces and bracelets, rather than the stones embedded in 
them. 
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the stone from his pocket, for instance – he seemed to be underscoring a distinction 

from the consistency and seamlessness of reality as we glimpse it under most 

circumstances. The move, furthermore, bore an uncanny resemblance to Akup’s 

cinematic demonstration of the power of unseen, and mostly unconscious, “culture 

bound” forces via the stuttering repetitions of Latah (whether knowingly or not, this 

technique was “copied” by Andrei Tarkovsky, who began his 1975 masterpiece 

Zerkalo [The Mirror] with the pathological stutterings of a young boy). When 

representing the passage of an object or idea from a space that by definition eludes the 

logic of a singular or “local” viewpoint, for both Akup and Permadi, to invoke the 

“realistic” terms and logic of the visible world would perhaps merely raise suspicions 

as to the authenticity of both process and object, potentially resulting in claims of 

falsehood or rote imitation.  

Deploying a technique based on the principles of visual, spatio-temporal 

“continuity” – using movements that are continuous or of a piece with the way we 

generally understand the workings of the physical, visible world around us and its 

properties; i.e. stones do not appear out of thin air – would therefore also potentially 

result in the dissipation of the powerful aura of the emergent object’s belonging to 

another space. To evoke the air of the unseen believably, it seemed, the technique 

employed would need to strike those witnessing it as strange – or even “fake.” In this 

context, I would also argue that the self-reflexive deployment of tricks and fakery in 

Indonesia does not engender in viewers or participants an absolute, unquestioning 

belief in the authenticity of objects and representations with which they are presented. 

The point, as I elaborate below, is to destabilize the absolute belief in any one space 

or thing.  

Rumors abound of synthetic, machine-made gems flooding the market and 

duping naïve buyers with “fakes.” But after undergoing a performative process like 

what I had just witnessed, the question of the resultant stone’s actual origin appeared 

moot – whether created by the invisible natural forces contained in the volcanic layers 

beneath the earth’s surface or by a factory in West Java, the stone’s “origin” and 

value were now established by the collective witnessing of a process performed by a 

recognized practitioner. Mas Permadi’s use of a specific formal technique thus 

focuses attention not only on the emergence of an object. Like a filmmaker or other 

artist, his “tricks” also reflect the historical development of diverse local methods of 
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representation. Some of these, as I will elaborate below and in the proceeding 

chapters, share an underlying goal of encompassing multiple and often mutually 

exclusive perspectives, myths, epistemologies, or truths within a loosely identifiable 

worldview and mode of expression. The stone’s “aura,” and potential price, are 

therefore very much dependent on Mas Permadi’s present, “parasitic” engagement 

with both those methods and the complex local economy of representation with which 

they are entangled. 

 

The Political Unseen: Many Against One 

 

Like an artist, historian, or filmmaker, Mas Permadi’s work as a teacher and 

dukun, while at some level focused on products, is also inescapably embedded in an 

ongoing process of shaping and re-shaping local perspectives on politics and power. 

His practice and philosophy, moreover, were not divinely received, but were forged 

through a process of study and repeated discussion. He began to formulate them, he 

and others explained, as a member of a group whose leader had been educated over 

the course of twenty years by living and studying in a series of Javanese-Islamic 

schools (pesantren). In each such school, Pak Soleh, the group’s founder, became 

temporarily entrenched in a distinct political view anchored in particular 

interpretations of Muslim and local historical texts. Following his decades of study, 

he began to impart what he had gained through mastering and combining the 

translocal perspectives of the many pesantren. As a member of Pak Soleh’s group, 

Mas Permadi learned to dissect and analyze the Qur’an, closely scrutinizing its lines 

and verses in Arabic. The technique, however, was not for “strictly religious” 

purposes, but was, among other things, deployed as a tool for rethinking the 

foundation of Pancasila, the Indonesian national philosophy, in the conception of a 

singular God. 

The first of five key Pancasila principles, “ketuhanan yang maha esa,” 

explained Permadi’s father, who is also a member of the group, is normally taken to 

mean “Belief in the one and only God” (this assumes the concept of God can be 

placed within a Christian/Catholic, Muslim, Buddhist or Hindu framework of 

understanding, but is necessarily singular; even in the last, ostensibly polytheistic 

version, there must be a single highest power). In the group’s reading of the Qur’an, 
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however, this is a weak and under-representative theological foundation. God, they 

argue, “is not one, because you can resist one.” Rather, “God is something that does 

not exist as such,” an entity that stands outside of the logic of consciousness, and of 

the visible: the unseen “creator.” As in Mas Permadi’s conception above of the visible 

as a “veil,” in the group’s approach to religious politics, the practice of “tearing” 

consists of pulling important words and concepts apart from the standardized 

meanings attached to them by the state and other powerful groups. In this case the 

technique is not used to establish the authenticity of an object from another space or 

time, but is used to expose a hidden “trick” in the construction of a singular, 

seemingly coherent nationality. 

In Pancasila, the official conception of God as “One” serves as an allegedly 

unassailable metaphor for the unification of a vast and impossibly diverse nation 

composed of thousands of islands and hundreds of distinct languages, ethnic groups, 

and worldviews. Most of them, however, are made eminently invisible in the heavily 

Javanized process of national representation. For Permadi and his colleagues, the 

heart of the problem lies not in the fact of Javanization itself, but in the rigidly 

singular conceptualization of God as the center of the national structure as a whole. 

As the logic of their intervention implies, like the visible, the national and its Javanese 

core should not in actuality be understood to be singular, continuous or enclosed. If 

the nation, like God, is instead riddled with holes and inconsistencies that far exceed 

the abilities of a particular individual or interest to address, to point these out is not to 

weaken the unity of the whole, but to imbue its particular historicity with the 

seemingly endless, shifting, syncretic strength of “Java.” Akin to the philosophical 

definition of God as not one (and to Perkins’ formulation of the cinematic present as 

always in the middle of a unrepresentably vast diegetic “history”) Java can also be 

said to have “no beginning, and no end.”  

To think the local as always composed of disparate forces that tear and 

interpenetrate the singularity of its conception is therefore ultimately to sustain it 

through engagement with these persistent “energies” that elude clear, logical 

representation from a singular point of view. For Permadi and his colleagues, and, as I 

will argue in the chapters that follow, for many other influential groups of 

Indonesians, to underscore the use of tricks in the construction of the visual, or point 

to the “fakeness” of ethnic or national identity, is paradoxically a very 
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Javanese/Indonesian, and therefore, by extension, an eminently nationalist act. It 

seeks allegiance to a collective reality that is forged, and continually re-forged, in the 

invisible subterranean layers of ethnic and national consciousness, but can only truly 

be visualized – and authenticated – through a self-conscious, symbolic forgery.  

This view of the nation is saturated, and haunted, by the inheritance of a rich 

national/epistemological past that imposes its powerfully fragmented aura on the 

experience of post/colonial modernity, and on the globalization of Western 

technologies and theories of both nationalism and representation. Far from a fringe or 

radical political position, this view stands as a constant threat to the hegemony of a 

singular power – whether domestic or foreign – precisely because it is not visible as 

such, and not “one.” Yet like the ancient, gleaming batu akik that is now a material 

weight affixed to my finger as I enter characters into this manuscript-to-be, it is real, 

and is “oddly” selling better than ever. 
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Chapter One 

Cinema and History in the Shadows of a “Puppet State” 

 
To give…[the] relationship…between ancient classics and contemporary film texts… 
primacy may well mean that we fall into an essentialist (and in this case essentially 
Orientalist) mistake of emphasizing continuities and universalities within a national 
cinema, so that we miss what is more significant––changes, interruptions and 
disruptions.  

Krishna Sen, Indonesian Cinema: Framing the New Order (1994:3) 
 
We know the damage a falsified filiation can do, going as far as dissociation of the 
subject’s personality, when those around him conspire to sustain the lie. 

Jacques Lacan, “The Function of the Field of Speech and Language  
in Psychoanalysis” (2002:66) 

 
 

What’s in a Name: An “Ancient” Genealogy of Signs 
 

 Breathing in Mud: Sumila looks up from a chat with two colleagues in 

Harmoni, a seamy center of what has only recently become quasi-illicit activity in 

Jakarta. A shiny, new 1970 Fiat has pulled up to the curb nearby, and the driver is 

looking their way. Rais, a pimp, is leaning into the window and chatting with the man 

in the car, who wears expensive-looking clothes and the hurried, nervous look of one 

who seldom frequents places like this. His gaze travels back and forth between the 

procurer and the group of women; “Mila,” as she is called here, is certain they are 

talking about her. Rais’s decision to pay for her English lessons, contemporary dance 

classes, and city-going clothes has made many of the other girls green with envy. But 

Mila must now materialize what she has been made to symbolize: the pimp’s 

aspirations to “modernize” his business, expanding its level and reach, hopefully well 

into the sphere of transnational commerce.  

The newcomer seems just the kind of client Rais is looking for, and Mila is 

soon waved over to the car. Rais backs away, hoping she will speak for herself, and 

for the relatively exorbitant fee he now asks for her services.  

“With foreigners, I usually get 10,000,” she tells the man. 

-“I’m Melayu” [from Sumatra], he insists, with exaggerated irony. 

Nonetheless, it is soon clear that money isn’t an issue, and they are on their way. 

After a brief conversation, the man strikes her as a “nice guy.” Like Rais, however, he 

also appears highly concerned with what Mila might symbolize in relation to his own 
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image. Without warning, he pulls off to the side of a dark, empty road. “I won’t do it 

in the car!” says Mila assertively. But the man simply turns to look at her. 

“Did you go to school?” he asks. 

-“I’m from a village, om [uncle],” she replies, turning to avoid his gaze.  

“That’s why I have to teach you.”  

At first, she is taken aback.  

-“What for?” 

 “You have to act like a nice girl. As if you were an employee at a bank, or a 

Junior High School teacher.” 

-“But what for??”  

Forced to explain himself, the man reveals that he was unable to secure a date 

for a gathering of his friends and colleagues from the office. His plan is not to take 

Mila to bed at a nearby hotel, but to a party at an upscale club. And therefore she must 

be transformed yet another step beyond what Rais has imagined. She must absolutely 

not reveal that she is either a poor villager or an upwardly mobile, urban call girl. 

This transformation, like that of Mila’s initial transition into prostitution, 

begins with names. “As my date, you can’t call me om,” the man admonishes. “My 

name is Budiman, but just call me Budi.” Her interest piqued, Mila decides to play 

along for the time being, giving the man’s name, which means “kindness” or “good 

character,” exaggerated consideration. She elongates its sound, dividing it into 

syllables – “Booo-dee” – as if testing the applicability of its meaning as a word to the 

seemingly earnest man in front of her. The odd situation, however, has put her off 

guard. When Budi asks her name, she lets slip “Supinah,” which she thinks of as part 

of her “old,” and perhaps also her “real,” self, the villager who was once married to a 

farmer. Budi’s reaction is like a brusque slap in the face: 

“Uh… that’s ugly. Let’s change it, ok?... Don’t be angry, I’ll give you a good 

name: Yanti.” 

-“Yaaan-tee…Yanti.” 

Struck by a realization, Mila recovers her sense of humor, and begins to 

giggle: her adoption of the name Sumila two years ago, while marking a shift in the 

fate of the old Supinah, still contains the prefix Su. Like budi, su means “good,” but 

has more recently come to mark the rural origins of those whose names bear it. In this 

case – or, for that matter, in the image she is creating with Rais the pimp – su is not 
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good. Offering her the more authentically cosmopolitan elegance of “Yanti,” Budi has 

inadvertently completed Mila’s transformation, freeing her from her “ugly” rural 

history and potentially adding significant value to Rais’s modernizing investments. 

But her sense of delight is sparked by something far more unexpected. At least for the 

evening, she will become a “wanita baik-baik”: a graceful, virtuous woman that Budi 

can parade in front of his wealthy, white-collar friends, in the secret hope of making 

an ex-girlfriend jealous.  

At the end of her planned one-night performance, however, the instigator of 

the ruse has himself become wholly absorbed by it. Looking into Mila’s eyes, he tells 

“Yanti” he has forgotten that the woman in front of him is a villager-turned-prostitute 

whose services he is paying for. Surprising, she thinks, that a man of education, 

reasonable wealth and good social standing seems to believe wholeheartedly in the 

magic power of a name. When he returns to Harmoni a few days later looking for her, 

her colleagues, too, are confused: “Yanti?” It is if he has changed the course of 

history ever so slightly and now lives in an altered world where a new truth has been 

added to all the old ones, rearranging them in the process, and showing that fate can 

be modified.  

It can be modified, she thinks, but at what cost? Long before Budi came along, 

Mila had been shown an opening, and picked a name, refashioning herself into a 

support system for her widowed mother and young daughter. But even Rais, the one 

who had shown her the opening and thereby “saved” her from starvation when her 

husband left, never spoke of having made a choice. Instead, he, and the nature of their 

“partnership” in Harmoni, had gradually made her aware of what she began to think 

of as the “mud”: the thick, unseen substance in which the fates of herself and 

everyone around her had always floated. It is there, perhaps, where all the names one 

might possibly take are created and kept. To recognize the mud, to know its names 

and its fluidity, is a kind of power. Mila could turn and propel herself in another 

direction continuously for days or even years. But in the end she would still find 

herself there, in the mud.  

 Budi, too, had seen an opening, and begun a new story. Placing Yanti at his 

side, he would be complete, imbued with a king-like power, of which the 

transformation of Mila into Yanti would stand as proof. Wrapped in his arms, Yanti is 

irresistibly drawn into her new fate. But Mila is paralyzed by a sinking feeling. Budi’s 
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story, like her own, can only be an opening into the reality of the mud, where the 

ambitions of Kings and Queens are realized, but often only to be drowned. For the 

moment, at least, Mila has been keeping herself afloat and is still breathing.   

 

*  *  * 
 

The preceding is taken from a scene in the popular 1970 Indonesian film 

Bernafas Dalam Lumpur (Breathing in Mud, dir. Tourino Djunaedy), presented 

through the perspective of its central character, Mila (alias Supinah alias Yanti), 

played in the film by the iconic actress Suzanna. As I will discuss further in chapter 

four, Bernafas builds, more or less directly, on the “ethnographic” work of a storied 

group of nationalist-era painters, poets, film- and theater-makers, critics and cukong 

(“money men”), who, from the 1940s to the 1960s, adopted the infamous Pasar Senen 

area of Jakarta as their daily haunt and center of operations. The film’s use of a 

harrowed, liminal female character as an avatar for both the state of the nation 

following the rise of Western-friendly, authoritarian dictator Suharto in the mid-

1960s, and the potential of (male) artists to actively transform it, was among its most 

novel, trendsetting elements. As I will show in chapter two, however, the prominent 

role of women from a powerful “underworld” that subtends and controverts the 

normative surface of legal and patriarchal authority is also a technique that has 

constituted a staple trope of Javanese literature and historiography since at least the 

seventeenth century. The reemergence of the trope in the postcolonial era, in the 

medium of film, thus points to an unsettling convergence between the emergent 

“modern” discourses of gender and agency in Indonesian cinema (and in the 

modernist art and literary circles that gave birth to it) and those of the older, yet still-

vital fields of Javanese and Sumatran art, performance, and literature.  

This apparently anachronistic coincidence of cinema and what Krishna Sen 

refers to in the epigraph as “ancient classics” represents a key point in a complex and 

fraught relationship that I will be addressing throughout this dissertation. In the 

context of the present chapter, the section taken from the film above will set the scene 

for the journey on which this writing embarks. In foregrounding the impermanence of 

characters’ names, the film subtly points to a particular openness and fluidity in the 

construction of identities and emotions, and in the production and legitimation of 
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historical power relations. The pervasiveness of the “mud,” however, asserts the 

presence of an underlying network of values and associations, perhaps not unlike 

Raymond Williams’ concept of the “structure of feeling,” that profoundly shapes and 

delimits the ostensibly open and pluralistic landscape of naming and narration in the 

modernizing present.  

As the epigraph above suggests, by following a logic of historical 

development popular in film studies and a number of related disciplines, one might be 

drawn to minimize, ignore, or even shun as essentialist the idea that local practices 

like wayang kulit, or shadow play, and the vast conglomeration of literary-historical 

narratives it represents, might exert an important influence on Indonesian cinema in 

the twentieth and twenty first centuries. As effects of the rise of industrial modernity 

in general, the emergence of motion picture technology and of other forms of 

mechanical reproduction before and after it are generally seen in film studies and 

other related fields as inexorably powerful forces of disruption that have radically 

reshaped the representation, and thus the understanding, of history and human 

experience on a global scale. Yet if one takes Indonesia as a case study, and does not 

exclude wayang or other long-historical discourses and practices a priori, what 

emerges, I submit, is a different picture of the ways in which the globalization of 

Western industrial modernity effects disruption and change in the so-called global 

South. 

One of the basic problems this study faces is thus one of terminology, or, to 

put it another way, of names. If media like wayang (and the discourses attached to 

them) are placed to one side in the assessment of modernity, as if they occupy a realm 

outside of history where they are dismissively called “ancient,” mythological, or 

“traditional,” they may indeed appear as if they were part of some brittle, unchanging 

“putative national cultural past” (Sen 1994:3), as Sen implies. Such a realm should 

then be all too easy for the onslaught of Western modernity, and theories of 

modernity, to disturb, displace, and dispel. (In this context, the displacement of 

traditions may alternately be seen as a necessary and “good” aspect of modernization, 

or as a negative process in which beautiful, “intangible cultural heritages,” to use the 

language of UNESCO, are being corrupted by the homogenizing forces of 

globalization and need be saved or “preserved” from extinction)  
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A return to the work of an earlier generation of historians of Java and 

Indonesia, however, acquaints the researcher with traditional practices like wayang, 

and with the accumulation of literatures on which they are based, in a different 

theoretical register – that of mechanisms for the re/production of ideology (Berg 

1955; Moertono 1981; Geertz 1960; Johns 1964; Vickers 1990). In this context, the 

shifting makeup and continuing operation of such media practices in the present can 

be understood in historical terms that more closely resonate with the concept of an 

enduring local “structure of feeling.” Although for many, ideology evokes the 

dubious, muddy power of states to control and exploit citizens, the term nonetheless 

places “old” media like wayang in a position of approximate theoretical “coevalness” 

(Fabian [1983] 2002) with the purportedly more disruptive realm of modernity.  

Once there, however, a second, more important, question emerges. For Louis 

Althusser (1971), among the most influential theorists of ideology from the mid-

twentieth century to the present, ideology has two basic levels: that of the historical 

“state ideological apparatus” – constituted by particular institutions or media practices 

at particular times – and that of an underlying structure that determines all such 

apparatuses, which he terms “ideology in general” (pp. 107-109). At the latter level, 

like the unconscious in the work of Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan, Althusser 

argues that ideology is eternal, and thus operates transhistorically (p. 109), 

continuously influencing the development of subjectivity and political and social life 

from one era to another. Not unlike Williams’ structure of feeling, in which change is 

made possible through continual reference to established “residual” conventions and 

traditions (1977:122), then, Althusser sees critical links between the shifting structure 

of the modern present and that of the “ancient” past. These links are embedded and 

must endure, even across what are often experienced, from the limited perspective of 

the present tense, as radical shifts and disruptions in the historical conditions of a 

particular society or milieu.  

In referring to these conceptions of historical development, however, I do not 

intend to facilely position Indonesia or its ideological relationship to the past within 

an Althusserian or psychoanalytic framework of understanding. Yet in studying 

Indonesia comparatively in the context of globalization in the twentieth century, it is 

necessary to engage certain key perspectives that I would argue to be deeply 

embedded in – perhaps in fact “native” to – a basic Western scholarly perspective on 
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world history. Whether implicitly or openly, influential theorists like Fredric Jameson 

(and indeed Benedict Anderson) continually assert an Althusserian Marxist sense of 

global change along a “genealogical” path of alleged stages and epistemic breaks 

connected to the enduring influence of a very particular conception of the past. It is 

this past, based largely in the evolution of Euro-American capitalism over the last 

several centuries, that for psychoanalysis has also created a more-or-less uniform 

“symbolic order”; an abstract force that acts as a basic structure for modern human 

experience.  

As discussed in the introduction, the implication of this particular history and 

its pervasive structuring of subjectivity – and with it the logic of representation – has 

had a critical influence on the study of film and other media. This has led, as 

Elsaesser (2004) and others argue, to scholarly understandings of classical Hollywood 

form – along with the Western industrial innovation of motion picture technologies –

 as the ontological basis for all cinemas, and for the polemical development of “good” 

and “bad” visual politics throughout the twentieth century. It is this situation, then, 

that implicitly relegates popular cinemas with different basic structures and modes of 

address – like that of India or Indonesia – to the status of what Madhava Prasad 

lamentably calls “not-yet” cinemas (1998:2). Such filmic practices are assumed to be 

using modern technology in a way that is “inimical to its historic essence” (p. 2), and 

are thus seen as hopelessly astray or lagging “behind” on an inevitable path of 

progression to a more directly imitative – or oppositional – relation to the modern 

standard of Hollywood.  

For my purposes, then, it is important to allow for a sense of parity by 

reviewing Indonesia’s similarities with reigning theories of modern development, and 

with the ideological role of the past therein. More important still, however, is to 

highlight the fundamental, ontological differences within these parities – persistent 

patterns that reveal a less dependent and derivative engagement with European history 

and the particular structures of feeling that have shaped it. One of the most salient 

differences, I would argue, is that Althusser traces the enduring structure of “ideology 

in general,” for him the bedrock of all human relations to power, to a Christian 

religious ideology (and, implicitly, its Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Ghost) (pp. 

110-11, 120-23). Ideology thus tacitly follows a Christian logic in which “men” are 
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shaped by, and subjected to, a particular conception or “image” of a higher power – 

God – just as women and children are, by the same logic, subjected to men.  

Likewise, it is in a Judeo-Christian/Catholic logic of naming that Freud and 

Lacan based their understandings of the putatively universal “symbolic order” of 

human hierarchies. For Lacan, whose concept of the imaginary was an especially 

important influence on Althusser’s formulation of ideology (Althusser 1971:117, 

119), naming – and taking the “Name-of-the-Father” as a family name or other stable 

designation of identity in particular – is paramount. It is among the most important 

ways in which the collective experience of reality, along with its particular structures 

of authority, relations between history and the present, and positioning of individual 

“subjects” therein, is built and sustained.  

As Slavoj Žižek explains it, the Name of the Father, associated with the 

phallus and the “male” nature of language and of authority, functions as a “rigid 

designator” (1989:97) that continually points to the patriarch as the symbolic base and 

eternal anchor for human hierarchies, from the ancient to the modern. Precisely 

because there is in fact no inherent reason for men to be designated leaders, the 

positioning of their names as the heads of families, communities, kingdoms and 

nations must appear rigid and immutable. As Freud, Lacan, and Žižek all argue, this 

rigidity works to protect the stability of individual and collective identities and 

outlooks, which are arranged and determined by this apparently robust sense of order 

that obscures its actual arbitrariness and contingency on interpretations of Christian 

religious doctrine. In Indonesia, by contrast, as is suggested by the excerpt from 

Bernafas Dalam Lumpur above, there is a far greater level of ambiguity in how 

people relate to proper names, and in the ways in which such appellations do, or do 

not, function as “pure signifiers” of the unassailable nature of authority, culture, or 

ideology.  

As the experience and growing wisdom of Mila/Supinah/Yanti demonstrates 

throughout the film, however, the apparent flexibility of naming in Indonesia, where 

both father- and family-based names are very much the exception and not the rule, is 

far from an indication of any sort of ideal freedom in negotiating with authority, 

whether historical or eternal. Yet what it does appear to suggest is a greater conscious 

awareness of the basic ordering of life that in psychoanalysis represents a necessarily 

unconscious structure. In this instance, the awareness is produced through the “play” 
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made possible by the openly mutable nature of names. For Lacan, however, to begin 

to perceive the symbolic order as such, along with the fact that its meaning, and the 

structures of authority founded on it, are essentially arbitrary, is a key trigger for 

psychosis, which he refers to artfully as a “disaster of the imaginary” (2002:207). The 

transition into pathology, Lacan argues, begins precisely with the perception of a 

loosening of the historical fixity of the system of naming, which, “by the hole that it 

opens up in the signified, sets off a cascade of reworkings of the signifier from which 

the growing disaster of the imaginary proceeds” (pp. 207). 

In this context, what can be made of a cultural-ideological system in which the 

“rigid” basic function of the Name of the Father has either been dispensed with as 

such, or has simply never played a central role in the ordering of experience?11 The 

important gendered dimensions of this apparently “flexible” system of signification in 

Indonesia will be addressed in detail in chapter two. For the moment, my analysis will 

engage the broader implications of what appears to be an enduring system of order 

and ideology that does not share the “omnipresent” and “eternal” basic structure of 

Christian logic that Lacan, Althusser and others tacitly position as the universal 
                                                
11 Here it is important to understand what Lacan means by “Name-of-the-Father.” In the essay “On a 
Question Prior to Any Possible Treatment of Psychosis” (2002), Lacan refutes arguments in which 
cultural variations in gender relations might signal contexts in which the authority Freud and others 
have assigned to the Name-of-the-Father would not be applicable. He argues that “the attribution of 
procreation to the father can only be the effect of the pure signifier, of a recognition, not of the real 
father, but of what religion has taught us to invoke as the Name-of-the-Father” (pp. 188-89). What 
Lacan suggests is thus not the absolute authority of a certain name or of any or all particular fathers, 
but of a structure of power, enforced in the West by institutions like the Church, to which one’s 
permanent subjection is represented by one’s (family/permanent) name.  

Where Indonesian naming practice differs most clearly from Lacan’s formulation of the 
normative function of naming is thus not in the fact that there is no ‘Name of the Father’ as such – 
Java, and many other cultures in Indonesia are essentially patriarchal, and there are a number of 
variations of local ‘oedipal’ stories, which are considered by Freud, Lacan, and others to be closely 
associated with the symbolic authority of the Father in psychoanalysis. Furthermore, naming, and, as 
we will see below, naming systems used in Javanese, Balinese, and other historical texts, are key 
factors in the legitimation of authority based on the establishment of kinship relations, which are also a 
key factor in the structuring of authority for Lacan. Without them, he writes, “no power can institute 
the order of preferences and taboos that knot and braid the thread of lineage through the generations” 
(2002:66). If one wanted to view Indonesia in a psychoanalytic or Althusserian framework, then, the 
Name-of-the-Father, albeit under a different name, could be said to be operative, in its “eternal” 
function as “pure signifier,” in Javanese and various other local cultural/ideological systems. The 
important difference arises in the fact that in Java, naming is not fixed in a historical manner by an 
actual father, who, in Lacan’s terms, functions as constant, material “metaphor” for the linguistic, 
structural position of the Name-of-the-Father within the symbolic order to which we are always 
subjected. It is not that the basic or “pure” signifier does not exist in Indonesia; it is operative, but, like 
language, film, and other communicative structures, it operates in a different and more openly flexible 
manner, showing itself to be “arbitrary” but apparently without surrendering its grip on authority. 
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source of modern humanity. What, then, might be the ideological effects of 

Indonesia’s absorption of a potent mixture of Hindu, Buddhist, and Islamic logics (as 

well as Christian and specifically Catholic ones, although these are by far the minority 

in the Muslim majority country) over the course of the past millennium, each of 

which has clearly retained an important presence in the current “structure of feeling” 

and national state of affairs?  

As I will show later in this chapter, the openly heterogeneous structure of 

Javanese/Indonesian ideology in fact features something resembling Lacan’s 

allegedly madness-inducing “hole in the signified” incorporated within its normative 

function. What, then, are the implications for a “normative” Indonesian subjectivity 

and psycho-philosophical orientation? Is there perhaps a greater potential ability to 

return, more or less unscathed, from what Lacan elsewhere terms a traumatic 

“encounter with the real”? Ultimately, these questions will be critical in informing my 

assessment of the basic formal and narrative qualities of Indonesian cinema, 

particularly in terms of what appears to be a “built in” tendency of many local films to 

open a structural-level communication with spectators through reflection on the 

fabricated, arbitrary nature of their own diegetic worlds, and of cinematic 

communication in general. 

In what follows in chapter one, I will analyze and attempt to characterize some 

of the basic aspects of the structure and function of ideology and signification in 

Indonesia, using the discourse and practice of wayang as the primary object and 

medium of examination. Rather than a singular art form or style, wayang constitutes a 

vast and continually shifting “traditional” literary-narrative field, composed of 

countless texts and various modes of expression, but currently best known as the basis 

for shadow play, or wayang kulit. Wayang is of course not the only choice available, 

and could easily be seen as overstudied in the context of Indonesia. But for the 

purposes of my analysis, its continuous deployment, over the last several centuries (if 

not millennia) until the present, as a popular vehicle for the dissemination of political-

ideological values makes wayang difficult to resist. The immense, almost 

“unrepresentable” complexity, variability and adaptability of the forms, techniques, 

texts, and physical media through which its narratives and messages can be 

transmitted, furthermore, makes it an ideal avatar and metaphor for the enduring, 
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“flexible” structure of feeling for which it constitutes one of the most important 

avenues of expression. 

In reading the present chapter in particular, however, it is important to keep in 

mind that wayang, and the symbolic/ideological structures it stands for, do not 

constitute an “iron cage,” even a pliable one, in which the Indonesian public – or its 

leaders or media makers – are inexorably trapped. (In this sense, as I will elaborate 

further elsewhere, my comparative understanding of the function of wayang as an 

ideological mechanism is closer to that of Williams than Althusser’s formulation). It 

is eminently possible to choose to do things in a way that exceeds or controverts the 

configurations and modes of expression common to wayang and its many related 

local media forms. The point is thus not to assert the absolute dominance of one 

system or another, but rather to examine and appreciate the continuing marketability 

of wayang narratives and discourses, whether they are referenced directly or 

implicitly, in the shifting, modernizing media landscapes of Indonesia in the twentieth 

and twenty-first centuries. While the structures of expression basic to wayang 

represent an “alternative” to those of Hollywood, for example, I would argue that they 

continue, perhaps stubbornly, to infuse and shape the fields of “mainstream” mass 

communication, and indeed thought, in Indonesia. They do so even as they are at 

times resented as retrograde, openly resisted, or simply ignored by many Indonesians.  

  

A Wrinkle in Time: “Coincidence” at the Borders of a Puppet State 
 

We are dealing with forged stories whose meaning we are trying to find out. 
C. C. Berg, “The Islamisation of Java” (1955:127, emphasis in original) 

 

If Jean Louis Baudry (1970) thought he had discovered the ideological origins 

of Hollywood in Plato’s ancient, Greek, theoretical cave, I will begin my own study 

on slightly more solid ground, at the partially reconstructed ruins of two Medang-era 

(8th-11th century) Javanese Hindu temples outside the city of Yogyakarta (as stated in 

the introduction, following Elsaesser [2004], I am indeed endeavoring to practice 

“media archaeology”). If this still seems an unpromising place to conduct research on 

cinema, I should relate that the temples mainly functioned to provide a backdrop for 

an apparent coincidence: an unplanned conversation that helped crystallize my 

understanding of wayang, and how it has managed to leap the countless technological 
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– and ostensibly epistemological – chasms that separate the mass media of the 

twentieth and twenty first centuries from those of the preceding hundreds, or possibly 

thousands, of years.  

Tucked into the rolling, farm-dotted hills just east of the Yogyakarta airport, 

unlike the larger, better known Medang sites like Prambanan (the biggest Hindu 

temple in Indonesia) or Ratu Boko (thought to be the main palace used by the Sanjaya 

dynasty of Medang), Candi Barong and Candi Ijo are accessible by rough roads with 

little or no tourist infrastructure, save for the occasional sign, and are free of charge 

for both locals and foreigners. Candi Barong, where the conversation occurred, is 

located in a field in the middle of a small village, and only recently has received an 

official-looking placard and metal fence from a government historical preservation 

fund. Twenty kilometers to the west, in the center of the city, the still-functioning, 

Mataram-era palace of the Sultan of Yogyakarta, who continues to wield political 

power as unelected governor of the Yogyakarta Special Region (DIY), provides a 

forceful demonstration of modern Indonesia’s interconnectedness with particular parts 

of its history. Older sites like Candi Barong and Ijo, judiciously strewn throughout 

East and Central Java, would seem to offer a deeper, if less clearly delineated, sense 

of the vastness of local pasts that persist in the memory and materiality of the present. 

 Visiting these smaller temples can also often lead to interactions with local 

residents whose relationship to the sites are mainly sanctioned by the fact that they 

happen to live nearby. The sites therefore provide a potential platform for more 

informal exchanges than do the official guide- and spokesperson-infested attractions 

like the Sultan’s palace. Indeed, after fried tofu and coffee at a nearby warung, or 

food stand, I was engaged in conversation by a middle-aged man from the village 

where Candi Barong is located. The conditions of our meeting, however, cannot be 

said to be entirely free or random. The man, whom I will call Janaka, was there to 

assist a crew sent by local government to survey the temple for further development 

of its still-minimalist infrastructure, part of the ongoing centralization and 

capitalization of local cultural history and the narratives attached to it. Wandering 

over to the warung with an ironic smile, Janaka joked that since Prambanan, the 

larger Medang complex that charges foreigners around $20 US to enter, had 

reportedly been appraised at “one trillion Rupiah” ($79 million US) per square meter, 

he was planning to sell Candi Barong at the “bargain” rate of a billion per meter.  
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If one ignores the immensity (not only in Rupiahs) of the numbers involved, 

the significant gap between a trillion and a billion per meter would perhaps still serve 

to verify that the place I found myself in is part of the social, political, and economic 

periphery of Javanese-Indonesian history. But whether despite, or because of, its 

location, the conversation that ensued took on a familiar structure, beginning with the 

usual questions about how much time I have spent in Indonesia and whether I like 

spicy local foods. Moving to more expansive issues, Janaka and I discussed changing 

perceptions of Indonesia abroad in the context of the presidency of Barack Obama 

(who, as is well-known here,12 lived in Jakarta as a child and still speaks Indonesian), 

versus the continuing, and likely greater, influence of the sets of gamelan (large, 

metallophone ensembles that serve as the musical accompaniment for wayang 

performance, among many other arts) that have been sent to innumerable world music 

and ethnomusicology programs in Western and Asian universities since Sukarno. In 

this vein, Janaka proudly stated that the Japanese are now also known to be 

“obsessed” with learning Javanese cultural arts, and that, according to a recent TV 

report he saw, there is apparently another nearby nation where the study of Indonesian 

traditions is “compulsory.” 

Midway through my second coffee and fourth piece of tofu, it began to seem 

that my disciplinarily unconventional decision to pursue the study of cinema in a 

small archeological site in a Javanese village had in fact been preordained, as if by 

some unseen hand, to generate precisely the kind of compulsory “continuity” decried 

by Krishna Sen above: a discussion of officially sanctioned cultural-diplomatic 

politics. Was what I had stumbled upon indeed ontologically distinct from “cinema”? 

Was I facing an intrusion into the disruptive effects modernity and globalization are 

normally thought to produce in the Global South or a straightforward – and ultimately 

“modern” – cooptation and commoditization of tradition? Or was this something else 

entirely? With little else to investigate, I decided to simply follow along for a while. 

Was there a gamelan in this village? I asked, resuming the thread we were on. Indeed, 

Janaka replied, one was supplied a few years previously by the local branch of the 

                                                
12 This is demonstrated, among other things, by the recent biopic Obama Anak Menteng (Obama, Child 
of Menteng 2010, dir. John De Rantau) that chronicles Obama’s young life in the Menteng area of 
Jakarta.  
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government cultural agency Dinas Kebudayaan.13 Again, I seemed to be brushing up 

against the famously “soft, refined,” yet extremely strong and centralized political 

economic influence of the Yogyakarta palace.  

Yet, taking a step back for a moment and trying to assess my surrounds, it felt 

as if there was something else at work here, something potentially exceeding the 

direct control of extant political or cultural institutions. Sitting in front of a 

reconstructed Javanese temple from the tenth century and talking about gamelan with 

“Janaka,” whose actual name (like the one I’ve given him here) is taken from the 

Mahabharata, a staple of wayang narratives, it would seem that in many instances, to 

get anywhere here you must essentially pass through wayang, broadly defined, almost 

as if falling, or being pushed, into the vast, distorted looking glass realm that it 

comprises. Perhaps, in that case, I was already “in” wayang, and my being there was 

anything but an accident.  

More important than the question of whether I had actually tumbled or been 

taken somewhere, however, was to determine what produced the feeling that I had 

done so, and the effects such a feeling might have on perception and representation. 

In wayang, as Barbara Hatley argues, the world is translated and conjured as a place 

imbued with “a sense of underlying stasis” (1971:96), where, at some level, “nothing 

happens” (1979:4) and nothing changes. Yet at the same time, everything is always in 

motion: battles rage and power shifts unsteadily between regimes composed of 

dubious combinations of good and evil. Life as a grand, impossibly complex story 

marches on, yet seemingly lacks a grander teleological imperative. Instead, as René 

Lysloff (1993) writes, the progression of time in wayang has “wrinkles” – not unlike 

those, he points out, discovered by scientists in Madeline L’Engle’s novel A Wrinkle 

in Time – in which history and the present suddenly appear to bump into each other, 

as if by some great coincidence. From this perspective, whether terrifying or 

empowering, the past is not simply with us in a reduced, preserved form, as in a 

photograph or ruin, but is inescapably alive, following, acting on, and changing with 

us at every moment. We are swimming in it.  

                                                
13 This is no small matter, as a set of bronze gamelan normally occupies an entire Javanese pendopo 
(pavilion) and costs somewhere in the neighborhood of 30,000-40,000 US dollars. 
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Perhaps what I had stumbled across, then, were the borders of a vaster, deeper 

sense of the present. In many ways, film studies, like other disciplines requiring an 

identity defined by a particular set of boundaries, also implicitly (and at times 

explicitly) discourages the exploration of cinema far beyond the technological 

framework of celluloid, and now digital, motion pictures. Sitting with Janaka, 

however, I felt tacitly impelled to imagine a “ancient” system of discourses and 

representational practices that, not unlike a motion picture camera, constantly grabs 

hold of the present, immersing it in a potentially endless (historical) narrative, and 

thus shaking from it the conception of its absolute singularity in time.   

 

A Tale of Two Worlds: Histories of Combination 
  

While the historical perspective that results from such regular immersion in 

the past is often referred to in rather exotic terms as “mythical,” there is nothing 

particularly mysterious about the way it works. In Indonesia, furthermore, the old, 

wrinkled-yet-spry temporality generally associated with wayang is not an alternative 

sense of history understood or expressed mainly by academics or philosophically 

oriented artists. In addition to shadow play and other enduringly popular performing 

arts commonly associated with wayang, a recent trip to the major-chain media and 

electronics store Gramedia in Yogyakarta revealed rows of new books and comics 

based on, or referencing, its stories and concepts. (Nor is this a new phenomenon, as 

wayang literature in various forms, including specialized poetic texts commissioned 

by kings that shaped and reshaped the diegetic world drawn on by dalang, or puppet 

masters, has existed since the emergence of wayang itself in Java) 

Contemporary author, dalang, and film and T.V. personality Sujiwo Tejo’s 

2014 novel Rahvayana, for example, conveys the principle of wayang time in a direct, 

accessible manner. Reiterating, yet transforming, the Hindu narrative Ramayana 

(another staple literary source of wayang) by presenting it from the perspective of its 

ostensible bad guy – the monstrous, yet thoughtful and romantic Rahwana (Ravana) – 

Tejo molds the primordial tale into a platform for engaging with the contemporary era 

of internet, text messaging, and global politics. The result is a space in which the 

constant production of new technologies, and ostensibly unprecedented discourses of 

freedom, democracy and human power, is tempered and recontextualized. Held up 
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and made to coincide with an “ancient” epic and the outlook on the world it 

represents, modernity’s most distinguishing markers are disrobed of the discourses 

that constitute their transformative powers. Having only survived a decade or two, or 

even a century, on the market, they pale in comparison to the disruptive capabilities of 

the old and the “continuous.” 

Another recent bestselling novel, Amba (Laksmi Pamuntjak 2012), is less 

lighthearted in regards to the effects of a widespread, wayang-infused philosophy of 

history that renders time in more or less non-linear terms. Staging a critical return to 

territory perhaps most famously trodden by Peter Weir’s 1982 film The Year of Living 

Dangerously, Pamuntjak’s acclaimed novel also locates the sparks of romance within 

the confusing, disastrous period of Sukarno’s end and the rise of Suharto in the mid-

1960s (unlike Weir’s film, however, in this case, the main characters are Indonesian, 

and there is no jumbo jet waiting for the embattled protagonist couple to make a 

getaway). Working to illuminate precisely those aspects and details of the time that 

Weir pointedly left in the dark,14 Pamuntjak’s novel offers a lingering glance into the 

shadowy events of the regime change, those leading up to them, and the indelible 

effects of both on Indonesia.  

Pamuntjak’s richly researched historical narrative is presented mainly through 

the eyes and ears of Amba, a woman whose left-leaning lover, Bhisma, is imprisoned 

for more than a decade following the purges of accused communists by Suharto and 

the military in 1965-66. As rendered by Pamuntjak, Amba and Bhisma’s fateful 

meeting, spontaneous attraction, and forced separation by political circumstance 

appear simultaneously coincidental and inevitable: as the harrowing events 

surrounding Amba often force her to recall, hers and Bhisma’s names also belong to a 

pair of star-crossed lovers in the section of the Mahabharata describing the events 

that bring about the infamous Bharata Yudha, a complex, fratricidal war for control of 

the fictional state of Ngastino. While Pamuntjak’s characters are also invented, their 

linkage to the Mahabharata imbues them with a thick historicity. In the years leading 

up to 1965, politicians, reporters and artists alike ubiquitously evoked the Bharata 
                                                
14 Ironically, Weir relies heavily on wayang kulit as a metaphor for Javanese/Indonesian politics and 
interiority (as an expat reporter presciently quips in the first few minutes of the film, “if you want to 
understand Java, you have to understand the wayang”), but stops well short of providing a meaningful, 
humanizing signified to the ubiquitous presence of the puppets, allowing them to mainly stand as a 
“dark,” mysterious foil for Western political logic.  
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Yudha in particular as a predictive “warning” implying what might result if the 

political tensions of the late Sukarno years were allowed to run their course (Resink 

1975).  

In Amba, then, fiction follows history in its constant, open engagement with 

fiction. Even in the heady, triumphant years of rapid change during the nationalist 

revolution and early independence, Pamuntjak shows, the narrative world of Javanese 

wayang was never far from the events at hand. For Amba as a young girl, as for 

myriad other children before and after her, a meticulous map of the contours of this 

world is impressed on her each night at bedtime by her wayang-obsessed father. The 

effect, like that of historical events themselves, is indelible. Following the lives of 

Amba, Bhisma, and others over the course of several decades, wayang is thus 

revealed as a narrative thread that is constantly woven and re-woven into historical 

memory and the experience of the present, a method that the author herself inherits 

and deploys. Yet in the hands of Pamuntjak and her collaborators,15 wayang is clearly 

a weighty legacy. It imposes itself on characters and novel alike as if beyond the level 

of personal, artistic or political choice, as if an inexorable and at times darkly 

unwelcome point of reference. Searching for Bhisma’s grave on a remote island in 

2006, Amba wrestles with the vestiges of the activist ideals of her youth – those of 

leftist-Sukarnoist modernism of the late 1950s and early 1960s – and the growing 

sense that her life is part of an unseen historical script that drives repetitive cycles of 

violence far beneath the control of even the most altruistic or revolutionary of human 

feats. 

Written and published in English before being reworked in Indonesian (in my 

discussion above I refer above to the latter version, which Pamuntjak states she is 

happier with), Amba clearly represents an attempt to re-address a sensitive area of 

Indonesian history that has been, from Benedict Anderson’s and Ruth McVey’s 

critical (1971) report on the rise of Suharto to The Year of Living Dangerously to 

Joshua Oppenheimer’s Academy Award-nominated Act of Killing (2012) and myriad 

other examples, most famously, if far from solely, covered by non-Indonesians. True 

                                                
15 Pamuntjak thanks numerous sources and contributors to the novel’s historical background, 
particularly in terms of the location and compilation of stories and histories of the victims of Suharto’s 
rise to power in 1965-66 who were imprisoned on the infamous Buru Island, where much of 
Pamuntjak’s narrative takes place. 



 64 

to form, like Weir’s film and the 2002 Australian documentary Shadow Play (dir. 

Chris Hilton), Pamuntjak enters the conversation by symbolically handing the world a 

pair of shadow puppets. Yet like a true dalang, she endeavors to keep them in motion 

so that they are difficult to dismiss as distorted, caricatured artifacts. Nor will they 

stand as a rough analogue of Western attitudes toward Sukarno’s anti-imperialist 

policies and rhetoric, which my US diplomat grandfather, who was stationed nearby 

in the early 1960s, once described to me as “unrealistic bluster.” (Truer still to form, 

on an official mission to Jakarta in 1962, my grandfather was given two shadow 

puppets by his Indonesian counterparts, which he dutifully hung on the wall of his 

permanent home in West Virginia; there, as a child, I used to study them, wondering 

about their shapes and function)  

To engage with wayang in the present, as in the past, Pamuntjak insistently 

implies, is to be placed within a vast, multifaceted account of global political reality, 

whether one understands that this is what has occurred or not. In this sense, wayang 

functions in a very similar way to what V. F. Perkins, in a critique of the 

technologically deterministic views that dominate film studies, argues to be the 

essence of cinematic realism: a believable sense of “worldhood” that extends beyond 

the limits of the frame into infinite, unrepresentable complexity (2005:22). 

Temporally, the film’s diegesis, or story world, must also be thought of as beginning 

long before the start, and continuing endlessly after the finish, of any filmic narrative 

(p. 25). The limits of a film thus also construct a particular, localized view of its world 

(and by extension the world) – one that Perkins argues to be “vastly more than an 

optical matter” (p. 21).  

Perhaps what I had stumbled onto while sitting with Janaka, then, was simply 

a real-life example of how wayang operates within the fictional/historical world 

sketched by Amba, insinuating itself repeatedly, almost insidiously, into individual 

experiences of everyday life, and thereby constructing a broader outlook on national 

and international history and politics. As such, wayang acts as a disruptive agent for 

other stories, or versions of past and present politics, particularly those “modern” or 

modernist worldviews based on belief in the causal role of individual agency in 

shaping history. Janaka, as it turned out, would likely agree with this assessment. 

Along with several of his neighbors, Janaka is an amateur performer of ketoprak, a 

newer Central Javanese form of folk-theater with an eclectic, global set of aesthetic 
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and narrative influences stretching from local legends to 1001 Nights to Hollywood, 

Shakespeare, and Hong Kong martial arts movies.16 Like the paradoxically 

“traditional” art form he practices, Janaka might therefore be taken to represent a sign 

of the disruptive, globalized times in which we live, in which, as Benedict Anderson 

argues, Java has become less “coherent” after a few hundred years of contact with the 

West “set in motion an irremediable process of decrystallization” (1972:5, footnote 8 

– I will deal with Anderson’s contentions in more detail below).  

Hatley (1979), however, after setting out to show the ways in which ketoprak 

functions as precisely the kind of modern break with tradition that Krishna Sen sees in 

the medium of film, finally comes to a different conclusion. Because of the continuity 

of wayang as a framework for engaging and understanding both art and life, Hatley 

argues, ketoprak – where, as in shadow play, older theatrical forms, and local, 

colonial-era cinema (Biran 2009), the director is referred to as dalang and the actors 

as wayang – is effectively “inhibited” from undergoing a major transformation of its 

basic structure. For Hatley, it is precisely ketoprak’s wayang-infused perspective on 

history and human agency, or its “sense of time, action, and event” (p. 12), that makes 

it “independent, and perhaps even disruptive, of the coherence of the action of the 

individual story” (p. 2, emphasis added). Ketoprak therefore also eschews the 

emphasis on “progress of action through time” (p. 2) associated with the linear 

structures of Western drama and of other narrative influences impressed on Java by 

global flows of products, information and capital.  

In discussing ketoprak with Janaka, he was at first careful to emphasize that 

the eclectic stories he and his neighbors perform, accompanied by their state-supplied 

gamelan, are of a fictional nature,17 and thus not to be confused with history, which is 

“what really happened, and can be proved.”18 Yet here, too, upon further probing, this 

apparently clear, precise conception of history is quickly muddied by the fact that 

what is known as “fiction” often bears the same basic structural pattern or “stamp” – 

taken from the narratives of wayang – as does “history.” After a lengthy pause to 

                                                
16 For a detailed analysis of the history, dramatic structure, and sociopolitical function of ketoprak, see 
Hatley (1979; 2008); Nugroho and Herlina (2013); and others. 
17 Janaka used the term dongeng, which loosely translates as “stories,” and is distinct from the term 
“lakon” used to designate the selections from the larger epics that constitute the narratives of shadow 
play and other, more directly wayang-based forms.  
18 “Yang benar-benar terjadi, dan bisa dibuktikan” 
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gather his thoughts, Janaka stated that wayang is in fact effectively a “combination of 

fiction and history.”19 Not unlike the character of Amba’s father in Pamuntjak’s work, 

Janaka told me he is also a fan and aficionado of wayang in the broader sense – 

including not only shadow play, but literature, comics, and other, newer media like 

radio, film and television.  

In his analysis, wayang narratives are semi-historical precisely because of 

their approach to time and the resulting effect they have on collective perceptions 

regarding human agency. People, he explained, have three important limitations in 

their engagement with the world: for the most part, “they cannot determine who they 

will marry, whether they will be lucky in life, and when and how they will die.” For 

Janaka, enjoying and studying wayang, which is composed of a complex series of 

stories taking place over several generations, helps to overcome those limitations, 

providing a common point of reference as to the potential results, and the potential for 

success or failure, of human acts over the course of time. As an alternate “history” 

and narrative world – one pointedly designed to demonstrate its difference from the 

affairs and appearance of people, yet nonetheless intended as a worldly reference and 

widely analyzed in its details – wayang provides a comparative, predictive model for 

human behavior and politics. As is often asserted to be the case with narrative cinema, 

I would argue that it is precisely this detailed, collectively rendered sense of realism 

and ability to project potential futures from the past – aspects nonetheless largely 

disconnected from the ability to produce realistic images – that drives the power of 

wayang over spectators and practitioners alike. 

In this context, as Pamuntjak implicitly shows, while offering a nearly infinite 

amount of flexibility and space for entertainment, study, and appropriation and 

translation of just about anything into local idioms, wayang also subtly but firmly 

immerses the thinker, researcher, or subject into the thick and familiar mud-like 

substance of Javanese-Indonesian ideology. The function of wayang, then, is 

eminently akin to that of religious discourses like those of Islam or Christianity, the 

latter of which Althusser positions as the ostensibly universal source of “ideology in 

general.” Yet just as it renders power in the form of a shifting, Hindu-based pantheon 

(one of Indian origin yet openly penetrated by Javanese embellishments) instead of an 
                                                
19 “kombinasi dongeng dan sejarah” 
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ostensibly singular God, wayang represents a field that lacks a single “authentic” text 

or version thereof. Instead, as I will show, it implicitly, and at times explicitly, 

proffers not a single source or father-figure, but a robust and broadly flexible 

framework for the creation and re-creation of a diverse array of “original” – yet 

clearly also reproduced – media and texts.  

 

The Babad as Ideological Model 
 

As a diegetic backdrop for the state-deployed palace arts mentioned above, as 

well as for shadow play, ketoprak, and myriad other forms, genres, and media, 

wayang is densely entangled in the material realities of Javanese (and, through the 

longstanding hegemony of Java in the archipelago, Indonesian) history. Wayang is 

political not only in the global sense of helping to shape Indonesia’s self-conception 

as part of an international community of nations, but also insofar as it constitutes a 

major basis for the palaces of Yogyakarta and Surakarta to claim their historical right 

to what has remained a key influence on contemporary local and national politics. 

(The positioning of these palaces as centers of Javanese culture therefore also bolsters 

the continuing hegemony of Java as Indonesia’s political center) As an enduring 

thread running through various iterations of the past and within lineages of power 

reaching into the present, wayang narratives are thus established as more or less 

“true.” Through textual reference, they are also essentially provable.  

As shown above, the sense of reality and historicity with which wayang is 

imbued in the current Javanese, Indonesian moment, as in the past, is tethered to a 

continually amassing, and constantly re-written, collection of historical and 

contemporary texts and other media. Within this diffuse archive, however, one can 

isolate narrative threads that aspire, or have aspired, to an ostensibly singular, central 

position (I would argue, however that due to the vast, diffuse nature of the system, 

these threads should be seen as always already contested by parallel or coincidental 

works with similar structures and intended functions). One such narrative thread is the 

voluminous Babad Tanah Jawi. Composed in tembang, a Javanese style of poetic 

verse, and thought to be an adaptation of editions produced by earlier kingdoms, the 

currently extant version of the babad is derived from a text published in 1633 (Johns 

1964). It was commissioned by the court of Sultan Agung, the third ruler of the 
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Mataram dynasty, which in 1755 splintered into the aforementioned, still-extant 

kingdoms of Yogyakarta and Surakarta.20  

A masterful work of adaptation and translation, the Babad Tanah Jawi is a 

literary example of what Hatley refers to as Java’s penchant for “neutralization by 

incorporation” (1979:16). As such it forms a basic textual ground of assimilation, on 

which “Java” is constructed from a diverse, global mixture of stories and symbols. Its 

carefully assembled elements are channeled through various media, working to 

imagine, disseminate, and reinforce certain common elements of what it is to be 

Javanese, or, as has often been the case (and is arguably currently the case for 

Indonesians), to be part of a vast empire with Java at its center. As an engine of this 

imagination, the Babad also serves as repository and processor of the Ramayana and 

Mahabharata, which constitute major, although by no means sole, narrative bases for 

wayang. Like most of the other powerful, far-flung elements that have arrived on the 

shores of Java, these Indian narratives emerge from the local process of assimilation 

as texts that appear historically, culturally and even “genetically”21 Javanese.  

As Anthony H. Johns (1964) argues, the current, 17th century version of the 

Babad was strategically designed to align the Mataram dynasty with the most 

famously powerful or influential kingdoms before it. It therefore positions the first 

Mataram ruler, Panembahan Senopati,22 in the textually intertwined branches of the 

                                                
20 Unlike Sultan Hamengkubuono X of Yogyakarta, the Sultan of Surakarta, or Solo, no longer holds 
political office. However, as Larasati (2013) argues, his palace nonetheless wields a hefty cultural 
influence that produces important political effects. 
21 In the introduction I have distinguished between the linear, “genealogical” basis of history widely 
applied in film studies and Western analyses of modernity, and what Thomas Elsaesser (2004) calls the 
“archeological” conception of historical progression. The latter investigates multiple ontological lines 
of development, undermining the notion that practices like cinema are the result of a single event, 
invention, or “epistemic break” (or a logically predictable series of them), instead looking at emergent 
representational practices in terms of their “parasitic” relation to the techniques, tropes, and public 
spheres of long-established practices. I have argued as well that such an archeological approach to 
history is an apt metaphor for the ways in which many Indonesian films appear to self-reflexively 
“open themselves” to investigation, creating the impression of being based not a single original, unique 
idea or form, but precisely on an openly parasitic process of imitation, repetition and construction that 
nonetheless produces a particular formal signature, and the impression or feeling of novelty and 
surprise. Similarly, although a “genetic” relationship is implied by Javanese dynastic/political histories 
to Indian texts like the Mahabharata and Ramayana, and to some of their major characters, the 
connection is also implicitly indicated to be constructed and in some sense “fake,” while still eminently 
functioning as a conduit for discursive and material-historical power. In this sense I would argue that 
the Babad and other related texts deploy a structurally distinct type of genealogical history than that 
which Elsaesser and others attribute to film studies.  
22 C. C. Berg considers Senapati to be a figment of the Babad’s imagination and not an actual former 
king. According to Berg (1965), Sultan Agung, who is known as the third ruler of Mataram and who 
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Hindu-Buddhist Majapahit (1293-1478) and the Islamic Demak (1475-1548) family 

trees (Mataram is generally considered a Muslim dynasty, but retains many Hindu, 

Buddhist, and Javanese animist elements in its iconography, philosophy, and political 

and religious practices). The deepest roots of both these trees, however, are of even 

greater importance. In constructing its historical foundation, writes Johns, the Babad 

leaves few narrative, religious, or epistemological stones unturned, opening “with 

Adam, heading a syncretic genealogy of Hindu gods and Muslim prophets, [and] 

relating various adventures of the gods upon earth” (p. 95). Most crucially, the Babad 

describes the descent of the God Batara Brahma onto Java, there begetting the 

Pandawas, the ksatria warrior protagonists of the Mahabharata. Thus “conceived” in 

Java, the Pandawas are positioned as the ancestors of all further Javanese Kings. It is 

this particular textual fact, I would argue, that most likely underlies Janaka’s 

precarious balancing of wayang on the borders between fiction and “provable” 

history.   

As representatives of an ostensibly pure, “original,” if openly cobbled-together 

Javanese-ness, the Pandawas’ historical-ancestral reign is based on their defeat of the 

demonic, “foreign” Korawas at the end of the Mahabharata. Yet as arguably the most 

important local model of the struggle between “good vs. evil,” the Mahabharata is, as 

Billy Kwan, the reporter in The Year of Living Dangerously reductively-yet-aptly put 

it, a place where seeing “the right in constant struggle with the left” offers “no final 

conclusions” as to the nature of right and wrong. Instead, as in Pamuntjak’s Amba, the 

tangled, seemingly coincidental roots of the conflict, and the intricate web of 

similarities, crossovers, and alignments between the two ostensibly alienated and 

irreconcilable sides, are the “real” political model that links the textual past to the 

present, a function that overshadows the final outcome of the story. For Johns, C. C. 

Berg (1955) and many other historians of Java, it is the connection of the present to 

(textually) established discourses of power – the ways in which the present can be 

made to “fit” or coincide with certain image of the past – that is paramount in the 

local writing of history. As an ideological mechanism, then, that which continually 
                                                                                                                                      
commissioned the current version of the Babad text, invented the stories of his grandfather and father 
(the first and second rulers) precisely in order to legitimize his own rule through connection to 
previous, well respected regimes and alignment with various mystical forces. Other historians like 
Johns, however, follow the Babad and Mataram narratives in accepting Senapati as a historical figure 
and the first Mataram king.  
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emerges as a hegemonic force, one capable of a great deal of disruption across diverse 

historical eras, is not an actual king or dynasty, but a narrative, broadly conceived, 

and its associated discourses and epistemological models, with which those seeking 

power have repeatedly chosen to align themselves.23   

 

What’s in a Name, part deux: Rama and Supersemar – 
Leaping the Transition to Modernity in a Single Bound 

 

Whether or not it is truly “true,” wayang is historical precisely because, as the 

cumulative result of millennia of “globalization” and regime change, it is political and 

ideological in its essence. But as Janaka’s initial hesitation in describing wayang in 

these terms suggests, this is still perhaps a challenge to explain to someone who may 

have been led, for complex reasons, to think of wayang in terms of a quaint, charming 

set of puppets or an “intangible cultural heritage” that must be rescued from certain 

extinction at the hands of industrial-era modernization. Investment in this latter 

narrative, bundled with the complex desire to think of the time in which we live as 

absolutely unprecedented, is strong and widespread. Hatley once speculated that 

wayang “seems to be too deeply rooted in traditional morality and religion to survive 

major changes… in a society concerned with the exigencies of achieving ‘progress’ 

and prosperity” (1971:93). But by 1979, not unlike Althusser in his study of the roots 

of ideology in traditional (European) morality and (Christian) religion, she is 

investigating the ways in which wayang works as an inhibitor and translator, rather 

than a victim, of contemporary transnational narratives of progress and development. 

In order to assess its effect on cinema, then, the questions to be addressed are 

why and how wayang has survived through such powerful historical, sociopolitical 

and technological changes. When local kingdoms become colonies and later adopt 

and deploy European terms like democracy, among other things, to rid themselves of 

European rule, what are the mechanics of the apparatus that has allowed wayang to 

leap the historical-cultural rifts the application of such terms creates and keep itself in 
                                                
23 In this sense, Javanese epistemology or historical models are different from what George Orwell, in 
1944, referred to as “the horrors of emotional nationalism and a tendency to disbelieve in the existence 
of objective truth because all the facts have to fit in with the words and prophecies of some infallible 
Führer” (qtd. in Marshall 2014). Here, of course, the “Führer” might gain a few years of infallibility by 
fitting his or her words with the structure and prophecies of some massive textual discourse passed 
down by those who had already succumbed to its greater powers of longevity. 
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the discursive, ideological, and technological game? The work of historian G. J. 

Resink (1975) may be helpful in this regard. Resink sees in the ever-more West-

facing modernization trend following the rise of Suharto not a shift away from 

wayang, but simply a change in textual emphasis. Like Pamuntjak, for Resink, the 

Mahabharata, and particularly the aforementioned Bharata Yudha section where the 

Pandawa and Korawa clans enter into their “fraternal war” over land acquisition and 

control of the state of Ngastino, at some level functions as a model that is in fact “re-

enacted” (Resink 1975:218) in the conflict and mass extermination of Communists in 

1965-66. (Fittingly, then, the land reform policies pushed for by the left in the early 

1960s are a widely cited as a trigger for the latter conflict as well24)  

Looking at wayang across one of Indonesia’s most important modern political 

breaks, Resink emphasizes the breadth and flexibility of wayang in accommodating 

the transition from “Old” to “New” Orders.  In the days leading up to the massacres, 

he shows, Sukarno himself, joining a host of other political voices, publicly invoked 

the Bharata Yuddha. With boiling political tensions threatening to engulf him, the 

first President spoke of the fate of Karna, the character for which Sukarno (effectively 

“Good Karna”), himself is named. In this, Sukarno was all too prescient: like his own 

fate in the ensuing regime change, Karna, who is born a Pandawa, ends up targeted 

for sympathizing with the “leftist” Kurawas, and is finally killed by his own brother 

(in the Mahabharata, the numerous and powerful, but ever losing, Kurawas always 

occupy the left side of the screen in Javanese shadow play [Resink p. 218]. The fate 

of Karna, in this context, is one of the elements that serves to complicate the discourse 

of the left/right and good/evil in wayang) Fatefully, names from the Mahabharata 

were also given to the commando units whose deployment in a failed coup attempt on 

October 1, 1965 was seized on by Suharto and the right wing factions of the military 

as justification for the “fratricidal” killings of over 500,000 accused leftists (p. 219).  

As Resink shows, following the end of the mass killings and arrests in 1966, 

references to the Mahabharata were then largely displaced by the formerly unpopular 

and underperformed Ramayana. In the early years of Suharto’s New Order, the latter 

made an almost immediate rise to public prominence, giving birth to new tourist 

attractions like the Ramayana Ballet in Yogyakarta (which is still performed nightly 
                                                
24 See Resink (1975:217) and Robinson 1995 
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for hundreds of spectators); appearing in the names of hotels, hospitals, banks, and 

communications networks; and ushering in a new set of political discourses, jokes, 

and terms. The Mahabharata, then, appears to have temporarily fallen victim to the 

broader trend of official and civilian silence regarding the horrific events of recent 

history.  In the early years of the New Order, to talk about the Ramayana was 

therefore tantamount to not talking about the Mahabharata, and with it the Bharata 

Yuddha that had just been so bloodily “re-enacted.”  

Furthermore, argues Resink, the more romantic, “idealistic” (p. 230) 

Ramayana, with its relatively happy ending in the victory of Rama and Sita, who take 

their “rightful” place as king and queen after defeating the monstrous, 10-headed 

Rahwana and his band of demons with the help of Hanoman (the flying monkey god), 

would seem a better fit with Suharto’s can-do, Western-friendly developmentalist 

rhetoric. The Ramayana is also more familiar to the non-Javanese and to many of 

Indonesia’s Southeast Asian neighbors alike, and is more “sea- and air-minded” than 

the mostly agrarian Mahabharata. The former, writes Resink, was thus more apt as an 

inter/national “uniting force of the first order,” and a symbol of the archipelago’s 

potential to transform itself into “a modern état nation” (p. 230): perhaps indeed a 

conduit to a more normative global political alignment vis-à-vis the Cold War.   

But these changes can also be seen as shifts that occur mainly on the surface-

level of engagement with the diegetic/historical world of wayang. The Ramayana, in 

fact, shares a number of famous characters with the Mahabharata, and more generally 

functions as yet another gateway – one that perhaps more easily accommodates 

transnational discourses of modernity – to the same broader historical narrative and 

epistemological-ideological field.  

As Larasati (2013), Pausacker (2004) and others have shown, not unlike 

Sultan Agung in commissioning the production of the Babad Tanah Jawi,25 Suharto 

                                                
25 Suharto, in addition to himself opening the Ramayana City Hotel, made government funds available 
for a new Indonesian translation of the Old Javanese Ramayana (Kakawin Ramayana) (see Resink pp. 
227-28). The New Order government was well known for reworking other popular historical narratives 
and myths to political ends. Orlando de Guzman (2006) shows how the Ministry of Tourism took over 
the popular ritual site at Gunung Kemukus, altering the founding narrative of Pangeran Samudra, the 
early Demak-era prince who is buried there, to fit the government’s current interpretation of Pancasila, 
the Indonesian state philosophy. The reason, argues de Guzman, was to weaken the economic and legal 
position of nearby residents in relation to the site, with aim of making it easier to force them into a 
transmigration program, freeing their land for a government planned hydroelectric dam.  
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worked in a number of different ways to position himself as if he were descended 

from Java’s greatest kings and founding spirits. Like Rama in the Ramayana, he could 

therefore make a “rightful” claim to the island’s regionally and globally influential 

seat of power – the latter well demonstrated by Western, Soviet, and Chinese interest 

during the Cold War. Yet like those before him, Suharto faced the problem of finding 

a discursive entry point into Javanese-Indonesian history. Having acted militarily, it 

would be necessary to frame his actions in order to publicly legitimize them, at least 

to the extent that mass political violence is able to be understood as legitimate by 

populations that witness it or are subjected to it. To simply invoke the Ramayana, 

however, would perhaps not have been enough. What was needed was to locate a 

regime-size “hole” in the broader structures that produce and sustain such narratives. 

Among other methods, Suharto’s rise to power was most famously authorized not by 

explaining his actions in humanist terms, but by the assignment to them of a new 

name, thereby also inserting his actions into a narrative logic particular to Javanese 

wayang-history.  

In this case, the name and hole took the outwardly demure form of a letter, the 

Surat Perintah Sebelas Maret (the Letter of Order of March 11, 1966), giving then-

general Suharto “special powers” to “guarantee security and calm,” along with 

president Sukarno’s “safety,” during the post-October 1, 1965, national state of 

emergency that Suharto had himself essentially fostered. The letter, further sidelining 

the already-weakened Sukarno, more or less directly led to Suharto’s assumption of 

the position of president the following year. The very next day, March 12, he 

outlawed the already-decimated Indonesian Communist Party (PKI) and dismissed 

several high-ranking officials considered loyal to Sukarno (Wardaya 2007: 21-28). 

More importantly for our purposes, however, Surat Perintah Sebelas Maret was 

pointedly referred to in acronym as “SUPERSEMAR.”26 It was here, in this famous 

moniker with a distinctly odd, dualistic ring, that Suharto found his side-entrance into 

                                                
26 While it is not clear exactly who came up with the acronym, according to Indonesian Army General 
Kemal Idris (qtd. in Pambudi 2009:45), the letter was already referred to as “Supersemar” on March 
11, 1966, the day it was purportedly written and signed by Sukarno. Since many historians assume, 
however, that the letter was in fact composed by Suharto and that Sukarno either signed a differently 
worded version than that which Suharto used to take power, or signed a more frankly worded version 
under duress, it appears that the moniker Supersemar could likely have come from Suharto’s camp, if 
not from Suharto himself.  
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the deceptively straight, progressive lines of Javanese power. It is therefore here as 

well, I would argue, that the basic mechanics of wayang’s flexible and interminable 

discursive apparatus – and its ability to become Super and leap into the modern – are 

most clearly revealed.  

Semar, the Javanese part of the acronym Supersemar, is the father and head of 

the punakawan, a set of four wayang characters that are arguably the most important 

Javanese additions to the Ramayana and Mahabharata, and to the field of wayang 

more broadly. It is the punakawan, indeed, who normally bridge the gaps between 

inside and outside, and between “fiction” and “history.” Their function in wayang is 

akin to that of ambassadors, often appearing far beyond its official narrative borders, 

and inserting themselves into ostensibly unrelated stories (like Romeo and Juliet) 

through their presence in newer forms such as ketoprak. In literature, paintings, and 

political cartoons in newspapers, they often also appear as representative of a familiar 

sense of “Javanese character,” further merging the common identities shaped by 

historical and diegetic memory and experience. The most common English translation 

of punakawan as “clown servants,” therefore, can be misleading. While the 

appearance of the punakawan is lowly, rough, and comical, their origins, as 

established in the Babad Tanah Jawi and other Hindu-Islamic-Eclectic Javanese 

“genealogical” lineages, are anything but base.  

In wayang literature, Semar is alternately known as the elder brother of Batara 

Guru, king of the Gods, who has descended and taken human form, or as Sajang Sis, 

one of the children of Adam and Eve, who then begot the Hindu Gods and the 

Javanese (Nabi Sis, his sibling, produced all the important prophets, like Mohammad 

and Jesus). On stage, screen, temple relief, or page, Semar and the other punakawan 

do indeed play up their lowly appearances, following and assisting more ostensibly 

important or heroic characters like Rama or Arjuna, depending on which narrative the 

punakawan are deployed in. Yet audience and characters alike generally know very 

well that they are no “mere” servants, and their advice is heeded closely. This 

considerably strengthens the punakawan’s position as envoys and links to the 

narrative “outside” (generally consisting of the present space and time of audience or 

readers) and as mediators between the broader narrative-historical forces, parties, and 

interests that frequently find themselves in conflict within. Furthermore, as Suharto, 

an aficionado of all things Javanese, well knew, their appearance at a certain point in 
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a narrative usually signals an upset in the prevailing structure of power or a transition 

between regimes. 

Because Semar and the punakawan do not exist in the Indian versions of the 

Mahabharata or Ramayana, they can also be seen as marking the discursive point 

where Java was added or “inserted” into the pre-existing discourse of the Hindu 

narratives, a disruptive act by which both the texts and the future of Java (and indeed 

much of Southeast Asia) were forever transfigured. The fact of the affixing of Semar 

and the punakawan to the stories and their diegetic histories is, on the one hand, 

stitched over by the originary positioning of Semar as God/progenitor of all other 

deities, and thus also the “creator” of the other characters, as well as the Javanese 

Kings and soldiers that claim their authority through a more or less linear narrative of 

descent. Yet on the other hand, Semar, with “his grotesque shape, his constant farting, 

and his somewhat ambiguous sexuality” (Lysloff 1993:66), is the great unstitcher and 

deconstructor of all that is authoritative and alus (smooth, stable, refined, respectable, 

regal) in the realm of wayang heroes and Javanese royalty. In the words of Clifford 

Geertz, Semar serves as a “reminder that, despite over-proud assertions to the 

contrary, no completely adequate human world-view is possible; and that, behind all 

the pretense to absolute and ultimate knowledge, the sense for the irrationality of 

human life, for the fact that it is unenclosable, remains” (1960:277, emphasis added). 

Whether or not one takes the Javanese Ramayana as a “modern”/idealistic tale 

with a proto-Hollywood ending, because it is wayang, any pretense of progressive, 

“transparent” narrative logic or final closure it offers must therefore also be seen as 

freighted with the potential to be blown open at any moment by the re/appearance of 

the punakawan. Taking – or accepting, as the case may have been – the 

quintessentially Javanese/wayang concept “Semar” as the acronym and public 

appellation of the Letter of Order that effectively began his 30-year dictatorship, 

Suharto can be seen as having entered into a similarly paradoxical contract of 

narrative-political conventions. Indeed, very much invoking Lacan’s concept of an ill-

portending “hole in the signified” caused by the falsification of names, genealogy, 

and thus history, after the alleged delivery and signing of Supersemar on March 11, 

1966, the “original” letter itself was never seen again. Its wording, and the legality of 

Suharto’s assumption of power from Sukarno, were thereafter effectively only 

verifiable through the “good word” of Suharto and his collaborators. From the 
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moment of the public announcement of Supersemar, the actual contents of the letter 

and the situation of its signing have thus become the subjects of suspicion and 

unanswered questions, which continued throughout the Suharto regime, its fall in 

1998, and Suharto’s death a decade later (Wardaya 2007; Pambudi 2009). The 

situation is still often referred to as “mysterious,” and while there are three distinct 

versions of the letter currently held in the national archives, all of them are believed 

to be “fakes” (Wisnubrata 2016). 

At one level, then, with the deployment of the Ramayana, and particularly of 

Supersemar in 1966, Suharto sutured over and legitimized the violence of his 

insertion into Indonesian history as the self-appointed “father”27 of the nation. In so 

doing, he evoked a God-like power to alter the course of collective fate and ostensibly 

marked the genesis of a new and shining future by connecting his present actions with 

those of a shimmering “national” past. Yet at the same time, the invocation of Semar 

inevitably and continually pointed back to the scene of re/construction, manipulation, 

and illegitimacy, to the production of narratives that C. C. Berg, in the epigraph 

above, refers to as “forged.” 

 

Goro-Goro: Ideology, Forgery and the “Queering” of Materialist Historiography 

 

The entrance of the punakawan, usually around the midpoint of a wayang kulit 

or ketoprak performance, normally occurs in relation to a huge catastrophe, known as 

goro-goro (sometimes spelled gara-gara), comprising a tangled clash of natural and 

political forces. Just as things are coming to a dramatic head, with armies facing each 

other as the earth is racked by quakes and eruptions or pests destroy crops, the 

punakawan appear and suddenly bring the progression of narrative time to a stop. As 

if unpacking all the conflicted elements that will later be placed back into a – more or 

less – neat historical unfolding, one by one each element is held up for examination 

and critical scrutiny. A. L. Becker (1995) describes the moment as a revelation of the 

multiple, disparate epistemologies and times that contribute to the shaping of 

particular moments and events. In addition to the animalistic forces of the foreign 

                                                
27 See Irawanto (2004) and Paramaditha (2007a) on the Suharto-era concept of “bapakisme” 
(“fatherism”). 
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demons, the “feudal epistemology of traditional Java,” its “ancestor heroes” and the 

Gods’ “distant cosmological epistemology of pure power,” there are the punakawan, 

the ancient and liminal, yet “modern, pragmatic” (p. 40) creatures who “step among 

the heroes and demons and gods like wide-awake men in a dream world” (p. 39). 

It is this latter element – the separation of, and identification of tensions and 

paradoxes among, disparate political and epistemological interests – that produces the 

excitement and humor of the scene, as if playfully unraveling previously fixed 

narratives of history before the very eyes (and ears) of viewers. Yet it is not, of 

course, primarily the past as such that is at stake: the dalang (puppet master), 

speaking in common, low Javanese via Semar and the other punakawan, not only 

comments on the position and plight of established characters, but also inserts 

messages and improvises dialog that directly, and often with biting satire, addresses 

the audience and the contemporary social, political world in which it exists. It is here 

that the concerns and deeds of the present are “inserted” into a lineage of past events 

that has been temporarily dissected, bending, ripping and merging the fabrics of 

dramatic and historical time as if they were points on an endless, common sheet. By 

holding the lived present up against the “ancient” past of the story at hand, wayang 

opens a dynamic space of comparison and translation, one that carries a powerful 

potential to “act” within an eminently local set of parameters that nonetheless appear 

to be almost infinitely broad, as if “unenclosable,” as Geertz put it. Ideology, as it 

were, is thus simultaneously unraveled and stitched back together. The effect on 

crowds, or, as in the case of the entrance of Supersemar onto the political stage of 

1965-66, entire nations of onlookers, is simultaneously unsettling, riveting, visibly 

“faked,” and undeniably real. 

As Becker, Clark (2006), Pausacker (2004) and others point out, the ability of 

wayang in Java, in its various forms, to draw crowds, and its long-established 

cultural-artistic license to bend and deconstruct, have made it as powerful a weapon 

of political resistance as of domination. Despite the increasingly hegemonic stature of 

Javanese culture during the famously repressive Suharto regime, wayang also 

continued to be deployed as a tool of disruption and critique of the status quo. (From a 

certain perspective, furthermore, Suharto’s disruption of Sukarno’s creaking, suspect 

Guided Democracy in the mid 1960s can also be seen as a resistive act that went 

horribly, murderously awry) Yet as I have shown, the potential political power 
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generated by wayang, like that of the punakawan, is liminal, ambiguous, and always 

for rent: as a basic set of values woven into a complex group of narratives, wayang is 

not inherently supportive of any single, particular interest or epistemology. Rather, it 

draws its power from a vast textual system that effectively replicates itself through the 

historical continuity of disruption, conflict and regime change. In shadow play, as P. 

J. Zoetmulder (1971) writes, while the position of the puppet master is in some sense 

an allegory for that of God, the real “master” is wayang itself, which serves as a guide 

to the possibilities given to dalang, and to those who sponsor or patronize their 

services. “God,” Zoetmulder implies, can itself be seen as a construct bounded, and 

bound, by a powerful discourse shared among humans; in this case, the discourse is 

wayang (p. 95).  

As Madhava Prasad (1998:7) argues about popular Indian cinema, the 

particular “frontality” of its basic system of address, appropriated from influential 

traditional theater forms and also reflective of the political structure of the state, 

functions like a “contract” that binds not only “citizen-spectators,” but actors and 

filmmakers within a particular discourse and form of engagement between the public 

and authority. Similarly, throughout his 30 years of rule, Suharto’s continual efforts to 

organize and create loyalty among dalang reflect the terms of the “contractual” 

relationship he entered into with the Indonesian public via Supersemar. While via the 

dalang, Suharto may bolster his God-like image as the “master of puppets” for the 

entire nation, the fine print stipulates that the “hole” that allowed him to enter and 

rewrite history in 1965 is a constitutive, non-negotiable part of the broader system of 

address. The hole must therefore remain open, offering at least a potential path of 

resistance (and to the re-establishment of authority under different leadership) to all 

those brave enough to follow the familiar discursive pattern of Suharto’s steps to 

power.  

This is one way to explain the New Order regime’s incessant – by most 

accounts, obsessive – attempts to control and protect the newly modified narratives, 

images and understandings that were released into the slippery, wayang-saturated 

sphere of public discourse upon Suharto’s rise to power. It is perhaps this 

continuously binding contract and its inevitable effect on the conception and 

representation of time and history that holds the key to “understanding Java” through 

wayang (as another glib but prescient moment in The Year of Living Dangerously has 
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it). To enter into such a contract, “coincidentally” reconstructing time and power in 

the process, constitutes the “original sin” of history, an act that is also necessarily 

recorded as such and made open to view. It is thus a moment that must always 

thereafter be guarded, and that determines the future of the sinner as one of constant 

returns to the past and the questionable origins of power it holds.  

For Adrian Vickers (1990), it is precisely this continuously zigzagging, 

wrinkled, non-linear element that has, since colonial times, most disturbed and 

frustrated the attempts of historians of Java and Bali to assemble reliable, 

chronological progressions of facts. The royal courts of both islands, which share a 

common historical lineage and the discourse and practice of wayang, often produced 

and kept meticulous historical documentation of which the Babad Tanah Jawi is 

merely one of the best known extant examples). Yet while they provide a rich source 

of information, these texts are often dismissed as “dynastic genealogies” (p. 163) that 

manipulate historical sequences of events. In the seventeenth to nineteenth century 

Balinese palace archives studied by Vickers, furthermore, documentation often took 

the form of special, commemorative “notes” (some of them lengthy and in poetic 

verse). Not unlike Supersemar as a “letter of order,” these notes functioned to frame 

or explain a recent conflict, rise to power, or coronation. Although referencing 

particular events on specific dates, the notes, called pangéling-éling, did not position 

these occurrences in a calendrical sequence, in relation to what occurred directly 

before or after them. Rather, court scribes produced and then “attached” them to 

established literary-historical works like the Babad, often likening them to a specific 

event or scene therein. The effect was to create what Vickers calls “nodes” (p. 167), 

where the past is held up against the present (or the far more recent past) as an 

interpretive “pattern” or model rather than as a trigger or cause of a linear chain of 

events that can supposedly be shown to have led to the present state of affairs.  

As in goro-goro’s evocation of natural disasters and acts of God in relation to 

the collision of political and epistemological forces, in pangéling-éling, similarities 

between an invasion or coup d’état that has just occurred and a famously 

storied/historical battle, for example, are framed as “coincidental.” The technique, as 

Vickers argues, is nonetheless one of “making things ‘coincide,’” presenting them as 

if they had simply come together in a fateful or fortuitous manner, in the process 

providing an opportunity for a revelatory analogy with the past in relation to which 
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the present is legitimized. Here, too, then, while authorial concern is with the 

contemporary, it is the textual, discursive past that occupies the seat of power. 

Inserting, or “writing the texts into… the moments of other, more important, wars and 

rituals…and texts,” writes Vickers, “causes phenomena to enter history” (p. 177). It is 

this process, he argues, that imbues texts and events with varying degrees of  

“veracity,” a category Vickers distinguishes from Western “‘historicity’… since its 

sense of causality and order is distinctly Balinese” (p. 163). Likewise, in Nancy 

Florida’s analysis, writers of the nineteenth century Javanese courts “would 

sometimes borrow (or ‘translate’) from older works, interlacing…and rebinding…old 

textual fragments into new contexts to create his or her ‘original’ work” (1995:19).  

As the subtitle of this dissertation suggests, at a systemic-ideological level, the 

actual (and conceptual) screens and discursive structures of wayang have similarly 

been made to “coincide” with both Indonesian cinema and with the ontology and 

experience of modernity more broadly. In this way, the modern and the cinematic 

“enter history” as they are ceremoniously positioned within a particular, local 

perspective and discourse of development, rendering them as oddly alluring 

conglomerations of familiarity, novelty and dis/continuous foreign roots. This is not 

to say that in Java, Bali, or elsewhere in Indonesia, the idea of history as a linear 

narrative/causal sequence is non-existent. A primary goal of the Babad and other 

similar texts themselves is to construct fairly clear lineages of genetically “causal” 

descent that establish the historical legitimacy of their royal patrons. Yet what 

emerges as “fact” is not a single event, but a multi-point perspective, one in which the 

linearity of such histories is not a naturally occurring phenomenon, but shows itself to 

be the product of a good deal of construction. This is something, writes Vickers, that 

historians of Southeast Asia have been forced to “come to terms with” (1990:158).  

For this reason, the historian and Javanist C. C. Berg (1955, quoted in the 

epigraph above), who spent much of his career studying texts like the Babad Tanah 

Jawi, refers to the Babad and other key texts as “forged stories” (p. 127). Like 

Vickers, however, he nonetheless argues that Javanese or Balinese constructions of 

the past are at the same time true – that is, they are a fact of the local history, culture, 

and politics that researchers endeavor to understand and explain. What emerges in the 

act of translation from one historiographical system to another, then, is a paradox that 

some might find discomfiting: for a Javanese text or historical source to be considered 
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“authentic” in Western historiographical terms, it must simultaneously be categorized 

as “fake.” Berg, however, ultimately offers another term, one that resonates with 

(perhaps unintended) theoretical potential: why, he writes, “is the story of how the 

royal power of Demak was transferred upon the kings of Mataram so queer? The 

answer is: because it is roughly identical with the story about Singasari’s replacement 

by Majapahit towards the end of the 13th century, but it was blended with myths of 

different origin, and that is what made it look queer in some respects” (p. 127, 

emphasis added). As Berg implies, what is “queer” in this picture is the fact that 

Javanese historiography mandates repetition-with-a-difference rather than linearity. 

Writing in the 1950s, Berg was almost certainly not referring to “queerness” in 

the sense intended by the more recent fields of queer studies or queer theory. Yet 

particularly in light of the context of Indonesia’s decolonization only a few years 

before Berg’s writing, what emerges in his analysis is something akin to a “pride” in 

difference, even if the feeling is depersonalized and projected onto a system. The 

“queerness” of Javanese historiography can thus also be seen as a staunch resilience 

in the face of outside influence and the globalization of a Western, late-

industrial/capitalist perspective and methodology. While in this context, what is queer 

is also recognized as true and a fact, its difference from perceived historiographical 

standards, and its powers of resistance to various forms of European hegemony over 

the course of centuries, is also recognized by Berg and others as a threat. Javanese 

historiography thus is praised as authentic and simultaneously derided as false.  

Perhaps in recognition of the threatening potential of non-“standard” systems 

like Javanese historiography, the postcolonial era has seen a widespread theoretical 

turn that views the perspectives and aesthetics of the so-called third world as subject 

to severe delimitation by Western influence. Effectively following UNESCO and 

organizations like it, older “traditions” like wayang are positioned as if under the 

threat of extinction due to the pervasive effects of globalization. Fredric Jameson’s 

(1986) claim that after adopting the novel and other “Western machineries of 

representation” (p. 69), all third world literature has suddenly and “necessarily” had 

its focus narrowed to that of the national allegory, is merely the most blunt and 

famously controversial example. Jameson’s strategy, albeit framed as a “critique” of 

the West, is to take the tables set by Berg and others writing in the era of transition 

from colonial to independent nationhood, and turn them in such a way as to lend 
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Western influence an air of inevitability and a more or less absolutely transformative 

power. For Jameson, postcolonial authenticity is now defined not by elusive forgeries 

but by the base imitation of styles and ways of thought that Westerners long ago 

abandoned but over which they can claim interpretive authority.28 Lumping places 

like India, Senegal, Iraq or Indonesia together, he positions them as anything but 

wrinkled, queer or threatening. Instead they are figured as linear, conventional, and 

“naïve,” tending “to come before us… as though already-read” (p. 66).29 

Particularly in the context of thinking about Indonesia or Southeast Asia for 

the purposes at hand, Jameson’s work can be said to follow (or perhaps be “made to 

coincide with”) that of Benedict Anderson. In his ubiquitously influential Imagined 

Communities (1983) Anderson works to show that Southeast Asian conceptions of 

temporality, if once part of a complex cultural system like Java’s, with a high “degree 

of internal logic and coherence” (1972:5, footnote 8), were quickly and irretrievably 

upset and re-defined by the nineteenth century arrival of the printing press, the novel, 

and Western ideas of nationhood. Like Jameson and many others, the stark, 

technologically fueled transition Anderson describes is one that he argues was 

traversed in Western Europe centuries earlier (p. 36). Borrowing key terms from 

Walter Benjamin’s “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” Anderson argues that the 

                                                
28 See Aijaz Ahmad (1992) for a detailed rebuttal of Jameson’s argument. 
29 Perhaps the issue, or part of it, lies in the understanding of what constitutes an allegory in the first 
place. For Jameson, “Third-world texts, even those which are seemingly private and invested with a 
properly libidinal dynamic – necessarily project a political dimension in the form of national allegory: 
the story of the private individual destiny is always an allegory of the embattled situation of the public 
third-world culture and society” (1986:69, emphasis in original). Paul de Man, on the other hand, sees 
allegory somewhat differently: “Whereas the symbol postulates the possibility of an identity or 
identification, allegory designates primarily a distance in relation to its own origin, and, renouncing the 
nostalgia and the desire to coincide, it establishes its language in the void of this temporal difference” 
([1971] 1995: 207). Whereas Jameson’s gloss of allegory posits something closer to a readable 
symbolic encapsulation of “third-world culture and society” that, in its form, also enunciates its 
Western/first world origins, de Man sees a method of obscuring origins and “renouncing…the desire to 
coincide.” If Indonesian wayang, as I have formulated it here, were to be considered allegorical (in 
national, and eminently in sub-, pre- and inter-national contexts), it should thus be seen as functioning 
in a way that is closer to de Man’s definition, particularly in that it can be said to “establish[…] its 
language in the void of…temporal difference” opened between the various epistemologies and 
historical times that it imagines and animates. Yet unlike de Man’s understanding, it announces the 
desire to coincide while demonstrating the potential power generated by producing – and even 
flaunting – such explosive “coincidences.” At the same time, again differing from de Man, its form 
also enunciates a particular point of origin – in this case Java, which is implicitly positioned as the 
source of all symbolizations, translations, foundational fakeries, and apparent coincidences. 
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result of that transition, in places like the Philippines, Malaysia, and Indonesia, is the 

sudden emergence of a “homogeneous, empty” linearity in place of the queer letters 

of addendum and rumpled punakawan that once ruled historical time.  

The implication is that the novel and the newspaper have transformed the self-

conception of Southeast Asian nations into that of a culturally, politically, and 

epistemologically integrated “sociological organism,” a community that imagines 

itself moving in unison as if with the hands of the clock, “calendrically… down (or 

up) history” (p. 26). Like Jameson, Anderson also sees in all Southeast Asian novels 

an allegory, albeit in temporal terms: the Western-driven advent of “homogeneous 

empty time” in contemporary Philippine or Indonesian literature for Anderson thus 

functions as “a precise analogue of the idea of the [modern] nation” (1983:26). While 

the shift this represents is simultaneously recognized as a loss of a diversity of 

languages and philosophically rich worldviews, the process, which Anderson refers to 

as driving “a harsh wedge between cosmology and history” (p. 36), is ultimately seen 

as one of necessary secular- and rationalization. It is almost as if, through Anderson, 

what Berg saw as an impossible ideal – to re-align and “straighten out” Java (and its 

neighbors) according to Western terms – has suddenly, magically, been realized. 

The fact that this kind of analytical perspective is rooted in its own, generous 

helping of temporal-theoretical trickery, as the many critiques of Jameson’s 

particularly bold discourse attest,30 should come as no surprise. Yet it is the intriguing 

“coincidences” that emerge when comparing, rather than applying, this “postcolonial” 

Western method to Javanese historiography that I hope will generate a sense of 

novelty for those versed in Western and/or Javanese literature and philosophy. Both 

Jameson and Anderson (along with myriad others), in comparing Southeast Asian or 

Third World presents to moments from an established narrative of Western history to 

which those presents are not connected in a linear fashion, employ a technique that 

closely resembles the “queer,” pointedly comparative manipulation of time that has 

long been the basis of wayang and other forms of Javanese historiography.  

This Javanese method, which, as I have shown, has remained very much alive 

and well through anti-colonial nationalism, early independence, and into 

contemporary Indonesia thinks the present in terms of a complex, always already 
                                                
30 In addition to Ahmad (1992), see Shu-mei Shih (2007:143), Rey Chow (2006:56) and others. 
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“globalized” political field: precisely what Florida calls the “very intensely self-

conscious intertextuality of Javanese writing” (1995:20). The entrance of the novel 

and the newspaper to the landscape of Javanese representation, while almost certainly 

provoking a greater visibility of clock- and calendar-based sequencing, nonetheless 

saw the strong, continued presence of wayang in diverse media aimed at the (small) 

literate and (immense) illiterate pre-independence population. Often, as Hermanu 

(2010) shows, it was precisely in the midst of the homogeneous continuum of the 

daily newspaper itself that the central agents of wrinkled time calmly continued their 

falsifying business, in the form of cartoons where contemporary political observers 

and actors were rendered as punakawan. 

 

 
Figure 5: As this typical newspaper cartoon from the 1930s (in Margono 2010:198) shows, 

the rise of “print capitalism” in Indonesia was consistently imbued with the kinds of Javanese 
flourishes that, in Anderson’s view, represent the “messianic” and should thus have been 

largely obsolete or superseded in the modernizing landscape of Southeast Asia. The drawing, 
by the caricaturist and teacher B Margono, shows a process of rapid, mechanized directional 
movement that is in fact driven by two members of the punakawan (Petruk and Gareng) and 
two unidentified women in typical Javanese garb. The right-to-left flow of movement shown, 
furthermore, is “backwards” in the linguistic terms of Indo-European languages, including 

Javanese. In Arabic, however, a language that through its association with Islam also exerted 
a profound influence on nationalist discourse and practice, the movement would be 

“forward.” 
 
Not simply focused on the sovereignty or unity of a particular group or 

“nation,” in wayang, the dramatic, potentially disastrous coming together of disparate 

interests, conflicting epistemologies, and formulations of time produces an imagined 
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international community – indeed, as argued above, an entire world – as an 

interpretive model for contemporary politics. A typically Javanese historical 

perspective is therefore far more comparable to what Jameson claims as the exclusive 

theoretical terrain of the contemporary, postmodern first world: “the desire called 

cognitive mapping” that arises in the “intent to hypothesize” and “figure out where we 

are and what landscapes and forces confront us in [the]…late twentieth century… a 

multiplicity of nation states (and fantasmatic nationalisms)” (1992b:3). 

Like Walter Benjamin before him, for Jameson, the application of moments 

seized from the past to produce a particular understanding of the present is intended 

as a tool of radical critique, to be wielded by the historical materialist. Anderson, too, 

drawing on Benjamin’s temporal categories, aims for what amounts to a Marxist 

historiography of Southeast Asia. In returning to Benjamin’s own alternately poetic, 

heroic, and cautionary formulation, however, we find ourselves far closer to a 

Javanese sense of the ways in which such an approach to history and time, which 

Benjamin refers to as a “tiger’s leap into the past” (1968:261), places the critic or 

historian at grave risk of provoking and setting in motion the very falsifying drives of 

power that he or she ostensibly aims to dismantle, potentially staining the purity of 

resistance with the marks of its gears. Yet this danger, and the dynamic storm of 

events and discourses that constitutes it, reflects the actual condition of history: for 

Benjamin, time is not neatly divisible into either a linear sequence or the “messianic 

cessation of happening” (p. 261) that for Anderson constitutes a key feature of pre-

Westernized Javanese time. Rather, if time is always at some level an empty 

continuum, it is one to which key moments, seized from the past, are constantly 

added, holding them comparatively against the present, as when the French revolution 

once powerfully made itself appear to be a reincarnation of ancient Rome. 

As in goro-goro, to deploy such moments – for Benjamin an act of 

de/construction in which “messianic chips” are used to “blast open” the placid 

procession of the status quo – is to momentarily arrest the flow of time, inserting new 

information aimed at altering the landscapes of power within. “A historical 

materialist,” he writes, therefore “cannot do without the notion of a present which is 

not a transition, but in which time stands still and has come to a stop. For this notion 

defines the present in which he himself is writing history” (p. 262). The insurgent 

materialist historian must therefore remain “in control of his powers, man enough to 
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blast open the continuum of history” (p. 262). Yet to the extent that it relies on 

established narratives of the past – like the legendary status of Rome – as a source of 

ammunition, the tiger’s leap nonetheless “takes place in an arena where the ruling 

class gives the commands” (p. 261). “The same leap in the open air of history,” 

asserts Benjamin, “is the…[revolutionary] one.”  

Yet as the progression of historical materialism from Marx to Benjamin to 

Althusser to Jameson and beyond has shown, to re/write materialist history is to rely 

heavily on the established developmental continuum – the West’s version of history 

as “genealogy” – and the powerful momentum produced by the inexorable march of 

global capital – the “enemy.” Not unlike a dalang, or even, perhaps, like Suharto as a 

puppet master of Indonesian realpolitik, Benjamin’s revolutionary grasp at the “open 

air of history” is thus continually overshadowed by an endless progression of 

opportunities lost: as time stalls and the historian-activist enters an arena filled with 

jumpy tigers, the past shows its teeth, claiming provenance over our power to act. As 

Benjamin puts it frankly, “that claim cannot be settled cheaply” (p. 254). 

 

Mapping the Coincidence of “Queer” Ideas of Power 
 

Perhaps this is precisely the problem, as Western critics attempt to settle the 

third world with a relatively straightforward application of an “ideology in general” or 

a “cognitive map” based on the historically determined lineages and desires of critics 

themselves; like Javanese kings, many work to position themselves as inheritors of 

the most powerful philosophical tradition and corresponding political-economic 

system – essentially post enlightenment rationalism and capitalism – even if, 

according to many Marxists, it is an “evil” system. As argued above, to establish such 

a pointed historical narrative, whether in a Javanese court, the U.S. academy, or 

elsewhere, involves a certain amount of “forgery.”  In the case of Indonesia, tellingly 

missing from Anderson’s otherwise exhaustive and erudite prelude to Imagined 

Communities, “The Idea of Power in Javanese Culture” (1972), is precisely what, for 

most others, lies at the heart of wayang and of Javanese philosophy and 

historiography: goro-goro and the punakawan, each of which are mentioned only 

once, briefly, in the text. Anderson thus does not take into account their important 

roles in the production and the replication of power in either ancient or modern Java. 
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The enduringly “queer” systemic flexibility that they signal is thereby made to 

disappear, producing a complex but brittle and easily influenced – and thus more 

“logical” – precursor to the image of a homogeneous empty future developed in 

Imagined Communities – one that perhaps indeed strikes us “as though already-read.”  

I do not, however, mean to stake an absolute claim that Anderson and others 

are “wrong” about the influence of Western technologies and ways of thought on 

Java. The novel, the newspaper, the printing press, and, more important for my 

purposes here, the movie camera and projector, did indeed arrive from abroad, 

carrying a weighty Western discursive burden as to their “proper” use and local 

effects. Furthermore, the influence of Anderson’s own writing in Indonesia, where 

Imagined Communities is standard reading in college anthropology and history 

courses, is considerable.31 As such, his work has almost certainly contributed to hopes 

and expectations, like those of local film critic J. B. Kristanto (2004, referenced in the 

introduction), that Indonesia would adopt aesthetic, narrative and political structures 

more closely resembling Anderson’s rendering of the linear logic of homogeneous, 

empty time. 

My purpose, then, is not to minimize the influence of Western-derived 

technologies and philosophies in Indonesia. Rather, by examining two key moments 

in the history of Indonesian cinema and politics – early independence (1950-65) and 

the rebirth of Indonesian cinema in the 1970s-80s following the catastrophic rise of 

Suharto in 1965 – and briefly concluding with an analysis of the sudden “freedom” of 

the post-Suharto Reformasi period (1998-present), I will endeavor to show, following 

Benjamin, that real historical transformation, whether altruistic, exploitative, or some 

combination thereof, is indeed not a matter that can be “settled cheaply.” My analysis 

thus reveals not a simple, logical acquiescence to the postcolonial forces of 

globalization, but an ongoing, often violent, clash of epistemologies, political, 

historical and philosophical lineages, and aesthetic and narrative systems. Among 

other things, this enduring conflict is facilitated by the continuity of wayang as an 

agent of disturbance in an otherwise relentlessly inward flow of “outside” influences. 

Seen as a coeval force with a distinct form but roughly similar function to its Euro-
                                                
31 Here one must take into account the role of Cornell University’s Southeast Asian Studies program as 
a crucial intellectual melting pot where scores of Indonesian and Western scholars have been trained, 
and where Anderson and his writing are extremely influential. 
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American (or other) counterparts, wayang, and the Indonesian “structure of feeling” 

of which it stands as among the most important expressions, thus stamps the present, 

the modern, and, most importantly here – cinema – with its own basic aesthetic and 

temporal structure. 
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Chapter Two 

The Queen’s Attractions:  
Gender and the Symbolic Reproduction of Order 

 
…at times it is in the fissure caused by an earthquake, through that radical mutation 
of things brought on by a material upheaval when every structure is for a moment 
thrown off balance and an ephemeral wildness sweeps order away, that the poet slips 
something by, for a brief span, of woman.  

Helen Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1976:879) 
 
There, at the portal of the then still obscure Spirit Queen’s fabulous kingdom, 
Sénapati meditated… it is said that his mediation caused the oceans to churn and boil, 
smiting the fish and creatures of the sea. Thinking perhaps the judgment day had 
come, Kanjeng Ratu Kidul came forth from her watery palace.  

Nancy K. Florida, “The Badhaya Katawang: A Translation of the Song of 
Kangjeng Ratu Kidul” (1992:23). 

The first encounter between Senapati and Lara Kidul is recorded in the chronicle 
Babad Tanah Jawi… the main element in this description is the appearance of Lara 
Kidul as ‘king-maker’. It is she who tells Senapati that his prayers are heard and that 
he and his descendants will become the rulers of Java. Through her is Senapati 
instructed in the principles of statecraft. In addition to that, she promises him her 
support and tells him how to call in her help whenever necessary.  

Roy E. Jordaan, “The Mystery of Nyai Lara Kidul, Goddess of the Southern 
Ocean” (1984:99) 

 
Parangkusumo: Through the Ideological Looking Glass 

 

 
 

Figure 6: An early attendee makes her way along the linear path from the beach to the center 
of Parangkusumo’s ritual complex (barely visible here at the photograph’s vanishing point), 

where prayers are conducted in front of the rocks on which Ratu Kidul and Senapati 
allegedly first met. The walkways pictured here serve as the main overflow location for the 

night market that accompanies each ritual. 
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*    *    * 
 

July 4, 201332: The man looks at me with an odd, nervous glint in his eye. He 

appears to be in his fifties. Speaking quickly and excitedly, he explains that he lives in 

a small nearby city. To get to Parangkusumo, located on the southern coast of Java 

about 20km south of the city of Yogyakarta, he took a bus that runs on a special 

timetable for ritual days, arriving around sunset and scheduled to return after dawn. 

He has a wife and two children, the man says, but has been regularly going to rituals 

like this for several years, and is also a frequent attendee at Gunung Kemukus,33 in 

Sragen, outside the city of Solo. What is it that regularly draws him to these kind of 

rituals, I ask. The glint returns. 

“It’s only fifty thousand here [roughly $5 US].” 

                                                
32 The following consists of excerpts from notes taken from one specific ritual event at Parangkusumo 
beach near the city of Yogyakarta on Jumat Kliwon, the convergence of Friday (Jumat) and Kliwon, the 
fifth day of the Javanese calendar. Since the Javanese calendar employs a five-day cycle, calendrical 
coincidences occur every 35 days. Jumat Kliwo is among the most popular times to hold ritual events. 
In the Javanese system, days begin and end at sunset, so rituals often begin around 5:30 pm on a 
Thursday and end at sunrise on Friday, as is mostly the case in Parangkusumo. Like all Jumat Kliwon 
celebrations there, this occasion was based on commemorating the union of Senapati and Ratu Kidul, 
respectively the first ruler of Mataram and the mythical Queen of the South Sea that are mentioned in 
the epigraphs. To protect privacy, descriptions of certain characters are either taken from encounters at 
events on different dates, or are composed of combinations of the results of discussions with distinct 
participants. 
33 Although it has more recently been shut down by local the government Gunung Kemukus has been 
operational as a ritual site since at least the 1950s if not much earlier (de Guzman 2006). Its basis is the 
tomb of Pangeran Samudra, thought to have been local royalty in sixteenth century, located on the top 
of a small hill in the village of Kemukus, Sragen, Central Java. A basic narrative that has shifted in its 
details over the years follows a loosely Oedipal structure where Samudra leaves home for political 
reasons (likely to escape from the local spread of the purist-Islamic culture of the Demak dynasty – 
also one of the “enemies” – and discursive challenges – faced by Senapati), then returns, and, not 
recognizing his mother, sleeps, and falls in love with, her. Her tomb is also nearby. While those who 
officiate rituals at Gunung Kemukus have at times denied it, it is well known (and often reported in the 
media) that in comparison to Parangkusumo, rituals there even more directly incorporate sex – 
combined with special prayers and offerings – as a method for achieving the mythical empowerment 
that ostensibly serves as the site’s main draw for pilgrims. I was told by locals that Gunung Kemukus 
began to do far more brisk business following its induction as an official/national tourist destination in 
the 1980s under Suharto (as de Guzman reports, this was done for complex reasons). Previously, there 
was apparently enough women who came as pilgrims to balance out the number of male attendees. But 
after the site gained official recognition from the state, the number of male participants was 
disproportional, and a robust prostitution industry thus arose to meet demand for ritual partners. The 
requirement is to meet, pray and consort with the same partner (who must not be one’s spouse) on 
seven separate occasions, which are usually, as in Parangkusumo, spread over particular ritual days on 
the Javanese calendar. According to de Guzman, in its heyday in the early 2000s, the relatively small 
site would regularly be overrun by thousands of attendees on such days (adding up to hundreds of 
thousands over the course of a year [2006:vi]), creating a major economic windfall for the village and 
surrounding areas, and offering a certain level of regional and national political clout.  
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-“Ah, I see.” 

“That’s cheap!” he exclaims, looking me straight in the eye, but then quickly 

glancing down at his feet. “I’m sorry if I’m being impolite and talking about 

things that are naughty.” 

-“That’s quite all right.” 

“Be careful. Don’t accept if anyone tries to get you to pay more, especially 

since you’re a foreigner. Talk them down or you’ll ruin the market for 

everyone!” 

-“Okay Sir,” I promise. 

“I come here for the girls,” he continues, “even if I don’t have money and it’s 

just to look.” 

-“What about the ritual?” 

“Yes, you can ask for all kinds of things.” 

 -“What about Ratu Kidul?” 

 Just then, the gamelan orchestra that had been setting up in front of us starts to 

play, causing the man to look away. The shadow puppetry itself is yet to begin – this 

is just the intro. In front of the screen, where the dalang (puppet master) will take his 

seat in an hour or so, a short, stocky young man whom people say is “a little off” 

begins to sway and clap, following the rhythm but looking out of place and drawing 

nervous laughter. When the Sinden come in, however, he knows their cue, and begins 

to sing with them, eyes closed, rendering the melody and the women’s falsetto tone 

precisely.  

 “I’ll talk to you later, okay?” says the man, and makes off in the direction of 

the beach. The odd, would-be singer is soon ushered to the side of the pendopo 

pavilion, where he continues to croon among the crowds of people milling around 

expectantly. Underneath the peaked roof of the pendopo where I am standing, men 

and women in formal attire are already seating themselves in the chairs provided for 

invited guests, behind the gamelan. They are marked not only by their attire, but by 

the small cardboard boxes of food with which they have been provided by the host of 

the show (a banner announces that the evening’s show is sponsored by “Polres dan 

Kabupaten Bantul,” the offices of the local government and police). In their look and 

manner, the invited guests strike a contrast with most of those standing on the 

perimeter and beyond, where the characteristically flagrant “mullet” and tight jeans of 
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the preman, or ruffian type, is in full effect. The mullets bob and weave among teens 

and college students, mothers and children, old men in Javanese lurik jackets, and 

assorted peci hats and hijab worn by those who look to have just completed their 

evening Isya prayers at the nearby mosque. 

 

  

Figure 7: The central ritual area of Parangkusumo is prepared for evening crowds by late 
afternoon (left). The east pendopo pavilion, where the gamelan and shadow play normally 

take place, is visible on the right side of the frame. To the southwest of the ritual area, in the 
direction of the beach, the mosque (right), is positioned adjacent to the crowded walkway 

where prostitutes wait for clients, and where night marketeers often claim overflow space, as 
depicted here. 

 
Roughly fifty meters to the west, young women are already lined up on the 

walkway that passes the mosque, leading to the beach from the main ritual space. The 

latter consists in a small, walled-in area for burning incense and spreading flower 

petals. Along with chanted prayers in Arabic and Javanese, incense and flowers serve 

as the traditional “media” with which attendees pay their respects to Senapati, the first 

ruler of the Mataram dynasty, and the spirit Queen of the South Sea, his political 

advisor and muse. Their relationship, and that of the Queen with all subsequent rulers 

of Mataram, is said to have begun on the two large rocks that adorn the center of the 

small space. Leading away from the ritual area, the walkway is mostly dark, veiling 

much of the goings on there in semi-obscurity. Together with several colleagues, a 

woman whom I will call Siti stands close to a single row of lights, illuminating herself 

sufficiently for passersby to take a look.  

Those who do so, mostly men in small groups, move dreamily, almost as if in 

slow motion, floating along and turning their heads left and right. Wearing a thick 

layer of white powder, lipstick and eye shadow, Siti stares back at them, peering into 

their faces as they draw close to examine hers. A few of Siti’s friends have already 

seated themselves on the steps at the end of the walkway, straining to see the lines of 
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lookers watching their colleagues, taking note when a man stops to inquire about the 

price, and reading gestures and body language as each transaction takes shape. 

Siti, too, eventually takes a seat on the steps not far away, shooting me a 

questioning glance. “Where are you from, Mister?” she queries.  

-“America. And you?”  

“Magelang, Mister” – a nearby city known for its military base and training 

facilities.  

As non-Indonesians are extremely rare at rituals in Parangkusumo, I seem to 

be an object of mild curiosity, and without the question “how much” to send the 

exchange elsewhere, a brief conversation ensues. Siti’s family once made their living 

as rice farmers, but her parents now work at factories in Jakarta, and she stays with 

her aging grandmother in a village, helping out when needed, but with few restrictions 

on her life. Earlier in the afternoon, Siti and her friends chartered a bus with about 

thirty other women to come to Parangkusumo for the night. They regularly hit most of 

the local rituals where “mbak-mbak” (roughly “young ladies” or “chicks”) show up to 

work. Unlike Siti, who is 21, many of her colleagues are divorced single mothers in 

their late 20s and 30s. Some were employed at factories in the past, others as SPGs, 

the common acronym for the “Sales Promotion Girls” who stand in front of stores, 

usually in Malls, offering samples of products. But most found the work taxing, the 

compensation insufficient, or both. Freelance sex work, I am told, has its obvious 

disadvantages, but offers distinct financial benefits and greater freedom to control 

one’s own schedule. 

“Nobody is getting rich here, but the money is okay. Some of us can pay for 

college.” 

-“Are you in school now?” 

At this, Siti perks up: “I’m at UPN!” 

-“On North Ring Road?” 

“Nope. Universitas Pemuas Nafsu [University of Satisfying Desire]!” She  

cackles gleefully as I work to process the pun. 

In the short pause that ensues, a middle aged man in a peci approaches, 

nodding apologetically in my direction, and strikes up a far briefer tête-à-tête with 

Siti. With quick, sure steps that contrast the dreamy fluidity of movements on the 

walkway, they head for one of the short-time hotels that line the east and west 
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perimeters of the ritual area, the man following Siti, while carefully keeping himself 

about 20 meters behind her. Before vanishing into the dark, they pass the mosque, 

where several people are sleeping, and others sit, observing the goings on as if from a 

safer distance. 

 

  
 

Figure 8: Both the ocean (left) and the crowded night market (right), are constant 
contributors to the polyphonous aura that characterizes rituals at Parangkusumo. 

 
As is often the case, on this evening, the wind makes itself known in powerful 

gusts, and the sound of pounding waves a few hundred meters to the south mixes with 

the amplified voice of the dalang, who has just begun his all-night dramatic narrative 

based on a single lakon, or episode, of the Javanese Mahabharata. The mosque’s 

bullhorns will be silent until dawn, but both nature and puppet master vie with the 

clamor of the bustling night market that lines the perimeter of the ritual area, 

overflowing it and extending itself to the edge of the beach. Peering into the grassy 

areas on the other side of the walkway, it is clear that Siti and her friends are not the 

only ones working here tonight. Upon closer inspection, the semi-darkness is 

populated by scores of other women and men, waiting, looking, and negotiating, their 

faces occasionally illuminated by an inhaled cigarette or the pale glow that denotes 

the arrival of a text message. 

With the shadow play now begun in earnest, I head back to the east pendopo 

to watch and listen to the puppet master excerpt and spin from the vast selection of 

historiographic, mythical literature at his disposal. In a literal sense, the glowing 

screen before him, with its basis in the authority of Javanese history and politics, 

would appear to be the ritual’s heart of philosophical, and thus ideological, 

instruction. But the rows of women nearby, and the night market’s food stalls, racks 

of cheap t-shirts, and hawkers of trinkets, charms, aphrodisiacs and medicine – many 
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of them skillfully using amplified vocal techniques similar to those of the dalang to 

attract large crowds – contend otherwise. Like the storm of conflicting epistemologies 

and armies that will invade the screen later on in the evening, they incessantly signal 

that Parangkusumo is itself composed of a number of different “centers” – pendopo, 

site for ritual prayers, mosque, night market, prostitution, beach, etc. Each operates 

simultaneously with the others, but, standing among the cacophony of sounds and 

sights they produce, one has the distinct sense that they are not meant to function in 

“unison.” 

 
*    *    * 

 
The Queen and the Vanishing Point of Order 

 
As the source of a long historical legend, ritual practice, and model of 

feminine power, Ratu Kidul – Queen of the South Java Sea, also known as Nyai34 

Roro Kidul or Lara Kidul – can be said to underpin key elements of the logic of 

gender representation in Indonesia and the structures shaping contemporary media 

and mechanisms of collective self-imagination. Yet Ratu Kidul is not limited to the 

“feminine” per se. She is the “maker” (but not precisely mother) of the rulers of the 

Mataram dynasty, the so-called “last age” of Java (Florida 1992:22), a still-extant 

Central Javanese regime with two active kings (in Yogyakarta and Solo) and an 

outsize symbolic and material influence on Java’s, and thus Indonesia’s, cultural 

politics of modernity. In this context, as I will show, the Queen is positioned as both 

eternal force and specific, historical metaphor for the basic configuration of Javanese 

ideology and subjectivity – much as the lynchpin of meaning that Slavoj Žižek (1989) 

calls the “rigid designator” of the symbolic order. Unlike the psychoanalytic view of 

the symbolic order and its underpinning, however, Ratu Kidul is arguably neither 

rigid nor phallic, and is by definition outside of the patriarchal system over which she 

holds sway.  

In a further comparative/contrastive vein, in reference to the epigraphs above, 

it is worthy of note that not unlike Cixous’ material upheaval, the entrance of Ratu 

Kidul into the narrative of the Babad Tanah Jawi, Mataram’s most authorized 

                                                
34 Nyai is also often spelled “Nyi.” 
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historiographic text, is preceded by a massive storm that arises as Senapati, founder of 

the dynasty but at the moment still a fraught, embattled rebel, meditates by the seaside 

(the storm is referred to in the text as “goro-goro,” using the same term as the stormy, 

structural battles of shadow play that create a “hole” in the distant time and narrative 

space of each performance, blending them with the atmosphere and politics of the 

present). It is against this backdrop that the Central Javanese court poet R. Ng 

Yasadipura (1729-1803), to which the authorship of the latest version of the Babad 

Tanah Jawi is attributed (Florida 1992:22), could be said, as Cixous has it, to “slip 

something by… of woman.” Yet as Jordaan, Florida, the Babad Tanah Jawi35 itself, 

and many other sources have it, the insertion of Ratu Kidul is no mere slip, but 

constitutes an upheaval with enduring historical effects. 

Taking her influence on local structures of representation as a point of 

departure, my ethnographic observations of ongoing ritual practices paying tribute to 

the Queen will help illuminate the ways in which enduring Javanese gender categories 

have contributed to the structures and formal modes of critical local ideological 

apparatuses, from shadow play to cinema and beyond. As in literature, shadow play, 

and other manifestations of wayang, Indonesian approaches to cinema work to 

deconstruct, or at times elude entirely, the “phallocentric” enclosed narrative and 

sealed, “transparent” aesthetic spaces of the basic cinematographic apparatus most 

familiar to Western audiences and critics alike. In a certain way, the result could be 

compared to the “knowledge effect” – and the revelatory deconstruction of “narrative 

pleasure” – that theorists like Laura Mulvey (1975), Jean Louis Baudry (1974-75) and 

others held high hopes for in work of the Soviet and Euro-American avant garde. 

More aptly perhaps, the atmosphere in Parangkusumo might also be likened to what 

Siegfried Kracauer saw in the dynamic ambiance of Berlin movie palaces in the 

1920s, where “scenes of real physicality…are placed alongside the movie” ([1926] 

1987:96). The effect, wrote Kracauer, was that the film itself “recedes into the flat 

surface [of the screen] and the deception is exposed,” producing a radical “kind of 

distraction which exposes [modern] disintegration rather than masking it” (p. 96).  

                                                
35 I refer to an Indonesian translation of the Babad by H. R. Sumarsono published in Indonesia in 2014, 
based on a compilation of the original text by W. L. Olthof that was published in the Netherlands in 
1941. 
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As a basic, structural model for an expressive mode or apparatus, 

Parangkusumo, with its constantly discoursing dalang, medicine sellers, “priests,” 

imams and prostitutes, furthermore evokes the “barker”- and showman-driven display 

of cinema around the turn of the twentieth century that Tom Gunning (1986; [1989] 

2004) famously called the “cinema of attractions” (about which more below). Despite 

these apparent coincidences, however, I would argue that the basic, local methods and 

contexts of expression upon which Indonesian films have heavily drawn from their 

inception (and continue to do so) neither hark back to an early, “pre-narrative” mode 

of cinema nor constitute an ideal form of resistance to modern capitalist alienation, 

patriarchy, globalization, or other repressive structures. Indonesian cinema does 

present itself in a manner that is generally open and “self-reflexive,” often working to 

deconstruct the unity of its own projected illusions. Yet like the ritual context of 

Parangkusumo, its basic structure and formal approach function as a robust vehicle 

for lengthy, complex narratives, and have long served to legitimize the rise and rule of 

dominant, and often violently authoritarian, regimes whose methods are far from 

ideal. Having said this, however, my analysis nonetheless aims to assess the potential 

“advantages” of a system that has strong authoritarian and patriarchal tendencies, but 

appears able to sustain and reproduce itself without necessary recourse to a phallic 

signifier. 

Emerging from the Babad Tanah Jawi and other Javanese historical texts, 

Ratu Kidul has continually re/appeared in paintings, books, political iconography, and 

ritual practice from the seventeenth century to the present. Since the late 1970s, she 

has also been the subject of numerous popular films, the market for which, like the 

Queen herself, is apparently “eternal” (the latest effort I am aware of is the 2014 Nyi 

Roro Kidul Project, directed by Nayato Fio Nuala). I begin my analysis, however, at 

the regular, ongoing ritual event in Parangkusumo described above, where I have 

conducted extensive ethnographic observations, discussions, and interviews over the 

course of my field research. Parangkusumo, as chronicled in the Babad Tanah Jawi, 

is the discursive birthplace of Ratu Kidul. It is the site at which Senapati is said to 

have first encountered her, 36 after which he spent three days in her nearby underwater 

                                                
36 See note 21 in chapter one on the debate as to whether Senapati is a purely literary or actual 
historical figure. 
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palace, where he was “taught…the knowledge of kingship, the secrets of authority 

over both human and spirit realms” (Florida 1992:23).  

My fieldwork in Parangkusumo has allowed me to regularly place myself in 

the midst of a veritable stormy “material upheaval” in which seemingly opposing 

practices, interests, philosophies, and epistemologies are made to coincide in a single 

locale. The resulting tension is constitutive, I would argue, of the site’s dynamic 

atmosphere and consistent ability to draw hundreds, and often thousands, of 

participants from diverse backgrounds. Parangkusumo therefore raises questions as to 

the universality of contemporary demands for a particular kind of unity in the 

presentation and perception of the world. Such a view, most often associated with the 

processes of modernization and nation building that are argued to have spread from 

Western Europe and the United States to places like Southeast Asia and Africa, the 

coincidence of vastly different interests and their corresponding sets of ethical, moral, 

and political standards is suppressed or neutralized in the creation of a normative, 

“developed” point of view.  

My comparative reference to psychoanalysis is thus not meant to imply its 

universal validity. Rather, I aim to engage psychoanalysis as a theoretical support 

system that is deeply entangled – at times explicitly and far more often implicitly – 

with the ways in which scholars of film, globalization, and many other aspects of 

contemporary experience understand the distinguishing marks of a “modern” outlook. 

In this chapter, I focus on the particular structures, categories and practices of gender 

relations that arise from a system in which certain basic tenements of psychoanalysis 

are absent or function in a critically distinct manner. Seen through the lens of 

psychoanalysis (which, like Western cinema, emerged in the midst of a massive wave 

of industrialization in the late-nineteenth century), the suppression or neutralization of 

difference is governed by the function of a basic signifier. Not unlike the so-called 

vanishing point in linear perspective, which is also frequently positioned among the 

major developments in Europe that led to the emergence of photography and motion 

pictures, the basic signifier is more akin to a point of reference than to any particular 

symbol. As such, it acts as the anchor of meaning for systems of expression, logic, 

and thought, and imbues individual and collective experiences of subjectivity with a 

particular, more or less unified, identity.  
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As Žižek describes it, “the only way the experience of a given historic reality 

can achieve its unity is through the agency of a signifier, through reference to a ‘pure’ 

signifier” (1989:97). As noted above, the basic signifier, which Freud referred to as 

possessing male, “phallic” qualities, is similarly termed “rigid” in Žižek’s work. The 

quality of rigidity, as Freud, Lacan, and others also have it, is essentially a systemic 

defense mechanism. It functions to obscure the fact that language, identity, and 

authority are grounded in a radically arbitrary and empty point or symbol, a 

“something” which in essence is nothing: “a ‘pure,’ meaningless ‘signifier without a 

signified’” (p. 97). Implied in this assertion is that if the “pure” underlying signifier 

were not understood as rigid, fixed and immobile, and it were thus revealed that the 

logic of authority is contingent on an empty, “made up” symbol, the distinguishing 

“unity of a given historic reality” would likely be loosened. The symbolic order 

according to which life within such a historic reality is arranged and understood might 

therefore fall away into a Babel-like chaos of randomness, absolute diversity and 

unreadability.  

Following Freud, psychoanalysts have used the “name of the father” as a way 

to explain how authority is founded and unified around a rigid and ostensibly 

unquestionable symbol, yet one that is nonetheless based on the attachment of 

arbitrary symbols – in the form of names – to children at birth. It is here that the 

structure and character of family and filial authority are set, creating, and constantly 

recreating, the basis of social relations and thus of authority and law. “Without names 

for kinship relations,” argues Lacan, “no power can institute the order of preferences 

and taboos that knot and braid the thread of lineage through the generations” 

(2002:66). The disordering or “confusion of generations,” he continues, therefore 

carries serious legal and psychological repercussions: “Indeed, we know the damage a 

falsified filiation can do, going as far as dissociation of the subject’s personality” (p. 

66).  

As discussed in chapter one, markers of filial and patriarchal belonging in Java 

and much of the rest of Indonesia are far less rigid than in Lacan’s or Žižek’s 

understandings of the basic structure of authority in any given historical milieu. 

Except under special circumstances, Indonesian children do not take their father’s or 
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mother’s name (nor do their fathers or mothers likely possess a family name to offer), 

and as often as not they are given only one name.37 This, too, with some minor 

administrative and social wrangling, can be altered, usually with little or no negative 

consequence. As I will explain below, the naming of even important literary/historical 

figures like Senapati or Ratu Kidul follows a more flexible, pluralistic system that 

implicitly, and self-reflexively, refers authority to its immaterial, symbolic basis in 

conjecture and myth.  

Through the lens of Parangkusumo, therefore, we may be aroused to 

re/investigate the function and applicability of the concept of a “pure” signifier in 

Indonesia. If the most basic local point of reference were revealed to be something 

other than a rigid, well-defined line or point, understanding the kind of perspective it 

produces would seem to be of great importance to the task of analyzing local modes 

of expression, and juxtaposing them to the purported universality of other modes. 

This is particularly the case for cinema, with its storied dominance, following its 

“attraction” phase lasting until 1904 (Gunning [1989] 2004:121), by a singular 

(European) point of view: what if this “rigid” designator of historical unity were 

revealed to be a void or hole38 – an opening through which a contested process of 

                                                
37 The basic importance of certain aspects of psychoanalysis to Western experience might well be seen 
as sustained by the fact that the single names of many Indonesians, and the lack of family names 
among nearly all Indonesians, cause immediate administrative havoc upon arrival in the U.S. Because 
U.S. immigration forms, for example, require a family name, many Indonesians simply repeat their 
first or only name in both spaces of the form, resulting in official documents with odd monikers like 
“Budiman Budiman” that match neither their owners’ regular appellations nor Indonesian passports. 
Like many other Western newspapers, when quoting an Indonesian source, the New York Times also 
incessantly applies the phrase “who, like most Indonesians, goes by only one name.” To use only one 
name without further note, it seems, is unthinkable to the Times, as it implies a lack of formality and 
thus of proper respect.  
38 This is not to say, however, that something like a rigid designator doesn’t exist in Javanese history. It 
represents, I would argue, one of the varied “epistemologies” that has, since at least the entrance of 
Islam (and particularly the more rigidly purist interpretations of Islamic doctrine that often came with 
it) in the fourteenth century and likely long before, more-or-less openly vied for dominance with other 
sociopolitical, religious, and philosophic systems. As Nancy Florida (1996) has shown, in particular 
historical periods, such as the late nineteenth century when the Dutch had largely succeeded in 
usurping the agency of Javanese royalty and thus “emasculating” them, scribes were regularly 
commissioned to produce entire genres of texts of a decidedly rigid, phallocentric nature. But even 
then, the basic ideological premises of Mataram’s rule remained centered on the figure of Ratu Kidul 
and her relationship to each successive King, and, as Florida writes, the overtly patriarchal texts were 
framed in terms of a battle of the sexes: “the urgency of the message betrays an elite male anxiety 
before the threat of the dangerous potency of their women, that is, before the living reality of women’s 
agency undermining the fantasy of domestic harmony under happy male domination” (p. 213). 
Furthermore, outside of the realm of royal/aristocratic literature, itself quite a diverse area, “there were 
other discourses (written, performed, and lived) that contested the reality of males’ hegemony in 
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construction is made at least partially perceptible? Following from this, what if reality 

were normally rendered – and thus ordered – as a particular kind of disorder, albeit 

one that rarely leads to true chaos, or, in the language of psychoanalytic conceptions 

of the un/healthy subject, psychosis? 

 
Gender and the Perforation of Authority 

 

  
 

Figure 9: A painting of Nyai Roro Kidul, the Queen of the South Sea (left), from the recent 
novel Sang Nyai (Sarjono 2011). Emerging from the waves at Parangkusumo, the Queen is 

positioned as mediator between the rulers of Java (whose symbolic authority is referenced by 
her jewelry and other adornments) and the forces of nature and history that produce, but may 

also destroy, their sovereignty. In Surabaya, East Java (right – source China Daily Asia 
2014), a sex worker joins the massive public demonstrations (2013-14) against the closing of 

Gang Dolly (see below). Like Parangkusumo, Gang Dolly is an intricate “ecosystem” in 
which the business of prostitution and the role of women as political economic architects and 

mediators features prominently.  
 

As a well-documented center of symbolic authority in Java, Parangkusumo 

has been widely known for hundreds of years. Yet it still appears to contain an aura of 

mystery and surprise, particularly for those who have never before attended a ritual 

there. This was the case with a group of filmmakers I accompanied to Parangkusumo 

for a location scout on a Jumat Kliwon in June 2014. Although the crewmembers 

were mostly from Java and Sumatra, the mosque, prostitutes, and various other goings 

on with which the site’s structure makes them openly coincide were met with a degree 

of surprise and consternation I had not expected. “This place is full of contradictions! 

How is this possible!?” exclaimed a young associate producer. Others I spoke with 

had similarly vague ideas about the actual goings-on there. It appears, then, that 

Parangkusumo indeed operates on the level of a “hole” through which is revealed a 

                                                                                                                                      
‘classical’ Javanese gender relations.” Frequently authored by both men and women, “voices from 
these other discourses… fought back in the sex wars of nineteenth-century Java” (p. 210).  
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state of affairs that remains mostly invisible in more normative or tightly controlled 

contexts like public discussions, government discourse or even television news. 

(Television news has been known to do tabloid exposés on the “evils” of other such 

places, but Parangkusumo, with its strong ontological connection to the Yogyakarta 

and Solo palaces, appears to be considered mostly [although not totally] off limits for 

this kind of coverage) 

Nonetheless, while the actual goings-on in Parangkusumo can be said to lie 

outside of the “mainstream” view of most Indonesians, the site clearly also represents 

a so-called rahasia umum, or open secret, the inner workings of which are in fact 

open to view, and are intimately known by the many thousands who attend rituals 

there in various capacities. Ritual goers constitute a diverse group ranging from 

farmers to dalang to medicine sellers to college students, with Lexus-driving 

entrepreneurs and palace and other political officials also regularly making 

appearances. Furthermore, as my observations above suggest, the fact of the various 

quasi-legal aspects of Parangkusumo appears fully understood by the police and other 

local authorities, who continue to sponsor and promote activities there. They do so 

even while occasionally cracking down on prostitution and alcohol in the nearby 

karaoke parlors that operate outside of sanctioned Javanese ritual days (Suryani 

2016).  

Parangkusumo may be especially well protected in this regard, but it is by no 

means alone. One attendee and amateur historian I spoke with argued that Javanese 

rituals have “always” served as catalysts for night markets and ostensibly illicit 

activities like prostitution and gambling. Along with other ritualistic flourishes that 

strongly recall local histories of animism and various forms of polytheism, these illicit 

elements are also inevitably made to coincide with the practice of major, state-

sanctioned religions. Because of Indonesia’s long history with Islam, verses from the 

Qur’an are the ones most often appropriated for chanting, and rituals are frequently 

billed – if one asks – as “Islamic” (depending on the region and orientation of 

participants, elements of Catholicism, Buddhism, Protestantism and Hinduism are 

also frequently employed). Beneath, or perhaps enveloping, this seemingly limiting, 

unifying moniker, the obvious influence of Javanese syncretism and mysticism – 

which is likely in fact the main draw – is simply allowed to “speak,” or be read, for 

itself.   
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Outside of the ritual context, although not, I would argue, unrelated to it, a trip 

through almost any city in Indonesia will reveal as many as hundreds of more or less 

openly operating brothels or other manifestations of the sex trade, catering to various 

socioeconomic strata. Especially in Jakarta, the capital city, there are several upscale, 

multi-story “hotels” that feature nightclubs and spas where the main activity and 

source of income is well-known to be commercial sex. If one cares to pay attention, in 

addition to the many explicitly ritual-oriented sites like Parangkusumo, these locales 

riddle the veneer of stable, and otherwise generally conservative, cultural values 

promoted by the state.39  

In a strong sense, the open display of these “hidden” holes in the policies and 

socio-legal norms generally promoted by political leaders functions to undermine the 

singular authenticity and sovereignty of state and local authorities, although 

seemingly without completely destroying their legitimacy. Due to the sheer volume of 

such holes, when viewed from a certain angle, the facade of absolute state control 

becomes “translucent,” revealing the otherwise ostensibly invisible existence of 

places like Parangkusumo, or of more upscale locales such as Jakarta’s infamous 

Hotel Classic. While contested by laws and standards of public morality alike, in their 

continuous operation, these sites are simultaneously imbued with the aura of a higher 

power – or perhaps indeed a “lower” one. In the context of this chapter, what is of 

particular interest about these locales is the centrality of gender in sites where the 

assumed rigidity of various norms is effectively overruled. Perhaps because of the 

related presence of prostitution and other potentially “unsightly” elements, these 

clusters of potentially radical energy have been infrequently engaged by those seeking 

to challenge patriarchal or authoritarian rule on its own terms. The sites thus bring 

into sharp focus an “agency” that is positioned at odd angles to the logics of both 

hegemony and explicitly politically engaged resistance alike. It is in this sense, I 

argue, that the sites are “subversive,” as they are open to appropriation by non-

                                                
39 As Jones, Sulistyaningsih and Hull (1998) write, “Since the early 1970s, the structural 
transformation of the Indonesian economy has been dramatic. The primary sector’s share of total 
employment fell from 74 percent in 1971 to 50 percent in 1990. There has been considerable 
displacement of women from agricultural activities. Many of the displaced women moved to cities 
where jobs have opened up in manufacturing, clerical work, sales, hotels and restaurants, and domestic 
service. However, wages in many of these activities are very low, and the possibility of earning five to 
ten times as much in the sex industry is very tempting. The relative anonymity and freedom from 
familial and village surveillance while in the city facilitates entry into prostitution” (pp. 33-4). 
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traditional political actors who may, at first glance, appear to be easy targets for those 

in seats of “real” power. 

 
Goodbye Dolly, Hello Jihad 

 
From the 1970s until its closure in 2014, the area known as Gang Dolly (Dolly 

Lane), in the East Javanese port city of Surabaya, was said to be the largest center for 

prostitution in Southeast Asia. Originally the site of a Chinese cemetery, Dolly is 

rumored to be named after a local prostitute of Dutch descent, Dolly van der Mart. 

But a recent history of the area (Prastya 2011) argues its original matriarch was Dolly 

Khavit. Khavit, it asserts, was a Javanese woman who turned to sex work in the 1970s 

to fight boredom and supplement her income during the long absences of her 

husband, a Dutch sailor. The stuff of true legend, Dolly Khavit was reportedly both 

beautiful and highly sought after by men, and also a “tomboy” who could believably 

“transform herself into a man” (Utami 2014). As a man, Dolly was also allegedly 

married to several women (likely using a religious rather than a secular/strictly legal 

ceremony, a common practice in Indonesia), whom she soon put to work in her first 

brothel. As a pimp, Dolly insisted on being called “papi” instead of “mami,” the 

typical appellation for female sex procurers. After expanding her business to four 

separate brothels on the same street, others quickly began to follow in the footsteps of 

“Papi Dolly,” and the area began to be called Gang Dolly (gang generally refers to 

small streets and alleys in urban areas).  

In the more overtly libertarian climate of the 1970s40 Gang Dolly mushroomed 

into a complex “economic ecosystem” (Lestari 2014) employing hundreds of young 

                                                
40 The famous and influential governor of Jakarta at the time, Ali Sadikin (1966-1977), made rapid 
moves to “modernize” the capital by driving out slum dwellers and at times bulldozing poor 
neighborhoods, claiming the poor were representative of Indonesia’s vast, rural populace lacking in 
“urban rationality” (Kusno 2000:108). While Muslim pilgrimages to Mecca skyrocketed under Sadikin, 
at the same time, he sought to improve tax revenue by legalizing gambling and the “steam baths” and 
massage parlors that represent the hallmark of the contemporary urban sex industry in Indonesia 
(Jones, Sulistyaningsih and Hull 1998: 35). Despite his overtly libertarian, developmentalist policies, 
however, Sadikin also explicitly stated his intent to “ruralize the urban societies that have become 
individualistic and lost their collective spirit” (qtd in Kusno 152). He thus conceived of many of 
Jakarta’s crowded residential areas as urban “villages” where a more traditional, collectivist mentality 
of communal labor and support would hopefully thrive. 
 Jones, Sulistyaningsih and Hull argue that while Sadikin’s policies famously characterized the 
socioeconomic climate of the post-1970 Suharto era in particular, structures of prostitution in Jakarta, 
Surabaya, and elsewhere built on earlier precedents established in Mataram areas of Central Java: “In 
1961, the city of Surakarta [Solo]…declared the village of Silir to be exempt from the 1953 regulation 
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women, but also involving residents who opened food stalls and provided parking and 

other non sex-related services. After more than 40 years, however, Tri Rismaharini, 

both the first directly elected and the first female mayor of Surabaya, moved to “clean 

up” the city by closing down operations at Dolly. The closure campaign frequently 

made national news, dividing public opinion, but after two years of heated 

discussions, a measure was passed and the shutdown was enforced by Surabaya’s 

police. Following a growing trend of “Islamization” that began after the fall of 

Suharto in 1998, the move was loudly supported by various (although by no means 

all) Islamic public figures and other social conservatives, and would seem to herald an 

expanding collective “voice” in which religious, neoliberal, and progressive/feminist 

interests uneasily come together. Yet it would be hasty to assume that the closure of 

Dolly represents the beginning of a more “democratic” pattern that will spell the rapid 

disappearance of other such locales in the near future. 

Despite the support she received from various groups, Bu Risma, as the mayor 

is most often known, was also subjected to months of public demonstrations by 

thousands of sex workers, pimps, food sellers, and parking attendants fighting to hold 

on to their livelihoods. They were joined by scores of NGO activists who had also 

found regular work in Gang Dolly advocating for the health and safety standards of 

its corporeal laborers, and now fought for the rights of sex workers and other 

members of their “ecosystem” to continue in their chosen professions. As predicted 

by the mayor’s critics, furthermore, investigations following the closure have 

indicated that the meager funds provided by the city as compensation to prostitutes 

were insufficient to “save” them. Rather than starting a business, as per the city 

government’s much publicized plans, most of the women formerly employed in Dolly 

simply relocated to red light districts in other cities. Worse still, many began working 

the streets or booking clients online, with no access to security or the weekly, free 

medical checkups provided by Dolly’s brothels.  

 

                                                                                                                                      
forbidding prostitution. It was thought that by centralizing prostitution in one small area, the city would 
prevent commercial sex activities from being transacted in main streets, residential areas or in major 
hotel and tourist areas of the city… The Silir complex set the pattern later followed by localized brothel 
areas in other cities in Indonesia, such as the Kramat Tunggak area in Jakarta which was established in 
1970, the Dolly-Jarak Area of Surabaya and the Sunan Kuning complex in Semarang” (1998:38). 



 106 

   
 

Figure 10: Risma and Widya: The Politics of Appearance  
In an official portrait of Tri Rismaharini (left, source:wikipedia), the Mayor of Surabaya, the 
use of a hijab and uniform lend an appearance of social conservatism that might be seen as 
indicative of the broad trend of “Islamization” reflected in many aspects of contemporary 

politics and public and private life in Indonesia. The actual social and political effects of the 
increasing visual/formal Islamization, however, are not so easily understood. The similarly 

attired Widya Kandi Susanti (right, source: Kompas.com), regional head (Bupati) of Kendal, 
Central Java, for example, has fought Islamic and other groups calling for the closure of a 

large prostitution complex in her own district. 
 
Around the same time, the equally “Islamic” (and also female) head of the 

Kendal region of Central Java, Widya Kandi Susanti, had a very different reaction to 

calls by local conservatives for the elimination of prostitution centers under her own 

jurisdiction. Widya, as she is known, argued that to crack down on long-established 

brothels without a realistic plan to offer other employment options is akin to “eating 

simalakama fruit” (Priyantin 2013). Simalakama, which has an alluring red skin that 

hides a bitter tasting interior, is normally deployed as metaphor for acting without 

proper understanding or forethought, putting one at risk of simply making matters 

worse. Unlike Mayor Risma, Widya’s eventual refusal to shut down the brothels in 

Kendal was based, by most accounts, on a good deal of planning and forethought. 

Before any potential closures could take place, Widya’s offices instituted a program 

to train several prostitutes to find alternate work as seamstresses. When all of the 

women, claiming they could no longer feed their children, chose to return to 

prostitution, Widya listened, finally ruling against the closure. To gain support for her 

decision, she began publicly referring to the sex workers in her district as “family 

heroes” (Priyatin 2014). Their reliable sources of income, she argued, should not be 

taken away to satisfy moralists’ desires to keep up appearances.  

Widya’s reference to simalakama, however, implied that the roots of the 

problem are based in something less easy to expose or to simply choose to eradicate. 
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Outside of the difficulties faced by individual sex-workers or the criticisms of 

conservatives, to close a brothel would potentially only serve to untether the 

underlying forces involved in centers of prostitution, placing them, as she put it, 

further “outside our control” (Priyatin 2013). (In the post independence era, the 

widespread idea of potentially controlling prostitution through centralizing it in 

limited areas where it is not subject to censure or harassment by legal authorities dates 

back to a 1961 decision by the local government in nearby Solo, Central Java [see 

note 9 above]) Similarly, in the case of Dolly, human rights activist Anis Sadah 

referred to the local government’s assumption that prostitution can simply be 

abolished in Surabaya as “the arrogance of authority.” Identifying herself, like Widya, 

as a devout Muslim, Sadah explicitly referred the conflict over Dolly to the 

jurisdiction of a “higher” power: issuing a challenge to more conservative, patriarchal 

interpretations of Islamic doctrine, Sadah referred to the area, and her participation in 

the ongoing struggle to reopen it for business, as “the place of my Jihad” (qtd in The 

Shutdown of Dolly’s Sex Trade, prod. Kaufman, Hotz, Mitchell and Nasrie 2015).  

As if they were indeed facing a complex, entrenched and robust “ecosystem,” 

recent attempts by conservative legal and religious interests to cover up the gaps in 

their authority signaled by the open existence of centers for sex work appear to have 

triggered a surprisingly effective defense system. As various agents of the targeted 

areas are mobilized, the clarity of standards of ethics and human rights, and 

understandings of what determines a strong or weak position, or constitutes 

exploitation versus individual choice, have begun to dissolve. In the process, the logic 

of national and regional authority is itself subjected to a sphere of influence that 

exceeds the length and breadth of state or religious power. In publicly fighting this 

sphere, moreover, both religion and the state are increasingly shown to be intimately, 

and perhaps inextricably, entangled in it. As another twenty-year veteran advocate for 

sex worker health in Dolly put it: “now if someone asks us where the red light district 

is in Surabaya, we have to say ‘everywhere’” (qtd in Asia Sentinel 2014).  

 
The Lokalisasi of Ideology 

 
Lokalisasi, the most common Indonesian word for prostitution complexes like 

Dolly, means “localization,” suggesting that brothels and other centers for sex work 

are understood both as locally determined, and as loci. In the terms set by the above 
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debates over prostitution in Dolly, Kendal and elsewhere, centers of sex work emerge 

as loci for the operation of powerful political, economic, and social forces, resources 

that otherwise generally exist in sublimated form, both “everywhere” and mostly 

unseen. It is through lokalisasi that such elusive, ambiguous powers are effectively 

represented: the attempt to localize and control the influence of these seedy, 

“underworld” elements simultaneously forces authorities to display their coincidence 

– eminently not an “accidental” one – with the more outwardly normative 

components of modern society. While the wisdom of openly allowing the forces 

driving the world’s “oldest profession” – and the various media and ecosystems 

surrounding it – to gather and embed in a particular location is subject to continual 

debate, a firm belief in the real power of such forces appears to be the primary 

motivation behind arguments both for and against. 

It is in this context, I would argue, that Parangkusumo is imbued with its 

particular significance as a site for the materialization of these seemingly inexorable 

subnormative forces. No ordinary lokalisasi, it renders visible a complex political-

economic structure that explicitly links prostitution to tradition and religion, 

simultaneously demonstrating the inextricability of all three from the progressive 

sphere of the contemporary, while implicating the forces of “myth” and “history” as 

equally valid constituents of its ontology. Although radically at odds with the ideal, 

“transparent” logic of modern nationhood, Parangkusumo nonetheless stands as a 

locus of enduring domestic strength: outside of the actual palaces, it is among the 

most important spaces where the existential relevance of “tradition” and local history 

– in the form of the Mataram regime – is established, and continually re-established in 

the present. In Parangkusumo, the power and persistence of Mataram are conceived 

and represented in terms of its leaders’ necessary engagement with precisely those 

forces and logics that exceed the capacity of both Kings and governors – and the 

imperial powers they continue to face – to determine or fully control. Like their 

forebears, therefore, Hamengkubuwono X and Pakubuwono XIII, the respective 

current Sultans of Yogyakarta and Solo, each year continue to send envoys laden with 

offerings to be placed into the water at Parangkusumo or other sites related to the 

Queen and the South Sea. In the case of the Sultan of Solo, furthermore, “conjugal” 

meetings with Ratu Kidul are regularly taken in a special room set aside for that 

purpose. Hence in the important context of Mataram, the long historical sovereignty 
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of men and patriarchy is only able to be properly consecrated insofar as it reveals 

itself to be haunted by a greater power: the eternal Queen.  

The legend of Ratu Kidul is itself historical, of course, originating in the 

historiographic literature produced by the courts of early Mataram rulers. In an 

acceptance speech for the Ramon Magsaysay prize in 1988, furthermore, the famous 

Indonesian writer and intellectual Pramoedya Ananta Toer argued that in the mid-

eighteenth century, court poets (pujangga) had very specific reasons to underscore the 

attachment of the Central Javanese regime to the geographic area around the South 

Java Sea via the figure of Ratu Kidul (Aryono 2015). The effort was in part a 

response to the success of Dutch moves to divide and conquer Java in the period 

leading up to actual colonization in 1749. Using military, diplomatic, and 

administrative means, Mataram was increasingly alienated by the Dutch from Demak, 

a powerful and more strictly Islamic kingdom (with less overt Hindu and other 

syncretic influences) on the North Coast of the Island. The actions of the Mataram 

pujangga, the study asserts, and the resulting increase in the discursive position and 

notoriety of the mythical Queen, were thus a way of justifying and translating 

contemporary events in terms that would reap the maximum political benefit for the 

embattled courts of Central Java. They attributed Mataram’s separation from Demak 

to the forces of nature and the spirit underworld – areas that lay far outside of the 

sphere of Dutch agency.  

As a concept and political/discursive figure, the Queen of the South Sea was 

therefore eminently shaped by a series of particular, historical events – moments 

which she does not necessarily preexist or transcend. Yet at a more basic, 

structural/discursive level – in which the particular names and geographic locations 

associated with the Queen drop out of the equation – she is much more difficult to 

pinpoint. Other studies have connected her to various earlier models of feminine, or 

“chthonian” power. These began, argues Jordaan (1984), with Austronesian concepts 

that influenced understandings of Dewi Sri, the Javanese goddess of rice and fertility, 

as well as local incarnations of the more potentially destructive goddess Durga 

following the arrival and rise of Hinduism in the fourth and fifth centuries. The 

Buddhist goddess Tara, who emerged in Java with changing political times a few 

centuries later, has also been linked to the conceptualization of the Queen of the South 

Sea (Jordaan 1997:300). In this view, Ratu Kidul is the updated, seventeenth century 
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version of the symbolic lokalisasi of a set of qualities long thought to be basic to the 

structure and ontological origins of state power. Since Mataram began at a time when 

Islam had displaced Hinduism and Buddhism throughout much of Java, the Queen of 

the South Sea was emblematic of the dynasty’s strategy of self-legitimation. This 

involved combining a number of historically powerful, and still practically and 

politically salient, ideas under the banner of an officially “Islamic” regime that aimed, 

with or without Dutch presence, to position itself as the major seat of power in Java. 

The texts of the Babad Tanah Jawi thus also contain numerous gestures to the 

growing influence of Islam and the Northern Demak regime. After meeting with Ratu 

Kidul, for example, Senapati is admonished by Sunan Kali Jaga, one of the nine Wali, 

or saints, credited with spreading Islam in the archipelago. At issue was the fact that 

after consorting with the Queen, Senapati walked home across the surface of the sea, 

presumably in defiance of Islamic logic (Jordaan 1984:109). But Senapati’s – and 

thus Mataram’s – alignment with Ratu Kidul’s robust symbolic flexibility, associating 

their authority with the shifting, syncretic character of “Java” that envelopes the local 

rise and fall of particular religions, seemingly allowed both regime and Queen to 

endure the influence of Demak as well as the subsequent onset of colonialism: “with 

the coming of Islam, Durga and Dewi Sri receded somewhat into the background, 

while Nyai Lara Kidul remained to claim her rights to the Javanese throne” (Jordaan 

1997:305). Even now, as yet another wave of ostensible Islamization crashes over 

Indonesia, the Queen enjoys a robust and ongoing relevance to Javanese ritual 

practice and popular literature and films alike. In unsubtle, economically based terms, 

one could explain this phenomenon by saying that she always “sells very well.” Her 

dominion, the South Java Sea with Parangkusumo as its earthly gate, therefore 

continues to act as a key, material-representational locus for the contemporary 

Javanese “structure of feeling,” to borrow a term from Raymond Williams.  

In the probable future event of a fuller dissolution of the Mataram regime, the 

Queen, like her Hindu, Buddhist, Austronesian and other counterparts, might well fall 

into the semi-obscurity of the “ancient” past. But if the course of history can be taken 

as a predictor of the future, something not entirely different – another potent, oddly 

similar narrative and symbol – would likely take her place. It is therefore no “mere” 

coincidence, I would argue, that in East Java’s Gang Dolly, the figure that emerged as 

mythical-historical founder and point of origin was, in a basic sense, recognizable. 
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Like Ratu Kidul, Dolly has many names, and her otherly power is drawn in part from 

the flexibility of her identity and cultural/national origins. Depending on who one 

asks, Dolly is of either Dutch, Javanese, Thai, or mixed blood. Whether she chooses 

to appear as a woman or man, furthermore, she is possessed of a character that fits 

several key aspects associated with both male and female masters of statecraft: 

legendary charisma, political and economic prowess, and broad sex appeal.  

Similarly, with the title Nyai connoting either advancing years or, during 

colonial times, a woman married to a European, Lara Kidul is marked with ambiguity, 

and is described as frequently changing her look and age, alternately appearing as an 

old woman, a beautiful young maiden, or at times even as a serpent. The energy 

wielded by the Queen is both creative and, like the ocean where she holds court 

surrounded by spirits and demons, potentially deadly and destructive; her support, on 

which the status of all Mataram Kings is contingent, can also be quickly withdrawn 

(Jordaan 1984:107). Dolly’s broad influence is likewise associated with the creative 

force and potential empowerment offered by the “underworld,” as well as the 

associated risks of infection, disease and death. And while lokalisasi are not generally 

thought of as pleasant to have around, they cannot easily be made to disappear. 

Surabaya Mayor Risma’s successful effort to do away with Gang Dolly has in fact 

become a political boomerang, creating stumbling blocks in the ambitious path of her 

career. Following the shutdown, the failed job programs for sex workers, and ongoing 

protests, even the vice mayor has made public statements openly critical of Risma’s 

judgments in regards to the closure (The Shutdown 2015).  

In a broader sense, the mayor’s and others’ efforts have underscored an 

ongoing debate over the politics and economics of gender, class and empowerment in 

contemporary Indonesia. The resulting deliberations, far more public than any 

regarding the “protected” and thus far untouchable Parangkusumo, have furthermore 

been dominated, on all sides, by the voices of women from diverse socio-economic, 

political and religious backgrounds. As I suggested above, there is a strong sense in 

which the more typically patriarchal aspects of Javanese, Indonesian, and local 

Islamic cultures of authority are “falsified” by the loud temerity of lower class 

prostitutes, pimps, and other members of their quasi-illicit, yet pervasive ecosystems, 

including legions of local NGO and human rights activists. Without necessarily 

seeking to upset the broader balance of power, in this case, they have stood up and 
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insisted that they better understand the stakes involved than do elected leaders who 

would force on them an illusive right to “determine their own fate,” as Risma 

repeatedly put it, from an ever-more delimited (and neoliberalist) set of choices. 

 
Expanded Attractions?  

The Symbolic Order and the Currency of the Underground 
 

In a historical sense, lokalisasi can be seen as sites that shape a potentially 

subversive perspective vis-à-vis the absolute sovereignty of authorities. At the same 

time, however, they function to convey and reproduce the legitimacy of a particular 

model of state power writ large. Parangkusumo, for example, makes visible a set of 

terms according to which leaders are “made,” and thus may also conceivably be taken 

apart and replaced. Built into these terms, as I have shown, are conceptions of gender 

relations that also appear to offer powerful alternatives to the historical hegemony of 

men. This is the case in a more limited way in Dolly and other lokalisasi, and in a 

broader, more pervasive sense in Parangkusumo. There, what is most prominently 

imagined and constantly re-imagined as the locus of political, economic, and social 

order is a constantly vacillating yet basically feminine symbol.  

If positioned in relation to broader academic discourses of feminism and 

feminist theory, an intriguing “coincidence” also occurs. The feminine in this case is 

not unlike what Laura Mulvey ([1975] 1999) envisioned as a nascent, yet still-

ephemeral antidote to the deeply embedded control that patriarchally determined 

desire exerts on popular representation and the symbolic ordering of experience. For 

Mulvey, images of women on screen have a particular significance, as they constitute 

a critical element of films’ ability to stage the kind of spectacle that will consistently 

attract viewers, especially male ones. Yet a woman on screen is simultaneously an 

unruly feature, posing a threat to the sovereignty of other crucial functions like 

narrative and the regular progression of time. “Her visual presence,” Mulvey writes, 

“tends to work against the development of a story line, to freeze the flow of action in 

moments of erotic contemplation” (p. 837). It is for this reason, in Mulvey’s view, 

that women represented on screen and elsewhere must ultimately be punished or 

controlled, and re/integrated into the matrix of patriarchal imagination, where they 

emerge “styled accordingly… [and] bound by a symbolic order in which man can live 

out his phantasies and obsessions through linguistic command by imposing them on 
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the silent image of woman still tied to her place as bearer of meaning, not maker of 

meaning” (p. 834). 

Although not explicitly connected to gender, it is a similarly uncanny power – 

to appear to stop time, potentially producing moments of potent allure, deep 

contemplation, or a special connection between spectators and screen – that for Tom 

Gunning ([1989] 2004) underlies the power of the early “cinema of attractions.” 

(Miriam Hansen in fact asserts that “the erotic appeal of particular stars” [1987:181] 

should be added to Gunning’s list of attractions.) There, Gunning argues that the 

showmen who verbally described the “thrills” contained in the projected images, 

aiming to further define, excite and enhance the experience of the audience, explicitly 

worked to underscore, rather than hide, their manipulation of the mechanics of on-

screen motion and time. To this end, they often began with the projector stopped, but 

with the lamp on, thereby initially offering up to spectators a frozen moment much 

like a photograph or slide. Thereafter, writes Gunning, “flaunting a mastery of visual 

showmanship, the projector began cranking and the image moved” (p. 118), drawing 

gasps from spectators. “Rather than mistaking the image for reality,” he continues, 

“the spectator is astonished by its transformation through the new illusion of projected 

motion” (p. 118). 

In this context, if Mulvey is re-read through Gunning, what is evoked by the 

women on screen who, despite their overdetermined status, seem to possess the 

momentary ability to stop cinematic time, is precisely the former presence of the 

“barker”/exhibitor. Despite the disappearance of cinematic showmen with the 

growing emphasis on narrative after 1905, the barker’s disruptive spirit, argues 

Gunning, indeed persists in a sublimated fashion. As such, it provides “an 

underground current flowing beneath [the] narrative logic and diegetic realism” of the 

“cinema of the unacknowledged voyeur” (p. 123). The latter, of course, indicates the 

“sealed” cinematic spaces of classical Hollywood continuity, in which nothing 

generally calls out to, or calls attention to the presence of, spectators and their 

“thrills” in a direct or overt way.  In both Gunning and Mulvey, then, popular cinema 

is animated at least in part by a dramatic undercurrent in which the show-stopping 

power of either the formerly visible/audible barker or the “to-be-looked-at” woman is 

in constant tension with those elements widely considered more important for 

audience satisfaction: the progression of on-screen narrative and time.  
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To symbolically punish or control the time- and show-stealing woman on 

screen, as Mulvey reads it, is thus in an important sense to appropriate the status of 

the “primitive” cinematic showman that she hides – a figure who, very much indeed 

like a puppet master, once appeared to be running the entire mechanism. 

Paradoxically, then, to appropriate the regulatory position of the showman is also in 

effect to desire the power signaled by the woman on screen. It is this now mostly 

hidden essence, argues Gunning, “that renders the viewer speechless.” This is not 

because of the barker or the woman per se, however, but due to the fact that “what is 

displayed before the audience,” as Gunning writes, is “the force of the cinematic 

apparatus” (p. 118, emphasis added).  

As its own kind of “show” and dynamic technical, social, and ideological 

apparatus, Parangkusumo would seem to foreground the dialectic of attraction and 

disruption that Gunning sees in early cinema, while combining it with the key ability 

that Gunning argues the cinema of attractions most lacks: to animate and convey 

complex, potentially immersive narratives on screen. In both a symbolic and material 

sense, furthermore, Parangkusumo is filled with women who openly and “freely” 

solicit the visual, and potentially the corporeal and financial, engagement of male 

attendees. The women may thus at times indeed distract from the narrative aspects of 

the space, but they are arguably, as in Western cinema, also one of the conditions of 

possibility that bring viewers to the images, sounds, and stories produced by the 

apparatus in the first place.  

As a central, symbolic model for this process in Parangkusumo (and as a 

particular figure produced by and for Mataram), the Queen of the South Sea is at 

times clearly also “displayed for the gaze and enjoyment of men” (Mulvey [1975] 

1999: 840). Like the would-be king-makers lined up to market themselves on a given 

Jumat Kliwon, however, the Queen is normally represented on page, canvas and 

screen as staring back, evaluating her interlocutors and revealing her role as an 

“agent” within the acknowledged limitations of the transaction at hand. Put another 

way, she appears aware of, and able to exploit, the powerful mechanisms that she 

stands in for, which include but far surpass a normative or literalist understanding of 

the sphere of sexuality. For individual Kings (and would-be kings), she is part lover, 

and part advisor. She is wise, and a Goddess, but appears to have human emotions, 

and can seem jealous and fickle. Yet not unlike the (post)modern sentient “female” 
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operating system that becomes the locus of human desire in Spike Jonze’s recent 

tragicomic film Her (2013), at base, Ratu Kidul is designed to exceed the physical 

and psychological limitations of any mortal individual. She therefore also overflows 

the limits of the representational logic, or logics, often associated with patriarchy – 

what Mulvey referred to as the “male gaze.”  

 

  
 

Figure 11: The 1950 portrait of Nyai Roro Kidul by Basoeki Abdullah (left), an 
internationally renowned artist who served in the Presidential palace and painted Sukarno, 

Suharto, Imelda Marcos, and other political luminaries, seems to have used the raging sea to 
suggest the “serpent hood” with which Hindu goddesses and gods are typically represented. 
Both portraits could be argued to impose what Laura Mulvey terms a classically sexualized 

“to-be-looked-at-ness,” determined by the hegemonic demands of male desire. Yet the latter, 
unidentified version (right, source: Amrin 2011), far more typical of contemporary 

imaginings of the Queen such as the book cover shown on page 98 above (figure 9), pointedly 
eschews the downcast eyes of the former. For Mulvey, to do so is also to begin to decode the 

“male gaze,” acknowledging the constructed nature of woman’s position in both the 
“hidden” pleasure of the looker and the ostensibly natural standards of patriarchal rule. In 

the local context of Ratu Kidul as particular icon and conceptual-structural “model,” 
however, both images reveal the basic position of a feminine symbol in the construction, 

reproduction, and inevitable destruction of historical, patriarchal power over time. 
 
In this sense, Ratu Kidul can be seen, among other things, as the result of a 

deft understanding on the part of seventeenth century Mataram pujangga, or court 

poets, of the potentially disruptive force of the “underground current” – the hidden 

apparatus – that flows especially close to the surface of feminized images. Unlike the 

pujangga, Gunning, as a film theorist, also works to some extent to delimit the power 

of the apparatus, by defining it mainly in terms of the particular technologies of 

projection that emerged around the turn of the twentieth century (I would argue, 

however, that Gunning’s use of the term “underground current” at least alludes to a 

broader sense of what constitutes as “apparatus” in cinema or elsewhere). A 

comparison to Parangkusumo, on the other hand, helps evoke an understanding of the 
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apparatus as a diffuse, and potentially ominous and depersonalized, structure or 

system – a non-mechanical “mechanism” such as a symbolic order or structure of 

feeling. What is implied to be the locus of power and expression in Parangkusumo, 

then, is not unlike the technically realistic and amazing, but ultimately nebulous, 

uncaring and immaterial “female” entity with which Jonze aligns his characters and 

viewers in Her.  

What is pointedly not well-hidden in either Jonze’s film or Parangkusumo, 

then, is the fact that the respective apparatuses or undercurrents driving them 

represent morally ambiguous, or even amoral, forces that can potentially result in a 

dark view of the world (appropriately, in Her, upon the main character’s realization of 

what the ostensibly female interlocutor he has fallen for is “made of” – essentially 

everything and nothing – he appears either enlightened and dramatically transformed, 

or about to commit suicide, or both – the ending is left unclear). If there is a “female 

gaze” at play in Parangkusumo, then, with the Queen as its primary symbolic 

representative, it too would seem to lead those subjected to it closer to the socially 

subterranean and possibly dehumanizing aspects of the apparatus. To be solicited by 

and potentially aligned with this view is therefore indeed, as Gunning puts it, possibly 

a “vertiginous” experience of the loss of a normative perspective grounded in a rigid 

or singular point of reference. This type of thrill, interwoven into narrative structures 

and with the overtly deployed “female gaze” as its conduit, is precisely what I argue 

to constitute a basic technique or “model” of expression that has, over time, traveled 

between and inhabited distinct technologies, media, and formats of display in 

Indonesia. As such, the thrill attached to the loss of a normative perspective, 

transmitted through the “female gaze” (among other methods), can also be recognized 

as a trope that has been deployed in various forms and guises throughout the course of 

Indonesian cinema until the present. 

In the 1954 film Lewat Djam Malam (After the Curfew) directed by Usmar 

Ismail, the so-called “Father of Indonesian Cinema,” for example, the technique is 

used in way that is deeply resonant with the patterns of symbolic and actual 

interactions I have described in Parangkusumo. In a key scene, the main character 

Iskandar (A. N. Alcaff), a shell-shocked veteran of the revolutionary war against the 

Dutch, visits a fellow soldier, Puja (Bambang Hermanto) at his home in Bandung, 

West Java. Like Iskandar, his former comrade in arms is having difficulty adjusting to 
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the norms of civilian life after the constant violence and instability of their years of 

struggle. Independence, it seems, has not immediately delivered the shining, ideal, 

and just national state of affairs they had envisioned themselves fighting for. Instead 

of providing comfort, however, the visit to his friend only serves as further 

confirmation of the dark undercurrents – perhaps precisely a “structure of feeling” – 

that Iskandar has begun to see as profoundly shaping the social, economic, and moral 

character of the present. Instead of getting a regular, respectable job, Puja has become 

a gambler, and has taken up with a down-on-her-luck divorcee, Laila (Dhalia), whose 

corporeal services he sells informally on the side.  

Noticing that Iskandar is from a middle class background and seems kind, if 

obviously troubled, Laila, who is clearly of the rakyat biasa, or “regular people,” 

takes an interest. Her method of expressing her interest, placing Iskandar into the 

position of a potential customer (and then presumably seeing where things might go 

from there), is taken by director Ismail as an opportunity to explore the interaction of 

both Laila’s and Iskandar’s “gazes.” When Puja slips out to gamble in another room, 

Laila begins softly singing about a life of suffering, while slowing backing away into 

the bedroom that doubles as her place of work, all the while keeping her eyes fixed on 

their target: Iskandar.  

Since he is engaged to another woman and is facing a host of other personal 

problems, Iskandar appears uncomfortable with the attention lavished on him from 

the moment he arrived. However, as Laila, framed from the knees up in a medium 

longshot, hits him with the intensity of her gaze (looking directly into the camera for 

several seconds as she does), he appears to “feel” her look, even though he has 

purposely oriented himself in the other direction. Slowly, almost as if driven by a 

force external to himself, the reverse angle shows Iskandar turn to meet her gaze. As 

he gets up from his chair, the camera cuts back to Laila’s look, lingering for another 

several seconds, then returning to Iskandar still halfway out of the chair, as if his 

exchange of glances with Laila had indeed halted the flow of time. As he begins to 

follow her backward steps toward the bed, the camera then aligns itself with his look, 

dollying forward after the receding Laila, who continues to sing softly, while slowly 

unbuttoning her top. 
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Figure 12: This key sequence of Lewat Djam Malam begins with Laila looking into 
the camera (top left), and toward Iskandar, who is seated in the next room. The reverse (top 

right) shows him turning his head and slowly raising himself from his chair, as if pulled along 
by some external force after his own gaze has been solicited by hers. Later in the sequence, 
Laila removes her top (bottom left), while singing and still fixing her gaze on Iskandar/the 
camera, as seen from his P.O.V. Pictures she has clipped from Life magazine adorn the 

doorframe of her bedroom. The reverse of Iskandar, the only thing approaching a closeup in 
the sequence, shows him seeming to drift toward Laila, staring as if completely entranced. 

 
When the camera cuts to Iskandar again, he is now in a tight medium/closeup, 

staring intently, yet somehow absentmindedly, out at Laila. As if in a trance, he seems 

to float, more than walk, over the ground between them (not at all, in fact, unlike the 

men I observed on the walkway in Parangkusumo, and perhaps indeed like Senapati 

drifting over the sea following his three days of enlightenment in Ratu Kidul’s lair). 

Finally, by what seems an incredible force of will, he wrests his gaze from hers and 

changes direction, turning toward the wall, only to be faced with a pin-up calendar 

prominently featuring a photograph of a woman in a bathing suit. It is interesting to 

note here, in comparison to more “classical” examples of the male gaze as defined by 

Mulvey and others, that it is only Iskandar, not Laila, who is framed in closeup during 

the sequence. She is given a series of medium-long and medium shots, but is never 
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shown closer than from the waist up, and always with a good deal of headroom (see 

stills above). The effect is that while Iskandar, with whom spectators’ gazes are most 

closely aligned, more or less fits the prototype of the on-screen source of the male 

gaze, under the seemingly more potent look of Laila, which was the catalyst for the 

interaction in the first place, he is turned, at least momentarily, into an “object.” 

The power relation set up by the scene, of course, is not in line with the status 

distinctions conferred by gender and class gaps on the two characters, if placed within 

a “normative” framework of Indonesian society at the time. But the movie is precisely 

aimed at challenging assumptions that such norms are reliable predictors of agency. A 

“lowly” figure like Laila, the scene suggests, who is perhaps on more intimate terms 

with the darker undercurrents driving sociopolitical and economic change after the 

revolution, might indeed be able to channel what she knows into a kind of power, 

however limited. How to more precisely define, then, what this feminine figure and 

her gaze both hide and begin to bring forth? As Ismail (and Asrul Sani, the 

screenwriter) cleverly suggest, it is precisely the distracted, fragmented character of 

“modern” life, as defined by a landscape of post-nationalist struggle, that is 

bombarded, if not quite inundated, with increasing transnational flows of pictures, 

objects, ideas and sounds.  

In a previous scene, this is implied by Laila’s obsessive clipping of images 

and symbols of middle class consumption from Life magazine (which she at first 

pronounces lee-fay, after which the more formally educated Iskandar corrects her). 

Pasted and saved in growing piles of scrapbooks, as if Laila were reflexively 

archiving, and thus somehow managing, the endless march of globalization, these 

odd, misshapen images have also ended up adorning the doorways and walls of Puja’s 

home, as if a chosen few had managed to escape their fates as fodder for her 

scrapbooks. There, like the soldiers that I argue in the introduction to perforate and 

undermine the otherwise jubilant final images of Nya Abbas Akup’s Tiga Buronan 

(Three Fugitives 1957), they add meaning and philosophical girth to Laila and her 

gaze. As such, the clippings mirror the function of her look, shooting through the 

visible nationalist present and opening it to a veritable storm of other spaces and 

times. The cut-outs thus point to Laila’s “covert” role as a local receptor and filter – 

or better still, as in Jonze, a processor – for the endless spread and flow of new 

products and information. Her look both penetrates and engulfs, puncturing and filling 
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the singular, idealist order of the (here ostensibly national) “male gaze” with a 

dizzying array of alternate symbols and points of reference.  

At the same time, Laila encounters the global directive undergirding the 

modernist look of Henry Luce, the American creator of Life, “to see life; to see the 

world… to see and take pleasure in seeing; to see and be amazed; to see and be 

instructed… Thus to see, and to be shown, is now the will and new expectancy of half 

of humankind” (Brinkley 2010:214). As Luce’s humanist, and eminently imperialist, 

vision is carefully cut apart, reorganized, and localized in the hands of an Indonesian 

prostitute, it thus begins to be stripped of precisely the knowing continuity of a 

perspective and visually-rooted logic that is assigned to “half” the world and 

seemingly just applied to the rest. As images are spread out and gaps appear between 

them, the emergent technological fact of photographic copying and capturing alone is 

subjected to what it hides as such: what Gayatri Spivak calls “copying and pasting for 

editing”41 (2003:34), a penetrating engagement that sees a text as an “open ended 

structure that can be reconstellated…[and] levered off from its textual location” (p. 

33). The greatest power of representation and reading is thus shifted from the mimetic 

allure of an image, word or phrase as such to the underlying potential for their 

appropriation and re-orientation; not, Spivak asserts, in a typically oppositional 

manner that increases the standing of the original, but, following Derrida, in a 

“teleopoietic” way – an “imaginative making” that eludes such “a legitimizing 

reversal” (p. 31).  

A year before the famous 1955 Asia-Africa conference in Bandung, then, 

Usmar Ismail positioned something akin to the political impetus of “non-alignment” 

that grew out of it in a far less exalted locus of intervention. Cinema was deployed not 

as a direct confrontation with axis powers, but as a mechanism through which a lowly 

prostitute’s seeming inability to resist the shiny looks and overdetermined content of 

Western modernity (and implicitly of “global” patriarchy) is revealed to be driven by 

a deeply embedded, almost automated, desire to “imaginatively” reconfigure its form. 

In thinking through Usmar Ismail’s deployment of Laila and her dynamic gaze, 

                                                
41 While Spivak specifically emphasizes copying over “cutting and pasting,” in this instance, Laila 
probably lacks the technological and financial means to “copy” photographs as such. But in this 
context, her acts of cutting and pasting images would seem to be driven by precisely what Spivak saw 
in the process of copying and pasting words. 
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furthermore, it is significant that for all the outward and inner magnetism he assigns 

her, she is also shown to be a little bit odd, or “off” in her affect. Yet like the film as a 

whole, which is a bit “off” vis-à-vis global standards of form but ultimately conveys a 

coherent narrative, Laila is able to keep herself more or less together while attracting 

other characters and viewers alike with the “crazy,” teleopoietic powers of non-

alignment and reconstellation that are indicated, but not shown, by her look. It is this 

multi-focal perspective, I would argue, and the associated ability to process all the 

intolerably disparate elements it encounters, keeping them in motion and drawing on 

their energy, that also lies at the root of what it means for the Queen of the South Sea 

be the source of “statecraft,” and thus of the political. The ability to rule that she 

determines and conveys is essentially the strength to face, and, as Gunning writes, to 

“signal…[one’s] allegiance” with ([1989] 2004:120, emphasis added) the conflicted, 

dizzying mechanisms of encounter and reorientation that produce a particular “view.” 

 

  
 

Figure 13: In a way that strongly evokes the formal structure of the sequence described above 
in Usmar Ismail’s Lewat Djam Malam, the 2007 film Tiga Hari Untuk Selamanya (Three 
Days to Forever, dir. Riri Riza) deploys the look of a female character (here a traditional 
Tayuban dancer performing on a beach along the coast of Java, in an atmosphere also 
reminiscent of Parangkusumo) as a central element driving action and movement. The 

dancer’s gaze is likewise aimed directly into the camera and made to appear as a piercing, 
entrancing force that alters the speed and character of time, temporarily making the male 

protagonist (an upper-middle class man, contrasting with the assumed status of the dancer) 
seem to forget his surrounds, and begin to drift slowly toward the source of the look. The 

technique of having characters, most frequently female ones, look directly into the camera at 
key transitional moments in the film is one that director Riri Riza has often employed 

elsewhere. He told me during a 2013 question and answer session after a screening of Tiga 
Hari in London that he uses the technique in order to “stop the film at certain points and just 

put the characters in touch with the audience.”  
  
As a symbolic foundation for all this, Ratu Kidul is also in some sense 

“fragmented,” difficult to pin down or freeze, and frequently appears in different 
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disguises and forms.42 She impresses on her powerful partners not only show-stopping 

beauty, but value of the kind sought by Mulvey in “the sexually mature woman as 

non-mother, maternity outside the signification of the phallus …” ([1975] 1999:834). 

In her association with disaster, irregularity, and death, there are clearly a number of 

important similarities between the legends of Ratu Kidul and other comparable 

figures in Indonesia, and the psychoanalytic positioning of woman as an eternally 

creative/destructive force that poses a constant “castration threat” to the rigid 

legitimacy of patriarchal rule. However, the critical distinction, I would argue, lies in 

the openness with which the shifting, vacillating feminine is incorporated into the 

ontology of historical/national power in Java, and the effect this has on the 

constitution of what psychoanalysis generally terms the symbolic order. Rather than a 

mere instant in which “an ephemeral wildness sweeps order away” (1976:879) as 

Cixous has it, or for Mulvey a fleeting pause as an “alien presence” ([1975] 1999:839) 

flashes on screen, here, if one knows where to look, the “feminine” storms in which 

order is pulled apart, revealing its otherwise hidden component parts, are far more 

regular. 

Facing a tempest of sounds and images in Parangkusumo, one may 

nonetheless still be caught up in a patriarchal mode of symbolization. Yet in drifting 

through the space and taking in its cacophonous surrounds, the framework of reality 

that such a mode creates is held open to reveal something else at its center, something 

that, according to the textual source, drives both patriarchy and its potential antidotes. 

The determining role therein of waves, volcanoes and other natural forces, along with 

myths, characters from the Babad and other Hindu/Javanese/Islamic narratives, and 

spirits and demons from the “underworld,” aims participants into a perfect storm of 

arbitrariness from which authority and logic are constituted, and continually 

reconstituted. Here, not unlike the magical practice of Mas Permadi, the shaman 

whom I visit in the introduction, whether one believes that legends and undersea 

Queens are actually “real” in an objectively provable sense is largely irrelevant. The 

                                                
42 My understanding of Ratu Kidul’s character and vacillating appearance is drawn from Jordaan 
(1984, 1997), Florida (1992), Resink (1997), Wessing (1997), and Toshio and 秋間俊夫 (1993); 
conversations held at Parangkusumo and elsewhere; novels (particularly Budi Sarjono’s 2011 Sang 
Nyai) and films in which she is prominently featured; and an interview I conducted with an archivist at 
the Sultan’s palace (Keraton) in Yogyakarta on March 13, 2015. 
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point, rather, is to understand, and to trace through repetition, the critical discursive 

function of concepts like Ratu Kidul in the construction of order.  

What is also underscored in the process, then, is that historical reality is only 

really accessible through language and symbolization. In this way as well, lokalisasi, 

whose authority has no “real,” solid legal basis, can legitimize themselves through 

implicitly or directly demonstrating their centrality to the broader symbolic systems or 

apparatuses that produce historical order as such. In Parangkusumo, for example, the 

status of the mosque, among the most seemingly solid, rigidly defined symbolic 

objects around, is likewise negotiated, and continually re-negotiated, vis-à-vis the 

rocks on which Ratu Kidul and Senapati purportedly first perched; the lowly calls of 

prostitutes and medicine sellers; and the obviously fake, disfigured bodies of the 

shadow puppets with their revealed symbolic “surplus” in the form of the dalang 

(puppet master), narrating and manipulating events from behind the screen. Having 

symbolic/material affairs displayed in this manner, of course, does not cause the 

historical world as we know it to disappear, nor do patriarchy or other ruling orders 

simply crumble and fall away.  

What it does, as I hope I have shown, is to provide spaces, or “holes,” in the 

otherwise smooth, seemingly impenetrable ideological construction of reality, where 

things are different than they most often appear elsewhere. Very much like Lewat 

Djam Malam and several of Usmar Ismail’s other films produced around the same 

time (about which more in chapter three), Parangkusumo functions to build a 

perspective in which historical power is always already false and illegitimate if 

measured on normative logical or humanist grounds. (This particular attitude toward 

power in general, I would argue, is a strong factor in countering the force of 

emergent, otherwise hegemonic, global elements through deconstruction and 

localization) The site of power’s construction is thus revealed to be a strange, 

paradoxical, and potentially disturbing “underworld” reality – one closely related to 

what C. C. Berg (1955), as detailed in the previous chapter, referred to as the 

“queerness” of Javanese historiography. 

 
Expanded Cinema, Expansive Subalterns  

 
In some sense Parangkusumo could be seen as a complex ideological device 

with the component parts of its formal system of address separated and spread out 
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over a large area, almost like an “apparatus in pieces.” In its function as a local 

structural model for representation, and thus for the creation of formally 

“discontinuous” but locally salient cinematic worlds, Parangkusumo might thus be 

productively compared to Stan VanDerBeek’s raucous and explicitly modernist 

multimedia installations of the 1960s and 70s that were referred to, among other 

things, as “Expanded Cinema.” Combining a dizzying assortment of audio and visual 

technologies of projection in large performance spaces, VanDerBeek stitched together 

found footage with images he and others created, combining them with early video 

and computer graphics. Not unlike Ismail’s conception of Laila as a kind of human 

“processor” above, in his proposal for the original version in 1965 VanDerBeek called 

for the donation of “any kind of graphic material…old magazines, (with pictures), 

books, engravings, old photographs, photostats, negatives….” (VanDerBeek 1965). 

The aim, as he put it, was to create a “world picture language” and a “world tool for 

art and education” (VanDerBeek 1966). While the discourse is similar to that of Life 

creator Henry Luce above, as Gloria Sutton (2015) argues, VanDerBeek’s approach 

“chafed against object-based art’s engagement with originality and singularity,” 

instead foregrounding “transparency of process in order to illuminate the broader 

media ecology within which these types of art works circulated” (p. 8). (Intriguingly, 

Sutton also argues that the emergence of Expanded Cinema “reflected visual art’s 

adoption of the specific semantic codes and modalities ushered in by cybernetics and 

systems theory” [p. 8].)43 

Furthermore, whether consciously or otherwise, it would seem that 

VanDerBeek and his various comrades and collaborators sought to exploit, and bring 

closer to the surface, the same underlying current of industrial-mechanical thrills and 

“attractions” that Gunning sees as continuous in narrative cinema, a force that he also 

relates to Western artistic and cinematic avant gardes. As in my analysis of 

Parangkusumo, however, for Sutton, the driving force of Expanded Cinema was 

                                                
43 In its role as a “processor” of the national and global/transnational, the wide use of 
lokalisasi/localization to describe the function of Parangkusumo and other sites of prostitution poses an 
intriguing “coincidence” with the deployment of the term in information technology contexts. There, it 
is used by software developers to refer to the translation and adaptation of software and supporting 
materials to the linguistic, cultural, and technical needs of local markets. 
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something that “turns on a set of relations, not a particular technology” (p. 2) (indeed, 

as I was presciently told by one of the juru kunci, or “key masters” that lead pilgrims 

to Parangkusumo in prayer, when stripped of historical/technical specificity, the site 

also can be seen as “just a media”). She further argues that the underlying apparatus 

driving the Expanded creations of VanDerBeek, his collaborators, and other like-

minded American artists and critics of the time, was essentially a “feedback 

mechanism” that arranged “information in order that it may be more visible, while 

also remaining dogmatic and potentially authoritarian” (p. 2).  

Similar, then, to the ways in which Parangkusumo is shaped by Mataram’s 

original interest in re/producing an “expanded” political Javanese epistemology, 

VanDerBeek’s complex mechanisms of display functioned to further a broadly 

fragmented, yet potentially immersive, field of experience that was simultaneously 

rooted in a particular, American leftist politics, one in fact promoting itself as the 

source of a new and ostensibly universal “world picture language.” Because of 

Parangkusumo’s central, formative relationship to the status quo, ultimately its 

function also cannot properly be referred to as resistant or “alternative.” But its 

strength perhaps precisely lies in not positioning itself as a radical alternative to 

something else, but as the center of its own sphere of influence. In exchange for 

alignment with its broadly hegemonic, if “crazy,” patterns of processing and 

localization, the site offers sharp-eyed participants a rough mapping of structures and 

positions of actual, which is to say, highly limited, agency.  

From a point of view more profoundly shaped by the interest in sustaining a 

“logical” system based in a singular conception of historical authority – and 

potentially from the outlook of those who would directly oppose the terms of 

authority by trying to reverse them – these positions may remain hidden, or appear 

vile, inappropriate, or simply impossible. Some may find it difficult to accept that 

women, and lower class women at that, are positioned as a key, symbolic source of 

the political and the economic. Yet gender and concepts of femininity in particular, as 

I have argued, are critical elements of the process of repositioning subjects and 

deconstructing authority that occurs in Parangkusumo and other lokalisasi. But 

following the actual logic of the “rabbit hole” that is opened when entering 

Parangkusumo, gender, too, is ultimately taken apart to such a degree that to focus on 

the politics of basic distinctions like those between male and female may, in the final 
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instance, miss the point. Parangkusumo poses an approach to knowledge that 

challenges normative categorizations but ultimately enfolds them within the purview 

of a localized ideological mechanism and symbolic order. But to take the opportunity 

it offers to become more intimately acquainted with that symbolic order is to realize 

that gender categorizations, however ultimately constructed or “meaningless,” can be 

deployed in surprisingly powerful ways in a number of different contexts and media. 

Hence, if Laila “speaks” through a localized pattern of teleopoeisis, she does so not as 

a subaltern, but in the name – or lack thereof – of an “open secret”: a partly 

submerged system and locus of the political for which she in fact represents a more 

general conduit. It is this enduring state of affairs that I argue to underpin the distinct 

methods of representation, and the particular, related understandings of gender, class 

and agency in relation to power, that have “jumped” from mechanisms like 

Parangkusumo and embedded themselves in Indonesian cinema.  

 
* * * 

 
Before heading home around 2am, I ordered fried rice in a warung café 

attached to a busy hostel on the east side of the ritual area, and sat down to record my 

thoughts. The point of access from without was flanked by the sword-bearing statues 

of Cingkarabala and Balaupata, who guard the gates of heaven in Javanese texts, and 

adorn the entrances of many of the short-time hotels in Parangkusumo, as well as 

those of the palaces of Yogyakarta and Solo. The crowds would not likely begin to 

disperse until 3 or 4 in the morning, and as I looked up, Siti passed in front of my 

table, followed shortly afterward by a grinning, mulleted preman-type. I watched 

them until they reached the entryway leading to the many small rooms on either side 

of a long, dark hall within the hotel. Above the door hung a painting of the Queen of 

the South, wearing a gold crown and green dress that flows into the swirling waves 

surrounding her, and staring straight out of the canvas with a look that feels like it 

could stop time. As Siti crossed the threshold underneath, she looked up, and I 

thought I saw her shiver. 

 

  



 127 

Chapter Three 

Imagined Catastrophes:  
Cinema, Nationalism, and Fragmentation 1950-1965 

 
Stored within all of us is a collection of standards that we always use to evaluate 
things. It is indeed difficult to change this set of standards. Because if such a thing 
were to happen, we would feel as if our “character” had been altered. 44  

Poet, essayist and filmmaker Asrul Sani, from the 1967 essay “All Hypocrisy 
Must Die” (Sani 1997:670) 

 
The Troubles with Nunung: Circuitous Modernism and the Non-Aligned Musical  

 
 The 1956 film Tiga Dara (The Three Sisters), directed, produced and co-

written by Usmar Ismail, now known as the “father of Indonesian cinema,” revolves 

around a complex effort to marry off 29-year-old Nunung (Chitra Dewi), the eldest of 

three sisters in an upper-middle class family in early post-independence Jakarta. 

Nunung is in a precarious position, her grandmother laments, because women her age 

should already be married with children – she is therefore a potential source of shame 

to herself and to those closest to her. Yet Nunung’s position and value within her 

family is complicated by the loss of her mother, who died several years earlier 

(presumably this occurred during the war for independence, although it is not 

specified. In the film, both mother and war are strongly present as absences – rarely 

mentioned and never seen but constantly felt). As the eldest daughter, Nunung has 

taken over the key position of manager and coordinator of domestic affairs. The 

profit/growth-imperative of her “exchange” into the sphere of another household 

therefore also stands as a threat to the hard-won equilibrium achieved following the 

loss of the family’s matriarch. The tension between the desires for stability on the one 

hand, and “progress” on the other, thus frames and gives weight to Tiga Dara’s 

otherwise light, romantic-comedic narrative. The focus on Nunung as the locus of this 

tension further expands the deceptively quotidian space of the home, underscoring the 

importance, and the contested and potentially disruptive nature, of women’s roles in 

the process of post-independence national development. 

 

                                                
44 I translated from: “kita ini semua memeram suatu kumpulan ukuran-ukuran yang selalu kita 
pergunakan untuk menilai sesuatu. Memang sulit untuk mengubah nilai-nilai dan ukuran-ukuran ini. 
Karena jika hal ini terjadi maka kita merasa seolah-olah ‘kepribadian’ kita berubah.”  
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Figure 14: In both of the above shot reverse shot sequences from Tiga Dara, young women 
are placed in positions of implicit power through the use of formal technique. In the top pair 

of stills, Nunung converses with her father from above, with a typical worried-yet-firm 
expression and body language. In the bottom pair, the middle sister Nana (Mieke Wijaya) is 

briefly given a more extreme sense of formal authority (through pointing the camera up at her 
in the over-the-shoulder shot with her grandmother [right]) in a scene where she announces 

her engagement to a man that her father and grandmother hoped Nunung would marry. In the 
two shots shown, as Nana haughtily repudiates her grandmother’s and father’s stern 

admonitions, the choice of lens and framing magnify her image making her appear almost 
“larger than life” in the face of the traditional authority of her elders. 

 
As the blocking, camera work and editing imply from the beginning, Nunung 

(and at times her sisters) carries a certain authority in her assumed post within the 

household – in her conversations with her father, for example, we consistently look up 

at Nunung and down on him. It is this sense of responsibility, power, and duty, 

however limited in scope, that appears to be an important factor behind Nunung’s 

reluctance to simply “move on,” thereby also pushing her family to regroup and take 

care of themselves. In the bustling, urban landscape that has rapidly arisen to cover 

the scars left by the savagery of World War II and the five-year struggle against the 

Dutch, the stillness in the progression of Nunung’s own life, if not in her daily 
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activities in the home, thus at first appears out of place, or even more so out of time. 

Not only is she running out of time on the typical scale of marriageability, but in 

comparison to those around her, she is neither “now” – like her exuberant, irreverent 

younger sisters – or “then” – like her staid, bureaucrat father and her maternal 

grandmother, who serves as the feminine voice of tradition. Tellingly, the elder 

woman is also the driving force of “progress” in a traditional sense, issuing the 

loudest calls for Nunung to be exchanged in marriage. 

For the first third of Tiga Dara, a series of song-and-dance scenes establish 

the film’s eclectic tone and formal approach. Employing an incongruent mix of 

cinematic and musical styles, Ismail sets up the plot, while working to deepen our 

sense of Nunung as the unlikely, anachronous vehicle for the film’s intervention into 

modern life. In several of the scenes, Nunung’s sisters drag her to parties in outdoor 

parks or at the homes of friends, where a raucous bricolage of Bollywood-, Islamic-, 

and Latin-influenced numbers asserts itself as the soundtrack of the young and hip in 

the pre-guided democracy years under Sukarno. It is here that Nunung is at her 

weakest, taken for a quiet “auntie” whose presence makes the revelers self-conscious. 

Yet when her father brings a group of his bespectacled upper-middle-aged office- and 

mosque-mates into the sphere of Nunung’s greatest influence – the family home – she 

displays her ability to entertain with confidence and poise. Deploying local melodies 

in a poignant, yet energetic jazz number sung and played on the piano, Nunung turns 

the domestic space into a temporally and culturally dynamic stage, with herself at its 

center. Recalling colonial-era social clubs that featured local and mixed-race women 

performers (as well as the modern, but pre-television parlors of American homes), she 

draws the bedazzled stares of guests and camera alike. Here, however, it is not the 

typically hegemonic “male gaze” aimed in Nunung’s direction that dominates the 

scene. Instead, as in my analysis of his 1954 Lewat Djam Malam (After the Curfew) in 

the previous chapter, Ismail carefully underscores the female look of Nunung’s sisters 

and grandmother, who single out each male spectator for evaluation from behind a 

curtain – now mixing home with stage and “harem” – that separates the public and 

private spaces within the house on such formal occasions. (Much to the women’s 

dismay [and to great comedic effect], there are no eligible bachelors in sight – the 

mostly elderly guests are all deemed to be “grandpas” with one foot in the grave) 
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Figure 15: Nunung sings at the piano at home for a group of appreciative, yet elderly male 
guests (left, the guests are seated behind her, and the camera is positioned as if ‘within’ the 

upright piano), while her grandmother and sisters peek out at the guests. While the men 
watch Nunung, the emphasis is on the cool, evaluative gaze that the women turn on them, one 

that soon becomes mocking and satirical. 
  
As constructed by Ismail in Tiga Dara, then, the home is a lively space of 

potential contestation, ostensibly ruled and owned by men, yet designed to be 

controlled and authorized from within by the panoptic gazes of women (the 

“feminine,” behind the curtain position, however, is also occasionally occupied by 

Nunung’s father). Yet at the same time, its protective walls trap and delimit women’s 

authority, keeping them in a confined, “private” area officially separated from the 

spheres of realpolitik and public affairs. Within the home, Nunung is thus both 

captivating and captive. Like a multifaceted shard of “Messianic time,” to borrow a 

term from Walter Benjamin (1968:263), her apparent stillness and anachronism is 

deceptive, hinting at the “revolutionary chance” opened by momentary “cessation[s] 

of happening” that add depth, and an uncannily familiar sense of estrangement, to a 

present moment filled with the euphoria of progression and new freedoms. As such, 

she gives pause to the patterns of exchange that have always marked the 

transformation from then to now, and offers a moment of reflection. Yet if she isn’t 

“shot” – as Benjamin urged – into the rapidly advancing flux of modernity outside the 

home, the dynamic perspective Nunung carries within her may be lost or flattened 

into an inert set of memories relegated to a vanished past.  

Ismail, of course, has no intention of keeping Nunung within the walls of the 

home, and the last musical number of the opening series therefore places her on less 

familiar ground. She now sings as she wanders through the capital city’s bustling, 
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palpably modernizing streets, in a scene that pointedly mocks the style and idealistic 

tone of a classic, prewar Hollywood musical (perhaps precisely the kind of globalized 

“vernacular modernism” that generally lacks dynamic central female figures like 

Nunung, and dynamically fragmented formal approaches like Ismail’s). Suddenly 

unfettered by shrouds, protective walls, or peeping grandmothers, Nunung is able to 

engage and “click” with her surrounds in a more spontaneous manner. The city, in 

turn, appears to sense the same combination of indescribable “somethings” that 

produced Nunung’s magnetism in the household, and like a large, amorphous 

organism of modernization, is provoked to send its representatives to investigate. As a 

result, Nunung is immediately mobbed by a stream of typically eligible bachelors. 

One by one, an airline captain (who offers his helicopter as a bride price); a major in 

the navy; a young businessman; a greying gentleman who claims to be wealthy; a 

candidate for ambassador; and a reporter appear in her presence, emerging in 

doorways, passing her on the sidewalk, or poking their heads from the windows of 

cars.  

With voices accented by several distinct areas of the Indonesian archipelago, 

each aspirant literally sings his own praises, urging Nunung to “pick me.” Rather than 

individuals whom she might actually marry, however, the men resemble façades that 

collectively signify a new national (and implicitly global) space of unity through 

cultural assimilation, education and self-advancement: not unlike what Ismail often 

refers to in his writings as Western “liberal democracy.” Like a group of commercial 

agents for a housing complex, the men summon Nunung to a vision of Indonesia that 

appears to have finally overcome the ethnic and linguistic gaps that have always 

divided it, and rid itself of the purported “backwardness” that defined its status as a 

colony. Nunung, however, appears unconvinced by the images of progression before 

her. For all their formal slickness, the men are riddled with visual and logical gaps – 

as in the missing front tooth of the allegedly well-to-do suitor, or the reporter, who 

arrives on a bicycle, inexplicably dressed in traditional Javanese costume, and invites 

Nunung to visit Hollywood.  

Perhaps what actually so attracts the men to Nunung, then, is the anachronistic 

fragments of memory and experience that serve as the source of her outward sparkle – 

reflections of the “flaws” and “oddities,” according to the terms set by global liberal 

democracy, that historical reality has wrought on each of them. In any case, as she 
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states in the beginning of the song, Nunung is in no particular hurry to betroth herself, 

whether to a swaggering man, or, as she makes clear, to an overblown illusion of 

modern life. After wittily turning down each of her would-be suitors, Nunung pledges 

to eventually find someone “ordinary, even if the bride price is only a becak,” – a 

cheap and technologically Eastern (read: retrograde) pedicab. With that, as she 

attempts to hail a becak to take her home, Nunung’s musical companions simply 

vanish into the maw of the bustling city, leaving her to negotiate the urban streets on 

her own. Hence she suddenly finds herself caught in one of the distinct downsides of 

modern life: a snarl of noisy, rapidly moving traffic.  

Here, it seems, her fate will finally be decided by an apparent coincidence. 

Having nearly made it across the busy street, Nunung is run down, somewhat 

predictably, by a young man – not quite an “ordinary” one, as he has a white collar 

job and owns a relatively expensive Vespa scooter, but he’ll have to do – and a 

romance looks as if it might at last unfold. Nunung, however, clearly takes umbrage at 

any and all outside forces seeking to meddle in her affairs (whether due to personal 

interest, the needs of narrative or national development, or simply “fate”). 

Dismounting his imported iron steed to try to put things right, Toto (R. D. Sukarno), 

the potential prince charming, finds Nunung to be a prickly and reluctant catch who 

will not be easily “rehabilitated” from either the indignation caused by the accident or 

her impending wallflowerhood. But like the men before him, Toto seems to sense 

something indescribably magnetic about Nunung, and follows her home, beginning 

what will be a fraught and oft-delayed process of consummation. It is this transaction, 

I would argue, that forms the basis of the richly troubled model of development put 

forth by the film.  

As Indonesia is imagined on screen by Ismail and his various collaborators, 

Nunung simultaneously embodies the great promises and the often greater troubles 

and paradoxes inherent to the formation and maintenance of a nation. As I read Tiga 

Dara, Nunung marks the inevitable point where the rigidly progressive, chronological 

“homogeneous, empty time” that Benedict Anderson (1983) sees as the key defining, 

and, indeed, homogenizing, feature of Southeast Asian nations begins to stutter and 

stall. In a deceptively light and populist mode, the film attacks ideals of homogeneous 

development with its pointedly uneven combinations of tropes and formal techniques. 

It thereby effectively “takes itself apart” as a method of demonstrating that generic, 
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discursive, and temporal breakdown is precisely what is fated to occur when emergent 

practices and modes of expression awkwardly, if also compellingly, coincide with 

longstanding idioms, customs, and drives. The latter, it implies, will not, indeed 

cannot, be relegated to an inert, frozen, time “before the modern,” without rendering 

tradition and the modern alike as false façades that obscure only the inevitability of 

catastrophe as life is subjected to a process of regular, predictable exchange.   

In this sense, like Anderson’s reading of nationalist-era Indonesian novels and 

other forms of imported “print capitalism,” Tiga Dara could at one level be argued to 

function as an “analogue of the idea of the nation” (p. 26). Yet the “sociological 

organism” that results, in imagination as in reality, does anything but move 

calendrically through time, in sync with itself and aligned with other Eastern 

nationalisms that follow – always at a safe distance  – in the path of the West, be it 

shining or otherwise. When Nunung sings and plays piano, or walks the public spaces 

of Jakarta, peppering her verses with bits of English but always returning to 

Indonesian (which, as national language, is also subjected to deconstruction), she 

simultaneously catalyzes and confounds the processes at work around her. Always at 

the center of the film, yet far from ideal, and indeed less overtly captivating than her 

younger sisters, Nunung imbues the screen with a trenchant and sweet-yet-sarcastic 

realism. Her movements signal an inevitable process in which the foreign allure of 

modernization is placed on a meandering path that ultimately recenters and grounds it 

in a set of basically familiar, if not absolutely immutable, local values and 

conventions – a tangled series of roots that trace their own complex history of 

absorption, translation, and hegemonic growth. Nunung is not, therefore, a simple 

“national allegory,” but stands for the closeness of that which escapes precise 

symbolization: the intricately twisted and timed structure of feeling, as Raymond 

Williams put it, that operates beneath the nation’s surface. 

 For the purposes of this chapter, I position the troubles with Nunung as a 

fitting point of departure for my exploration of the forces, both direct and underlying, 

shaping Indonesian cinema during the first fifteen years of independence under 

president Sukarno. In the interest of comparison, I position Tiga Dara, and the 

fragmented, wandering mode of popular expression it signals, to rethink and expand 

Miriam Hansen’s (1999) comprehensive theory of global film forms as “vernaculars” 

revolving around a singular, Western, modernist metalanguage. While there is one, 
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isolated case that appears to fit Hansen’s model – the intriguing “Hollywood leftist” 

filmmaker Bachtiar Siagian (see below) – I argue that the majority of the work of 

Indonesia’s founding writers and directors was influenced by a different set of 

regional alliances that defined a separate metalanguage of artistic and political 

expression – one with its own pretentions to universality. Building on the previous 

two chapters’ analyses of persistent, local ideological structures that shape politics 

and subjectivity through longstanding patterns of literary, historiographic, and 

performative articulation, I aim to show that Indonesian filmmakers of the early 

national period were engaged in a modernist project with very different structural and 

linguistic origins than that of Hansen’s vernacular modernism.  

The resulting basic cinematic form was complexly “non-aligned.” Neither 

here nor there, then nor now in the broadest terms of film theory – it positioned 

Hollywood, and the “universal” politics of Western modernity attached to it, within a 

circuitous loop of interests and influences that passed Egypt on its way to Europe, 

India and Pakistan before circling back to Indonesia. There, cinema and politics, 

while drawing much of their initial intellectual force from Sumatra, inevitably found 

their center in the re-establishment of Javanese hegemony in national discourse and 

nationalist practice. Institutionally, the re-Javanization of Indonesia was catalyzed in 

important ways by the Taman Siswa, a widespread, globally focused system of 

modern education and nationalist dissemination anchored in the authority and 

traditions of the Mataram courts in Yogyakarta and Solo.  

Politically, in the explosive atmosphere of the early 1960s, nationalist literary 

and artistic discourse and practice was re-centered on Java through the agency of 

Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), at the time the largest Muslim party. As interparty tensions 

increased, NU’s broad, syncretic “traditionalist” structure provided protection and 

backing for many of the modernists who fell afoul of the increasingly rigid strictures 

imposed by the Sukarnoist left on public expression. This loosely defined, reluctantly 

Java-infused coalition that formed in response to the local left thus also functioned to 

push the broader field of Indonesian politics further and further out of alignment with 

the typical left-right binary patterns that were ubiquitously applied to non-Western 

nations in the context of the Cold War. In the midst of all this, the famously seamless, 

continuous, and “transparent” standards of Western classical cinema were neither 

adopted nor opposed in a thoroughgoing or direct manner, but were placed within a 
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crowded orbit around a potent competing universalism: a paradox that began to be 

referred to as “Islamic Socialism.”  

As I will show, this simultaneously back- and forward-looking orientation 

complicates Benedict Anderson’s mainly chronological conceptualization of the 

national imaginary. More important, it also serves to problematize the frequent 

application of a Cold War-derived, left-right binary to Sukarno-era Indonesian 

politics. It is precisely such a binaristic understanding that underlies Krishna Sen’s 

(1985, 1994, 2003) oft-repeated view of Usmar Ismail, Asrul Sani, and other 

prominent socialist and/or Muslim “proselytizing” filmmakers as both politically right 

wing and overtly aligned with Hollywood in their work. The more detailed and 

locally grounded mapping of Indonesian political alliances that I propose in this 

chapter further complicates the application of broad categorizations of non-Western 

cinema like Teshome Gabriel’s (1982) theory of the development of “Third 

Cinemas,” which in his view began in a phase of Hollywood imitation and progressed 

to the status of “oppositional” by following a similar, linear-chronological pattern 

determined by the hegemony of the West.  

Traveling its own circuitous, comparative route through global cinemas and 

theorizations of film, this chapter finally circles back to its point of departure in 

Ismail’s Tiga Dara, centering its analysis in a historical understanding of the position 

and importance of women to the imagination of cinematic and nationalist spaces as 

“Indonesian.” Following the mass violence and bloodshed of president Sukarno’s 

dethronement and the rise of Suharto in 1965-66 – a catastrophe I argue was 

presciently “foreseen” on local screens in the decade before its occurrence – as I will 

show in chapter four, it was to the dynamic, central figure of woman that Indonesian 

cineastes returned in ever greater numbers.  

  
To See, or Not to See:  

Form, Globalization and Visibility in Early National Cinema 
 

 Like the economically and politically embattled Indonesian cineastes of the 

1950s and 60s, my analysis faces a veritable tidal wave of American films (along with 

the mountains of statistics, scholarly theories and popular understandings they have 

helped generate) that have fluidly circulated and re-circulated throughout the world 

from the early twentieth century until the present. As Ismail and his colleagues knew 
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very well, if importers and distributors of foreign films were given free rein, 

Hollywood (along with Indian, Hong Kong, and Filipino) movies would dominate 

local box offices. This state of affairs had exerted pressure on local markets since at 

least the 1930s (Sen 1994; Biran 2009). While often adapting local stories and 

legends as primary material, the Dutch, Chinese, and native filmmakers of the 

colonial era  – the pioneers of locally produced and received cinema – frequently 

looked to Hollywood as a model for formal and narrative structure in hopes of 

duplicating the marketability of American films45 (Batavia, the capital of the Dutch 

East Indies [now Jakarta], was at one time even referred to as “Batawood” [Sani 

1997:302]). As Asrul Sani, a prolific director, screenwriter, poet, essayist and 

translator, wrote in 1953, Hollywood standards had unconsciously been adopted, in 

Indonesia as elsewhere, as the “instrument of measurement for good and bad films” 

(Sani 1997:301). In many important ways, then, it would have made sense to continue 

to follow this model after independence. 

Sani, Ismail and other early national filmmakers therefore faced an important 

dilemma. Following the expulsion of European rule, the time had come, Ismail 

reflected in 1966, for local filmmakers to offer “their souls as a radar that captures 

every detail… in the lives” of the Indonesian people (1983:10). The fact that 

Hollywood was the assumed standard for judging the value of films, however, posed 

something of a problem. Hollywood was the basis of a vastly influential political-

aesthetic system, Ismail opined in 1953, that had nonetheless “probably never heard 

of the name Indonesia, before the newspaper Los Angeles Times published a story that 

the parliament of some country called Indonesia was going to block the import of 

cowboy and gangster films” (p. 227).46 What effect, then, would the potential 

adoption of such a system have in a place like Indonesia, and how might Indonesian 

films be judged were the system not to be adopted? 
                                                
45 As I note on page 6 of the introduction, however, Biran (2009) shows that these efforts were 
complicated by local markets primed for the decidedly un-Hollywood like formal and linguistic 
flourishes of traditional theater, and the proclivity of actors and crew members to think of themselves 
as the “children” of wayang (anak wayang), the broader formal and discursive field that underpins 
shadow play and many other performance arts and literatures. The desire to duplicate the local success 
of Hollywood, however, was nonetheless an important factor in decisions made about which 
approaches to local filmmaking would produce the best results.  
46 Throughout the 1950s and 60s there were repeated calls by various groups, using combinations of 
political, moral and economic reasons, to limit or block the import of mass popular culture from the 
West, with a particular focus on Hollywood films (Sen 1994; Said 1991). 
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Outside of the discourse of the Indonesian Communist Party (PKI) and other 

left-leaning interests (about which more below), Hollywood’s influence in the spheres 

of aesthetics, economics, and ideology was generally recognized and respected in its 

own right. In the mid 1950s, furthermore, Sani, Ismail, and several other filmmakers 

completed year-long programs of study in film production at University of California, 

Los Angeles and the University of Southern California. But implementing a system 

pioneered in such an obviously exceptionalist and self-interested place, Ismail 

speculated, would likely have an all-too-powerful influence on what Indonesian films 

– hoping to become the “radars” of the people’s souls – would send and receive. 

Furthermore, noting that the main audience for Indonesian cinema was highly distinct 

from the urban intellectuals who generally consumed Western fare, Usmar publicly 

wondered whether “Bang Amat and Mbok Minah,” an imagined husband and wife 

from a rural village, “are going to understand me if I create a scene in this way” 

(1983:181). Asrul Sani concurred, arguing in 1951 that directors and production 

houses who continued to employ a standard Western cinematic approach were 

effectively blinded by aesthetic form and technique. “There is so much to look at 

outside of the movie theater,” he wrote, “as if we could just pluck the theme of a film 

from any major street. But these are people who cannot see” (1997:303, emphasis 

added).  

For Sani, the “miracle of technique” that produces the particular sense of 

immersion inherent to classical cinema, in Indonesia remained just that: a collection 

of forms that was capable of entertaining, but consistently addressed local audiences 

as if from a great distance. In Indonesia, he argued, despite the prevailing discourse 

that Hollywood movies are the most “real” in appearance, their approach to reality 

was misguided, producing the opposite effect: the “feel[ing] that the film is just a 

forgery” (p. 303). The task of finding a local “workaround” to the global hegemony of 

Hollywood, then, was imbued with a sense of inevitability, as if Indonesian films 

could not exist as such without following a different formal path. Perhaps precisely 

for this reason, as Krishna Sen (2003) notes, most local films displayed little direct 

“oppositional” engagement with Hollywood, lacking a clearly identifiable element 

that lent itself to categorization within broadly recognized non-Western movements 

like Third Cinema. “The globalist paradigm of Third Cinema theorizing,” writes Sen, 

“does not quite capture the radical drives within Indonesian cinema. Instead, 



 138 

Indonesian cinema’s radicalism needs to be defined in terms of the political 

constellations within the nation and cannot be read off in any generalised way in 

relation to Hollywood” (p. 147).  

To theorize and explain the complexities of Indonesian cinema in a way that is 

broadly comprehensible to scholars and critics elsewhere, however, is rarely so easy. 

Despite the initial nod to local difference, then, Sen’s analysis gradually finds its way 

back to the widespread assumption that there are only two “real” choices for the 

world’s many cinemas: to be (Hollywood), or not to be (Hollywood). Facing the 

landscape of Indonesian cinema, Sen acknowledges its fragmentation vis-à-vis the 

broader field of “theory,” but then works to reattach it to the familiar global split 

between Hollywood and “oppositional.” While she does adapt its binary logic to fit 

local “political constellations,” then, she universalizes the constellations themselves, 

placing them in a Cold War-determined framework of left versus right (2003; 

1994:38-49).  

In the end, the complexity with which Sen began is reduced to a local twist on 

a familiar theoretical plot. Because of the obvious unease with which Ismail’s and 

Sani’s camps faced the advancing influence of the left in the 1950s and early 1960s, 

Sen positions them on the political and cinematic “right,” aligned with the global 

hegemony of Hollywood and Western liberalism. Due to president Sukarno’s 

increasing coziness with the Indonesian Communist Party (PKI) and other left-leaning 

organizations, however, Sen argues that the anti-Western “oppositionality” of the left 

was rapidly taking on the dominant hue of a state-sanctioned viewpoint. Unlike other 

“Third Cinemas,” in Indonesia under Sukarno, to look to the power of the West as a 

method of resistance to this local hegemony – whether in the realm of politics, 

cinema, or elsewhere – therefore “ironically…provided some of the language of 

political opposition” on a local scale (2003:151). The intriguing effect of Sen’s 

reversal is nonetheless minimal in comparison to the application of the familiar binary 

framework itself. Placed within it, Ismail and Sani appear to have been “deeply 

influenced by Hollywood cinema and [to have] consciously modeled their work on it” 

(1994:151). Ismail in particular, Sen suggests, was “enthralled by Hollywood” 

(2015:2), and was a beacon of “liberal-democratic politics” (2003:151). In fact, liberal 

democratic politics were precisely what Ismail saw Hollywood as “selling to the 

world” (Ismail 1983:48) and thus endeavored to avoid promoting in his own work. 
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In the chapter on Indonesian oppositionality cited here, and in her seminal 

1994 book Indonesian Cinema: Framing the New Order, Sen’s pointed re/alignment 

of Ismail, Sani, and other non-leftist filmmakers with both Hollywood and the 

Indonesian political right has helped establish a more or less linear historical narrative 

that has been taken up by many others since (see below). Sen’s work is an incredible 

resource, and her narrative is valuable as a basic tool of translation, placing the 

broadly unfamiliar nature and origins of Indonesian cinema in a framework where the 

formative influence of certain key historical conflicts – such as the Cold War – is 

underscored, positioning Indonesia in geopolitical context. This is particularly the 

case with Sen’s emphasis on the rise of the left following the first open elections in 

1955, and its subsequent mass destruction at the hands of Suharto and the military in 

1965, events that were often downplayed by local and foreign sources at the time of 

Sen’s writing, before the fall of Suharto in 1998. As I have begun to show above, 

however, the films and writings of Ismail, Sani, and other non-left-leaning cineastes 

demonstrate a far more complex orientation toward Hollywood, Western liberal 

democracy, and the local political right wing. 

 
“Bolshevism plus God almost equals Islam”:  

The Circuitous Path of Indonesian Modernity and Nationhood 
 
If one were to search for a more substantial twist in the most familiar elements 

of the cinematic plot in which the lives and work of early Indonesian cineastes are 

embedded, I would argue that it actually emerges in the figure of Bachtiar Siagian, a 

prolific and popular filmmaker associated with the leftist People’s Cultural Institute 

(Lekra). Oddly, perhaps, given the more rigidly anti-Western orientation of the left, it 

is Siagian, not Ismail, whose few remaining films show the clearest traces of 

“Hollywood” in their formal and narrative structure (about which more below). Yet 

whatever their stance toward the influence of American films or Cold War politics, as 

I will show, Indonesian cineastes of the 1950s and 60s were embedded within 

political, social and artistic discourses that are difficult to understand if mainly viewed 

in terms of their relationships to Hollywood (or even Moscow) or the tropes and 

techniques of Western or Soviet modernity. In their engagements with the centers of 

global capitalism and liberal democratic ideology, as with the pinnacles of 

communism and socialist transformation, nearly all of Indonesia’s early national 
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filmmakers, artists, and literati found themselves on what Hairus Salim calls “a 

necessarily circuitous path of intellectual inquiry” (2012:108).  

The path, leading through Arabic, Malay and European literatures, Islamic, 

Catholic, secular, and other humanisms, and Javanese, Sumatran, Indian and other 

regional nationalisms, inscribed structures of expression and political alignments that 

wandered far and wide through the “developing” and “developed” worlds, weaving in 

and out of the spaces and times of Western modernity. As Keith Foulcher (2001) 

writes of emergent revolutionary and post-independence literature, a sphere that many 

of Indonesia’s cineastes of the time were deeply immersed in, “the modernism of the 

revolution…lived as it was born, in a world where meanings stood to be built anew, 

by and through the flawed efforts of humankind” (p. 776), and not in an ideally 

transparent, progressive, or thoroughly rationalized space.  The result, argues H. G. 

Aveling, was in the best cases a “complex, self-aware, ironic modernism” (1971:350), 

one that borrowed widely, but was not imitative in nature. A close viewing of a 

diverse selection of Indonesian films of the time, I would argue, reveals precisely 

such a core of intricate, self-aware irony – an “imaginative making,” as Gayatri 

Spivak put it, that resists alignment with outside forces by avoiding either rote 

imitation or “a legitimizing reversal” (2003:31). To approach Indonesia bearing a 

blanket theory of universal global development, whether in the arts or in politics, is 

therefore to perforate that theory’s surface with unfamiliar shapes, pictures and 

sounds, phenomena that raise troubling, if oft-ignored, questions.  

This problem is not, however, unique to Indonesia and its process of national 

development spanning the early to mid-twentieth century. Others members of the 

“circuit” of influences with which Indonesian modernism and nationalism were 

involved had in fact been subject to similar problems and debates. As Shaden 

Tageldin (2011) shows, literary and political critics in Egypt – a place with a similarly 

long, rich history of local and transnational engagement that was also freshly emerged 

from European occupation47 – frequently focused their writings and debates on the 

profound splits and disruptions that they saw within in the ideal of modern Egypt as 

                                                
47 Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century (following more than three centuries of Ottoman rule) 
Egypt’s heavy debts to France and Britain from the construction of the Suez canal led those nations to 
impose a great deal of external control; Britain established an official protectorate in 1914, which was 
broken by Egyptian nationalists in 1952, leading to the establishment of the Republic of Egypt. 
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an integral national whole. This was so much the case, writes Tageldin, that as 

“modern ‘Egypt’ was born… the intellectual midwives who presided over its delivery 

– indeed its multiple deliveries – declared it stillborn each time, a ‘failed’ nation” (p. 

202). 

Fittingly in relation to my own study, the critical, local debates over the status 

of Egyptian nationalism in the 1920s and 30s are cited by Tageldin as a counterpoint 

to Benedict Anderson’s conception of the national imaginary in Imagined 

Communities. For example, in the view of critic Mohammad Haykal, Tageldin writes, 

Egypt was construed as “a chaotic mix of secularist versus Azharite intellectual 

tendencies, languages, and even modes of dress” (p. 210). The resulting “unevenness 

in Egyptians’ temporal self-understanding,” she argues, “testifies to the absence of the 

‘meanwhile’ Anderson deems necessary to nation formation” (p. 215). The result, 

readable in the views of Haykal and many other local critics, was that Egypt was 

“plunged…into a state of intranational untranslatability” (p. 210). The lack of 

translatability between disparate “camps” at the local/national level, furthermore, not 

only had a profound effect on the production of a consistent collective imaginary, but 

functioned as a robust sociopolitical and literary shield of resistance to the languages 

and core liberal values promoted by the West as inherent to modern nations, 

continually frustrating the attempts of certain groups to implement them in a broad 

and thoroughgoing manner (pp. 210, 224-225). 

 Tageldin’s focus on the central place of Arabic literature within (the 

disruption of) Egyptian national formation is also of particular relevance to my 

analysis of the relationship of Indonesia’s troubled, circuitous, and ultimately 

catastrophic national modernity with certain key external sources. For Egyptian critic 

Ahmad Hasan al-Zayyat, argues Tageldin, Arabic’s jumbled, “mingled, unintelligible 

echoes of the dialects of pre-Islamic tribes” (qtd. in Tageldin 224), together with the 

“barbaric” imprints of those non-Arabs who long-ago adopted the language, “leads al-

Zayyat to question the claim of Arabic to literature at all” (p. 225). Yet it is precisely 

this sprawling, allegedly failed – or even non-existent as such – nation/literature with 

its heterogeneous array of sources all too clearly on display that appears to have 

attracted many Indonesian nationalist intellectuals around the same time. Instead of a 

deficit, the fragmentedness of Arabic literature, and of Egyptian nationhood, were 

effectively positioned as key elements of a system of filtration and dilution aimed at 
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tempering, yet not blocking outright, the highly addictive allure of Western imperial 

modernity.  

As Hairus Salim (2012) argues, “for Indonesian Muslims, Egypt in this period 

[early to mid-twentieth century] was an example of how Islam and progress could be 

joined together to form an intimate interrelationship” (p. 80). Yet the “intimacy” that 

arose between Egyptian and Indonesian nationalists, Salim shows, was initially 

sparked by a long series of distant, formal exchanges centering on Indonesians’ sense 

of the great potential and power within Egypt’s allegedly “unintelligible” body of 

literary works. For Hamka, the well-known West Sumatran author and intellectual, 

and his father, H. Abdul Karim Amrullah, two of the major local promoters of an 

Egyptian model of Islam-infused modernity, the relationship with Egyptian literature 

took off in 1914, when Amrullah founded what soon became known as Sumatera 

Thawalib (meaning “Sumatran Students”), a school that trained many of the 

Indonesians who would continue their educations at Al-Azhar University in Cairo. 

Previously, in 1911, Amrullah also founded the journal Al-Munir, explicitly drawing 

on the name of Egyptian journal Al-Manar. The combined result of journal and school 

was a bustling literary-intellectual exchange between Cairo and a well-positioned 

pocket of Indonesian nationalists in the city of Padang Pajang, West Sumatra, whose 

intellectual travels carried an outsize influence throughout Indonesia (pp. 82-3). 

For the young Hamka (1908-1981), this provided the opportunity to immerse 

himself in Arabic thought and writing through the exchange of books and the 

resulting private libraries fostered by the former students of Sumatera Thawalib. The 

elder Amrullah (1879-1945) only reached Cairo in person in 1924 as the Netherlands 

Indies delegate for the Islamic World Congress in Egypt. Hamka made his first trip to 

Egypt in 1958, where he finally met with those writers, like Muhammad Husayn 

Haykal, who had profoundly influenced his perspective on both nationalism, and on 

the need for critical engagement with Western thought. As Hamka wrote in 1952, 

several years before his visit, 

 
the basis for what I borrowed… [when I was] establishing my perspective on 
life, and learning about the principles of philosophy, the changes underway in 
religious thought, even Western literature: it came from Egypt. I read Goethe, 
Shakespeare, Gide, Carlyle, Anton Chekov, Gorky, all of them because of 
Egypt. (qtd. in Salim 81) 
 



 143 

Like his father, Hamka founded and edited several critical literary journals aimed at 

continuing and expanding the exchange of ideas between Indonesia and the Arab (and 

broader) literary-political world, with Egypt as a key mediator and representative 

thereof. Beyond the influence of particular Egyptian texts and writers, however, Salim 

argues that the understanding of Egypt’s power and influence was shaped by the sense 

that it offered a dynamic, living archive of Arab-Islamic philosophy and knowledge.  

Widespread interest in seeking out other such potentially rich sources of 

inspiration thus helped to shape the circuitous wanderings of a diverse set of 

Indonesian intellectuals engaged with the fundamental questions of nationalism and 

modernization. In the late 1940s, as Salim explains, the writer and translator Bahrum 

Rangkuti, also a prominent member, like Usmar Ismail and Asrul Sani, of the “1945 

generation” of soldiers-cum-intellectuals and artists, spent six months at a school for 

Ahmadiyyan Muslim missionaries in the village of Rabwah, Pakistan. There, Salim 

argues, Rankuti was most profoundly influenced by the school’s library, where he 

read deeply from Arabic and Indian poetry, Islamic hadiths and commentaries, and 

classical works of Arab-Islamic and Indian philosophy. Yet the library also contained 

contemporary Western magazines and journals, histories of Europe, and the works of 

Kant, Nietzsche and other non-Eastern thinkers. In this textual archive, writes Salim, 

Rangkuti’s “feeling of dialog and encounter” between these “mutually confronting 

influences,” in fact three distinct epistemological traditions with global pretensions 

(Indian, Arab-Islamic, and Western), was paramount. The visit to Pakistan thus 

cemented Rangkuti’s feeling that “Indonesia had to mine Muslim intellectual 

traditions to the fullest extent in order to acquire the resources for achieving 

modernity” (p. 105).  

For Rangkuti and many others, then, looking back into the archives of 

“ancient” knowledge, understood as sets of still-vibrant, active, living traditions, 

would be the paradoxical source of Indonesia’s forward temporal movement to 

modernity and to greater engagement with Western ideas. Even if it led to a 

chaotically divided, outwardly inconsistent, or purportedly “false” nationalism, the 

key effect of such a view was to place the fulcrum of national transformation – the 

point at the center of a “circuitous” intellectual path in which Europe and the United 

States, if prominently displayed, nonetheless remained at the margins – somewhere 

much closer to home. Mohammad Iqbal, the “spiritual father of Pakistan,” was also a 
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major influence on Rangkuti, whose translations of a number of Iqbal’s works 

allowed them to circulate widely among progressive Indonesian thinkers of the 1950s.  

The effects of these networks of intellectual connection were strong and have 

had a long-lasting effect, at times a negative one, on the perception of Indonesia from 

both within and without. In many ways, it would appear that the prominent position of 

Islam, and of figures like Iqbal, within the equation of modern nationalism in 

Indonesia are among the important factors that have led to the categorization of 

certain local thinkers and artists as “conservative” or “right wing.” Like Ismail, Sani, 

Hamka, and many other Indonesian intellectuals of the time, however, one would be 

hard put to define Iqbal as what is often today called an “Islamist.” Indeed, Iqbal 

hewed socialist in his political views and is perhaps best known for the catchy, 

deceptively simple slogan “Bolshevism plus God almost equals Islam” (p. 108). 

 
“Wild Schools”: The Taman Siswa and the (re)Javanization of Indonesian 

Nationalism 
 

For all the collaboration and camaraderie created by the wandering circuits of 

Islamic philosophy and Arabic literature, it is also important to note that Egypt, 

Pakistan, or other nations seen by Indonesians as potential models of “backward”-

looking modernization were not thought of in a purely idealistic, starry-eyed, or 

uncritical manner. It is clear from the writings of both Hamka and Ismail (1983:210-

15), who also visited Egypt in 1958, that a strong sense of competitiveness frequently 

emerged on first witnessing the “surprisingly” cosmopolitan, modern atmosphere of 

another so-called developing country. What was ultimately to be gained in the 

coalition of Indonesia, Egypt, and other nations of the global South, was to define a 

complex field of intra-national and intra-regional identity, epistemology and politics. 

Ideally, this would provide a robust platform from which each could engage the 

global – precisely what the Asia Africa Coalition and Non-Aligned Movement were 

conceived of as doing. As Tageldin writes of the critical role of national languages, 

broadly conceived, in such transactions, they “cannot exist outside metalanguage, the 

idiom of empire and its cognate, sovereignty: an imperial universal into whose terms 

every ‘national’ language must translate itself if it is to reign supreme within its 

borders and to become universally recognizable beyond those borders” (2011:206). 
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If many Indonesian intellectuals and politicians sought to build an 

intraregional “metalanguage” that would compete with, or at least fend off the most 

insidious effects of, Western imperialism, it was also clearly important that this 

broader field not impinge on Indonesia’s sense of national sovereignty. Amidst the 

great circuitousness of national development and modernization, and the pointed 

fragmentation of collective expression, then, there was still a need for something 

distinctly, consistently identifiable as “ours”: a set of features perhaps also not so 

easily aligned with the broader trends of Non-Alignment. In the years leading up to 

independence in 1949, the effort to redefine a set of modes of thought and expression 

that would be coherent enough to displace the culture of the Dutch colonial state was 

in full swing. Among the most critical elements of this effort were the so-called “wild 

schools” that appeared in Java, Sumatra, Bali, and elsewhere in the early part of the 

twentieth century, and served as the artistic and political training grounds for many of 

the Angkatan 45: the diverse “1945 generation” of writers, painters, filmmakers, 

soldiers, philosophers and politicians who helped define the emergent discourses of 

nationalism leading up to, during, and after the war for independence. While the 

Taman Siswa, a massive, multi-island educational network founded in Yogyakarta in 

1922, exerted an outsize influence on national discourse, institutions like the above-

mentioned Sumatera Thawalib, or the Kayu Tanam school in Padang, West Sumatra 

also played important roles. 

Outside of these better-known examples and a few others, a great number of 

“wild” schools were founded by local groups and interests with a variety of differing 

approaches to nationalization and modernization in the early part of the twentieth 

century (McVey 1990; Tsuchiya 1975). Nearly all of them, however, could be said to 

have instilled a robust sense of the ways in which the emergent ideas and techniques 

then circulating transnationally would need to be bent, stretched, or otherwise adapted 

in order to be of use in the vast, fragmented archipelago of the late Dutch East Indies 

and the Indonesian nation that was to come. At the very least, tropes and concepts that 

had shown themselves effective in the unification of distinct or opposing groups 

locally would need to be added and combined with newer or foreign ideas.  

A major local filter for the rapidly globalizing field of leftist discourse, for 

example, was the school system founded by Sarekat Islam (SI), an organization 

prominently featured in Pramoedia Ananta Toer’s (1980-1988) novelized history of 
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nationalism, the Buru Quartet. In the hands of their founder, the nationalist Tan 

Malaka, SI’s schools forged an explosively powerful coincidence between 

Communism and Islam, two ostensibly incompatible worldviews. In the process, the 

local understanding and political potential of each was altered and expanded in 

particular ways, driving the imagination and construction of new networks within 

both domestic and international spheres. A product of a West Sumatran upbringing, 

local, Dutch, and Soviet schooling, and extensive teaching and activism in Java, 

Malaka wrote in 1922 that 

 
alongside the crescent, the star of the soviets will be the great battle emblem of 
approximately 250 million Muslims of the Sahara, Arabia, Hindustan and our 
Indies... let us realise that the millions of proletarian Muslims are as little 
attracted to an imperialist pan-Islamism as to Western imperialism. (qtd. in 
Jarvis 1987:48) 

 
 Malaka’s syncretic marriage of an Islamic crescent with a Soviet star produces 

a strikingly vivid image, testing the limits of Iqbal’s assertion above that “Bolshevism 

plus God almost equals Islam.” As in the writings of Ismail and Sani, what was to 

become the universal source of a transformed and enlightened new human society 

was a formation that was simultaneously “modernist” and wildly international in 

scope, yet distinctly local in its combination and inflection of its various political and 

philosophical ingredients. The new, ever more expansive conception of 

inter/nationalism thus rotated around a set of persistently familiar loci. Like Ki Hajar 

Dewantoro, the founder of the Taman Siswa schools and also a product of local and 

European education, Malaka was drawn to the political, geographic, and discursive 

centrality of Java, the main focus of Dutch control, as well as of revolutionary 

activity. Java’s (and particularly Mataram’s) political and artistic symbolism, 

philosophical concepts, literary and historiographical structures, and ravenous 

syncretism therefore also worked their way into the revolutionary discourse of the 

Angkatan 45, despite the high percentage of non-Javanese membership with 

intellectual lineages beginning in Padang and elsewhere in Sumatra. 
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Figure 16: The cover of Tan Malaka’s Russian-language book, Indonesia and Its Place in the 
Awakening of the East, prominently features an image drawn from the iconography of 

Javanese wayang, suggesting the importance of Javanese discourse in the formulation of a 
new, leftist Islamic universalism (Source: Jarvis 1987:48). 

 
Outside of the “wild schools” themselves, and at a distance from the writings 

of Dewantoro, Malaka, and many others, the still-mostly illiterate masses gained 

access to globalizing ideas through a kind of “trickle down” effect, further filtering 

the concepts involved through long-established local frameworks of knowledge 

production and distribution. As Ruth McVey writes, prior to independence, Marxist-

Leninist concepts, for example, 

 
were passed on among relatives and neighbors and by something very like the 
traditional guru-murid [teacher-pupil] system for transmitting spiritual 
knowledge. In this way highly personalistic and speculative visions of 
communism were conveyed by men who relied on moral presence rather than 
any real knowledge of Marxist tenets as their source of authority… as with 
more traditional groups seeking spiritual renewal, they concentrated on 
maintaining their own particular world of discourse and on ‘gathering 
strength’ against the day when freedom would dawn. (1990:6) 

 
It was in this context that well-educated intellectuals like Ismail, Sani, and Malaka, 

having immersed themselves in new concepts and terms, sought to translate and apply 

them in their role as interpretive as well as predictive “radars” of the feelings of the 

masses. Nationalist actors and leaders were therefore best able to formulate these 

values and ideas in locally palatable ways by looking to institutional intermediaries 

like the Taman Siswa as models for translation and dissemination. The Taman Siswa, 
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like other “wild schools” and the nationalist movements they helped to create, 

explicitly positioned emergent and distant discourses from the Middle East, Europe, 

and elsewhere within longstanding local models of teaching, internship, and 

“spiritual” education that founder Dewantoro claimed to be “an advanced educational 

system [that] was already widespread” in Java and elsewhere before those established 

in Europe at the time (qtd. in Tsuchiya 1975:173). 

 Even at the level of naming, prominent figures like Ki Hadjar Dewantoro 

demonstrated the deeply embedded circuits of transformation underlying the modern 

nationalist movement. Originally known by the Javanese royal title of Raden Mas 

Suwardi Surjaningrat, the head of the Taman Siswa began to call himself Ki Hadjar 

Dewantoro in 1929, as the school system was gaining momentum both within, and 

outside of, Java. The new honorific was drawn from the words adjar, the title of a 

traditional Javanese teacher, and kiai (shortened to Ki), the title given to Javanese 

teachers and heads of rural schools following the rise of Islam in Indonesia in the 

sixteenth century (Tsuchiya 1975:175). The role of the kiai, argues Tsuchiya (1975), 

was in fact an updated version of the adjar to which Islam, and the various 

international networks it represented, had long ago been attached. Dewantoro’s “new” 

name thus asserted the contemporary relevance of an older tradition of local/national 

engagement with various globalizing movements. As part of the ongoing process, 

powerfully emergent foreign concepts were adopted through interpretation and 

translation into locally salient categories and terms, thereby attaching them to deeply 

rooted structures of knowledge production and dissemination. 

 The name change, as Tsuchiya shows, also served as a way for Dewantoro 

(and others who adopted the honorific Ki) to distance himself from the embedded 

class privilege he was born into as a member of the Paku Alam palace in Yogyakarta, 

one of the four main divisions of the still-extant, Central Javanese Mataram Kingdom 

discussed in previous chapters. The Mataram Kingdom and its royalty’s close 

association with Dutch authority had made it unpopular in the nationalist movement 

(pp. 176-77). Dewantoro’s use of Javanese principles to give shape to the basic 

structure of the Taman Siswa, however, and the fact that its board was made up 

mainly of members of the Paku Alam and other Mataram courts, thus carried another, 

critically important underlying function: to re-center the circuitous path of 

nationalism, however far it strayed, on the longstanding, magnetic influence of 
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Mataram and of the city of Yogyakarta, one of the two key centers of Mataram 

authority and site of the first Taman Siswa school and the administrative offices for 

the entire school system.  

Sukarno himself  (among many other key nationalist figures) served on the 

national council and as a teacher of the Taman Siswa in Bandung, later the symbolic 

heart of the Non-Aligned Movement. The prominent re-positioning of Mataram and 

“Java” in nationalist discourse enabled by the school – as both institution and heavily 

circulated nationalist educational model – had a centripetal effect on other, related 

areas, planting the influence of Javanese ideology and thought as a basic structure of 

translation and adaptation in the many influential artists, soldiers, and politicians the 

schools produced. In the political arena, the royalty of Yogyakarta were quick to 

realize the opportunity the Taman Siswa helped to create. Only two days after the 

declaration of independence on August 17, 1945 (after which would follow four years 

of war before international recognition of Indonesia), Hamengku Buwono IX, the 

Sultan of Yogyakarta from 1940 until his death in 1988, and Prince Hadipati Hario, 

the ruler of Paku Alam from 1936-1998, had secured an agreement with Sukarno 

allowing for Yogyakarta and surrounding areas to become a “Special Autonomous 

Region” (DIY) in which the unelected Sultans of Mataram would continue to serve as 

governors.  

In a collection of essays commemorating 30 years of the Taman Siswa in 1952 

Hamengku Buwono IX further underscored the continuing relevance of Mataram in 

relation to the school: “whoever truly studies the history of the nationalist movement 

of the Indonesian people will not be surprised to see that the center of the Republic of 

Indonesia originated in a single location along with the center of national education, 

the Taman Siswa: in Yogyakarta” (Buwono [1952] 1981:35). In this context, I argue 

that the early national films discussed in this chapter were unavoidably the products 

of a similar circuit of far-ranging adoption, reworking and placing into local orbit 

around a familiar and ultimately hegemonic (if not on a global scale) center of 

discourse and expression. 

 
Right, Left, Islam (and Java):  

The Politics of Film Form in the Inexorable Crosshairs of the Cold War 
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 Ismail’s Tiga Dara (discussed above), made not long after his 1952-53 studies 

at UCLA, represents what he and others describe as a compromise between the 

“idealistic”48 nationalist art of cinema and the need to generate profit and compete 

with foreign films by producing mass entertainment. Following his return from 

Hollywood, Ismail rotated between more popular fare like Krisis (Crisis 1953), Tiga 

Dara, and Asrama Dara (Girls’ Dormitory 1959) and the darker, more existential 

themes that he preferred, which often centered on the social-psychological struggles 

of nationalist fighters attempting to reintegrate themselves into the peacetime, post-

independence world. Some of the latter projects, like Pedjuang (Freedom Fighter 

1960) or the 1954 Lewat Djam Malam (After the Curfew, discussed in chapter two, 

which was restored in 2011 and played in several recent international festivals), 

received attention and accolades from certain critics but rarely did well at the 

domestic box office (Film Indonesia). D. Djajakusuma’s Embun (Dew 1951), Nya 

Abbas Akup’s Tiga Buronan (The Three Fugitives 1957) and Asrul Sani’s Pagar 

Kawat Berduri (Barbed Wire Fence 1961) represent further key examples of a 

similarly dark perspective (even if humorous in the case of Akup) on the revolution 

and the possibilities of national unity in its aftermath. Both Embun and Pagar were 

attacked by censors and political interests seeking to promote a more positive, hopeful 

view of the nationalist project (Ismail 1983:60-61; PaEni 2011). 

 Tiga Dara, which Ismail refers to as an “entertainment” film and others 

(Masak 2016:152; Juniarto 2016) have cited as evidence of his Hollywood 

pretensions, was one of the biggest local hits of the 1950s, and helped sustain Perfini, 

the production company Ismail founded in 1950, through the end of the decade (Salim 

1991:57; Biran 2008:101). Nevertheless, in Tiga Dara and other commercially 

successful fare, Ismail is careful to take whatever identifiably Hollywood (and diverse 

other) elements he employs on a roundabout tour of cinematic potential, creating the 

distinct sense of what I call a “non-aligned” form (in the case of Tiga Dara, as in Nya 

Abbas Akup’s Tiga Buronan [discussed elsewhere], a non-aligned musical). This is 

particularly clear in the discontinuous nature of the styles of each of the film’s 
                                                
48 The term “idealist” that is often applied to Ismail’s works is something of a paradox, as it refers to a 
body of films that present a generally critical and decidedly non-idealistic view of modernity and 
Indonesia. It is thus meant to describe Ismail’s “idealistic” assumption that he could survive by 
producing and selling such serious, intellectually tinged work in local markets, not the content of the 
films themselves. 
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musical scenes or “numbers”: some, like Nunung’s parlor piano performance or the 

youthful Islamic dance party, are integrated into the day-to-day reality of the film’s 

world, and thus don’t have the characters suddenly “breaking” into song. Other 

scenes, however, like Nunung’s city walk-through and her sisters’ song-and-dance in 

the outdoor park, are pointedly performed for the camera, fragmenting the spatio-

temporal logic of Tiga Dara’s modes of address. 

The result is a depiction of modern Indonesian life, and the rapid national 

development surrounding it, not as a smooth continuum moving toward an idealistic 

narrative-political goal, but as a jagged topography in which a number of distinct 

discourses, practices, locations, and times are openly made to coincide. Instead of 

approximating the self-enclosed, “transparent,” and chronological on-screen worlds of 

classical Hollywood, a method that “work[s] to annihilate the space and time of the 

spectator’s physical presence in the theater” (Doane 2014:111), Ismail’s approach 

functions in a more dialogic manner, distancing itself from a singular commitment to 

any particular style or interest, including, presumably, that of commercialism. 

Unsealing its diegetic space by neglecting to smooth over the cracks between a 

bricolage of expressive forms and references, Tiga Dara acknowledges and performs 

to an audience that shares the real struggles – and particularly the lack of apparent 

solutions – taking place on screen. While the resulting form could be seen as 

disjointed and inconsistent by Hollywood standards, and Ismail was reportedly 

“ashamed” (Said 1991:72) of the film’s tentative embrace of commercial 

considerations (including especially stiff competition from foreign films), Tiga Dara 

was a phenomenal success with local audiences and helped save Perfini, Ismail’s 

production company, from bankruptcy (Said 1991:71-73; Biran 2008:101; Film 

Indonesia).49 

                                                
49 As historian, critic, archivist, and filmmaker Misbach Yusa Biran put it, “in…Tiga Dara there are a 
few songs that were placed either in relation to each other or as a stand alone element. Maybe others 
understood it as a response to the desperate situation. But I still said that these singing scenes 
resembled those in Indian films, despite the fact that Perfini was openly critical of films like that. 
Usmar never answered my criticism” (2008:101). Biran’s critique helps to give a sense of how some of 
the scenes may strike the viewer as incongruous with other aspects of the film, drawing attention to its 
fragmented approach to the need to “compromise” between artistic, political and economic 
commitments. The great success of the film, however, shows that its pieced-together diegesis and 
formal approach were nonetheless taken as sufficiently coherent and engaging by its audiences. The 
film was also recently restored, with a pristine, 4K digital version released in theaters on August 11, 
2016, to enthusiastic, if not consistently huge, audiences (as of August 30, 2016, it remains on 5 
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 Whatever Ismail’s feelings at the time, it is in these popular efforts that the 

oft-repeated accusation of Ismail as simultaneously a right-wing, conservative 

religious ideologue and a liberal, individualist-idealist elitist becomes most difficult to 

sustain. The paradoxical nature of these allegations, however, should also be seen in 

light of the rapid changes occurring in Indonesia’s political, economic and artistic 

landscapes during the 1950s and early 1960s. Many of the criticisms in this regard are 

made based on Ismail’s and Sani’s strong, oft-repeated statements regarding the 

“proper” cinematic form for Indonesia’s film nasional (national film) (to make 

matters worse, some of these statements were made retrospectively, in the drastically 

changed political climate following the rise of President Suharto in 1965). Thomas 

Barker (2011), for example, following Krishna Sen (1994), reads Ismail thus: “the 

artist [for Ismail]…must remain pure and not succumb to any illegitimate political 

ideology (i.e. communism or the theory of class conflict), but must affirm Pancasila 

(Indonesia state philosophy), Islam and traditional values” (p. 52). Unlike Sen, 

however, Barker does not equate “Islam and traditional values” with enthusiasm for 

Hollywood. Working closer to the parameters of Ismail’s own words, Barker makes a 

valid point.  

As is noted above, Ismail indeed promoted a vision of Indonesian cinema that 

is idealistic in its attempt to elide the need for market-oriented “entertainment,” and in 

its lofty vision of the (film) artist as someone who “senses experience in a deeper, 

more intense, and compelling way” than most others can (Ismail 1983:17). “The work 

of the artist,” he continues, “is born in those moments of deep concentration, closed 

off from the world, facing his/her50 own conscience, and calculating without 

compromise…” (p. 18). The artist, for Ismail, is thus indeed “the purest manifestation 

of an individualist.” Yet while Ismail clearly provides plenty of fuel for the fires of 

those who would accuse him of elitism, a closer inspection of the context of his words 

nonetheless reveals that what is “individual” in this case is not necessarily personal in 

the sense of being purely subjective or singular. In turning inward to face his or her 

conscience, Ismail’s artist is in fact after a more basic human substrate – something 

                                                                                                                                      
screens in the Jakarta area). A remake by the director and producer Nia Dinata is also set for release in 
September 2016. 
50 Ismail uses the neutral Indonesia “dia” which indicates a singular person without establishing 
gender. I have therefore used “he/she” or “him/her” in my translation. 
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that is only found in a material relationship with the nation (or other grouping) as a 

whole, and that is shaped collectively by the “innermost feelings of the people” (p. 

24).  

As to the accusation of religious conservatism, from the late 1940s on, the 

writings of both Ismail and Sani indeed frequently invoke God, the importance of 

religion, and Islam in particular, as both were Muslim. The sentence quoted just 

above continues in this vein, asserting that the feelings of “the people” are seen as 

inextricable from their “deep religiousness,” as well as their “intrinsic desires for 

freedom… and the sovereignty that is contained in all their hands” (p. 24). Yet as the 

coincidence of concepts of religiosity, freedom, and sovereignty in a single sentence 

also implies, Ismail, Sani, and others deployed religion in the specific historical 

context of Indonesian nationalism and modernism. There, as noted above, a major 

figure in the Communist Party like Tan Malaka might also include Islam as a key 

element in the conception of new universalist, anti-imperialist alliances which poorly 

fit the bill of “conservatism.” As Eric Sasono (2013) shows, Ismail, Sani and many of 

their associates were in fact considered by powerful, “conservative” religious groups 

like Nahdlatul Ulama to be modernist-rationalist agnostics, or even “atheists,” who 

were insufficiently critical of Westernization and furthermore enjoyed parties full of 

coed “dansa-dansi” (essentially informal Western dancing) (p. 78). In this context, 

Sasono argues that the 1964 film Tauhid, a “road movie” about the pilgrimage to 

Mecca that Sani and Ismail worked on together, constituted an attempt to demonstrate 

the commitment of both men to more typical religious discourse and values.  

During filming, both Sani and Ismail actually completed the Hajj. Afterward, 

Sani went so far as to compose an article seemingly intended to answer the criticisms 

of his apparent lack of religiosity, in which he claimed to have had an epiphany in 

Mecca that changed his life. Although Sasono sees this sudden show of faith as 

potentially genuine, he argues that it was also driven by the greatly expanded 

influence of the left in the early 1960s. In 1959-60, with separatist movements afoot 

and the national economy in a tailspin, president Sukarno attempted to shore up his 

flagging position by introducing Manipol, an acronym for “political manifesto.” 

Calling for a return to the revolutionary values of 1945, Manipol was seized on by the 

PKI, by then the third largest communist party in the world outside of Russia and 

China. With the mutual support of the PKI, Sukarno furthermore launched the policy 



 154 

of “Nasakom” (an acronym combining the words Nationalism, Religion, and 

Communism), and instituted “guided democracy,” infamously declaring himself 

president for life. The military and Nationalist Party of Indonesia (PNI), each with 

their own reasons, also supported these moves. Yet the result was a dramatic increase 

in already-expanding partisan tensions, along with frequent, vociferous attacks by the 

left on their perceived opponents in the spheres of politics and art alike. 

It was in midst of this confusing, rapidly destabilizing atmosphere, Sasono 

argues, that filmmakers and other artists of varying political orientations began to take 

far more seriously the need for real backing. As Keith Foulcher (1987) writes of this 

time, “increasingly, it became clear to both sides that the freedom to engage in 

cultural production, and indeed, as was to be proved cruelly true, the very lives and 

freedom of individual artists was now at stake.” Therefore, he continues, “it is not 

surprising that…[artists on all] sides aligned as far as possible with the sources of 

political power in Indonesian society” (pp. 90-91). Sani and Ismail, among many 

others, were increasingly intimidated and accused of being “anti-revolutionary” by 

leftist artists who were backed by the PKI or other, affiliated organizations. 

Frequently (and often as viciously) firing back at their accusers, those not aligned 

with the left (and thus also increasingly at odds with the powerful, “Non-Aligned” 

politics of the Asia-Africa Coalition) sought protection by aligning themselves with 

established political interests. In 1962, producer and director Djamaludin Malik 

founded the Islamic-themed film organization Lesbumi (the Association of Islamic 

Cultural Artists of Indonesia) under the party affiliation of Nadhlatul Ulama (NU), 

then one of the three major Indonesian political parties along with the Indonesian 

Nationalist Party (PNI) and the communist PKI. Under increasing political and 

economic pressure, Sani and Ismail followed suit, forming an uneasy alliance with 

former critics at NU. Tauhid, the “road movie” on which they supposedly found their 

true path to God, was the first Lesbumi production.  

For Foulcher, in the context of all of these maneuvers motivated by the need 

for political security, the oft-referenced cries of non-leftist artists that “art must be 

free of politics” was also not necessarily to be taken at face value. It was a self-

conscious tactic, he argues, as “part of the political struggle in which they were 

engaged” (p. 90), and was intended as counter-slogan to the PKI’s “politik adalah 

panglima” (“politics is the commander”). Despite the fact that they suddenly found 
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themselves in explicit, direct opposition to the PKI and much of the left,51 however, in 

joining NU and Lesbumi, Sani, Ismail, and others were effectively positioning 

themselves in the political center, rather than on the right. At the time, the right wing, 

which included extremist factions of the nationalist PNI and the military, and anti-

nationalist, Islamic separatist groups, was as radicalized as much of the left. As 

Choirotun Chisaan (2008:4-5) argues, the ostensibly anti-political slogans of Lesbumi 

can thus also be seen as reflecting the ideal of Islam as “third way” in the increasingly 

bipolar struggle between left and right.  

As Ismail’s own account of matters strongly suggests, however, whatever the 

framing rhetoric surrounding it, the political was always close at hand on all sides of 

the ongoing debates. “Religion and culture,” he wrote, “are the sources of 

politics…the political is born of religious and cultural thinking” (1983:11). 

Furthermore, if read carefully, the most notable contribution of non left-aligned artists 

to the ongoing debates, the 1963 “Cultural Manifesto” (called Manikebu in explicit 

opposition to Sukarno’s Manipol and based to a large extent on the 1950 “Letter of 

Beliefs” [Surat Kepertjajaan Gelanggang] to which Ismail, Sani, and much of the “45 

generation” were signatories), proposed neither an idealistic depoliticization of art nor 

a right wing, liberal view of the nation, both of which it was frequently accused of by 

its left-leaning opponents. Instead, the Cultural Manifesto envisioned a system, in the 

document’s own words, “along the lines of Indonesian Socialism” (qtd. in 

Sihaloholistick 2013: 6).52 As Goenawan Mohammad, one of the authors of 

Manikebu, further explains, the point was not to remove art from the sphere of 

politics, but to limit the control of particular political parties over the form and 

content of national art. The spirit of Manikebu, he continues, was in fact also inspired 
                                                
51 The extreme tension with the left was indeed a new and sudden development in the early 1960s. As 
late as 1960, Usmar’s film Pedjuang (Revolutionary) was screened and awarded a prize at the Moscow 
film festival, after which he wrote a report on the festival in Harian Rakyat, the newspaper most 
closely associated with the PKI, and which by 1962 was publishing scathing attacks on Ismail and his 
“anti-revolutionary” films. During the early to mid-1950s, Usmar enjoyed broad support from artists 
across the political spectrum, and collaborated with a number of artists and filmmakers associated with 
the left (Sen 1994:38-9). Critic Adrian Jonathan Pasaribu also argues that Ismail generally had a “left-
wing worldview.” Pasaribu further urges us to “not forget the fact that the legendary director is also a 
socialist intellectual, who at several opportunities wrote fervently for the communist party bulletin. It 
was only later in his career, years after Lewat Djam Malam, that Ismail was associated with right-wing 
cultural organizations” (2015). 
52 As Chisaan (2008:5) asserts, Ismail was critical of the entire, overblown conflict that emerged 
between the signatories of Manikebu and Manipol. Due to his own philosophical orientation and 
increasingly rocky relation with the left, however, Ismail was generally more supportive of the former.  
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by post-Stalinist Soviet and Eastern European writers, and in particular the Soviet 

journal Novy Mir, which no longer “followed the doctrine of [Stalin era] socialist 

realism” called for by the contemporary Indonesian left (Kurnia 2009). 

In the midst of all this, Nahdlatul Ulama played its hand especially well, 

increasing its stature in national level politics by officially supporting Sukarno’s 

Nasakom and Manipol, while expressing, through Lesbumi, a “cultural” view far 

closer to that of Manikebu (Sasono 2013; Chisaan 2008). In evaluating the charges 

that Ismail and others who joined NU were conservative traditionalists, it is also 

important to take into account the fact that organization is generally very Java-centric 

(and thus, in fact, carries a high potential to be flexible in particular ways) in its 

approach to Islam. NU was founded in 1928 as a response to the rise of the reformist 

group Muhammadiyah (founded 1912), which aimed to modernize local Islam by 

returning it to the allegedly universal doctrine of its Middle Eastern roots. This is one 

of the main reasons that NU has been known as “traditionalist.” Because of its 

typically Javanese, syncretic-strategic approach, NU has long been a challenge to 

accurately characterize as a whole. Saskia Wieringa (2002), for example, refers to the 

organization during the Sukarno era as “the party of conservative kyai and ulama 

[Islamic leaders and teachers]” (p. 101). Yet Wieringa also includes an interview with 

a member of Gerwani, a radical, leftist-progressive women’s organization associated 

with the PKI, who claimed that in her own district in Central Java, “NU was the 

largest organization…but they were moderate and we could work with them well” 

(qtd. in Wieringa 157).  

As West Sumatran intellectuals, before joining NU, Ismail and Sani were 

generally placed in the category of Islamic “reformers” (Sasono 2013:69), which also 

often included what Clifford Geertz (1960) and many others refer to as Muslim 

“modernists,” indicating those, like many of the intellectuals of Angkatan 45, who at 

times had a less explicitly “religious” focus in their engagement with Islam. Not 

unlike Ki Hadjar Dewantoro’s timely founding of the Taman Siswa school in the 

early 1920s, then, the politically necessary shift of alliances of Sani, Ismail, and other 

modernist “reformers” to the “traditionalist” NU represents a further re/turn to the 

central influence of Java, broadly conceived, in national art and politics. 

 
Tradition and Structures of Feeling: The Politics of Indonesian Cinema as Soothsayer 
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It was amidst the same mounting tensions and multiple attempts on Sukarno’s 

life in the early 1960s that the discourse of the Mahabharata and its “fraternal war,” 

the Bharata Yudha (discussed in chapter one), began to be more and more frequently 

invoked as a method of comparative political analysis, one that all too clearly 

glimpsed the oncoming catastrophe of violent regime change in 1965. Standing in the 

middle of the same quandary, in Ismail’s view, the ideal, modernist-religious-

nationalist film/artist would likewise be closely attuned to, and able to express in a 

compelling and broadly readable way, the increasingly worrisome goings-on 

surrounding him or her. He or she was thus not so different from those who trotted out 

and adapted the Javanese epics to strong political effect. The ultimate aim of both was 

to locate a sense of truth and responsibility that exceeds the interests and capabilities 

of most individuals, reaching for the broader view of the “radar” that is trained on the 

collective experiences and feelings of the nation-in-progress. In this, Ismail’s 

understanding of and hopes for the potentialities of cinema in the mid-twentieth 

century were not unlike those of Raymond Williams, his far-flung Welsh 

contemporary. In the 1954 essay “Film and the Dramatic Tradition,” Williams’s first 

published work on cinema, he coined the broadly circulated term “structure of 

feeling” to describe the complex mixture of social, political, and economic 

undercurrents that shape, in a largely unconscious manner, the ways people think, 

feel, and express themselves in particular historical periods and locations.  

The structure of feeling is thus a constant, definitive presence in a given 

epoch, yet one that generally eludes easy, direct definition or symbolization. Like the 

broad, abstract field that the inner radar of Ismail’s artist was aimed to receive, for 

Williams, the structure of feeling “has no external counterpart… [and] cannot be 

merely extracted and summarized” (p. 22). Furthermore, the structure of feeling for a 

certain time and place is particularly difficult to pinpoint from within the perspective 

of that milieu itself. This, argues Williams, constitutes the role and importance of art, 

since “it is perhaps only in art…that…[the structure of feeling] can be realized, and 

communicated, as a whole experience” (p. 54). Cinema, already a globally dominant 

form of mass expression in the mid-twentieth century, was considered particularly 

important in this regard. Williams, however, saw the conventions and modes of 

filmmaking, like other arts, as inextricable from the structure of feeling (or as he later 
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put it, structures of feeling) that obtains in a certain period and location. That which is 

considered properly cinematic could therefore never be determined by an assumed 

universal standard or formal approach. Rather, as in the practice of drama more 

broadly, “we have to recognize that we are looking at works, and not for an essence” 

(p. 4).  

Nonetheless, a structure of feeling would provide an approximation of a 

cinematic “essence” that is valid for a more limited region of space and time.53 For 

Williams, then, the key to a successful film is that its technical, aesthetic and narrative 

modes of expression be as salient as possible to the milieu in which it was made. The 

success or failure of a film in this regard thus also had little or nothing to do, per se, 

with whether it employed a more naturalistic or expressionistic approach, or whether 

the rules of classical Hollywood continuity were taken into account. A film’s “attitude 

toward experience,” he wrote, should simply be “psychologically convincing and true 

– even if the dramatic methods used to communicate that experience did not depend 

on verisimilitude of representation” (p. 30). The ability to be “psychologically 

convincing” in this manner, he argued, defines the difference between a true 

convention and a mere “device” that draws attention to itself as such. Like Ismail, 

Williams therefore placed a great deal of importance on the sensitivity of particular 

artists, writers, or filmmakers to the underlying structures shaping their contemporary 
                                                
53 In Marxism and Literature (1977), Williams defines structures of feeling as “social experiences in 
solution, as distinct from other social semantic formations which have been precipitated and are more 
evidently and more immediately available” (pp. 133-34, emphasis in original). The implication is thus 
that structures of feeling are like chemical substances in some sort of fluid state of suspension that has 
not “precipitated” – as if it were being held within a dark cloud and had yet to become rain – into a 
particular convention or work of art (or other expression) that can be more easily pinned down and 
described. “Yet this specific solution,” he continues, “is never mere flux. It is a structured formation 
which, because it is at the very edge of semantic availability, has many of the characteristics of a pre-
formation… It is thus a specific structure of particular linkages, particular emphases and suppressions, 
and, in what are often its most recognizable forms, particular deep starting-points and conclusions” (p. 
134). There is thus a strong sense in which a structure of feeling, while fluid, mutable, and changing 
with the times, contains a set of particular values and “stops” – elements with a necessary, if not always 
immediately apparent, relation to “dominant” and “traditional” forms (see note 54 below for 
elaboration of relation of structures of feeling to tradition). A structure of feeling is thus a fluid but 
specifically oriented mediator that functions to build bridges across time, constituting the basis of a 
“generation that substantially connects to its successors” (p. 134). It is in this way that I would argue it 
functions not unlike a limited “essence” that is valid – and almost crystallized as a “pre-formation” – in 
a particular place and period of time. An essence is also something mostly immaterial – whether 
“spirit” or “concentrate,” “gas” or “solution” – that nonetheless, in my understanding, contains 
“particular deep starting points and conclusions” that produce basic similarities across otherwise 
radical shifts in conventions and categories. In its fluid nature, an essence should also be considered 
flexible and adaptable vis-à-vis its surrounds, and therefore mutable over longer periods of time. For 
this reason, a truly “eternal” or universal essence is likely impossible. 
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moment. It was they, he argued, who possessed the greatest potential to discover 

techniques – whether drawing on ostensibly new or established forms or combinations 

thereof – that would resonate with these structures in an especially deep or compelling 

manner.  

A structure of feeling, however, is never static, and conventions of 

representation are thus continually reworked, although they may retain a set of 

basically recognizable characteristics over time. The most critical social and political 

function of artists, whether or not they realize it from their position in the “flux” of 

the present, is therefore an often uncanny ability to perceive and respond to “changes 

in the structure of feeling which demand expression” (p. 23). These changes are 

reflected in the emergence of new (or rediscovered) artistic and dramatic conventions 

in the work of “the most creative artists.” In this regard, also similar to Ismail, 

Williams saw a connection to the perception, often highly negative, of individualism 

among progressive artists, where oncoming modes of expression may initially be 

understood as “an apparently purely personal originality” (p. 24). In this context, the 

process of artistic change within a particular milieu is inevitably slow and fraught 

with conflict. Indeed, because a structure of feeling is so powerfully entangled with 

the sense of identity, appropriateness, and even comfort invested in popular modes of 

expression, Williams wrote, “it is not possible, in any age, to go very far from… that 

age’s living tradition, or to begin from anywhere but within or on its borders” (p. 

20).54 

                                                
54 As is demonstrated in Williams’s 1977 Marxism and Literature and other writings, the concept of a 
structure of feeling, which can be seen as a kind of scholarly/theoretical “convention,” was also subject 
to change in relation to the structures of feeling that shape not only popular, but scholarly expression. 
By the late 1970s, therefore, Williams’s additions and modifications to the concept appeared to respond 
in part to emergent interest within cultural studies, post-structuralism, and other related fields in the 
existence of variously conceived “resistant” practices that may work to contravene more dominant or 
hegemonic tendencies produced by a structure of feeling. In the chapters “Dominant, Residual, and 
Emergent” and “Structures of Feeling” Williams thus opposes “archaic” and “residual” conventions 
and practices (some of which may be “novel”) to those that are “emergent in the strict sense, rather 
than merely novel” (1977:123). While the archaic describes a more static, stable convention or practice 
or “that which is wholly recognized as an element of the past” (p. 122), the residual is of a more 
flexible, potentially “novel” nature. While the residual is “usually at some distance from the effective 
dominant culture,…some part of [the dominant culture’s past]…will have had to be incorporated” (p. 
123). 

Perhaps not surprisingly in light of the analysis of the tradition- and convention-based nature 
of structures of feeling above, what now poses the most difficulty for Williams is to positively 
distinguish between the actively/novel residual forms and practices that mainly draw on and reinforce 
the dominant culture, and those “which are substantially alternative or oppositional to it” (p. 123). The 
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In the Indonesian early 1960s, the call by filmmakers associated with 

Manikebu and Lesbumi to “depoliticize” cinema (even while making it “socialist”) in 

practice positioned them centrally vis-à-vis the fragmentations in the contemporary 

structures of feeling. While most of those filmmakers had strong political views and 

eventually joined with NU or another major party, most also endeavored in their work 

to avoid a didactic or propagandistic approach, which might, wrote Ismail, “force the 

work to follow the lines of an ideology that is imposed on it from without” (1983:18). 

Instead, they attempted to see and imagine the nation as if from outside of the rigid 

                                                                                                                                      
emergent (and possibly resistant), then, comes to rely on “personal” or individual innovations of form. 
When and if these enter the broader collective/social sphere, they will potentially develop into a set of 
recognized conventions that have not yet been coopted (or have been less co-opted) by the dominant 
culture. Williams’s description of this process in terms of language and the emergence of new idioms 
and literary styles, however – “no generation speaks quite the same language as its predecessors” (p. 
131) – brings his analysis back to the great difficulties of distinguishing between residual and 
emergent, even if they are mapped onto individual versus collective adaptations. If the English 
language in some sense functions like a structure of feeling, for example, the new, individual devices 
and eventual conventions that appear in English literature or speech still do so within a more basic 
structure that is both flexible and “dominant” in various contexts including Britain, the United States 
and elsewhere. Emergent conventions thus often contravene or attack conventions or styles that came 
before them, but must nonetheless circle back to the sphere of a basic system of forms and values 
(those embedded in English) that is much slower to change, and that even new, potentially resistant 
adaptations still function to reinforce. Without referring back to a basic structure of communication 
that a large and relevant group of people understand, it would be nearly impossible for such 
emergent/radical elements to be understood and thus to enter the social and possibly develop into 
actual conventions. 

This process could be compared to the situation I am describing in Indonesia in the 1950s and 
60s where I would argue that the devices and conventions deployed by filmmakers, in Williams’s 
terms, are a combination of emergent and residual, resistant/oppositional (understood as mainly aimed 
at a complex local “dominant culture” that of course includes myriad heterogeneous/global elements) 
and hegemonic. To reach the broadest possible number of eyes, ears, bodies and minds, cineastes and 
other artists would necessarily need to refer back (consciously and unconsciously) to sets of 
conventions that the greatest possible number of people would be able to “read” or understand. This 
was also, however, a method to introduce ostensibly new and radical terms and values into the broader 
social/national conversation. Those novel ideas and conventions that came from abroad, moreover, as 
in the case of words and literary styles developed in a foreign language, needed to be reframed and 
translated into local language/s, idioms and conventions in order to make sense.  

The result is a complex procedure of translation, adaptation, progression and regression that is 
constantly in motion, and always processing, identifying and repurposing the new and the old. For the 
most part, to work radically or resistantly within such a basic “dominant” cultural system or structure 
of feeling is therefore at some level an attempt to better the system (to make it function more 
efficiently, justly or ethically), while perhaps altering some of its more basic components over time. 
But it is by definition also an effort to sustain, in whole or in large part, that basic dominant structure or 
cultural system. There are, of course, many variables to consider, and the leftist artists and filmmakers 
described in this chapter often consciously sought to make more radical changes in Indonesian values 
and modes of expression. But like the “Islamic” “traditionalist” center and also much of the political 
right, the left ultimately did so in the name of the nation. Each group thus struggled to express and 
realize different potential iterations of a national/ist structure of feeling (or a set of such structures) that 
engaged and interlocked in particular ways with other regional, national and globalizing structures, 
conventions, and practices. Each also relied, often heavily so, on a set of residual or dominant 
“traditions.” 
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strictures of a singular point of view. Like Williams, Ismail sought the ability to 

produce a frank, “psychologically convincing… realism” (Williams 1954:30) aimed 

at addressing actual problems in the ongoing construction of national identity. If there 

was one thing that Usmar Ismail did admit to admiring about Hollywood, then, it was 

precisely what he perceived as America’s lack of restrictions on similarly self-critical 

expression: 

 
However negatively an American film depicts the problems afflicting its own 
society, one can still detect a certain note within…[:] ‘This is our way of life, 
we’re brave enough to admit our deficiencies.’ Therefore, however strange it 
sounds, in revealing these faults, there is still a voice in the background 
proudly announcing the freedom of the liberal democracy that they intend to 
sell to the world. (1983:48) 
 
More than any particular formal or aesthetic strategy, I argue, it was this sense 

of the potential to critically address the nation that drove the approaches of Ismail and 

many of his colleagues to cinema, in both their “idealistic” and “entertainment-

oriented” endeavors. As Ismail’s assessment of Hollywood asserts, however, while 

artists may be highly concerned with their own and others’ freedom of expression, a 

key underlying function of their work, particularly in the context of national and 

global political stages, is to sell and reproduce a particular system. In this case, by 

underscoring the ongoing fragmentations within it, the system, if admittedly 

imperfect, paradoxically comes to appear strong, flexible, and perhaps even 

inevitable.  

Ki Hadjar Dewantoro’s founding of the Taman Siswa in the 1920s can be seen 

as a further example of this kind of strategy. A “mere” school based on a dizzyingly 

varied array of local and international sources and methods, the Taman Siswa, with its 

obvious benefits for students and broadly “objective” view of modern education, 

simultaneously served to demonstrate the continuing flexibility – and thus strength – 

of a Javanese worldview by enfolding the new, the modern, and the militant within a 

familiar set of basic, artistic and philosophical conventions associated with “tradition” 

via the historical prominence of the Central Javanese courts. Officially ambiguous in 

its political orientation and goals, the school’s popularity and allegedly neutral status 

allowed it to flourish as a source of resistance against Dutch hegemony, while 

reinstalling a Mataram-Javanese authority and conception of negara (nation and/or 
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state) at the heart of the Indonesian nationalist movement. Whether consciously or 

not, in their complex approaches to the art and politics of nationalism, Ismail, Sani, 

and many other local modernists had become the inheritors of this fluid, but recurring 

ideological pattern. 

Following the imposition of Manipol in the early 1960s, the Indonesian left, 

while itself a complex and fragmented entity, in its public discourse began to 

increasingly envision the nation in something closer to the terms put forth by 

Anderson in Imagined Communities: as part of an unprecedented, progressive global 

system with radically new and different values and, in this case, a distant, Sino-Soviet 

center. Meanwhile, right-leaning factions in the military were increasingly looking to 

the West, and particularly to the United States, which was eager to support regional 

movements against both communism and the anti-imperial Sukarno. Nahdlatul 

Ulama’s gathering together of those who were neither openly left nor right thus can 

be seen as ever more strongly imposing a local, Javanese center on the circuitous 

international loops of influence drawn on by Islamic-socialist intellectuals like Ismail 

and Sani, imbuing their work with a stronger aura of “tradition,” and further fueling 

allegations of anti-revolutionary “feudalism” from the left. As one of the films 

championed by the left demonstrates, however, in the realm of cinema, there was 

often a gap between public rhetoric and the result of actual production.  

 
“Leftist” Cinema in Indonesia: A Mild Case of Vernacular Modernism 
 
In light of the increasingly polarized and threatening rhetoric from NU, 

Manikebu, and leftist filmmakers, artists, and ideologues in regards to the politics of 

each other’s work, a comparison (to the extent that it is possible) of the actual films 

produced on either side may leave the historian scratching his or her head. 

Unfortunately, during the purges of 1965, almost all of the films associated with 

leftist directors, producers, and writers were targeted for destruction by the military; 

still-extant prints, if there are any, have yet to be discovered. For some reason, 

however, Violetta (1962), one of the best-known films of leftist writer-director 

Bachtiar Siagian, is available for viewing on video at Sinematek, the national film 

archive in Jakarta, which also keeps a more complete collection of Siagian’s 

screenplays. Siagian, like Ismail and Sani of Sumatran origin, made a series of 

popular, economically successful films from the mid-1950s to the mid-1960s, and was 
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considered at the time to be Ismail’s chief rival for the status of most prominent local 

director (Sen 1994:41-43; Siagian and Yusuf 2013; Ismail 1983:91-97). 

As a member of Lekra, the massive leftist arts organization, Siagian took part 

in the post-1960 attacks on the “counterrevolutionary” films and artworks of Ismail, 

Sani, and other members of Lesbumi and NU. He was also a key participant in the 

1964 Afro-Asian film festival in Jakarta that aimed to promote an explicitly 

politically radical approach to cinema. However, the black and white images of 

Violetta, which was reportedly released the same year (despite its 1962 production – 

Yusuf 2015), position its stars within a soft, glamorous chiaroscuro light, and tell a 

fairly simple, romantic narrative of a nationalist solider, a young girl from a wealthy 

family, and her overprotective mother. As Sen (1994, 2013) and others have 

commented, in its formal, aesthetic, and narrative approaches, Violetta is strongly, 

and oddly, reminiscent of precisely the smooth, broadly revered Hollywood and 

European classics that the Indonesian left claimed to be most anathema to their 

revolutionary mission. The most intriguing, and potentially complicating, reference 

displayed in Violetta is a closeup on the cover of Nietzsche’s 1891 Thus Spoke 

Zarathustra in an early scene. In the film, as in the unfinished text itself, however, 

Nietzsche’s theme of potential human-Übermensch transformation – for Siagian quite 

possibly an implicit reference to the communist “new man” – is pointedly left on the 

shelf as the film’s characters find themselves stuck in repeating patterns of tragedy 

due to the familiar, inescapable forces of fate and human desire. 

In the context of Indonesian cinema of the time, Violetta’s setting is 

commonplace, and there are echoes, although far sadder ones, of the raucous, 

domestic musical scenes in many of Ismail’s “entertainment” films. Violetta (Rima 

Melati), the daughter of a well-off Javanese school teacher (Fifi Young), displays 

modern parlor-entertainment skills similar to those of Nunung in Tiga Dara, playing 

the organ and singing (here in an opera-hymnal style), although the performance is for 

her lonely mother, not a crowd of enthusiastic guests. More so than in Tiga Dara, in 

Violetta, issues of class indeed come to the fore as Corporal Herman (Bambang 

Hermanto), a young independence fighter who pursues Violetta’s affections, and a 

mute, simpleton servant who watches her amorously from the sidelines, enter the 

picture. The servant’s silent gaze appears to go unnoticed, but Violetta becomes 

infatuated with Herman, whose Javanese village songs and history as a Ketoprak 
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(Javanese traditional folk theater) player contrast with Violetta’s church-operatics and 

betray his lower birth. Unsurprisingly, Violetta’s mother is opposed to the match, yet 

the true reason for her distaste, as implied by Siagian’s story, finally pulls the 

narrative back from its apparent initial focus on class conflict. 

Not unlike the absent mother-figure in Tiga Dara, here, a missing father – 

Violetta’s, who ran off when she was young, leaving mother and daughter alike bereft 

and heartbroken – creates a human lack around which characters’ emotions are tightly 

wound. In Violetta, however, the result is quite distinct. Finally, and in many ways 

from the beginning, it is clear that the wound caused by the absence of husband/father 

has sown hatred and fear of the opposite sex in the heart of Violetta’s mother. 

Furthermore, in Violetta herself, the lack has created an obsessive need for male 

companionship – precisely what her mother feels she must now “save” her from. The 

class gap that divides Violetta from Corporal Herman is thus ultimately papered over 

with a far more histrionic focus on the “universal” problems of gender. (At one point, 

for example, Herman gives Violetta a caged bird – a creature whose symbolization of 

a phallus is common in Indonesia as in the West and elsewhere – which appears to 

stand for “exactly what she’s missing.” Also, in light of the cage, the gift seems to 

suggest what she’ll do to that missing appendage/father/lover once she’s found it) 
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The “Leftist” Look? 
Figure 17: In contrast to the structure of gazing shown at the beginning of this chapter in 

Usmar Ismail’s Tiga Dara, as well as in Ismail’s 1954 Lewat Djam Malam (After the Curfew, 
discussed in chapter two), both of which I have argued position women as among the most 

powerful, dynamic symbolic and narrative elements, Siagian’s Violetta deploys a much more 
“standard” approach to gendered looks. As shown in the two pairs of stills above, which are 

taken from two typical shot-reverse-shots used in different parts of the film, Violetta stares 
longingly at precisely what she feels she most lacks: a male/father figure (the top set shows 
her looking at a man with his daughters on the street in front of her house, while the bottom 
set shows her in bed, unable to sleep, looking at a traditional painting of a man, woman and 
child). When looking at actual men, however, she most often averts her eyes, and her most 

obviously critical or “powerful” stare is directed at herself in the mirror, seemingly taking on 
the evaluative gaze of authority figures like her mother or Corporal Herman, the man with 

whom she is in love. 
 
While this all appears quite general in its social range, there is another, 

implicit absence that is perhaps of greater interest in the context of the Indonesian 

film politics of the early 1960s: the revolution. Violetta is set mostly in a Javanese 

village during the struggle for independence, and while Herman, likely a farm-boy 

turned soldier, is a clear indicator of the tenor of that historical moment, there is no 

actual conflict anywhere in sight, or even an enemy as such. Sukarno’s famous 1960s 

slogan “the revolution is unfinished,” vehemently, if quite differently, taken up by 

both the left and military, thus appears oddly inapplicable; here, even during the 

actual war with the Dutch, it is as if the revolution doesn’t exist. In the end, the only 

person who is killed by the soldiers – indeed, by Herman himself – is Violetta. When 

her mother forbids Herman from seeing her again, he is forced by social convention to 

bow to her demands. After promising never to return, Herman announces that “it’s 

dangerous out there tonight, best to stay inside, ma’am,” and marches off with his 

fellow soldiers to guard the area. After freeing the bird Herman gave her, the 

devastated Violetta runs off into the woods after him. In the darkness, he mistakes her 
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for the absent foreign enemy – perhaps due to the fact that there simply isn’t anyone 

else in the woods – and puts a bullet in her heart.  

After discovering what has actually occurred, he carries her home to her 

devastated mother, her limp body draped across his arms. When he shows up at the 

burial, however, which is rendered in striking, Bergman-esque visual terms with a 

large cross silhouetted at the top of a hill, Violetta’s mother has finally realized what 

has been obvious to the audience from the beginning. Making her peace with Herman, 

she implies that the scars she bears from the loss of her former husband have 

prevented her from seeing the situation more clearly. “I am the one who killed 

Violetta,” she insists, tearfully absolving Herman of his guilt. The final image is of 

the empty cage and the cross marking Violetta’s grave, atop which, of course, sits the 

bird, bookending and underscoring the consistently “phallic” nature of the film’s 

symbolic and formal approach. The cumulative result, particularly in light of 

Herman’s deadly misrecognition of Violetta as the “enemy,” appears a long way from 

the Indonesian leftist ideal of women as the militant partners of their husbands and 

revolutionary educators of their children (Wieringa 2002:233). 

Ultimately, then, the potential for human transformation is presented as 

inextricably entangled with emotional trauma. Violetta’s mother pushes her (and other 

young girls in the school where she is the principal) to deny her feelings and basic 

human drives and “save” herself through strict discipline and rationalization. 

However, as the film strongly implies, to try to banish emotional distress from the 

horizon of future experience is to tempt fate and risk the loss of something of far 

greater value – life itself – than that which apparently stands to be gained. If anything, 

then, Siagian’s film, in which the main movement is away from rationalization, 

extends an implicit critique of those PKI policies that were aimed at setting more rigid 

guidelines for behavior, whether in the socioeconomic, political or artistic spheres. 
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Figure 18: A large cross marks Violetta’s grave as Corporal Herman and Violetta’s mother 
pray at the end of the film. Siagian’s heavy use of religious imagery throughout the film might 
be construed as a critique of religion (which fails spectacularly to save anyone), but in fact, it 
is implied that “modern” Nietzschean and “old” religious methods are equally doomed.  The 
film simultaneously underscores the inexorable importance of religion as a clear and “rigid” 

anchor for human experience.  
  
Violetta’s family is also obviously Christian (Siagian himself was Muslim), 

and the proliferation of religious symbolism throughout the film constitutes another of 

its surprising elements as an allegedly “communist” text. What, then, would account 

for Siagian’s strong association with the left? As Sen (1994) reports, it was perhaps 

due to its “mainstream populist nationalism” that the PKI was first impressed by 

Turang (1957), an earlier film of Siagian’s that highlights the role of the Sumatran 

Karo people in the struggle for independence.55 Turang, too, however, is in Sen’s 

reading a “conventional story of the love affair between [a] guerilla commander…and 

the village head’s daughter” (p. 42). Although Siagian, as noted above, was a member 

of the leftist group Lekra, he never joined the PKI itself. Furthermore, Badja 

Membara (1961), the film he made just before Violetta, was loudly protested by the 

PKI for celebrating the place of Islam in the nationalist movement during the 

Japanese occupation of 1942-1945 (Sen 1994:43). Yet aside from that discrepancy, 

from the late 1950s until the forced dissolution of the party in early 1966, Siagian 

appears to have enjoyed the support of the PKI, and was championed by the party’s 

leader, DN Aidit. 
                                                
55 For Sen’s detailed discussion of Siagian’s career and films, see Indonesian Cinema: Framing the 
New Order (1994:41-49). 
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Figure 19: The poster for Siagian’s Turang. Although there are no known remaining copies of 
the film, which was destroyed along with most other “leftist” media by the military following 

the rise of president Suharto in 1965-66, I came across prints of the poster for sale at the 
antique/tourist shop Mirota Batik in Yogyakarta in 2015. 

 
Given the fact, then, that his films frequently employed religious symbolism 

and generally internalized, romanticized, and individualized national/ist sentiment – 

precisely what the left accused Ismail, Sani, and others on the cinematic “right” of 

doing – perhaps Siagian’s relationship to the pitched battles of party politics, like that 

of others, was also one of safety and convenience. Due to the importance of cinema in 

the political debates of the time, the left would have certainly done well to have a 

figure with the stature of Ismail at their side, and Siagian’s reputation, combined with 

his membership in Lekra, likely made him the top candidate. Whether his films were 

“really” leftist or not, then, was perhaps beside the point. Siagian was clearly 

concerned with some of the same sociopolitical issues as Ismail, yet took a very 

different approach to their expression. Like the folk song-and-dance routines regularly 

performed at party rallies on all sides of the political spectrum (Larasati 2013; 

Wieringa 2002), Siagian’s films were consistently able to sell tickets and attract 

crowds, and thus would likely raise the stature and visibility of the party that 

championed them in the public’s eye. 

Having generally applied a Cold War left-right binary to the politics of 

Indonesian cinema, however, with Usmar Ismail positioned on the “right,” Sen works 

to rescue Siagian’s leftist credentials. Despite her conclusion that many of his films 



 169 

are “in keeping with the style of romantic popular cinema”56 (1994:42), Sen locates in 

Siagian’s final, unfinished mid-1960s film Karmapala not simply a tale of individual 

heroism and loss, but “a dialectic of…personal tragedy and the influence of the 

nationalist movement” (p. 44, emphasis added). Siagian was certainly familiar with 

the Marxist (and Soviet) concept of dialectics, and in a 1957 essay in the magazine 

Purnama, he used the Soviet montage principles of thesis, antithesis and synthesis as 

a basis to explain how cinema functions at a basic level (Siagian 1957:9-10). He first 

studied cinema, in fact, from a Chinese-language copy of Vsevolod Pudovkin’s Film 

Art that was translated for him by a friend with whom he was stationed in Northern 

Sumatra (Siagian and Yusuf 2013). While Siagian attended a Dutch middle school in 

Northern Sumatra in 1939 (a sign of privileged, and thus perhaps not purely 

“proletarian” birth), he was of decidedly simpler means than many of his 

contemporaries in post-independence cinema. Yet he shared with most of them a 

number of key formative experiences as an artist. 

Like Ismail, Sani, and nearly every other Indonesian filmmaker, Siagian had a 

robust and diverse background in theater a and number of other art forms, and he was 

exposed in his early years to the bustling trade in Western opera, hybrid 

local/European tonil plays, and ketoprak in and around Northern Sumatra. As a child, 

his mother taught him to play Malay and Arabic music, and his father, a locally-

popular storyteller, immersed him in the local and Middle Eastern stories and texts 

that served as the sources of his performances. Later, when Siagian was an up-and-

coming theater director in Medan, North Sumatra, his wife, an actress, taught at a 

local branch of the Taman Siswa. Siagian was also no stranger to the political nature 

of local cinema and performance. During the Japanese occupation, he was jailed and 

tortured by the Kempeitai (Japanese military police) for his alleged participation in a 

subversive play, and later had his first hands-on filmmaking experience as the 

assistant to a Japanese officer in a local propaganda unit (Siagian and Yusuf 2013).  

                                                
56 Indeed, a read through of Siagian’s script for Kamar 13 (Room 13 1961), which was directed by 
fellow “leftist” (and Lekra) director Basuki Effendi (none of whose films were left after the purges of 
1965-66), reveals a fairly typical, light-romantic “screwball comedy” that revolves around 
misunderstanding. Here, however, the class conflict and “gender-bending” for which Hollywood 
screwball comedies of the 1930s and 40s were well known is subdued to the point of being nearly non-
existent. 
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As Siagian’s brief autobiography, recently published in the contemporary left-

leaning journal Indoprogress, indicates, what defined and enabled his career from its 

beginnings in music and theater was not his political standpoint, but the fact that he 

had a gift for populism and attracting large crowds. Despite this, following Sen, 

Indonesian critic Windu Yusuf’s introduction to the autobiography attempts to revive 

his leftist credentials. Yusuf argues that in the fragmented, intellectual, and often 

“pessimist and fatalist” perspective of Ismail, “the physical revolution hit a dead end” 

(p. 1). In the populist, ostensibly optimist, and hero-focused work of Siagian, on the 

other hand, “the Permanent Revolution had only just begun” (p. 2). Sen (1994, 2003, 

2015) goes further still, attempting to place Siagian at the third phase of development 

in Teshome Gabriel’s (1982) mapping of Third Cinema, claiming Siagian’s films to 

have been “engaged in a critical reassessment of traditional cultures” (1994:46).  

Usmar Ismail, as mentioned earlier, is placed by Sen in Gabriel’s first phase, 

“belonging to the…stage of Hollywood mimicry” (Sen 1994:46). As I hope I have 

already made clear, however, Ismail’s relationship with Hollywood is far more 

complex and generally negative in its assessments, and his films bear neither 

obviously derivative nor directly “oppositional” resemblance to the style of American 

popular movies. Like his screenplays, Siagian’s one available film, on the other hand, 

immediately recalls the formal, narrative and symbolic approaches of the popular 

Western cinema and literature. Despite his education and interest in Soviet theory, 

furthermore, Siagian himself stated that it was his goal to employ a Hollywood-

infused style.57 This is not to say, however, that Violetta is itself uninteresting or 

merely derivative. Siagian was clearly a gifted cineaste with a broad artistic palette, 

and he infuses the globalized style of Violetta with a number of local elements and 

flourishes (see still). 

 
                                                
57 In my discussion with Siagian’s youngest daughter, Bunga (18 August 2016 in Jakarta), who is a 
filmmaker, writer and festival curator currently working in Jakarta, she described a letter written by her 
father to the film critic Salim Said in response to Said’s portrayal of Siagian in his book Profil Dunia 
Film Indonesia (1982, translated and published in English as Shadows on the Silver Screen: A Social 
History of Indonesian Film in 1991). There, Said called Siagian a “PKI sympathizer” and implied he 
was therefore something of a hypocrite because “not all of his films were made in the style that he so 
frequently preached and talked about” (1991:74). As Bunga related the exchange to me, Siagian, who 
in a published excerpt of his autobiography (2013) also explains that he was not actually a member of 
the PKI, wrote to Said that he consciously and openly deployed a Hollywood-influenced style as a 
method to attract larger audiences to his work. 
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Figure 20: While employing what appears to be a self-consciously classical/Hollywood style, 
in Violetta, Siagian also shows a number of Javanese structural, performative flourishes. 

Here, Pak Kasman, the poor father of the young mute servant who is infatuated with Violetta, 
sings from a text in Javanese. While his words are not subtitled in this version, a portion of 
the film’s non-Javanese audiences would likely have understood at least the main gist. The 
first line, “melu edan, ora tahan”  (“join in the insanity, unable to endure”) is clearly meant 
to foreshadow what already seems likely at this (close to halfway) point in the film: that the 

fragile Violetta is heading for a disastrous breakdown. Positioned with his shadow projected 
on a blank wall, Pak Kasman resembles a dalang (puppet master) seen from behind the screen 
of a wayang kulit (shadow play) performance. In this instance, the film indeed seems to have 
“stopped” for a moment and gone “behind the scenes” where something of the structure of 

the story is revealed. Yet the moment is brief, and is smoothly integrated into the film’s 
otherwise progressive time and sealed, “continuous” on-screen space. 

  
A case could be made, then, for the fittingness of Siagian’s approach with 

Miriam Hansen’s (1999) claim that global cinemas constitute a diverse set of 

“vernaculars” of the basic language of film established in the first few decades of 

Hollywood. In this instance, however, Siagian, while on the one hand demonstrating 

the validity of Hansen’s theory as a transnational cinematic “rule,” on the other, from 

the perspective of the local, must be seen as an idiosyncratic exception to dominant 

trends in Indonesian cinematic style. As such, Siagian also reveals the presence of 

other, non-Western-centric systems of value that persistently coincide, at times in 

openly combative manner, with the ostensibly universal rule of Hansen’s “vernacular 

modernism.” 

Furthermore, if we take into account Hansen’s assertion that classical 

Hollywood form is indeed modernist in its conception and spirit, and that it served as 

the basic inspiration for cinemas as diverse and oppositional as those of the early 

years of the Soviet Union (1999:61), the attraction of the Indonesian left to Siagian’s 
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classical allusions might begin to make more sense, beyond the status of his films as a 

magnet for public attention. Particularly in light of his Soviet-influenced writings, at 

an underlying, structural level, Siagian’s style might also have been seen by the PKI 

as a sign of a particular kind of development in thinking that in the future might lead 

to a more “revolutionary” state of affairs – not unlike Gabriel’s stages of cinematic 

progression in relation to Hollywood. The slick and formally consistent nature of 

Siagian’s films, heralding the classically “transparent” illusion of the self-enclosed 

world on screen, could also be understood as implicitly bolstering leftist (and other) 

critics’ interest in promoting the notion of Indonesia as a singular “whole” operating 

in unison against its imperialist (or other) enemies. Here, too, a connection emerges 

with Benedict Anderson’s (1983) theory of the nation as a unified and chronological 

imagined community. But as prevalent as such discourse may have been in the 

rhetoric of parties and the speeches of government officials, it, too, is clearly a minor 

exception to the rule of local mass media representations. 

In the rising tensions and political fragmentation of the late 1950s and early 

60s, it was the approaches to cinema of Ismail, Sani, and others on the alleged “right” 

that would serve as the most salient signals of changes in the structure of feeling. Not 

only on screen, but in an all-too-authentic series of catastrophic events in 1965-66, 

these undercurrents would loudly “demand to be realized”: following a failed coup on 

October 1, 1965, that was quickly pinned on the PKI by their political opponents, the 

right-leaning military under General Suharto swept across the nation in a wave of 

killings, taking the lives of 500,000-1,000,000 accused communists and leftists in the 

space of a few months.  

Siagian, whatever his formal style as a filmmaker, was prominently associated 

with the left side of the raging artistic and political debates that preceded, and to some 

extent catalyzed, the violence. Along with the discourse of his camp, which was 

suddenly and absolutely deemed to be failed, “evil,” and, as the non-left had been 

previously tarred, counterrevolutionary, Siagian and his films were swept away in the 

horrific, Benjamin-esque “storm of progress” that resulted. While he was fortunately 

not killed, he nonetheless vanished into the infamous political “gulag” of Buru Island 

for over a decade. Like the tens of thousands of others imprisoned there, he was never 

given a trial or official sentence. Upon his release in 1979, he returned to Jakarta, 
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directing and writing scripts for television under a pen-name, but never achieved 

anything approaching his former prominence (Sen 1994, 2015).  

The purges and arrests of millions of accused “atheist” leftists in 1965-66 that 

followed were in some sense a “victory” for Western-aligned factions of the military, 

and thus for Western imperialism as a universal platform. Largely due to their anti-

leftist alliance with these “right-wing” elements, Ismail, Sani, Hamka, and many 

others came to be lumped in with the local political right, and thus, following the 

same logic, with the continuous, loosely naturalist aesthetics and liberal democratic 

politics of Hollywood and Western cinema. Yet from the perspective of the broader 

reassertion of a local, Javanese-centric metalanguage that I have argued for in this 

chapter, what in fact occurred was something quite distinct. Although the result was 

no less catastrophic in terms of its injustice and cost in Indonesian lives, the events of 

1965-66 must be seen as the culmination of a process of appropriation, translation and 

combination of local and global ideas, political categories, and filmic techniques – 

one profoundly defined by emanations from local structures of feeling – rather than 

one of local assimilation into, or alignment with, the broader contours of conflict 

between Western capitalism and Soviet communism that defined the Cold War.   

 
Circuitous Exchange: 

Traditions of (Cinematic) Critique and a Return to the Centrality of Gender 
 
Not unlike the traditional Javanese adjar (teachers), resi (“seers”) and rural 

kiai (Islamic leaders) who sought to isolate themselves from association with 

particular political parties, but emerged to “play brief…decisive roles in the collapse 

of an old order and the emergence of a new” (Anderson 1972:54), many of the films 

of Ismail, Sani, and others such as Nya Abbas Akup are arguably part of what David 

Hanan (2009) calls a healthy, cinematic “tradition of…political satire” (p. 14) that 

extends from the Sukarno era into New Order under Suharto, but “is also found in 

traditional media” (p. 15). For Anderson, in the traditional Javanese intellectual 

framework, the seer or kiai are not necessarily the cause of political change. Rather, 

“it is the abrupt emergence of such figures into the political arena which reveals the 

inner decay or disruption of the social order, indeed precipitates it” (54). Similarly, 

irrespective of whether those in power at the time are considered left or right in their 

alliances (and whether those alliances refer to the Cold War, the screen of wayang, or 
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something else) the cinematic tradition of political intervention, argues Hanan, 

consistently deploys “criticism of the State via allusion and parallelism,” thus 

avoiding the appearance of direct involvement with particular sides and further 

compromising the modern artist/seer as ostensibly balanced source of critique.  

Both before and after the rise of Suharto, Akup in particular, whose 1957 

satire Tiga Buronan (Three Fugitives) I review elsewhere, arguably “hid” his critique 

in the guise of ostensibly “harmless” comedies. The critical political nature of the 

films of NU-affiliated Lesbumi directors like Ismail and Sani, on the other hand, has 

often been underemphasized (Sen 1994; Yusuf 2013) due to the films’ sly 

categorization as “film-dakwah” or “proselytizing films,” partly as a response to the 

heated political climate of the early 1960s. As I have suggested above, however, the 

work of Ismail, Sani, and others affiliated with NU, Lesbumi, or Manifes Kebudayaan 

was designed to be anything but preachy or otherwise obviously propagandistic – this 

was precisely what both men most objected to in the left’s calls for stricter, narrower 

definitions of “revolutionary” cinema and other forms of public expression (and this 

is what makes them more similar to the traditional figures of seer or kiai than to a 

more typical Islamic ideologue). 
 

   
 

Figure 21: Asrul Sani’s Pagar Kawat Berduri (1961) is very much in keeping with the 
fragmented, “non-aligned” structural-narrative trends identified in this chapter. Set during 
the struggle for independence, the two main characters, a Dutch officer (Bernard Ijzerdraat, 

left) and a captured nationalist rebel (Sukarno M Noor, right) frequently engage in 
philosophical debates. The editing often cuts between them looking into the camera, as if 

directly addressing the audience and engaging them in the argument at hand. Following the 
implications of Sani’s formal approach, the officer, an idealist, says he became a soldier 

because he wanted to come into “direct contact” with the Indonesian people, whom he wants 
to “help.” His nationalist interlocutor, a realist, sees the situation in terms of two broader 

systems of thought and domination that have come into conflict (the Dutch/European and the 
Indonesian/Nationalist). Instead of simplistically favoring one, however, he asserts that 
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neither will allow the humanist goals of individuals to be easily accomplished. When the 
Dutch officer is finally convinced by his interlocutor’s argument, he commits suicide at the 

end of the film. 
 
For Sani in particular, Islam in the early 1960s “appears” on screen – as it had 

in almost all iterations of nationalist and party politics, including communism – as a 

potential for intra-national, as well as possibly regional and international, unification. 

Yet in Sani’s realism the power of Islam remains a fleeting, immaterial presence, 

signaled mostly through sounds such as off-screen chanting or a lilting call to prayer, 

like a still-intangible (and quite possibly last) hope for the promises of nationalist 

modernism. As such, Sani offers no explicit instructions or proselytizing message, 

and viewers are left with what would be best described as a feeling – one that implies 

the possibility of utopia, while, in its very fleetingness, warning of the potential for 

disaster. In films like Sani’s Pagar Kawat Berduri (Barbed Wire Fence 1961), then, 

Islam is no longer a “material” force per se, but stands as a dynamic but troubled 

attempt to symbolize and embody the contemporary structure of feeling. (In this 

context, Siagian’s use of Christianity in Violetta above could be seen as more rigid, 

phallic rendering of religion as an expression of a structure of feeling) The resultant 

aesthetic is thus also “non-aligned” in its relationship to more fixed or rigid 

understandings and iterations of politics, religion, and cinematic form on both local 

and global levels, eluding in particular the ubiquitous, essential association of cinema 

with the visual.  

 

   
 

Figure 22: Pagar Kawat Berduri 2: The only thing that stops the debate (and with it narrative 
time) between realist prisoner and humanist officer is the “sound” of Islam, as the Arabic 
chanting of a prisoner (who reads from the Qur’an) carries throughout the Dutch military 
complex, inserting a language that is “foreign” to both Dutch and Indonesians, yet whose 

texture and sound is eminently familiar to the latter. The sound carries on for a full two 
minutes and forty five seconds, during which all dialog ceases. During that time, through a 

series of reaction shots the chanting is shown to trigger moments of simultaneous 
contemplation in everyone who hears it.  
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If Islam, for Sani, is something between an allegory and – in its lack of visual 

materiality – a fluid “analogue” for the troubled, disturbing shifts then-underway in 

Indonesia’s structure of feeling, for Ismail, it is often women – like the “Messianic” 

Nunung in Tiga Dara – who are accorded such a dynamic, deceptively apolitical, 

symbolic role. In Tiga Dara, Nunung is thus placed deep within a fraught process of 

modernization, and (still potentially) revolutionary change. The film revolves around 

her status as a deceptively meek, anachronous participant in the inevitable exchange – 

here an ever-impending marriage which oddly resembles the extended throes of a 

political economic “divorce” to end colonialism in Sani’s Pagar – that lies at the 

center of the process. In the context of her younger sisters’ idealistic revelry, Nunung 

appears as a drag, and is at times treated as if she were “invisible.” Elsewhere, 

however, her possession of an unexpected agency is underscored through the show-

stopping sounds she is able to create, suddenly, not unlike the prisoner chanting the 

Qur’an in Pagar, breaking into a performance that ensnares old and young alike 

within a moment of stillness that is also eminently “moving.” Nunung’s uncanny 

ability to create pauses, both in the flux of present experience and in the imperative 

time of her oncoming marriage, thus constitutes a critical engagement with the 

temporality of development as a modern kind of “fate.” Her interference with the (in 

fact, “traditional”) logic driving such mechanisms of progression is a constant source 

of worry and dramatic tension, making her by turns frighteningly powerful and an 

object of pity within her family. But in the eyes of others, Nunung is imbued with an 

inner glow that transcends her normally unglamorous, middle-of-the-road appearance.  

The question addressed by Sani and Ismail in distinct but related ways, then, is 

how to reveal, and engage critically with, certain kinds of “necessary” changes 

already underway in the structure of feeling without overwhelming the extant 

conventions of either representation or exchange, and thus risking the potentially 

disastrous re/appearance of something wholly unrecognizable, and thus “inhuman” – 

like suicide, economic collapse, or mass violence in the process of regime change. 

Nunung’s power – as character and symbol alike – lies in her ability to embody and 

express the weighty truth of a fundamental paradox: that of the non-linear, 

“coincidental,” and frequently menacing nature of progression and modernization. If 

the fragmentation and tensions that characterize the modern, furthermore, portend an 

oncoming catastrophe, Nunung’s flexibility as intermediary points to the potential to 
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subdue, or at least delay, the possibility of such a disastrous outcome. As an actual 

person as well as a symbolic presence, furthermore, the forceful subjective range and 

highly fleshed-out screen appearance with which Nunung imbues her status as 

“commodity” creates a more legible connection between the structural difficulties 

faced by character and viewers alike. The importance of Nunung as a populist 

venture, however distasteful to Ismail at the time, is therefore as an attempt to take 

one step further in the difficult task of representing the “unrepresentable” in terms that 

resonant to the contemporary audiences of Tiga Dara. 

As I detail in chapter four, Ismail’s frequent underscoring of the politics of 

womanhood and femininity in the 1950s and early 60s foresaw a broader shift in 

focus that I argue to be a populist cinematic response to the rise of Suharto and the 

violence of 1965. All of Ismail’s films, of course, are not centered on women, 

although women play critical roles in almost every one of them. A related theme that 

Ismail returned to again and again was that of the troubles of the bekas pejuang 

(former freedom fighter) returning to society after the revolutionary war. He wrote in 

1954 that this post-revolutionary theme, popular in Indonesia throughout the 1950s, 

was one that he and other Perfini filmmakers like Djajakusuma (as in the 1952 

Embun) imbued with a brutally honest and distinctly bitter realism (1983:60-61). In 

this sense, the bekas pejuang can also be seen as representing a male attempt to 

allegorize and symbolize the post-revolutionary structure of feeling.  

In the case of the male pejuang, however, the contradictions and 

fragmentations inherent in the processes of collective development and change are 

generally experienced as insurmountable, and the sense of a real, impending 

catastrophe is far more acute. Even in films focusing on the revolution itself, like 

Usmar’s early Enam Djam di Djogdja (Six Hours in Yogya[karta] 1951), there is a 

stark split in the texture and strength of revolutionary spirit expressed by male and 

female characters. Men are generally more easily swayed by the allure of power or 

safety in joining the then-dominant Dutch enemy, and even those who dedicate and 

sacrifice themselves to the revolution are subject to frequent bouts of self-doubt and 

egoism that are clearly destructive to the broader cause of independence. Women, 

while rarely idealized, are almost always at the center of revolutionary action – not 

necessarily in the planning of attacks or on the battlefield (although they cross enemy 

lines bearing messages and other support), but as a driving force that advises, 
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catalyzes and gives energy to the struggle, or openly scorns those who appear either 

overconfident or lacking in commitment. In these senses their strength, like that of 

Nunung, is expressed in their roles as shrewd judges and mediators.58  

 
Conclusion: Girl’s Dormitory as Prelude to Post-Genocidal Houses of Monstrosity 

 
Not unlike Ratu Kidul, the mythical Mataram-Javanese Queen of the South 

Sea discussed in the previous chapter, women in the work of Ismail are most often 

positioned as key participants in, and sources of, the re/birth of the political, both at 

moments of regime change and in its sprawling, at times chaotic, aftermath. In the 

1958 film Asrama Dara (Girls’ Dormitory), Ismail effectively deconstructs the 

dynamic conjugation that is Nunung in Tiga Dara, turning it into an unofficial, yet 

central institution of modern development, the so-called girls’ dormitory. (Despite the 

many important differences between them, the asrama dara therefore very much 

recalls the basic position and structure of the previous chapter’s lokalisasi) Not 

attached to any particular school or place of work, the dormitory is privately owned 

and run by its aging matriarch, and houses unmarried women between the ages of 14 

and 30 who have come to Jakarta, the capital city, seeking their fortune in various 

manners. They include schoolgirls living away from home, as well as an artist, a 

stewardess, and a star medical student. The “dormitory,” in fact a large house with 

upscale furnishings and, as in Tiga Dara, a large parlor and living room with a piano, 

                                                
58 Despite the longstanding Javanese interest in women’s positionality, however, with Ismail’s 
background in “reformist” Islam, and intellectual roots in Padang, West Sumatra, far from the strong 
Indic cultural and textual influence in the courts of Java, he might appear an unlikely candidate for a 
critical focus on issues of gender. However, the Minangkabau people of Padang, as Wieringa writes, 
are unusual both globally and in Indonesia because they “adhere to a matrilineal system of kinship and 
inheritance, and are staunch followers of Islam at the same time” (1995:241). As such, Ismail, Sani, 
Hamka, and many other Padangese members of the intellectual core of the Angkatan 45 were not only 
inheritors of Arab, Javanese, and “world culture,” as they wrote in 1951, but also of a tradition of a 
local thought in which “an egalitarian ideology and a strong belief in democracy are central,” and “no 
decision can be taken without the consent of the women who collectively own the communal property” 
(p. 243). This is no guarantee, of course, of a “progressive” stance on gender relations. But Ismail’s 
broader interest in “Islamic socialism,” and the central focus of many of his films on the social and 
political importance of women, can nonetheless be seen in terms of the continuity of particular, 
localized elements that are being assimilated, and simultaneously asserting themselves, within the 
burgeoning national structure of feeling. In regional terms, in their interests in Egypt as a model of 
modern Islamic nationhood, both Ismail and Hamka also expressed concern (whether rightly or 
wrongly) that the position of women there would be more “traditional” – in the stereotypical sense of 
being sheltered from political and public engagement – than what they envisioned for Indonesia (Salim 
2012). 
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is precisely a space where the inevitability of fate and the socioeconomic forces of 

tradition are negotiated, the temporality of the latter often extended as it meets and 

engages the modern.    

 Because these aspects of life are not only important to women, the space is 

also heavily frequented by men, who are perhaps drawn to it by the inevitable forces 

of their own fates and socio-biological clocks. Yet if they are initially in a rush to “get 

on with things,” be they personal or national in nature, the terms of engagement are 

firmly set by the force generated from within the dorm’s collective, female energy. 

Inside it, the changes wrought by time and modernization, and particularly shifts in 

women’s positions and rights, are constant topics of discussion and debate. No final 

judgments are made, but the film clearly argues for the importance of women who are 

inclined (as are most of those who people the film’s urban world) to establish 

themselves in their careers prior to marriage. There is an implication, in the figure of 

one of the girls’ mothers – a national-level politician – that if things are carried “too 

far,” the concerns of family may be neglected to the detriment of future generations. 

Yet there is no suggestion that the mother has made a mistake in choosing to join the 

political sphere. More than half of the blame is in fact implicitly placed on her far less 

ambitious husband, who appears to embody the other, darker side of the split between 

male and female “revolutionary” spirit. 

 

  
 

Figure 23: In Asrama Dara, young women direct their knowing gazes at each other (left) as 
they use improvised instruments to infuse the traditional Balinese dance Joged Bumbung with 
a Latin sensibility. Meanwhile, their comrades (right) learn the moves to go with it. Later in 
the film, the “non-aligned” (my term) melodies and steps that result are performed on stage 

for an audience (the character in the center of the left frame is a budding choreographer, and 
these melodies and steps represent her public authorial debut). In the final scene, they also 
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serve as a conduit for the formal interactions of the dorm’s young women with their chosen 
male partners.  

 
  Finally, the girl’s dormitory, appearing just prior to the institution of guided 

democracy, the Manipol political manifesto, and the dramatically increased political 

tensions that followed, ends on a generally happy, harmonious note. The dramatic 

arcs in the lives of its characters are, at least for the moment, resolved. The matter of 

consistency and smooth progression in national identity, and the shifting, stubbornly 

non-linear (and non-aligned) trajectories of tradition, history, and gender politics 

within it, however, are pointedly left open and undecided. Because of its implicit 

focus on the centrality of gender in the process of development, furthermore, Asrama 

Dara anticipates the continuing critical importance of gendered imagery in cinematic 

engagements with local structures of feeling following the occurrence of a real 

national-level catastrophe beginning in 1965. Almost immediately afterward, the 

lenses of filmmakers, including Ismail’s last work, Ananda (1970), would focus on 

the lives of women; now, however, taking their cue from the mass killings of 1965-

66, the deployment of female structural allegories would become almost obsessively 

concerned with the representation of the actual “monstrosities” lurking within the 

engines of exchange, and driving the deadly processes of development and 

modernization. 
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Chapter Four  

Signatures of the Invisible: 
The Prostitute and the Thick Inscription of Senen 

 
Form and content are united in the prostitute, as in their synthesis. 

  Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project (1999:335) 
 

The prostitute is one of those monads who open themselves to the 
archeological labor of the reconstruction of history. 

Christine Buci-Glucksmann, Baroque Reason: The Aesthetics of  
Modernity (1994:99) 

 
Prelude to Analysis: Hustling at the Grand 

 

Figure 24: The Senen Grand Theater in 1994 (source: Kompas), with hand-painted posters 
for locally popular, Indonesian “sex” and “horror-mystical” films (a major focus of this 

chapter) mostly obscuring the more polished appearance of global capital in the form of the 
Marlboro Man. The theater is shown from the point of view of a busy intersection of which it 
occupies the Southeast corner. Beneath the posters and behind the grid are the entrances to 
two of the three screens on the lower level. The box office for those screens is on the bottom 

right, but is obscured by shadow. The main entrance to the theaters, inside of which paid 
“companions” wait to accompany patrons (see below), is just out of frame to the left. (Film 
titles, from left to right: The Charm of Nyi Roro Kidul; The Pleasure of Taboo; and Desire 

within Love) 
 

From a business perspective, the Senen Grand theater in Jakarta is well-

situated on the corner of a crowded intersection not far from the national monument 



 182 

in central Jakarta, with plentiful room for parking. Along with the Mulia Agung 

(which occupies the lower of the space’s two stories) it boasts five screens, three on 

the building’s first floor, and two above, all with 35mm projection. During the 

“golden age” of Indonesian cinema in the 1970s and 80s, the Grand and the Mulia 

were among the nation’s foremost centers of modern entertainment (Risma 2015). In 

the decades since the 1990s, however, they have faded further and further into dusty 

shadows of their former glory. As if adding insult to injury, the Atrium Plaza, a shiny, 

modern mall built in 1990 and now boasting a Twenty One multiplex with air 

conditioning, plush seats, and the latest digital projection, sits kitty corner across the 

intersection from the Grand. 

The building that comprises the Grand and Mulia was built in the 1920s, and 

was originally known as the Rex theater (Shahab 2009). It is now one of the oldest 

movie houses still operating in Indonesia. A few older theaters, like the Permata or 

the Indra in Yogyakarta, are still standing, but have closed for business, unable to 

compete with the monopolistic practices of the Twenty One group, the largest theater 

chain in Indonesia since the late 1980s. Others, like the elegant Majestic theater in 

Bandung, West Java (built in 1925 and recently restored and converted into a concert 

hall and dance club), have been repurposed, while many others still have been torn 

down. The Grand can thus be said to offer a very different, perhaps “older,” 

experience of movie going, now catering mostly to audiences from lower 

socioeconomic strata. Outside the entrance to the screens, there is a large, open, low-

ceilinged space with a dusty tile floor. In a roped off corner, 50 or so arcade-style 

video games sit unused and collecting dust (save for two that are inexplicably 

operable), offering a dingy glimpse of better financial and technological times for the 

theater in the 1990s.  

Despite its rundown state, however, the place continues to eke out an 

existence. It retains a thick, almost tangible aura of historical significance, as if the 

myriad, crisscrossed paths of the figures who have entered or passed by are somehow 

imprinted and stored within the layers of grime that cover the theater’s every surface. 

It is this sense of the Grand that holds significance for the present chapter. Rather than 

quantifiable historical data, the Grand offers the potential to encounter traces, whether 

visible or otherwise, of a mostly bygone culture of art and cinema that serves as an 

“archeological” condition of possibility for many of the films I study. When in 
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Jakarta, therefore, I often stop by in hopes of stumbling across some obscure scene or 

relic that will prove to be of value for my research.  

During one such visit in 2014, as usual, there were about 15 men and women 

in their 30s and 40s sitting or milling about in the open air, covered “lobby” 

downstairs in front of the video games and the entrances to the lower screens. A man 

who looked to be in his early 30s immediately approached me, asking if I needed any 

help. By now I knew this meant: would I like to take one of the people in front of me 

into the theater as a “companion” with whom to share the experience. As was 

explained to me by an employee of the theater and several of the other friends-in-

waiting on previous visits, the companions are the main reason the Grand is able to 

continue its operations in spite of the Twenty One group’s stranglehold on local 

markets.  

Movie tickets at the Grand are still only 5,000 to 8,000 rupiah (between 40 

and 60 cents in US dollars at the time), while across the way at the Atrium Twenty 

One, entrance starts at 25,000 rupiah (approximately $2 US). Yet the competitive 

“advantage” that allows the Grand to continue selling tickets at all is not their relative 

affordability, but the possibility of accompaniment, the price of which can go as high 

as 50,000 rupiah (about $4 US), depending on one’s bargaining skills. While the 

companion fee plus two tickets adds up to more than the cost of entrance to the 

Atrium’s cinema, due to the extra services provided by the companions within the 

darkened viewing spaces of the theater, the entire entertainment “package” is 

considered bargain basement. The films shown at the Grand, which therefore often 

mainly serve as an atmospheric background for other activities, at the time consisted 

of a mix of contemporary, but “second run” (meaning they come to the Grand/Mulia 

only after screening at Twenty One group theaters) Indonesian and Western fare, 

along with a rotating collection of older, nudity-heavy Asian exploitation films from 

the 1980s and 90s. 

As I politely made clear to the man who first approached me (I will call him 

Topo), I would not be seeing a movie, and would not need the additional services of 

himself or any of the others standing around. Perhaps because it was midday, 

however, or perhaps because, as in the rituals in Parangkusumo described in chapter 

two, there appear to be very few foreigners who come to the Grand, I was nonetheless 

able to strike up a conversation with Topo. He grew up in Jakarta, he told me, and had 
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been coming to the Grand since the 1990s, when it was still packed on a regular basis. 

As a teenager, he often watched films here, but quickly learned that the crowds, and 

the nature of the space itself, offered the opportunity to make extra money by 

hustling.  

The Grand is also well situated in this capacity – if a spectator-customer wants 

more than the limited activities that can take place in the theater itself, there are plenty 

of nearby hotels to be rented by the hour. In the 1990s and early 2000s, Topo said, he 

was able to make a good living here; now, however, with the changes in technology 

and economy of cinema going, he is often forced to look elsewhere for clients. But he 

appeared to be quite attached to the Grand and its aging group of companions and 

patrons nonetheless, and became agitated when I asked him about recent news reports 

in which the Grand was tarred as a place of prostitution run by gangs: “If I can’t even 

get 25,000 [approximately $2 US] some days, would that be enough for the preman 

[gangsters]??”59  

In an odd way, because of the neglected state of the theater and apparent lack 

of concern for much of what goes on in the area at the level of city government, Topo 

and his colleagues have become unofficial “ambassadors” for an important part of the 

history of Indonesia’s capital and center of cinematic production. This status is mainly 

coincidental, of course, and the current friends-in-waiting and theater employees may 

not be able to answer specific questions about the background of the Grand before the 

1990s. They might furthermore possess only the most general knowledge of Senen’s 

former status as an infamous hangout for the nationalist artists, writers and 

filmmakers of the Angkatan 45 (“1945 generation”) from the 1940s through the late 

1960s. But Topo and his rag-tag group of colleagues have nonetheless lived through 

an era of local movie going when the Grand, as in the earlier heyday of the so-called 

Seniman Senen (“Senen Artists”), still represented a viable center of opportunity and 

potential self-advancement in connection with broader local/global discourses and 

practices of art, commerce and mass-communication. In this sense, they have very 

much followed in the dusty footsteps of the pioneers of Indonesian cinema.  

                                                
59 As far as I could tell, Topo was right – there didn’t seem to be any pimps or other organized 
criminals around, possibly because there simply wasn’t enough money circulating to attract them; other 
“companions” and theater employees concurred. 
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Like the nation-building artists, writers, and filmmakers of the Angkatan 45, 

those who continue to linger by the entrance to the Grand act as performative 

mediators between disparate socio-economic groups. While possessed of an intimate, 

corporeal familiarity with the lives, tastes and desires of the contemporary lower 

classes, when the opportunity strikes, the Grand’s hustlers may chance to meet and 

converse with passersby from various “other worlds,” sometimes succeeding in 

engaging them in corporeal transactions as well. These passersby are the kinds of 

people whom the taxi drivers, construction and factory workers, and small time street 

sellers who make up the regular customers of the Grand are generally “not able to talk 

to,” as a woman who hustles there told me on a previous visit. Topo’s experiences, 

beginning at the Grand and branching out along with its gradual decline, have also 

frequently led him to travel to other cities and islands seeking clients. As a result, he 

has regular encounters, some lasting several days, with people from other classes, 

including foreigners. Most recently, he said, he had spent a week in Bali with a 

Russian man he met outside a hotel.  

In my case, then, even though it turned out I wouldn’t be paying him, Topo 

may have felt that it was somehow necessary for him to act as mediator between a 

foreign researcher and a place whose existence and daily activities he has become so 

invested in, and to which he is a capable guide. In a similar way, Topo’s career at the 

Grand has also contributed to a certain ability to negotiate and interpret between 

different genders and sexual orientations. Although he emphatically stated that, when 

not at work, he “only likes women,” the lack of a thriving, heterosexual market for 

male hustlers has contributed to Topo’s acquiring an intimate familiarity with the 

lives and activities of homosexual men.60 It is in their role as corporeal, cultural-

economic go-betweens, I would argue, that the hustlers of the Senen Grand are able to 
                                                
60 In this regard, the large, empty, low-ceilinged space outside the entrance to the Grand is itself also 
more dynamic than it may first appear. On Saturday evenings, it doubles as a place where (mostly) gay 
men, seeking to avoid the expense and hassle of night clubs, gather before heading elsewhere, which is 
most often to the dangdut concerts that are held in a nearby plaza until the early hours of Sunday 
morning (dangdut is the most popular style of music in Indonesia, and has been since the 1970s). This 
information was gathered from a conversation that occurred on another visit to the Grand on a Saturday 
afternoon in 2013. I spoke with three men – an office worker at an IT firm, a school teacher, and 
another participant who didn’t say if he had a job – who had arrived early for the gathering and were 
sitting, waiting and watching the goings on. (Note on use of “gay”: I follow Ben Murtagh, Tom 
Boellstorff and others in recognizing a distinction between the Western-based concept of gay identity 
and its expression, signified by italicizing the word, in Indonesia).  
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encapsulate and convey something eminently historical about the area and its role in 

Indonesia’s artistic and political life. As I will show, this pattern of engagement  

constitutes an important mode of embodied exchange and mediation that characterizes 

the work of many well-known artists and filmmakers who have similarly immersed 

themselves in, and drawn on, the forceful and thickly illicit historical aura of Senen. 

Such engagement is a paradigm that produced and typified the area’s role as a critical 

center for the production of cinematic, literary, and nationalist imaginaries from the 

1940s through the 1960s. The main focus of the present chapter is on the fate of this 

mode, particularly in the context of the cinematic “return” to Senen during the early 

years of Suharto’s so-called “New Order” in the 1970s. 

 
Introduction: The Movie Prostitute as Symbol and Convention 

 
Following the murderous installation of a Western-friendly dictatorship under 

president Suharto in 1965-66 (discussed at the end of chapter three), the political 

vision of filmmakers quickly sank to new “lows” as it was transplanted, and perhaps 

indeed hidden for safety, in the most seemingly abject and unlikely of screen 

characters: the urban prostitute. Beginning in 1970, the figure of the prostitute came 

to occupy a central place in an unprecedented number of local popular films. Almost 

singlehandedly, the various iterations of this character and her seedy environs 

breathed new life into the Indonesian film industry, which since the early 1960s had 

been suffering from a noxious combination of economic downturn, foreign 

competition, and politically motivated repression of the most prolific local 

filmmakers. Drawing on the strong literary and painterly interest in the lives of sex 

workers in Senen in the 1940s and 50s, the figure of the urban prostitute re-emerged 

in even greater numbers on Indonesian movie screens of the 1970s. There, even while 

signaling the disappearance of the potential for open political intervention enjoyed by 

artists throughout much of the Sukarno era, she simultaneously offered a new, more 

surreptitious vessel for the role of art and cinema as critical modes of public 

engagement. 

In the hands of Jakarta filmmakers in the early 1970s, the prostitute’s gaze, 

often made interchangeable with the perspective of the camera, was steadily trained 

on the effects of the radically negative shifts occurring in Indonesia’s “structure of 

feeling,” corresponding to its increasingly authoritarian political climate. Despite the 
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allegedly abject status of prostitutes, however, as figures on screen they inherited 

strong glimmers of the dynamic subjectivity wielded by many middle-class female 

characters in the 1950s and early 60s. The filmic representation of Indonesian sex 

workers in the 1970s thus often served to challenge stereotypes of feminine 

victimization in the face of an overtly patriarchal – and now manifestly oppressive – 

state of affairs.  

More so than their cinematic predecessors, and in fact precisely because of 

their possession of something most middle-class women lack – an intimate familiarity 

with the vilest, most “inhuman” machinations of urban life under Suharto – on-screen 

sex workers were frequently positioned as the unlikely recipients of a deeper, 

structural knowledge of how things around them actually work. As a stand-in for the 

muted political voices of artists and filmmakers, the figure of the prostitute thus 

functioned to infiltrate authority from the bottom up. Learning to “act” within its 

strictures, the cinematic sex worker negotiates power in a way that supersedes the 

abilities of typically well-positioned male characters who otherwise potentially would 

serve as saviors or heroes. Unlike prostitutes, in their very obviousness as “agents” 

within extant hierarchies of class and gender, these men constitute the most easily 

identifiable targets for the state apparatus. In stark contrast to Laura Mulvey’s ([1975] 

1999) influential formulation of the dominant, active “male gaze” of Western popular 

cinema, then, I argue that popular Indonesian films of the early 1970s brought forth a 

complex and scathingly critical feminine look as its foil and dialogic counterweight, 

signaling a mode of operation that supplants and unstitches the position of the phallus 

as a unique locus of power. 

 Surreptitiously drawing on the thick historical authority of Javanese mythical-

dramatic figures like Semar or the Queen of the South Sea, the modern movie 

prostitute of the 1970s similarly arose as a period- and medium-specific response to 

the need for a critical, populist, and “psychologically appropriate” (Williams 1954) 

articulation of the current state of affairs. The result was a hugely popular, lucrative, 

and also profoundly fraught, cinematic engagement. Its populism may well have 

unearthed what Ernesto Laclau argues to be “the very essence of the political,” while 

simultaneously opening a “grey area of contamination” (2005:222) by which 

particular contemporary interests and issues are engulfed in broader historical 

narratives and patterns that emerge as politics are filtered through the habits and tastes 
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of “the people.” As in my analysis of its non-celluloid forebears in previous chapters, 

the “prostitution genre” that resulted can therefore also be read as a meta-reflection 

that lays bare the paradoxical nature of critique. In their formal structure, the genre’s 

films take after the women who are positioned at their symbolic and narrative centers, 

figures whose limited agency depends on a “fall” into the clutches of the oppressive 

political economic system that the genre ultimately works to expose.  

While foregrounding a potentially subversive perspective, the films thus 

reflexively and spectacularly tumble from artistic grace, deploying a combination of 

melodramatic and typically patriarchal, objectifying tropes that appear to clash with 

the impetus for political intervention. It is in this sense that the genre functions as a 

meta-critique, clawing at the ideological veils of morality and agency that shield the 

flaws and complexities of both state authority and its ostensible foil – the ideal of the 

righteous political actor or critic who is “man enough,” to borrow a deceptively 

macho term from Walter Benjamin, “to blast open the continuum of history” 

(1968:262). Perhaps precisely for this reason, by the mid 1970s, the broad appeal of 

the films’ structural, psychological realism packaged within an unblinking focus on 

sex and prostitution finally attracted the attention of the state and its various agents. 

Increasingly dismissed as “film esek-esek” or “sex films,” the genre was widely 

targeted by calls from government and industry authorities alike to project a more 

positive, representative “face of Indonesia” on the nation’s (and potentially the 

world’s) screens (Said 1991:126). Tracing the possible paths to this negative 

“recognition” of the subversive political power potentially catalyzed by the on screen 

prostitute, I will begin by returning to the “primal scene” of Indonesian nationalist 

symbolism: Senen.   

 
“Planet Senen” and the Lokalisasi of Nationalism 

 
Built by Dutch entrepreneur and landowner Justinus Vinke in the 1730s, what 

became known as Pasar Senen (meaning “Monday Market,” so named because it was 

only open for business on Mondays at the time) was soon an economic mainstay of 

what was then Batavia (now Jakarta). The market was reportedly one of the first local 

places of business where a money-based system was implemented as the main 

medium of exchange (Winarno 2014). In the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, Senen was also home to the famous STOVIA (School tot Opleiding van 
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Inlandsche Artsen or "School for the Training of Native Physicians," now part of the 

University of Indonesia), initially founded by Dutch authorities to help deal with 

disease epidemics in the late nineteenth century. Because of the general lack of 

interest from the upper class Javanese native administrators who were initially offered 

entrance, however, the Dutch were forced to open STOVIA to graduates of native 

“people’s schools” and provide housing and free tuition. The school, offering a level 

of education heretofore inaccessible for most Indonesians, quickly became a catalyst 

for the production and spread of nationalism. The opportunity to gather in the political 

center of the Dutch Indies and hold discussions with other students and intellectuals – 

many of whom became increasingly radicalized as a result – led to the critically 

important founding of a nationalist newspaper, and of the anti-colonial organization 

Boedi Oetomo (Yulia 2012).  

STOVIA was moved to the Salemba area in 1920, but the role of Senen as a 

center for radical change and development was already set, and its informal, roadside 

cafes and food stands now provided cover for the surreptitious discussions and 

planning sessions of the next generation of nationalists, including Sukarno and Hatta 

(respectively to become Indonesia’s first president and vice president) (Simanjuntak 

2014). According to filmmaker and historian Misbach Yusa Biran, however, it was 

due to the late-night gatherings and debates among artists, writers, and filmmakers of 

the 1940s and 50s that Senen truly became known as the “heart” of the newly 

independent nation’s capital, now called Jakarta. Because of them, he wrote, “Senen 

and the surrounding areas kept beating 24 hours a day” (2008:109). The Seniman 

Senen, or “Senen Artists,” as they became known, were attracted in part by the 

proximity of the Jakarta Arts center, a large performance space for theater; the Golden 

Arrow film studio, where one could occasionally find work as a crew member or extra 

if one lacked the credentials of a writer, director, or star; and the fact that from Senen, 

one could (at the time) quickly and cheaply find one’s way to almost anywhere else in 

Jakarta.  

There were also the storied food stalls and restaurants, many located in the 

aforementioned empty space abutting the entrance to the Senen Grand theater, where 

those who were already established or well to do in the worlds of art, literature, and 

mass media rubbed elbows with those who were up and coming or as of yet unknown 

and underappreciated. Furthermore, as Biran wrote in “Small Coffees,” one of a 
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satirical series of reports on the area from the late 1950s (Biran 1971), most 

establishments allowed attendees to stay until the wee hours of the morning based on 

minimal, or nonexistent, culinary investments. At the time, concurred actor Sukarno 

M. Noor, “half a glass of coffee and a fried banana with red sugar was sufficient” 

(qtd. in Ardan 2004:21) for admission as spectator-participant in the trans/formative 

processes of national discourses of literature and art. 

Despite all the luminaries or soon-to-be luminaries who frequented Senen, 

however, the term Seniman Senen was not generally applied in a complimentary 

manner. For many, it signaled the fleeting life and finances of would-be artists who 

simply “hung out” for weeks on end, tossing around ideas and hoping to make 

something of themselves, while awaiting the arrival of wealthy “cukong” (roughly 

“money men”), like film producer Djamaludin Malik, who would inevitably refill 

glasses and plates, and occasionally provide work (Ramadan and Pane 2006:91; Biran 

2008:134-138). There was a strong sense, in fact, that the dynamic, formative scene of 

so many major national intellectuals and artists was simultaneously one of endless 

waiting around to “sell oneself” for a slim chance at advancement or recognition. 

Furthermore, the ever-bustling market, nearby train station – a main artery of 

migration from the rural to the urban – and resulting atmosphere of opportunity 

functioned to bring diverse groups into contact with each other; some of these groups, 

however, were taken as further stains on the reputations of up-and-coming 

filmmakers, writers and actors, who regularly convened with unsavory ticket scalpers 

and travelling salesmen of various stripes.  

In Senen, conceptions of art as a pure or ideal expression of national identity 

were therefore generally raised only to be diluted or thrown out into the street where 

they became mixed in with the rest of the “trash.” The area, as Biran wrote with 

mixture of irony, sarcasm and admiration, served as a point of profound coincidence 

between the cosmopolitan, high modernist, intellectual wizardry of much of the 

Angkatan 45 and other, far more ostensibly ordinary forms of magic, such as when “a 

scalper or a hawker of medicines was invited to act in a play, and a new artist was 

born” (2008:110). As with Sukarno, Hatta, and other nationalist revolutionaries in the 

1920s and 30s, however, in the 1950s the powerful alchemical mixture of disparate 

elements in Senen attracted more than just aspiring artists and peddlers of dubious 

goods. Based mainly on the “desire to gather and discuss,” wrote actor Noor, 
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journalists and young politicians (qtd. in Ardan 2004:21) also frequently stopped by 

to talk, listen or record the goings-on.  

The area was furthermore home to an infamous gang, known as “Cobra,” 

made up of former revolutionary fighters from the Siliwangi division who had grown 

up, writes Biran, in the “dark areas” of Senen. Mostly uneducated, illiterate, and thus 

undesirable as soldiers after the defeat of the Dutch, the military nonetheless worried 

about leaving a group of trained and gun-toting fighters to their own devices. Major 

Pi’i, the Cobras’ defacto leader, was thus kept in military employ, and tasked with 

providing “security” for the crucial economic apparatus at work in and around Senen. 

“The organization developed very fast,” remembers Biran, taking control of large 

swaths of the city from its center of operations in Senen, and “organizing all the 

pickpockets and others of their ilk” (2008:111). At the time, this included musicians, 

dancers, and banci, cross-dressing men (or male-to-female transgenders) who often 

performed for spare change on the street. “If you even tried to mess with a banci,” 

writes Biran, “you could end up beaten and bruised!” Like all the other hawkers and 

hustlers around, the Cobras took a keen interest in the activities of the Seniman Senen 

(p. 111). One in particular, a pickpocket who had learned to write, frequently met 

with Biran to get “pointers” on his work. His theatrical script, Si Manis Jembatan 

Ancol (The Beauty of Ancol Bridge), was eventually performed by a local troupe, and 

was later made into a movie (1973, dir. Tourino Djunaedy) that spawned a remake 

(1994, dir. Atok Suharto) and a subsequent television series. 

Despite Senen’s nefarious reputation, then, there is a strong sense in which it 

represented a point of realization for nationalist ideals, like director Usmar Ismail’s 

dictum that artists should submit their souls as a “radar” and “personification of the 

innermost feelings of the people” (Ismail 1983:10; see chapter three for more detailed 

discussion of Ismail’s writings and films). This process of submitting and mixing 

oneself into a veritable stew of characters arrived from all classes and corners of Java, 

Sumatra, and elsewhere in the archipelago would appear to be precisely what the 

writers, painters, and filmmakers who spent the better part of a few months, or even 

several years, hanging out behind the Grand were after. Senen was a place where 

people became “figures,” and where figures and other symbols were arranged into 

pictures, patterns, and narratives. These, it was hoped, would in turn transcend their 
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value as mere semiotica, becoming representations of the “soul” of a nation in 

progress. 

Among the mixed-up masses of Senen, however, one particular segment of 

“the people” made an especially strong impression on many of the artists who spent 

their formative moments there: the large population of prostitutes. The prostitutes’ 

apparent embodiment of the “soul” of Senen (itself the “heart” of the nation’s capital), 

furthermore, was not lost on those outside of the arts community. According to 

historian Alwi Shahab, while the Cold War and space race were waged in the global 

media of the 1950s and 60s, residents of Jakarta eagerly joined in the burgeoning 

discourse of space travel, even if the practice remained a distant, foreign dream. With 

typical sarcastic flair, what was then the city’s most infamous lokalisasi, a quasi-legal 

prostitution area near the Senen train station, was dubbed “Planet Senen” (Republika 

3-6-2016). The name was so popular that it stuck to the area even after most of the 

prostitutes were forced to migrate further north in 1973 and the lokalisasi was turned 

into a youth center (Asrianti 2008). As discussed in chapter two, then, here as well the 

concept of a lokalisasi, or “localization,” indicates a powerful and deceptively humble 

receptor and translator – indeed not unlike a radar – working to define a local point at 

which history, the present, and the national, local and global discourses that vie to 

define them, are drawn to coincide.  

The result, I would argue, constitutes a robust intervention into the politics of 

globalization, whether or not it was directly intended as such. In Fredric Jameson’s 

influential (1992b) theoretical mapping of global cinema, for example, he posits an 

overarching “geopolitical aesthetic” in which the “superstate” – composed of the most 

powerful global economies and political actors – is always subjected to longing, 

lacking cinematic gazes from outside its borders. While Indonesia represents an 

aesthetic regime with a similarly inter/national scope, through the self-consciously 

lowly, localizing mediation of Planet Senen, the geopolitical is solicited, translated 

and sold according to its domestic market value, drawing furtive, desirous looks upon 

itself but staring back from canvas, page and screen through the steady eyes of a 

Jakarta prostitute. 

 
Signatures of the Invisible: The Poet as Thief and “Sphinx” 
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Perhaps indeed those artists who began their careers waiting for what Biran 

termed the “miracles of Senen” – when all the hanging around and “pretending” 

actually produced something tangible – felt a certain kinship with the women who 

likewise waited for opportunity to strike in the form of local cukong, albeit in an 

outwardly very different line of work. This certainly appeared to be the case with the 

poet Chairil Anwar (1922-1949), who ranks among the most infamously storied 

frequenters of the area. A national treasure whose revolutionary words are required 

reading for Indonesian school children, Anwar spent many of the years of the 

Japanese occupation (1943-1945) and the ensuing war with the Dutch (1945-1949) in 

and around Senen. He died in 1949 at age 26, on the eve of independence, reportedly 

wracked with syphilis, tuberculosis, and other ailments that bespoke the 

uncompromising nature of his approach to life and work, as well as the broader 

hardships of the times in which he and other members of the Angkatan 45 lived. His 

short life and career, frequently taken up in the thoughts, discussions and work of his 

contemporaries and those that followed them, poignantly marked both the glory of 

renewal and victory over Dutch colonialism and the darkness with which so many had 

experienced the years of struggle and transformation needed to achieve it.    

 

        
 

Figure 25: Unlike other artists of his generation and those following him, Chairil Anwar’s 
most iconic image (left) still serves as a ubiquitous basis for posters, t-shirts, logos and other 
contemporary appropriations, and is easily found online in multiple versions and sizes. The 
2010 poster (right; source: http://tramp1l.blogspot.com/2011_10_16_archive.html) quotes 
Anwar’s best known line: “I am a wild animal.” The word “jalang,” or “wild,” also means 
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“undomesticated,” and is frequently applied in the term “perempuan jalang,” or 
“undomesticated women,” used to refer to prostitutes. 

 
In Achdiat K. Mihardja’s monumental 1949 novel Atheis (Atheist Mihardja 

2008), in which Anwar appears as a historical character, and in the director 

Sjumandjaja’s posthumously published, unfinished script about the poet’s life, Aku (I 

Djaya [1987] 2003), Anwar’s most definitive quality, often overshadowing his skill as 

a writer, is his status as a hustler with a strong nihilist streak. (Sjumandjaja, a student 

of the Jakarta branch of the Taman Siswa and one of the younger members of the 

1950s “Senen generation,” also adapted Mihardja’s work into a controversial film, 

Atheis Kafir [Atheist Heathen] released in 1974) In Mihardja’s writing, Anwar’s gaze 

is described in tactile, almost corporeal terms, like an extension of the poet’s body 

and mind that reaches out and “licks” at whatever catches his eye ([1947] 2008:106). 

In Sjumandjaja’s Aku, Anwar is a divisive figure, in equal parts a brilliant, 

prolific source of the emerging discourse of national identity and an untrustworthy, 

red-eyed creep who begs, borrows, and steals to support his unquenchable literary and 

bodily desires. Whip-smart and unpredictable, Anwar does not take up arms under the 

harrowing conditions of occupation and war. A revolutionary spirit who takes 

advantage of the state of confusion around him, Anwar instead wanders around Senen 

and elsewhere in Jakarta, filling his pockets with books, pausing to jot down a few 

verses when inspiration strikes, and frequently stopping by houses of ill repute.61 The 

script’s inclusion of the latter activity in particular underscores the poet’s famous 

claim to the kind of “wild,” “undomesticated” (jalang) or animalistic nature often 

associated with prostitutes (perempuan jalang). As in Anwar’s own writing, however, 

in Sjumandjaja’s poetically rendered scenes these encounters are imbued with an 

importance that transcends their potentially base or purely physical aspects: 

 
[Anwar] does not fail to reach the train cars, 
in the yard of the old Senen Station.  
He enters a rickety shack of depravity, one of hundreds  
that stand there, and finds Marsiti,  
a woman he has known for some time. 
Marsiti is pregnant, but this does not prevent her quickly  
removing her sarong and clothing,  

                                                
61 A similar section on Chairil Anwar and his work appears in my article “The Earth is Getting Hotter: 
Urban Apocalypse and Outsider Women’s Collectives in Bumi Makin Panas” (Yngvesson 2014). 
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and attending to her client,  
who looks to be a longtime patron. 
So carefully the man’s clothes are slipped off,  
as she massages his knees.  
But this man continues to read deeply  
from the books he has stolen along the way.  
He soon speaks, however: 
“No Joke!  
I think you’ll like this one. 
Our own conversations are a lot like this,  
listen, Siti.” (Djaya 2003:20-21) 
 
Whether the pair finally get down to corporeal business is not made clear. 

What follows instead is Anwar’s recitation of two short poems, for which he positions 

Marsiti as a sounding board and potential critic. One is seemingly prophetic, 

describing a man and woman who envision themselves older, arthritic, and (venereal) 

disease-ridden, their lives soon coming to a close; the other conveys a more romantic 

image of a young woman who bravely wanders alone through life, searching for 

something unclear by the ocean at dawn. It ends with the verse: 

 
Girl, my hair unraveled  
What are you looking for, 
In the cold sea on a foreign beach, 
Girl, go home! Go home!  
(qtd. in Djaya 2003:22) 

 
In their themes and grammatical structure (about which more below), both poems 

appear to be aimed at building bridges that connect the fates of men and women, and 

potentially also of writers and “the people,” whose collective souls the former may 

seek to encapsulate and express. Upon closer inspection, the choice of poems 

excerpted by Sjumandjaja in the scene also aptly reveals the ways in which Senen was 

already functioning as a localized center for the solicitation, transformation, and 

subsequent “prostitution” of global discourses of modernity that in some cases were 

dressed up, sold and consumed as the ostensible property of local writers.  

The titles and provenances of the two works recited by Anwar are not 

mentioned in the text or notes of the screenplay. The language – Indonesian – and the 

voice in which they are rendered appear to identify them as Anwar’s own creations. 

However, we are also told that the poet, who was known to read voraciously in 

English, Dutch and German, is drawing on his pocketful of stolen books. Perhaps, 
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then, Marsiti is party to a spontaneous translation? After his death, Anwar was in fact 

frequently accused of passing off foreign works that he had translated into Indonesian 

as his own. As Teeuw ([1967] 2013) argues, however, these allegations were 

complicated by the fact that Anwar’s translations were often significantly different 

from the originals. Furthermore, it was unclear at times to what extent he was even 

fully aware that he had “rewritten” another work. “With his personality,” writes 

Teeuw, “the processes of digesting others’ material and creating his own were very 

much akin, if not interchangeable” (p. 157).  

Anwar’s method thus at times involved selling himself to the public at large 

by soliciting and consuming work already in circulation. By translating and 

transforming it in various ways, at least for the brief moment inscribed by his own 

life, he circumvented and disappeared others’ claims of origins or ownership, whether 

individual, national, or regional. In this way, in Indonesian markets and elsewhere, 

Anwar arose to represent, and indeed embody, the “modern.” Yet in both his “licking” 

selection of texts and other objects of inspiration, and in his application of style, taste 

and context to his work, the poet simultaneously called attention to the dark, global 

ironies underpinning the lofty progressive gloss of contemporary art and modernism, 

pulling them (along with local devotees and colleagues) down with him as he 

inevitably, repeatedly – and pointedly – fell to earth in Planet Senen. 

Appropriately, then, both of the poems excerpted in Anwar’s interaction with 

Siti draw the close reader to the edge of a literary (and indeed cinematic) rabbit hole 

through which a tangled, historical web of global “borrowing” and translation is 

revealed. The first excerpt is based on the short, Dutch-language poem Mirliton by 

Edgar du Perron (1899-1940), whose French name masks the fact of his birth in the 

Dutch East Indies to mixed local and European parents. Following a disaster-filled 

stint in Belgium, du Perron returned to Batavia in 1936, where he became an 

influential writer and critic. He was therefore not only a “forefather” of Anwar’s, but 

also a key player in the local, European language-based literary establishment that 

Anwar’s radical “translations” and lyrical use of Indonesian would soon help to turn 

on its head. The other poem, Datang Dara, Hilang Dara (Girl Appears, Girl 

Disappears), from which I quoted above, presents a different sort of puzzle. It is for 

most part a very faithful, direct translation of Chinese modernist poet Xu Zhimo’s A 

Song of the Sea, written in the 1920s. Inspired by classical and contemporary Euro-
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American literature during his studies in Cambridge, Xu (1897-1931) took on the 

Westward gaze of many of the new Chinese poets of time, yet also became known for 

transforming what he borrowed, imbuing his works with the “musicality” of 

traditional Chinese verse (Zhimin 2012).  

Anwar, however, almost certainly read Xu’s poem in English translation, 

where Zhimin argues that the localized aspects of his work were mostly effaced (p. 

120). In the English version, the exchange between a (presumably) male narrator and 

a girl on a beach is dialogic in structure, giving voice to both parties. But the poem, in 

line with the “masculinist…major trends” that Andreas Huyssen (1986:60) assigns to 

nineteenth and twentieth century modernism writ large, still asserts a fairly typically 

patriarchal imagining of gender roles. Facing the disorder and danger of nature, and 

the girl in its midst, in both Xu’s and Anwar’s versions, the narrator thus commands 

her to stop frolicking in the oncoming storm: “Look, the waves are fierce beasts… go 

home!” “No, I won’t go!” she answers: “Let me sing, wild sea who sings to me/ 

Under the starlight, in the cool winds/ A girl’s voice singing free” (qtd. in 

Nurcahyanti 2012). Bringing to mind Michelangelo Antonioni’s 1960 film 

L’Avventura, the attempt to impose an anxious male order on the ostensibly natural 

freedom of femininity results in a mysterious loss. Suddenly, there is “no more girl on 

the beach,/ no more girl – no –”: like Xu’s authorship in Anwar’s version of the 

poem, the girl has simply disappeared, seemingly into the churning sea. 

While doubly underscoring the “bravery” of the girl, then, Anwar generally 

follows Xu’s dialogic structure and subject matter. There is, however, one deceptively 

small, critical intervention in his translation to Indonesian. In the third stanza (as 

quoted in Aku and translated above), instead of “Girl…with hair uncombed,” Anwar 

wrote “Girl, my hair uncombed/unraveled” (“rambutku lepas terurai”) (qtd in Djaya 

2003:22, emphasis added) using the personal possessive ku instead of the general nya. 

The line thus appears to refer to the messy hair of the speaker/narrator rather than that 

of the female interlocutor. For a moment, then, the reference to hair invokes the image 

of Anwar himself, whose infamous coif was often described as “a mess” (berantakan 

– Ardan 2004:23). It is as if Anwar’s “spontaneous” reading had reflexively found its 

way to a hidden breach in the text’s formal structure, inserting a new body 

(figuratively his own, an Indonesian) and thereby re-figuring – perhaps indeed 

falsifying – the poem’s modernist signature and the historical point of origin from 
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whence it appears to circulate. As Sjumandjaja’s knowing redeployment of the piece 

suggests, moreover, the tracks of slippage created by Anwar’s artful sleight between 

poet, narrator and subject of poetic concern are, in the end, left uncovered. 

The act of leaving the formal/grammatical breach open – potentially readable 

as an error in the poem’s more global circulation as an English “original” – would 

thus seem to constitute the text’s “new” signature. This potentially random or 

idiosyncratic autograph, of course, is not properly visible as such and does not contain 

Anwar’s name, but rather conspires with his silence as to the origins of the “stolen” 

original: the subtle merging of voices it effects blurs the lines of authorial identity in a 

seeming coincidence of unkempt hair. But as Xu’s failed, patriarchal desire to control 

and possess thus momentarily becomes an illicit grammatical act of mimicry, the poet 

deftly escapes into the familiar/alien figure of a woman unkept, and is instantly 

transformed into a lightning rod of modern invention (and struck by the forces of 

legend, death, and canonization). The resultant “invisible” literary device at once 

raises and erases the poet, like the wild, defiant – then suddenly vanished – femininity 

that he solicits and circulates in his work. In grammatically embodying and thereby 

“innovating” the unkept woman as a localized autograph of the modern, furthermore, 

Anwar appears to deftly (and appropriately, in light of the strong “circuitous” 

connections between modernist writers of Sumatran origin and Egyptian intellectuals 

detailed in chapter three62) exploit what Huyssen calls global “modernism’s… fears of 

being sphinxed ” (1986:53, emphasis added).  

Figuring the sphinx as a ravenous, engulfing force that demands a “solution of 

the problems offered by [its]…psychology” (p. 53), Huyssen argues that the mostly 

male modernist writers and artists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries suffered 

from an endless “nightmare of being devoured by mass culture through co-option, 

commodification, and the ‘wrong’ kind of success.” To avoid such an ostensibly 

horrific, emasculating fate, an artist would therefore “stake out his territory by 

fortifying the boundaries between genuine art and inauthentic mass culture,” a field 

which, for Huyssen, is constantly represented by modernists in female 

                                                
62 While the Egyptian sphinx, unlike the feminine Greek one that Huyssen seems to be referring to, is 
often represented as male (it still conveys the threat of riddling and devouring/engulfing its opponents 
with logic and teeth), perhaps, in light of Anwar’s gender-bending grammatical tricks, it is even more 
appropriate in this case. 
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symbolic/grammatical garb, coming to be thought of as a “feminine threat…to the 

rational bourgeois order” (pp. 52-53). In light of Nietzsche’s formulation of the 

modernist trauma of falsification, commoditization, and feminization as a process in 

which “one walks into the sea, gradually loses one’s secure footing, and finally 

surrenders oneself to the elements” (qtd. in Huyssen 51), the selections made by 

Anwar’s solicitous, counterfeiting literary tongue seem particularly salient and 

penetrating, or perhaps, like the “nightmare” of a global sea of Other logics 

coinciding with Western modernism, precisely engulfing.  

As I will show, furthermore, Anwar’s adaptation, whether more or less 

intentionally at the time, indeed bears the stamp of an influential and much repeated 

pattern or basic mode of socially, politically engaged subjectivity on a local level. 

Particularly in the context of Anwar’s life and work during the Japanese occupation 

and subsequent struggle for independence, the pattern should also be seen as a critical 

force shaping the emergent devices and conventions of expression of a modernizing 

national/ist consciousness in Indonesia. But it simultaneously recalls much older 

formulations of an awareness that seeks to move past the limitations of a singular 

point of view, a perspective that, like Anwar’s translation of Xu’s poem, is also often 

conceived as transgressive of the normative boundaries defining different genders.  

In the context of Java as a center for the production of national art, politics, 

and historiography, a similarly powerful, and frequently misunderstood, 

conglomeration of traits has most often been located within deceptively lowly figures 

like Semar, the chief “clown servant” of wayang and historical Babad texts. As 

analyzed in more detail in chapters one and two, in shadow play, Semar and his 

companions speak in place of the puppet master, deploying a mixture of high and low 

linguistic modalities to position themselves as mediators between rulers and ruled, 

while simultaneously blurring the perspectives of those positioned on, in front of, and 

behind the screen. Beginning in Senen in the 1940s and 50s, however, while never 

displacing the authority of wayang, a similar mode of communication was more and 

more frequently evoked in artists’ attempts to find and expose common lines of sight, 

subjectivity and expression between themselves, the emergent authorities, and the 

newly “free” mixture of intellectuals and commoners who constituted their ideal 

audiences. To do so, they increasingly worked to approximate the “flexible” 

perspective and positionality of the sex workers, who were oddly transformed – 
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through a combination of circumstance, market forces, and literary “fate” – into 

figures roughly analogous to the “clown servants” in wayang and the Babad. As such, 

prostitutes came to define a crucial element of the social, economic and symbolic 

vitality of Senen. 

 
The Emergence of the Prostitute as Symbol and Voice in the National Imaginary 

 

      
 

Figure 26: Left: “Brother, Let’s Go, Brother! (source Sembiring 2010) : perhaps the most 
iconic image of the nationalist struggle, the poster “Boeng, Ajo, Boeng” was created in 1945 

by a group of artists working under the painter Affandi, in response to Sukarno’s call for a 
motivational design that could easily (and surreptitiously) be pasted and displayed in public 
spaces. Its tagline, created by the poet Chairil Anwar, was famously taken from the calls of 

Jakarta prostitutes soliciting customers on the street (Sembiring 2010). Adopting the terms of 
the nationalist struggle for their own purposes, the women frequently used the term “Boeng” 
(now written Bung), or “brother,” which at the time was deployed in a way similar to the use 
of “comrade” in the Russian Revolution and elsewhere. Right: The 1939 painting “In Front 
of the Open Curtain” by S. Sudjojono (source: Sidharta 2016), depicts a sex worker in Senen 
staring straight out at the viewer, asserting a particularized conception of a “female gaze” 

that I argue was adapted by many filmmakers of the 1970s.  
 
 Early on in the memoir Sudjojono dan Aku (Sudjojono and I [2006] 2013), 

Mia Bustam, the former wife of the leftist painter S. Sudjojono (1913-1985), 

describes the artist’s years as a bachelor in the late 1930s and early 1940s. (Prior to 

that period, Sudjojono was a student, and later teacher, in the influential 

Javanese/nationalist Taman Siswa school system described in chapter three) At the 

time, while establishing his reputation and early career, Sudjojono was a frequent 
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participant in the artistic, political, and corporeal “world of desire” (p. 35) in Senen, 

and came to be considered a founding member of the Seniman Senen. The area, as 

Bustam reveals, left its share of marks on the painter and his work; some, like a case 

of gonorrhea, were temporary, while others, including one of his best-known 

paintings of the time, Di Depan Kelambu Terbuka (In Front of the Open Curtain, see 

image on right above), would long outlive the artist. The piece, writes Bustam, was 

the result of Sudjojono’s relationship with a local prostitute, Adhesi. The artist 

became her regular customer, he told Bustam later, because he was “interested in the 

story of her life” (p. 35). Forced by her family into an unhappy marriage in a village 

in West Java, Adhesi ran away to Jakarta, and, needing a way to support herself, 

quickly fell into the bustling prostitution business in Senen. Deciding he would 

“raise” (mengentaskan) Adhesi, and perhaps himself, out of the urban mire in which 

they met, Sudjojono proposed marriage, and suggested she change the assumed name 

by which she was known in Senen. As family names are rare in Indonesia, the change 

did not mean taking his name, but adopting the apparently more respectable-sounding 

“Miryam” (p. 36). 

 Despite her new status and identity, however, Miryam became a source of 

conflict between the painter, his family, and the network of colleagues and friends 

that were crucial to his ability to support himself. Since his new bride had also 

recently given up her regular source of income, difficult times ensued. By now 

unaccustomed to poverty, Miryam soon left, returning to her life as Adhesi in Senen. 

After several efforts on his part to find and re-“rescue” her followed by several more 

flights on her part from the difficulties of married life, the painter finally gave up, 

reasoning that for the moment, the economic agency provided by her earnings as a 

prostitute in fact bested his as artist-cum-savior. Perhaps, however, the problem was 

not only one of finances, but of access to the excitement of the critical historical 

processes that were underway in Senen. As in narratives of the life of Chairil Anwar 

and in the poet’s own writing, what was potentially attractive about life in Senen was 

perhaps less the possibility of landing in a permanent union with someone like 

Sudjojono, and more the opportunity to become a visible, readable part and 

participant in the emergent discourse and symbolization of collective struggle. 

Adhesi’s attraction to Senen was thus unlikely to have been solely financial in nature. 

If not “respectable” per se, her position there was in numerous ways far stronger than 
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it would have been were she re/integrated into the more rigid, and at least as 

patriarchal, hierarchies of class and family outside. It was this, after all, from which 

she told Sudjojono she had originally sought to escape. 

 As Robert Cribb (2009) and others have shown, the impact of sex workers 

during the fight for independence was also not limited to the art scene, and the list of 

powerful people with whom some of them were on intimate terms went far beyond 

the members of the Seniman Senen. Dutch and Japanese officers were also among the 

frequent patrons of Jakarta’s prostitutes in the 1940s, and this led to the latter’s 

employment by the nationalist army as spies (Sukarno and Adams 1965:85) and 

smugglers of weapons (Cribb 2009:77, 112). The direct involvement in military 

affairs of so-called tuna susila, or “non-ethical,” women, many of whom also 

reportedly donated generously to the National Party (PNI), was not without 

controversy, however, and was harshly criticized on moral grounds by certain 

officers. But Sukarno brushed off their protests as small minded, referring to 

prostitutes as the “best revolutionaries” and boasting that he had employed 670 of 

them in the military on the basis of their undeniable value as agents and intelligence 

gatherers (Sukarno and Adams 85; Khalid 2013). 

 In addition to the important, if mostly unsung, role of sex workers in the 

struggle for independence, the frequent interaction with, and documentation of, 

prostitutes and prostitution by nationalist artists in Senen helped create a visual, 

narrative and philosophical field with far-reaching, and far better-known, effects. In 

the mid-to-late 1950s, younger participants, like Sjumandjaja, whose 1988 screenplay 

Aku I quote above; the poet, actor and activist Rendra; and the director, writer, 

historian and archivist Misbach Yusa Biran helped to pass along the discourses and 

attitudes established by the first “children of Senen” in the 1940s. Subsequent 

generations were thus exposed to their work, and, perhaps more important, to 

narratives of their lives and tangled engagements with art and politics. As in Chairil 

Anwar’s storied travels in Senen, the figure of the prostitute, while at times made into 

an object of pity or indignation, continued to emerge as a capable mediator who 

inhabits the cracks between disparate and potentially alienated classes, groups, and 

times. In this sense, she stood in a place coveted by artists who aspired to a national 

aesthetic with a universal scope. At the same time, she profoundly embodied – and 

came to stand as the “autograph” of – the troubling and less easily visualized 
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impressions, facets and feelings that many such artists seemed unable to ignore in 

their various expressions: the lowly necessity of selling one’s work (and thus oneself) 

as broadly as possible, and the morally conflicted, victim-strewn nature of the 

glorious processes of nationalization and universalization. 

 The figure of the prostitute would thus seem particularly apt for encapsulating 

the collective experiences of tension and transition in the 1940s and 50s. As Raymond 

Williams writes, during such times, “a new convention… will become established 

because there are changes in the structure of feeling which demand expression, and 

which the most creative artists will eventually realize in their work” (1954:23). For 

Williams, as discussed in chapter three, new and risqué conventions in particular, 

often taken for “personal eccentricities,” will inevitably be resisted and attacked. In 

this context, he argues that artists are continually faced with a delicate balance: “the 

necessity of tradition…and at times the equal necessity of experiment” (p. 20). The 

Seniman Senen, certainly among the “most creative” artists of the nationalist period in 

Indonesia, perhaps thus saw in the urban prostitute something new and dynamic, yet 

at once timeless and eminently familiar: a villager come to the city seeking her 

fortune who is suddenly transformed, as the artist dreamed to be, into a symbolic 

figure of otherworldly potential.  

In a somewhat similar way, Édouard Manet’s ubiquitous Olympia (1863-65) 

made of a “fallen” woman who stares straight out at the viewer a risqué, but familiar 

and much emulated mark of then-contemporary transformations of both gendered 

imagery and artistic expression more broadly. Jennifer DeVere Brody calls the 

painting a “modernist translation of the mythological scenes of the ‘masters’” – such 

as Titian, Giorigone, Ingres, and Velázquez (2001:101). “Ever available for re-

circulation” writes Brody, “Olympia’s value lies in its ability to be transformed” (p. 

108). The figure of the woman itself, however, as Rebecca Schneider (1997) argues, 

is rendered – and, perhaps more important, read – in phallocentric terms that more 

closely evoke Huyssen’s (1986) modernist fear of a fungible and feminized mass 

culture on the rise. In Manet’s Olympia, writes Schneider, as in the classics like 

Titian’s Venus of Urbino (1538) that it drew on, “there is not reciprocity, the seen 

does not see back… she can only acknowledge that she is seen, but she cannot author 
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vision” (1997:67). The result, then, is ultimately not transgression, as in Anwar’s 

more furtive grammatical marks,63 but a “citation,” as Brody calls it (2001:101): an 

index that quickly became an eminently visible reference to the signature of its (male) 

author, and indeed, as Fredric Jameson (1992a) has written of cinema, a “signature of 

the visible” as authorized by European history.  

In Indonesia, however, I will show that the grouping of “classics,” broadly 

conceived, from which modernist artists and later filmmakers inevitably borrowed 

functioned to bring European and Asian masters and legends into coincidence with a 

different set of mythical figures, including Ratu Kidul, the Mataram-Javanese Queen 

of the South Sea. As I argue in chapter two, in the enduring orthodox renderings and 

readings of these figures, feminized images are established not only as objects of 

patriarchal desire, but precisely as in/human “authors” of the power of statecraft and 

anchors of the symbolic. If the core of a properly powerful, broadly expressive 

convention, as Williams writes, lies in the ability to enfold tradition within the 

interplay of novelty and the guise of experimentation, Chairil Anwar’s imitative yet 

transgressive translation of Xu Zhimo’s A Song of the Sea can thus be taken as an apt, 

and much circulated, example of the deceptively subtle differences in local 

representations and readings of gender. My concern at the moment, however, is with 

the ways in which the seeming “eccentricities” of artists like Anwar and Sudjojono 

contributed to a loosely defined set of Indonesian conventions that brought the 

localized modern (and modernized mythico-historical) to bear on another key, 

transformational time: the period following the genocidal rise of Suharto’s New Order 

regime. 

 
New Order, New Instruments 

 
 In the mid-1960s, following the decimation of the left and most of the other 

devoted supporters of Sukarno, the filmmakers, writers and artists who had been 

                                                
63 In his unfinished, and very much related Arcades project, Walter Benjamin makes a similar 
observation about Charles Baudelaire. The hiding and transgression there, however, are both less 
“overt” and figured as more of an identifiable “signature” (as a “physiognomic profile”) – albeit a 
“fake” one – than Anwar’s: “It belongs to the physiognomic profile of Baudelaire that he fosters the 
gestures of the poet at the expense of the professional insignia of the writer. In this, he is like the 
prostitute who cultivates her physiognomy as sexual object or as ‘beloved’ in order to conceal her 
professional dealings” (1999:331). 
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accused of right wing, pro-imperialist, and “anti-revolutionary” sentiments in the 

years leading up to 1965 were suddenly freed from the actions of what had come to be 

understood as their collective enemy. Those who were authors and signatories to the 

1963 “Cultural Manifesto” (Manifes Kebudayaan or Manikebu), a response to the 

wide-ranging effects of Sukarno’s left-leaning 1959 “Political Manifesto” (Manifes 

Politik or Manipol), thus saw their previous accusers suddenly disappear at the hands 

of the rising military state, as accused leftists were killed or arrested without trial and 

imprisoned indefinitely.  

As detailed in the previous chapter, in the fields of art, literature, and film, the 

“left-right” conflicts of the early 1960s were fueled in part by the unwillingness of 

filmmakers like Asrul Sani, Usmar Ismail, and Nya Abbas Akup, along with many 

other members of Lesbumi (the film-based Association of Islamic Cultural Artists of 

Indonesia) and supporters of Manikebu, to comply with increasing pressure from the 

left to make their work adhere to ever narrower definitions of what was properly 

“revolutionary.” The Lesbumi and Manikebu camps railed against the idea (which 

they attributed to the left) of limiting the political-aesthetic scope of artists and writers 

according to the logic or ideals of any one, particular perspective or party.64 In the 

early 1960s, however, in recognition of the need for political backing due to the 

viciousness of the political climate and attacks from the left, Ismail and Sani finally 

joined with the Javanese Islamic party Nahdlatul Ulama through their membership in 

Lesbumi. Their more direct entrance into Islamic party politics helped inspired the 

film Tauhid (1964), a “road movie” (Sasono 2013:74) about the pilgrimage to Mecca 

and the pair’s collaborative first effort to produce a so-called “film dakwah,” or 

“proselytizing film.” 

 Sani, Ismail, and most others associated with them, however, continued to 

frequently express their distaste for any art that took didacticism or overt propaganda 

as its mission (this is also part of the basis of their early 1960s arguments with the 

left, who increasingly called for the application of Socialist Realism). One would 

therefore be hard-put to describe any of their films, including Tauhid, as obviously 
                                                
64 As explained in chapter three, Sani and Ismail supported many of the basic premises of Manikebu, 
but often criticized its use in the polarizing debates of the early 1960s. Furthermore, while Lesbumi 
purportedly represented an Islamic perspective, Islam was often deemphasized in films, or taken as a 
broad, diffuse platform sufficiently flexible and fluid so as to accommodate and translate multiple 
other, “particular” perspectives.  
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proselytizing for either typical Islamic values or the conservative, anti-leftist political 

sentiments sometimes associated with them. Furthermore, while in the years 

following 1965, both Ismail (1983:91-97) and Sani (1997:5-6; 669-672) wrote 

venomously of the past “evils” of communism in Indonesia, even in those early 

articles, there are strong signs of chafing at the imposition of what quickly proved to 

be an even more authoritarian style of rule than that of Sukarno’s later years: 

Suharto’s “New Order.”  

For Sani in particular, reading across the essays and statements he composed 

in 1966-67 reveals a profoundly negative view of then-recent historical developments 

in Indonesia. To blame the “black years” of the early-to-mid 1960s on the influence of 

the PKI, the left, or any one group alone, he wrote, is to “scratch one’s head, even 

while one knows very well that the itch is coming from one’s knee”65 (1997:672). 

Thus, in Sani’s view, the rise of the PKI and its subsequent decimation by the military 

New Order represented symptoms of a broader problem: a global trend of “extreme 

secularization that simultaneously assigns a religious value to democracy, 

nationalism, or socialism as replacements for religion” (p. 6). With this trend, Sani 

argued (and thus with the infiltration of Cold War politics and the rise of Suharto), 

Indonesia had for the first time become truly saturated with a universalizing culture of 

Western consumerism and mass media – one of “tourism, vacations, empty time, the 

press, comic strips, film, radio, television, etc”66 (p. 665 emphasis added). “The whole 

of society,” he continued, would now “look in the direction of the state as the only 

instrument to repress these excesses” (p. 666).  

But the state was itself a sign of the same kinds of “excesses”; if Sukarno had 

previously tried to “rule by microphone,” wrote Sani, now the government addressed 

problems by deploying public announcements and interviews via the mass media, the 

main function of which was to demonstrate that “the speaker [i.e. the president or 
                                                
65 Ever the poet, for “knee,” Sani chose the word lutut, which also means to kneel or bow to authority, 
instead of the more common dengkul. I translated from the line “…menggaruk kepala, sedangkan kita 
tahu betul yang gatal itu lutut.” It is taken from the 2 August 1967 essay Semua Hipokrisi Harus Puna 
(All Hypocrisy Must Pass) in the daily Harian Kami. 
66 It is interesting to note that only now, in the late 1960s, does Sani’s view of Indonesia begin to come 
into closer alignment with that of Benedict Anderson (1983), who argues that from the beginning of 
nationalism in the nineteenth century, Southeast Asian nations have been imagined as communities that 
move in unison according to the dictates of mass media, developing  “calendrically” in “homogeneous 
empty time.” Sani’s view of the onset of “empty time,” however, is far more openly negative than 
Anderson’s.  
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other agents of the state]… is still alive and in power” (p. 666). As a result of this 

seemingly novel phenomenon, artists and intellectuals now lacked the proper 

“instruments” to “provide a clear picture of the state of affairs surrounding them” (p. 

665). Nonetheless, he concluded, “we need to position ourselves within this new 

cultural milieu and to do so we must be brave and honest in order to project our 

thoughts into the future” (p. 668). 

 Clearly (and in some ways not unlike the fearful “masculinist” modernists of 

Huyssen’s “Mass Culture as Woman” above) Sani was deeply concerned with what 

he perceived as the rise of a newly emboldened religion of the state, one that spanned 

the changeover from Old to New Orders, but was bolstered by the inevitably 

increasing influx of global mass culture into Indonesia. Yet he cautioned against 

taking the problem for granted, or assuming it represented the rise of a culture that 

was “fake” or entirely “without roots” (p. 665). Furthermore, although he argued that 

the “‘social direction’” needed for a successful and just society, and thus for a critique 

of modern universal consumerism, could “only come from religion” (p. 6), the efforts 

of Sani, Ismail, and other colleagues to position themselves critically as commentators 

on this new state of affairs characteristically lacked any obvious allusions to the 

supremacy of a strictly “religious” worldview. Soon after the dust of mass violence 

had cleared, and bolstered by a brief period of selective government funding (1968-

1971), the erroneously labeled “right-wing” filmmakers thus began rummaging 

through the current state of affairs in search of the proper “instruments” to critically 

express the changes occurring in Indonesia’s cultural politics and structures of 

feeling. 

 If the changes afoot were due to the entrance of a new, global “mass culture,” 

however, the resulting cinematic approaches remained, for the most part, highly 

influenced by the specific, circuitous routes by which Indonesia had long mediated its 

access to outside ideas and technologies (see previous chapter’s analysis of 

“circuitous modernism”). Among the first of six government funded films to be 

produced was Nya Abbas Akup’s Matt Dower (1969), which David Hanan argues to 

be “a bizarre and grotesque… allegory of the power struggle between Suharto and 

Sukarno… and in particular the increasing political repression and abuse of human 

rights” carried out by Suharto (2009:14). Akup’s novel approach, however, which 

Hanan includes in what he sees as a “tradition of political allegory” in Indonesia more 



 208 

broadly, can be understood in terms of the longstanding political use of wayang and 

Babad narratives, particularly in the context of shadow play. 

Deploying a familiar combination of fiction and historical allusion as a vehicle 

for satirical commentary on the present state of affairs, Akup conjured an imaginary, 

seventeenth-century Javanese court on screen, showcasing the rise of a “corrupt 

government, lacking legitimacy and lavishly ensconced in an absurd court” (p. 23). 

As related to Hanan by Akup in the 1980s, however, when Suharto’s department of 

information saw the finished version of Matt Dower and seemed to finally understand 

its implications, the film’s release was purposely delayed. In an attempt to limit the 

impact of Matt Dower without overtly banning a project whose production the 

government itself had green-lighted, it was only distributed in grainy, black and white 

prints, despite being among the first Indonesian films to be shot in color (p. 27).67 

 

                                                
67 At an allegorical level Akup’s scope would be expansive, unlike the more limited, representational 
sense of “Third World national allegories” famously described by Fredric Jameson (1986). In Akup’s 
film, which Hanan compares to wayang, the national is defined through a network of symbols and 
references that precedes and otherwise exceeds the time and place of the contemporary nation. As in 
wayang, the power struggles displayed on screen can thus be taken as either a “national allegory” or a 
geopolitical one that can potentially be understood as a commentary on issues that apply far outside of 
boundaries of Java or Indonesia. Nonetheless, as I have commented elsewhere about wayang and 
Indonesian cinema, there are normally certain points at which the “ancient” or diffuse location and 
temporality shown onscreen is “opened” and made to coincide with specific elements and issues 
associated with the national present tense. The possibility of national allegory is thus periodically 
advanced but then retracted, potentially offering a critical view of the nation or particular aspects 
thereof, but eluding the limiting assignment of a singular perspective or time to on-screen events and 
their function as critique. Even though the impact of Matt Dower was purposely minimized by state 
authorities, the fact that it made it past censors at the script stage and was not banned outright upon its 
completion can be attributed to the success of its strategically broad and difficult-to-pin-down modes of 
critique. 
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Figure 27: A still from Nya Abbas Akup’s 1969 political satire, Matt Dower. 
 

 Released the same year and funded by the same government program, Asrul 

Sani’s Apa Jang Kau Tjari, Palupi? (What are You Looking for, Palupi? 1969) took a 

more overtly intellectualized and globally modern approach to critique, complete with 

characters wandering through parks clutching copies of French cinema journals. 

Suharto’s newly anointed department of information, perhaps in this case thoroughly 

confused, did nothing to hamper the film’s release (foreignness, in this case, was 

apparently less threatening than the familiarity of critical “traditions”). However, 

despite winning first prize at the 1970 Asian Film Festival in Taiwan, Palupi was 

generally underappreciated by Indonesian audiences, and left some local critics 

scratching their heads as well. One of them, after “searching” throughout its 127-

minute running time, proclaimed the film “one quarter Jean-Luc Godard, one quarter 

Turino Djunaedy [an Indonesian director, actor and producer of Sani’s generation], 

and the rest is I don’t know what” (Pedoman 1970). 
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Figure 28: (from previous page) An image from the beginning of the title sequence of Apa 
Jang Kau Tjari, Palupi?, now considered one of Asrul Sani’s greatest works. The sequence is 

composed of a series of stills of Farida Sjuman, the actress and Soviet-educated ballerina 
who played Palupi, set to an orchestral score with operatic female vocals. Palupi’s frequent 
asides and looks into the camera are among the film’s most innovative techniques, adapting 
and deploying the conventions of painting and literature from the 1950s and early 60s as a 
cinematic experiment aimed to address the drastic changes in Indonesian life, politics, and 

media following the rise of Suharto. The cinematic ‘female gaze’ that this began to more fully 
formulate built on important local methods for conveying indirect critique, and was followed 
by many of the popular Indonesian films of the early and mid-1970s, as well as those of later 

generations until the present. 
 
 If read closely, Palupi’s circular narrative and semi-experimental style 

rewards the viewer with a clever and thoroughgoing critique of the socioeconomic 

bases of power in early Suharto-era Indonesia. Like Akup’s Matt Dower, it views the 

transition from Old to New Order with an unblinking eye on precisely what did not 

change – in this case the rampant cronyism that continues to drive business practice 

and government policy-making. If the shift in regimes was ostensibly caused by the 

vicious, public fights between “left” and “right” over differences in political 

allegiances and ideals, Sani shows us the continuity of wealth and power operating 

behind the scenes in an abject, intellectual and ethical vacuum – an area ostensibly 

kept well-hidden from the common point of view of the “people.” It is this eminently 

“non-ethical,” ideal-free, and in some sense horrifying space that is positioned by 

Sani as the scaffolding of contemporary reality, as if it were a direct representation – 

if such a thing were possible – of the structure of feeling at work underneath the 

“normalizing” surface of life following the massive political violence of 1965-66. 

 As in Sani’s writings of the time, in Palupi, what has changed the most 

following the rise of Suharto appears to be precisely the entrance of something like a 

global mass culture: the ubiquity of images produced by the ever more powerful mass 

media, along with the increasing belief of regular citizens in the false ideals and 
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values proffered by such representations. Those most thoroughly taken in by the 

media, however, are not necessarily the exploited underclasses. Palupi (Farida 

Sjuman), the film’s central character, is married to a screenwriter and clearly comes 

from an educated, upper-middle-class background. Yet she appears completely 

consumed by the pictures of romance, and particularly of idealized femininity, 

displayed on the silver screen (since her intellectual, idealist husband, appears to have 

a similarly illusory relationship to theory and Brechtian experimental theater, it is 

only Chalil, a cold and cynical director, who seems to have a clearer understanding of 

the harsh political economic realities of film and life). Palupi’s sudden realization, at 

age 30, of the utter meaninglessness of her comfortable life thus prompts her not to 

rebel, but to pursue the path of glamour and fulfillment she is certain awaits her in the 

world of movies, both on- and off-screen. It is largely through her eyes, then, that 

viewers experience the ruinous truths that finally rip Palupi’s hopeful, Suhartoist 

naiveté to shreds.  

  In this sense, the film functions as an extension of Sani’s 1967 essay in which 

he argues that after God and the Prophet, it is now “‘(national) character’ – two words 

that contain hundreds of meanings and therefore also have no meaning whatsoever – 

that we cling to like a beloved miniature idol, thinking it will save our culture” 

(1997:671). In the thoroughly postmodern space of Jakarta to which he exposes 

viewers in Palupi, what is emphasized repeatedly is that there is indeed no underlying 

meaning or logical basis for either culture or state (and global) power. Life under 

Suharto, like the movies, is a fake display of humanity, democracy, idealism and 

pleasure, mounted atop a base defined by the non-partisan, non-regime specific – and 

thus, horrifyingly, seemingly eternal – machinations of desire and domination. In 

expressing this state of affairs, Sani at times waxes hyperbolic, as when Palupi, finally 

discarded by both the film industry and the wealthy lover her brief stardom afforded 

her, ends up abandoned and carted off from an elite nightclub in an actual garbage 

truck. The point, however, is clear: to attempt to embody or “become” an ideal image 

of the national/mass cultural character sold by the state is to be made into a fungible, 

disposable product. In the end, Palupi’s journey of self-realization as an elite, 

outwardly independent, modern woman of the New Order has effectively transformed 

her into a prostitute. 
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 Particularly considering Sani’s popular audience-alienating, “Godardian art-

film” approach, there now appear to be even stronger connections with Huyssen’s 

analysis of the work of modernist artists elsewhere, in which he sees a broadly 

misogynistic pattern of trying to place a rigid border between “real” art and the 

feminized, globalized field of mass-produced “fakes” that is always threatening to 

engulf it (1986:53). However, like Godard in 2 or 3 Things I Know About Her (1967), 

for example, in Palupi, Sani keeps his fears – be they in the form of the feminine or 

otherwise – at center screen. The inexorable interpenetration of mass culture and art, 

progressively inscribed into Palupi’s continually falling female figure, thus stares out 

at the audience ever more clearly as the film proceeds. As the review of Palupi quoted 

above suggests, however, Sani’s film contains a certain je ne sais quoi that is not 

identifiable as Godardian (or Djunaidian, for that matter).  

Searching for an answer to the critic’s riddle, one might note that Jean-Luc 

Godard, at least, continually places what appear to be poetically Althusserian musings 

in the mouth of Juliette (Marina Vlady), the central housewife-turned-prostitute in 2 

or 3 Things. Aiming Juliette’s prescient asides directly at the camera, Godard in some 

sense moves to “save” her by literalizing and intellectualizing what we take to be her 

innermost feelings,68 even as the whispering, theorizing narrator, presumably a stand-

in for Godard himself, finally hints at selling out to big oil and “serenely tak[ing] the 

road to dreams and forget[ing] all else” (in the end both Juliette and the narrator, 

whatever one thinks of them, are thus saved from coming across as dupes). Sani, on 

the other hand, refuses to rescue Palupi with theory, poetry, grace or by any other 

means. The nature of his film notwithstanding, furthermore, Sani works to undermine 

the status of theory and intellectualism itself as a more or less reliable safe zone from 

the machinations of global or local capital, mass culture, or patriarchy. In the figure of 

Palupi’s screenwriter husband, Haidar, who is essentially her less central male foil, 

“masculine” European theorizations of the politics of art are positioned as yet another 

globally circulating product that sells itself by raising the specter of ultimately 

unrealizable ideals, all the more so in the ruined political landscape of early New 

Order Indonesia. In this sense, Sani himself, as a cosmopolitan, theory-writing 

                                                
68 Godard gives a similar treatment to exploited migrant workers of Third World origins in Weekend, 
produced the same year. 
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intellectual and filmmaker is implicitly engulfed in the same, stinking global junk pile 

atop which he places Palupi. 

  
 

Figure 29: Seated in a movie theater (left), and bringing to mind Indonesia’s entirely 
monochrome, recent cinematic past under Sukarno, Palupi stares intently in the direction of 
the camera, as if looking out at the audience. The reverse angle, however, shows what she is 
“really” looking at – images of herself embedded in the diegetic world of what is implied to 
be a bad, mainstream “commodity” movie of which she is the star. The latter film, however, 

is not finished, and in the discussions of the director, producer and art director, who are 
seated behind Palupi in the still on the left, it is suggested that they will either scrap the 

project or fix it by making the whole thing about Palupi’s “real” life. The finished version of 
the “bad” film on the right, then, is thus implied to be the film viewers of Palupi are 

watching, since it is about the life of Palupi. 
 

When Palupi stares into the camera, moreover, she is usually also shown (via 

the reverse angle) to be looking at a diegetic screen on which her own images are 

projected. Viewers, whom she is also “looking at,” are thus implicitly positioned 

within the doubly “fake” representation of Jakarta that is the fictional film within 

Sani’s fictional film. To further confuse and destabilize matters, this diegetic on-

screen space is progressively blurred with the “real” Jakarta of Palupi’s off-screen 

diegetic world. Despite its distinctly universalist, post/modernist glow, then, I would 

argue that as in Akup’s Matt Dower above, Sani’s on-screen Jakarta is arranged in a 

way that strongly recalls, among other things, the expanded diegetic structure of 

wayang kulit, or shadow play. There, viewers may drift between the fictional world 

on screen and the performative “fakery” of the puppet master at work behind it; the 

latter very much includes the presence of actual spectators in its purview, but is 

simultaneously also still “part of the show” – spectators are thus at some level 

“trapped” in an apparently endless meta-diegesis. While Palupi must ultimately 

flatten its various on- and off-screen diegetic worlds onto the single surface at the 

front of a movie theater (or now television or computer), Sani’s deployment of 

screen-piercing, audience-detecting looks in combination with diegetic screens places 
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viewers into a conceptual hall of mirrors that alludes to a similarly expanded, yet 

potentially entrapping, field of view.69 

 

  
 

Figure 30: In a key sequence around the midpoint of Palupi’s running time, the set of a movie 
where Palupi has been playing the part of a mother in a happy family is suddenly torn down 
(left). While this is still all a matter of the re-structuring of “fake” movie worlds, when the 

walls that provided a space of visible normalcy come down, leaving only a black, undefined 
emptiness surrounding her, Palupi appears genuinely distressed. The director, Chalil, orders 
the art director to now “make a house like one they’ve never seen. A house that doesn’t exist, 
that will never exist, like in a nightmare. But make it so they think that it’s the real one, and 
what’s real is only fake.” The image of Palupi surrounded by darkness then hard cuts to the 

scene of a fancy party at the home of a wealthy businessman (right), where it is not 
immediately clear if we are still “on set” or not. This scene, effectively sketching a map of the 
political and economic actors and lines of power stretching between Old (Sukarno) and New 
(Suharto) Orders, is thus implied to represent precisely such a nightmarishly “fake,” rigged, 
and constructed state of affairs, yet one in which real power is generated and sustained far 

beyond the frame of the movie(s) at hand. From the perspective of Palupi and spectators 
alike, then, the border between diegetic and non-diegetic spaces has effectively been 

rescinded. 
 
In line with this strategy, in Palupi, the capital city is largely depicted in terms 

of a series of movie sets. Like the various other sociocultural constructions we 

encounter, these are continually torn down and replaced in front of our eyes (see stills 

and caption above). The effect is to underscore the arbitrary, rigged nature of both on- 
                                                
69 It is instructive to note that Thomas Elsaesser (2004) also applies the notion of an “expanded” 
diegesis to the direct modes of audience address employed by early, pre-narrative films (most before 
1905) that Tom Gunning (1986) called the “cinema of attraction.” As I discuss in the introduction and 
chapter two, while the modes of address of many Indonesian films show some key similarities to the 
fragmented combination of forms, techniques and show-stopping spectacles associated with both the 
cinema of attractions and later Western avant garde movements, Indonesian cinema, like wayang, 
ultimately applies them in the service of narrative. For Elsaesser, however, the expanded diegesis is not 
only applicable to the early, non-narrative cinema of attractions, but also to new digital media, which 
arguably also uses more fragmented, varied, and self-reflexively representational or “constructed” 
techniques in the service of, among other things, narrative. As Elsaesser writes, “If I am now arguing 
for an expanded concept of diegesis, it is because… I also think these paradigms can become 
productive for understanding the kinds of interactions (converging or self-differentiating) between old 
and new media, which digitization may not have initiated, but which it certainly accelerated” 
(2004:109). In this context, the open interactions and “parasitic” relation between old and new media 
(and old and new regimes) staged by Palupi and other Indonesian films (and in fact wayang) can be 
seen as anticipating the interactive formal and narrative structures and modes of address of 
contemporary new media. 
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and off-screen spaces, while somehow leaving much of the hegemonic allure of the 

powerful institutions of each intact, only without the usual sheen of absolute presence 

or “reality.” As it must in wayang, in Palupi time appears to have come to a stop, 

particularly if it is measured by the potential for meaningful change to occur from one 

moment to the next. Instead of moving forward according to the dictates of calendar 

or clock (or the government’s development goals), the recent past is held up against 

the present for critical comparison. In so doing, Sani implies that the change in 

regimes, with all its pomp and circumstance, has created not progress but stasis or 

even regression. 

In some sense, then, Apa Jang Kau Tjari, Palupi? points to an instance of 

“freedom” of critical expression at the start of an infamously repressive regime. Yet at 

the same time, implicitly pressing the modern, silver screen of the movies up against 

the timeless, flickering cloth and texts of wayang, it darkly points to a longer-

historical hegemony of the terms of critique – one that ensnares both ruler, rebel, and 

“people” in a similar structure of feeling and expression  – a state of affairs that 

appears to stretch across multiple periods and otherwise distinct regimes. It is 

precisely this metahistorical structure of expression, I would argue, that constitutes 

both the roots of the problem of stasis pervading Palupi’s diegetic world, and the 

problem’s potential “solution” in the creation of a novel, yet strongly historically 

rooted, set of cinematic “instruments” and conventions. In the dark times following 

the murder of hundreds of thousands of citizens, however, there is little hope, and 

seemingly little joy, in the act of critical articulation. There is, however, a distinct 

sense of urgency in the production of such a brutally honest critique. 

 
The Propagation of Intellectual Instruments:  

Cinematic Critique and the “Prostitution Genre” 
 
While refusing to save or make heroes of anyone explicitly or implicitly 

included in Palupi’s expanded diegesis, including intellectuals like himself, Sani 

ultimately relied on intellectualization as a vehicle of critique. In the case of wayang, 

such strategies are generally avoided by dalang, whose pointed political interventions 

are frequently mixed with bawdy wordplay and slapstick comedy. Sani’s more lofty 

approach, allowing Palupi to sail past censors mostly unscathed, appears to have been 

precisely what kept its intervention farthest from the eyes of most Indonesians (Api 
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Pantjasila 1970), and ultimately lent the film the appearance of a failed instrument of 

critique. Its most potentially “populist” gesture, one of the first nude scenes in modern 

Indonesian cinema history, was the one thing that was cut by censors, even while Sani 

was criticized in the media for deigning to add such potentially inflammatory imagery 

(Sjarief 1970; Pedoman 1970). Many of the films that followed Palupi, however, 

appeared to take careful note of Sani’s rendering of the seamier aspects of life in 

Jakarta. Two of the most influential films of the early Suharto years, Usmar Ismail’s 

Ananda (1971) and Tourino Djunaedy’s Bernafas Dalam Lumpur (Breathing in Mud 

1970), further adapted Sani’s deployment of titillating imagery and a pervasive, 

underlying air of prostitution, literalizing the latter while re-strategizing the former. 

At the center of both films were lower-class women whose star-crossed fates brought 

them to sex work or other related fields. Both also featured numerous scenes in which 

women were scantily clad, but not nude, thus minimizing what was excised by the 

censorship board. 

For Ismail, Ananda represented something of a departure from his depictions 

of women in the 1950s and early 60s, where they were often important sources of 

revolutionary fervor against the Dutch, or were powerfully positioned at the center of 

a fragmented, yet ultimately compelling process of post-independence national 

development (see analysis of Ismail’s films in chapter three). While Ananda’s 

struggling female protagonist shows important, underlying similarities with those 

characters, the sense of hope and tempered idealism infusing Ismail’s earlier, more 

lighthearted critiques of nationalism had now taken a decidedly darker turn. This 

appears in part to be a reflection of the severe toll taken on Ismail himself by the 

political and economic stresses of the preceding decade, which were compounded by 

the repeated financial failures of his production company, Perfini. The troubles with 

money in particular, it seemed, forced him to embed himself ever more deeply within 

the increasingly rigid structures of capital and state authority that he had long 

endeavored to criticize. While he was reportedly in good health, shortly after 

completing postproduction on Ananda, in early 1971, Ismail unexpectedly passed 

away at age 49. 70  

                                                
70 In addition to his subjection to some of the harshest personal attacks from the left in the early-to-mid 
1960s, Ismail experienced financial hardships as his production company, Perfini, and was in and out 
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Perhaps inspired by the director’s own experiences, the film follows a woman 

named Ananda (Lenny Marlina) through a lengthy cycle of losses and negative 

realizations about the world in which she exists. Similar to Sani’s Palupi, these events 

are triggered by Ananda’s continual exploitation at the hands of others. As Sen (1993) 

argues, however, in the case of Ismail’s film, the fact that Ananda is from a lower-

class background further underscores the sense of her victimization. Abandoned by an 

uncaring family and preyed upon sexually by men, Ananda soon falls in with a gang 

of criminals, who introduce her to the degenerate worlds of nightclub singing and 

prostitution.  

Reflecting the structure of Palupi, however, as the film’s harrowed female 

anti-heroine appears to fall farther and farther from the fleeting possibilities of agency 

and unrealistic ideals of womanhood surrounding her, Ananda’s perspective – what 

and where she sees – functions as a key tool facilitating Ismail’s engagement with the 

times. In Ananda, writes Sen, “the world is seen from the point of view of the victim. 

The pleasure of this perspective is one of passive individual identification with the 

victim, in the recognition of one’s own circumstantial inability to act” (1993:208). 

While Sen is generally critical, in a feminist theoretical vein, of the representation of 

women tendered by the flood of prostitution-centered films that followed Palupi, 

Ananda, and the aforementioned Bernafas Dalam Lumpur, it is interesting that she 

sees the figure of the prostitute not primarily as a source of pleasure to be looked at 

and visually “consumed” – à la Laura Mulvey ([1975] 1999) – but far more as a 

figure to be identified with by both men and women in the film’s “socially and 

historically constituted Indonesian audience” (p. 214). 

The visually-based economy of gazing and desire that Mulvey describes, 

however, had not simply been “deactivated.” The basis of the problem, as Sen wrote 
                                                                                                                                      
of bankruptcy from the late 1950s onward.  During the leanest years of the film industry in the 1960s, 
Ismail took a four-year hiatus from production (1965-1969), trying his hand in the decidedly less 
idealistic fields of banking and finance. Ismail was also reportedly the first Indonesian to officially 
open a nightclub, called “Miraca Sky,” in the late 1960s (Film Indonesia). Shortly before his death, 
however, the club was also forced to close due to financial problems. Perhaps in part reflecting his own 
experiences, much of Ananda takes place in a nightclub, a setting also heavily employed in Palupi. 
Unlike the late Sukarno years, where Western popular culture was increasingly frowned upon and 
banned, under Suharto, rock and roll quickly flourished and its frequent presence in movies helped to 
mark the political transition. In the early 1970s, however, as in Palupi, Ananda, and many other films 
set in Jakarta or other urban areas, rock music and nightclubs also came to stand for increasing 
corruption, lack of ‘respectable’ opportunities for youth (particularly for young women of lower 
socioeconomic standing) and political and moral decay. 
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elsewhere, was that “the prostitution films…directly use the female body to sell the 

product (the film)” (1994:145). But unlike the centrality, in Mulvey’s assessment, of 

“to-be-looked-at-ness” in Western (and, by extension, global) popular cinema, the 

main emphasis in Indonesian prostitution films was on the ways in which a central 

female character – positioned as the primary source of audience identification – is 

“acted upon…to be the way she is, rather than acting, to create herself and her 

circumstances” (Sen 1993:208, emphasis in original). Even the ostensible agents 

driving the victimization of others, Sen argues, are unclear as to their actual powers of 

action as individuals, because “villainy is not…concentrated in any character or any 

institution but rather dispersed though everyone, including the victim herself and 

every social institution” (p. 209).  

The effect is precisely to focus the attention and identification of spectators 

through the lens of a feminine cinematic perspective that is trained not on individual 

actors or perpetrators, but on something both less easy to spot and far more pervasive: 

what Sen calls an “enemy…within” (p. 210). The result is to underscore something 

very similar to the amoral lineages of power alluded to in Palupi – a force that 

appears to be driving and determining the fates of the nation and its individual citizen-

victims alike. The result, in my analysis, was a popularization of Palupi’s intellectual 

mode of critique that held the potential for a far broader dissemination of its urgent 

message. For Sen, however, most of the early 1970s prostitute films ultimately 

follow, and thus work to support, the overtly patriarchal, family- and father-centered 

power structure of the New Order, in which Suharto himself was constantly 

positioned as the Bapak Nasional, or “Father of the Nation.”  

As indicated above, Sen also acknowledges the radical potential in these films. 

A woman, she writes, whose “sexuality is aroused outside of the sphere of 

monogamy… signifies a crisis for the symbolic world,” potentially “transform[ing] 

her body into a weapon against which men have no defense” (1994:144-145). Yet this 

emergent power cannot be allowed to endure, Sen argues, because “death is inevitable 

in a moral order which cannot tolerate an unattached woman who is sexually active” 

(p. 145). As I have shown in chapter two, however, both on and beyond the space of 

the screen, the symbolic power of unattached women – whether as prostitutes, 

entrepreneurs, or legendary historical sources of the knowledge and authorization of 

rule – has for the last several centuries until the present constituted a vitally important, 
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if at times controversial, element in the establishment, maintenance, and potential 

overthrow of state power. 

Whatever the outcome of each individual story, then, to focus an entire genre 

of films on this radically lowly and “outside” – yet ultimately, deeply, historically 

interior – perspective reveals an underlying drive not to silence the exploited with the 

“unspeakable crimes of the upper class” (Sen 1993:213), but to wrest the power of 

discourse from the hands and words of those who have recently occupied center stage 

and taken the reins of the nation by force. To do so, however, and particularly to do so 

on such a broadly accessible level in an atmosphere of authoritarianism, heavy 

censorship, and potentially disastrous state retaliation, requires a sacrifice – perhaps 

precisely a surrender of the appearance of “acting, to create [oneself] and [one’s] 

circumstances.” In the case of the prostitution genre, then, in important ways, it is the 

agency of the artist as aspiring critic and activist that is martyred, removed from its 

more “respectable” location in figures like Sani’s Chalil, and hidden in a seemingly 

unlikely vehicle: a deceptively feminine “spy” who will smuggle critique past censors 

while simultaneously (hopefully) attracting recipients of the message she carries. 

 
Breathing in Mud: The Prostitute as Corporeal “Seer” and Melodramatic Instrument 

 
 In Tourino Djunaedy’s Bernafas Dalam Lumpur (Breathing in Mud 1970), 

like many of the other early 1970s prostitute films, what is impressed upon the gaze 

and body of Mila (Suzanna), the central female character, is a complex series of 

negative sociopolitical effects. At first, these effects are framed as seeming 

coincidences, but they soon push both character and viewer to begin to “see” the 

patterns of an invisible, yet pervasive system of exploitation and dehumanization at 

work beneath the otherwise bustling, rapidly developing surface of Jakarta. Many of 

the key points and moments that lead to this critical mapping are compiled in long 

sequence in the middle of the film’s narrative, as Mila explains to Budiman (Rachmat 

Kartolo), the film’s deceptively “good” upper-class male figure, how she was 

transformed from rural farmer’s wife to urban prostitute in a matter of days. The 

entire sequence consists of a flashback, representing Mila’s view and interpretation of 

key events that defined a radical shift in her life and worldview. She is indeed, as Sen 

argues, shown to be “a victim of men’s actions” (1994:145), including several rapes. 

Yet the acts are so ubiquitous, their perpetrators – from a variety of different 
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socioeconomic backgrounds – so unrelenting, that one is indeed left with a distinctly 

“systemic” sense of their cause by the end of the flashback sequence.  

The problem, while expressed in gendered terms, is also clearly rooted in class 

differences and, given the recent historical events in Indonesia, shifting perceptions of 

political status. A poor village woman who enters the city looking for her missing 

husband – an extremely common tale after the mass killings and arrests of suspected 

communists in 1965-66 – is thus immediately looked upon as having fallen outside 

the rigid normative values set by the newly arisen state. As was the case with 

thousands of women who suddenly found themselves on the “wrong” – i.e. left – side 

of the political spectrum at the time (Wieringa 2002; Larasati 2013), without further 

question, Mila is thus quickly identified by the men and women she encounters in the 

city as a “lonte,” or “whore.” She is not so easily subjugated or “acted on,” however, 

and fights her rapists and accusers tooth, nail and discourse, returning their looks and 

harsh words in kind. But when she finally, again by seeming coincidence, bumps into 

her husband and discovers that he has simply left her to join the darkly advancing 

world of the city – at the side of another woman who owns a busy food stall and will 

support him, no less – Mila appears suddenly hit by the realization that her accusers 

may be “right.”  

Rapidly pushed to her physical and emotional limits, Mila begins to see things 

from the perspective of those who have internalized the central order of the nation’s 

capital. With the combination of her class background; the loss of her husband’s 

livelihood as a farm laborer due to the acts of rural landowners; and her subsequent 

abandonment by her husband for greener urban pastures, nothing, and no one, will be 

able to protect her rights as a citizen. Nor, therefore, will anything prevent her from 

being immersed in the inhuman urban “mud” left by the recent storm of regime 

change. In the eyes of the city, her posture, clothes and expressions are “read” by 

everyone she encounters, and with this, the certainty of her future as a lonte has – in 

the collective sphere of public perception and action – already come to pass. Fallen 

through the yawning gaps in an ever-weakening safety net, Mila has effectively been 

sacrificed to the amoral drives whose currents flow especially swiftly beneath the 

teeming surface of the city. 
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Figure 31: Bernafas Dalam Lumpur: As the awareness appears to drain from Mila’s face 
(left), the camera begins to sway, as if approximating her “unconscious” view (right), 

floating off-kilter down the middle of Jakarta’s busy streets. Note: like most of the films of its 
era, Bernafas was shot and exhibited in the cinemascope widescreen format. To my 

knowledge, no film prints remain; one theory I have heard multiple times is that Bernafas was 
so popular that all the original prints were played into the ground over the two decades 

following its release, after which a remake (1991) was produced, also directed by Tourino 
Djunaedy. My access to the film is thus through poor quality video copies originally cropped 

for the much squarer screens of television (the stills above bear the stamp of the station 
Indosiar, from whence this copy was presumably recorded). 

 
Taking in what is happening to her, a look of distanced realization spreads 

over Mila’s countenance, betraying a need to separate the shredded remains of her 

former self – the farmer’s wife who assumed she was an agent of her own fate – from 

the scene at hand. The camera, lingering as the subjectivity drains from her 

expression, begins to waver and sway, as if appropriating Mila’s altered perception 

and transferring it to the viewer: as she begins to wander, the camera then aligns itself 

with her gaze, offering a lengthy opportunity to inhabit her perspective. Here, 

however, the resulting “POV” shot expresses something closer to the lack of a 

normalized, subjective point of seeing. Seeming to unmoor itself from the ground, the 

image drifts impassively through the chaotic midst of the city’s heavily trafficked 

streets, accompanied only by the non-diegetic sounds of the meandering, looping, 

synthesized 1970s soul jazz score. Finally, as the camera switches back to a view of 

Mila, she collapses in a pile of garbage beside a litter-strewn canal, where Rais 

(Farouk Afero), a sharply-dressed pimp, has just finished relieving himself. He tries 

unsuccessfully to revive Mila, but then, taking a closer look, exclaims: “Cantik juga, 

nih!” – “Hey, we’ve got a pretty one, here!” 

In this instance, the rapid transition of states in which Mila seemingly takes on 

the role of the hapless female victim might be productively compared to a number of 

historical cinematic trends. In its frequent use of the trope of wandering in particular, 
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Bernafas Dalam Lumpur appears to fall into what Gilles Deleuze (1989) calls the 

“crisis of the action image,”71 where a character’s discovery of some unbearable truth 

forecloses his or her ability to formulate an effective response or choose an action that 

will bring about change. For Deleuze, the long, plodding shots tracking these 

characters through the minutiae of their daily routines are a cue that we are entering 

the “cinema of the seer and no longer of the agent” (p. 2). Characters who have 

become seers, writes Deleuze, seem to lose conscious motor control, and “cannot or 

will not react, so great is their need to ‘see’ properly what there is in the situation” (p. 

128). However, for Deleuze, the trauma and loss of agency that becoming a seer 

entails also involves an exchange, however severely delimited. In the process, the seer 

has thus “gained in an ability to see what he [sic] has lost in action or reaction: he 

SEES so that the viewer’s problem becomes ‘What is there to see in the image?’ (and 

not now ‘What are we going to see in the next image?’)” (p. 272). In this sense, as in 

the wayang-esque temporal structure of Palupi above, the emergent seer experiences 

a stormy, traumatic “pause” in the flow of time that nonetheless offers the potential to 

take a deeper, critical look at their surrounds. 
Likewise, in Bernafas Dalam Lumpur, the harrowing process of Mila’s shift 

from ostensible agent to “seer” offers her something in return. The losses she suffered 

have taken place in the film’s diegetic past, and are shown in the form of a flashback 

sequence that narrates her fall into urban sex work (Rais, the man who found her 

unconscious by the canal, took her in and trained her to work as a prostitute). The fact 

that in the present, Mila appears to have “snapped out of it” and can recount what she 

has witnessed to Budiman, who is otherwise effectively blind to the structural 

conditions she sees, indicates a victimized seer who nonetheless “acts” in the process 

of retelling. Mila thus acts not only, as Deleuze would have it, as the perceptive eyes 

that critically translate the visible for the viewer, but as the source of “realism” in the 

diegetic world where she and Budiman both exist. In so doing, however, Mila 

simultaneously foregrounds the limitation of her own power in the face of the rigid, if 

largely unseen, restraints that she has effectively “bumped into” in her attempts to 

alter the course of her own life. To act, in this case, is therefore to engage in an 
                                                
71 For Deleuze one of the most important examples of this crisis was the emergence of Italian 
Neorealism after the Second World War. Films such as The Bicycle Thief and Umberto D employed 
lengthy tracking shots of the postwar poor wandering through the ruined outskirts of Rome. 
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intricate, paradoxical dance between a “pure optical and sound situation” where the 

seer functions as a mute witness stripped of his or her faculties as a subject, and the 

possibility of return from the traumatic precipice of madness, or even death, to 

recount what has effectively been “recorded.”  

For Lacan, also a profound influence on Deleuze’s writing, the kinds of social, 

physical, and especially symbolic traumas (see analysis of Bernafas in the beginning 

of chapter one) experienced by Mila would almost certainly lead to a “dissociation of 

the subject’s personality” ([1966] 2002:66). Here, however, as in the “expanded” 

diegetic structure of many Indonesian films, the break with a singular/subjective point 

of view that defines the seer, while clearly a great psychological burden, is positioned 

far closer to normative planes of experience. Instead of a typically sexualized, “to-be-

looked-at” outward appearance, I would argue, it is thus the ability to negotiate – and 

to survive – the transition between the depersonalized view of the seer and that of the 

thinking, speaking subject that underlies the unlikely, surreptitious “powers” of the 

figure of the prostitute in early 1970s Indonesian cinema.  

While the prostitute’s looks attract attention, her “look” is that of a potent 

reader, translator, and harbinger of (negative) things to come. Even more so than 

Palupi’s, her gaze thus functions to pierce the diegetic, fusing it with the real, and 

linking the horrors on screen to those of the actual current regime – Suharto’s – that 

would otherwise remain cloaked in allusions. “For the eye of the seer as of the 

soothsayer,” Deleuze writes, “it is the ‘literalness’ of the perceptible world which 

constitutes it like a book” (1989:22). In Mila’s case, it is her own future, 

simultaneously representative of the lives of a great many actual Indonesians who had 

similarly become politically, socially and economically alienated following the events 

of 1965-66, that has flooded her perception, becoming all too clear. When Budiman, 

upon hearing her pitiful tale, vows to marry her and become a surrogate father for her 

child, Mila is therefore both ecstatic and terrified. She despises what her life has 

become, but has learned to doubt the abilities, and indeed the underlying intentions, of 

everyone she meets. 

Like the actual case of the prostitute Adhesi/Miryam and the painter S 

Sudjojono discussed earlier, Budiman, believing his class and gender to be sources of 

both supreme logic and inalienable, altruistic powers of transformation, orders Mila to 

change her name to the more refined, cosmopolitan-sounding “Yanti” (in doing so, 
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Budiman likewise unwittingly uncovers a lack of fixity in the web of identities and 

genealogical lineages that he takes as his secure base of power and action). In 

exchange for Budiman’s ostensible protection, then, Mila must distance herself from 

the lucrative inner-city identity she has taken on, and risk giving up her lowly, but 

prescient “super powers”: the hard-won practice of seeing, breathing, and “acting” 

within the urban filth where others might simply drown. Yet part of her is still drawn 

to Budiman’s faith in the ideology of goodwill, wanting desperately to believe his 

hand is poised to pull her out of the mud if she can just grasp it and hold on. The 

resulting schism – between the systemic view of the seer and the romantic one of a 

beautiful, worthy but hopelessly poor and victimized single mother – effects another 

transformation. Over the course of the film, Mila becomes an increasingly spectral 

figure, embracing Budi on a picnic blanket in an idyllic field, only to suddenly 

disappear before he can extract her from her awful circumstance and fully possess 

her.  

It is this tension between a hope that springs eternal and an absolutely 

hopeless political reality that lends an especially poignant force to Mila’s death at the 

end of the film. In the final scene, as Budiman, Mila’s mother, and a fellow prostitute 

hold vigil over her now-unconscious form, a doctor pronounces her dead, confirming 

everyone’s worst fears, and seeming to justify Sen’s argument that prostitutes, as 

“perverse” symbolic weapons, must ultimately be terminated, and thus rendered 

ineffective, by the system that brought them into being. Precisely at that moment, 

however, something invisible seems to emerge from Mila’s body and make itself felt 

throughout the room. The effect begins with her grief-stricken mother, who suddenly, 

as if involuntarily, emits her name. The already disputed appellation is thereby 

transformed into an eerie, bloodcurdling scream, abruptly and finally unsettling the 

attachment of word and person.  

Mila’s mother then joins her on the bed, sobbing and clutching her daughter’s 

lifeless body. The reactions of the others, relegated to stand, listen and watch, are then 

shown, one by one, in closeup. Observing the “effect” of Mila’s death, beginning with 

her mother’s vocalization, as it appears to travel throughout the room, viewers are 

formally aligned with the perspectives of characters on screen, offering the audience 

access to a similar process of engagement with the tragic “diegetic” realization of 

rampant injustice and exploitation. As Linda Williams argues to occur in spectators’ 
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bodies when they are exposed to especially emotional, melodramatic moments or 

scenes in movies, here, characters are also shown to be “caught up in an almost 

involuntary mimicry of the emotion or sensation of the body on screen” (Williams 

1991:4). Now that Mila’s view, previously the central point of audience attention and 

identification, has been extinguished, the experience of systemic amorality that has 

been impressed upon her body and look is transformed into a truly “unrepresentable” 

howl of travesty and anguish, filled with the dystopian power of a million actually 

silenced voices, and buoyed by a bed of strings in the soundtrack. As such, it is 

visibly/formally transferred to the men and women surrounding her, just as it is aimed 

to spread itself through the audience.  

Along with diegetic women and men, and female members of the audience, 

then, male spectators who have ostensibly come to see scantily clad prostitutes are 

also invited to gaze upon, identify with, and finally to mimic the melodramatic acts 

and heightened emotions on screen that are generally associated with the feminine. 

Outside of a feminist analytic perspective that is narrowly focused on direct 

demonstrations of women’s ability to act in a conscious manner, I would therefore 

argue that in this case, the death of the prostitute Mila works to strengthen, rather than 

to weaken, the radical potential of Bernafas Dalam Lumpur. What occurs, it would 

seem, is not simply the final silencing of a woman as she dies and is released from the 

clutches of moral perversion. Rather, through a combination of formal, narrative, and 

emotional techniques, the “perversion” of the underlying structure of feeling itself, 

etched into the central image, physique and “gaze” of the prostitute on screen, is thus 

aimed into the bodies of the public at large, endeavoring to materialize and make felt 

important questions about the nature of power and its expression in gendered terms. 

Perhaps this is precisely the film’s greatest strength, as well as its most urgent 

potential downfall as a tool of focused political activism. In the terms of Ernesto 

Laclau, the vitality of such populist efforts is ultimately gained by reductively 

imagining the political along the lines of “the people” facing off against “power” in 

the form of a ubiquitous “institutionalized ‘other’” (2005:117). The fact that these two 

forces can also be seen as potentially interchangeable, however, as I argue the 

prostitution genre works to reveal, would seem to be precisely what Laclau means 

when he calls populism “the political operation par excellence” (p. 153): beyond the 

immediate political profit that a rough people/power division potentiates, it is in the 
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inevitable, spectacular failure of populism’s desire for “unicity” that we gain the 

opportunity to more deeply understand and “think[…] the ‘people’ as a social 

category” (p. 223). In a similarly meta-analytic vein, Linda Williams argues that the 

power of cinematic melodrama, and its potential as a “utopian component… of 

cultural problem solving” (1991:12), comes not only from its solicitation of audience 

members’ mimicry of characters’ bodily/emotional states, but from its related 

function as a catalyst for introspection. If millions of viewers are moved to cry, she 

writes, it is “not just because the characters do, but at the precise moment when desire 

is finally recognized as futile” (p. 11). 

 
Non-Aligned Gaze: The Earth is Getting Hotter, the Seer is Getting Stronger 

 
As a convention and instrument for eliciting critically introspective thought, 

the rise of the figure of the prostitute (and the melodramatic genre built around her) 

can be seen as the result of a veritable “perfect storm” of cultural, historical, generic, 

and political factors. When observed closely, these factors come to seem both 

“necessary” in terms of the artistic realization of major shifts underway in Indonesia’s 

structure of feeling, and highly calculated on the part of filmmakers. The films of the 

prostitution genre are not, I would argue, strictly melodramas. Rather, they combine 

all three of Linda Williams’ “body genres” – melodrama, pornography, and horror – 

resulting in a series of “women’s weepies” that had as much, or possibly more, to 

offer “typical” male spectators. The genre’s popularity helped to spark the so-called 

golden age of Indonesian cinema during which unprecedented numbers of films were 

produced each year (at times over 100) and shown at theaters like the Senen Grand. 

While the “pornographic” element in the prostitution genre was subdued in its visual 

explicitness, as Sen argues, the central positioning of scantily clad women on screen 

indeed appears to have been a critical element of the films’ broad appeal.  

One of the key questions Williams raises in both her (1991) work on the 

“body genres” and on pornography more specifically (1989) – who or what male 

viewers of pornography are “really” identifying with on screen – is thus addressed in 

a potentially illuminating way by the loosening and blurring of traditional associations 

between genre and gender carried out by the Indonesian prostitute films in the early 

1970s. The central symbolic mechanism of this translation and generic un-alignment, 

of course, is the prostitute. As such, she serves as both the object, and, as I will show, 
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ultimately the unlikely source, of the “dominant” cinematic gaze on which the genre 

built around her relies as a constitutive element. Unlike the perspective that is broadly 

argued to be shaped by mainstream Western cinema, however, the prostitute 

simultaneously appropriates and dissolves the sovereignty of the (male) subject, 

leading viewers astray from the singular position of the phallus as the anchor of 

knowledge and expression, and of sociopolitical and economic agency.  

Perhaps not surprisingly, an instructively similar process of identification and 

transformation through reference to a de-individualized “other” occurs in Benjamin’s 

readings of Baudelaire and the various artists-cum-flâneurs who explored the arcades 

and made the scenes of late nineteenth century Paris. It is through their continual 

directionless wandering, and the shifty-eyed view of modernizing urbanity it 

produces, he argues, that the broader “intelligentsia becomes acquainted with the 

marketplace” (1999:36). Yet the flâneurs, artful loafers counting on the regular arrival 

of capital-bearing “miracles” not unlike the Seniman Senen, are not alone. In 

important ways, they are absorbing what the urban prostitute, who also constantly 

appears and conducts her business in the sights (and sites) of the Parisian artists’ lives 

and work, already “knows.” Among the most telling signs of modernity, writes 

Benjamin, is the parity of “what…looks out at the gambler from every number” and 

that which “from the bodies of all women, winks at him as the chimera of sexuality” 

(p. 882).  

The twinkling, corporeal “look” of the prostitute has thus become “nothing 

other than the number, the cipher” (p. 882) that hides the pervasive machinations 

underpinning the emergent system of commodity exchange. It is the Parisian 

prostitute, then, who most eminently embodies Benjamin’s logic of the flâneur.72 As 

in post-independence Indonesia, her potentially allegorical figure and gaze could thus 

also be said to “conceal…behind a beneficent mirage the anxiety of the future 

inhabitants of our metropolises” (p. 36). Yet as Baudelaire himself declared upon 

gazing at a drawing of a courtesan by Constantin Guys, the figure of the prostitute is 

not a naked sign of the modern, but points to the enduring “savagery within 

civilization” (qtd. in Sanyal 2006:102) cloaked by her explicit commodification and 
                                                
72 See also Meaghan Malone’s (2012) “Whoring the Flâneur: Re-visioning the American Woman of the 
Town” and Christine Buci-Glucksmann’s reading of Benjamin’s Arcades Project (Buci-Glucksman 
1994) specifically on his interest in the figure of the prostitute, which I refer to in the conclusion. 
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the shock of her seemingly brazen lack of humanity. As Debarati Sanyal (2006) 

argues, Baudelaire’s pointed blurring of the practices of poetry and prostitution thus 

deemphasizes gender as such, underscoring instead the “‘convertibility’ of otherness 

into sameness,” and pointing to the pre-modern, “mystical foundations of 

[contemporary] ideological formations” (p. 103).  

In a similar way, I would argue, following the rise of Suharto, it was not so 

much the emergent modernity, but precisely the anxiously “timeless” features of the 

sudden flood of movie prostitutes73 that most prominently opened a cultural void into 

which the storied intellectuals and artists of Senen, already adept at shape-shifting and 

grammatical sleights of hand, effectively disappeared – or perhaps in fact escaped. 

Many, of course, had moved into the slightly more safe and legal/officialized space of 

the government-sponsored arts complex Taman Ismail Marzuki (finished in 1968). 

But others indeed appeared to take cover in the extended diegetic space of Jakarta on 

screen, where their critical inscriptions and signatures – now bearing the potential of 

imprisonment or worse – were taken over by the flâneuse of the moment: a harried 

and venerable “lonte” most memorably animated by the iconic actress and 

businesswoman Suzanna. As discussed earlier in Nya Abbas Akup’s Matt Dower, 

what she, or her films, might be said to stand for, then, is not simply the anxiously 

modernizing nation, but something closer to an understanding of “the political as 

such”: precisely the lack of uniqueness or particularity in the modern “savagery” of 

authority – and potentially that of art – at any specific point in time. The result was a 

popular and caustically powerful poetics of cinema, one based on the spectral 

                                                
73 The history of “prostitution” in Indonesia could in many ways also be said to have a “non-aligned” 
relationship with modernity. As the film Nji Ronggeng (Madam Ronggeng, dir. Alam Surawidjaja 
1969), one of the four films to receive government funding along with Palupi and Matt Dower, 
demonstrates, ronggeng dancing, which dates to at least the fourteenth century in Java and Sumatra and 
continues to the present, is an apt example. There, the female ronggeng, a highly trained dancer who 
also in many cases exchanges sex for money or other goods after the show, is the star and primary 
symbol and audience draw. This more openly commodified and thus, in important ways, valued and 
socioeconomically powerful understanding of femininity was contravened by “modern Indonesian 
representations of women as mothers and home-makers” during colonial times (Hughes-Freeland 
2008:141). Yet it endured, and imbued the changing landscapes of postcolonial cities like Jakarta with 
something of the “modernity” and commodity-savvy practices of the traditional and the rural. In the 
urban context, media portrayals of the village ronggeng (or other similar traditional dances) thus 
frequently “hover[ed] between the image of the prostitute and the film star” (p. 140). In this vein, 
Ahmad Tohari’s 1982 trilogy, now published as a single volume, Ronggeng Dukuh Paruk (The 
Ronggeng of Paruk Village), blends fiction with history, exploring the rise of the communist PKI and 
the subsequent emergence of the New Order through the lens of a ronggeng who is frequently 
contracted to perform at political party rallies in the early 1960s. 
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appearance of an “expanded” female allegory that is normally obscured from the 

points of view and present tense experiences of most citizen-spectators. 

Whether consciously or not, the press aided and abetted this oddly critical 

intervention and poetic dis/appearance. As they did with the longstanding genre of 

“pocket bedroom literature” (Ultra 1973), “hot” pulpy novels, and serialized stories 

that also served as a narrative source for early prostitution films like Bernafas Dalam 

Lumpur,74 the press generally minimized or negated the intellectual or political value 

of the prostitution films, often treating them as a national embarrassment (Salim 1991; 

Biran 2008). Yet the prostitute on screen, as I have argued, draws the attention of 

viewers not only in order to elicit “cheap” arousal. She does so, rather, to produce a 

complex emotional sympathy; in part, perhaps, what Benjamin saw as “the apotheosis 

of empathy for the commodity” (1999:526). In late twentieth century Jakarta, 

however, the prostitute’s projected image and gaze reach still further: they “solicit” 

audiences with the seer’s view of the dangers of ideal visibility and simplistic 

activism – principles that are no longer, and likely never were, an appropriate 

response to the times.  

The politics of the on-screen prostitute arguably found their apex in the 

alternately alluring and estranging bricolage of styles and techniques deployed in the 

1973 film Bumi Makin Panas (The Earth is Getting Hotter dir. Ali Shahab), among 

the most popular follow-ups to Bernafas Dalam Lumpur. Ali Shahab, its writer-

director, began his career in the late 1950s and early 60s as a successful painter, 

before becoming a caricaturist, reporter and newspaper editor in Jakarta from 1965 to 

1967, just as Suharto and the military were sweeping across the nation in a deadly, 

genocidal wave. Appropriately for my analysis, it was his experience in the press in 

particular that Shahab listed as an influence on his fictional work thereafter. As a 

reporter, he explains, he would “absorb” (penyerapan) (Minggu Merdeka 1988:para 

6) the social and political problems surrounding him, while searching for the forms, 

conventions and types of media that would allow him to disseminate what he had 

learned in the broadest possible way. His first novel, Tante Girang (Ecstatic Auntie 

1967), was panned by the press for its prurient focus, but almost immediately sold out 
                                                
74 Bernafas Dalam Lumpur began as a novel by Zainal Abdi (also credited as a writer on the film), 
initially published in serialized form in the film and popular culture magazine Varia in the late 1960s. 
When the film was released, Abdi’s story was also published as a standalone book (Abdi 1970:10). 
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three printings. It was there, Shahab later said in an interview, that he learned to 

create “a layer of sugar for the bitter pill” (Yusuf 1983) – the experiences, feelings 

and information he had absorbed from the atmosphere of regime change – that is 

ultimately prescribed to viewers in the form of critique.  

Bumi Makin Panas, Shahab’s first film as a writer-director, built on this 

approach. From its inception, the project featured Suzanna, who had achieved mega-

stardom following her role in Bernafas Dalam Lumpur, as both central character and 

executive producer. With Suzanna’s enthusiastic and enabling collaboration, Shahab 

sought to create a profitable, popular vehicle with which to push as many boundaries 

as possible (Sondang N.d.:35). While still refraining from actual nudity, Bumi Makin 

Panas deploys and markets sex in a far more pervasive and open manner than its 

predecessors. In equal measure, although holding back from pointing fingers at actual 

authority figures, the film is brutally upfront with its critical-realist depictions of 

contemporary sociopolitical affairs, imagining a nation that has become so savagely 

hot it might suddenly be incinerated by the flames of chaos, corruption and pervasive 

“evil” fed by the recent winds of historical change. Like Bernafas Dalam Lumpur and 

other prostitution films of the time, Bumi Makin Panas also shows a heightened 

concern with gazing and looks broadly conceived, and deploys both the image and 

expanded perceptive faculties of its prostitute/protagonist as a means of drawing in 

and engaging viewers in its complex, steamy world. Unlike its predecessors, however, 

in Bumi Makin Panas, the fallen female protagonist, Maria (Suzanna), remains alive 

and active until the end – it is her male would-be saviors, not she, who are fated to 

perish in the scalding urban atmosphere of 1970s Jakarta.  

Aside from her revealingly bleak encounters with various representatives of 

the ruling class, Maria’s continually deepening perspective on the machinations of 

power driving and heating the world around her is shaped primarily in the confines of 

two, distinctly gendered spaces. The first is a women’s prison, where Maria is locked 

up as a child for stabbing and killing her father, a cold-hearted gambler who exploited 

and beat her mother (the incident was a defensive act in which Maria likely saved her 

mother’s life). Oddly enough, the women’s prison could be considered the film’s 

most utopian space. The authoritative clanging shut of a cell door with which viewers 

are introduced to it is thus quickly dissipated by an upbeat musical cue, resembling a 

theme song from a 1970s American sitcom, with a flute providing a bubbly tune. A 
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brief montage reveals a space devoid of men, in which women work together in 

apparent harmony, sitting at rows of sewing machines or weaving bamboo baskets, 

wearing unadorned blue uniforms, and eating together from simple, metal bowls—a 

collective and egalitarian existence, it seems, save for the locked doors and guards.  

Life on the outside, however, is decidedly less harmonious, at least until Maria 

finds herself living and working in a Jakarta brothel, where a similar, oddly amiable, 

camaraderie-in-struggle has formed among the women employed and housed there. 

Despite their myriad overt differences in status, at a structural-functional level, the 

space of the brothel would appear to be best compared to the elite women’s dormitory 

in Asrama Dara (Girls’ Dormitory), Usmar Ismail’s 1958 comedy discussed in the 

previous chapter (Suzanna also had a prominent role in that film as a teenager). Like 

Ismail’s urban dorm of the Sukarno years, Shahab’s film-brothel of the early New 

Order is administered by a matronly, firm-but-caring proprietor who profits 

handsomely from the presence of her younger charges, but also sees it as her business 

to protect and advise them, and mostly to help mediate their frequent interactions with 

the “world of men” waiting outside the door. Both spaces are in fact inundated with 

males eager to enter and engage with the female residents, albeit in somewhat 

differing ways. The men, in each case generally culled from established or upwardly 

mobile “actors” in the ever-modernizing capital city, are similarly welcomed with 

song and dance (and alcohol in the case of the brothel), while their encounters and 

interactions with the women they seek are strictly limited and controlled by the 

watchful proprietresses.  

Both spaces, I argue, are also positioned as central to the structures and 

processes of urban national development – in the case of the dorm, the development is 

generally positive, while in the brothel, things are “developing” into a decidedly 

negative state of affairs. Each in its own way thus embodies the concept of a 

lokalisasi (“localization”), or central node where socially, politically and 

economically powerful figures – along with those who aspire to affluence and 

influence – come to display and exercise their authority. For the most part, however, it 

is the lokalisasi that “act” to shape the interactions of such characters according to 

highly particularized sets of guidelines or ritual formalities – structures that are 

beyond the ability of any individual participant to determine or control. As in both 

Bumi Makin Panas and Asrama Dara, these structures are often grounded by the 
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presence of a feminine source of authority, a figure that implicitly serves as a 

symbolic “anchor” (a “pure” or “basic” signifier in Lacan’s terms) for the ordering of 

life under an outwardly patriarchal state.  

In Bumi Makin Panas, Shahab renders patriarchy as an almost tangible force 

that condemns those who resist it to prisons or other places of victimization. But after 

circumstances effectively push her into a brothel, in many ways an absolute center of 

patriarchal rule, Maria also becomes increasingly cognizant of the ways in which 

power is localized and authenticated through reference to certain symbolically key 

“feminine” spaces. There, as the rushing, progressive time of the developing nation 

outside seems to fade into the shag carpet where it looses its way and comes to a stop, 

the authority of men – and, implicitly, that of the presently reigning regime – is 

endlessly played out as a constructed, rigidly overdetermined, and patently ridiculous 

game in which males must pay to participate. The modern brothel and its daily 

transactions, as rendered by Shahab, are thus indeed not unlike a ritual or theatrical 

performance, activities that cater to the tastes of certain audiences, but are structured, 

produced, and governed outside of spectator-participants’ conscious control.  
 

  
 

Figure 32: (previous page) Life in the Brothel: A wealthy dandy in a pink tuxedo calls to 
place an order (left) while Maria (Suzanna) plucks her armpits (right) in preparation. 

 
As in Bernafas Dalam Lumpur, after being exposed to various “unbearable” 

truths about life in the present, it is via Maria’s ever-more highly attuned perception 

and steady gaze that spectators learn to “‘read’…the perceptible world” – and the 

powers that govern it – as if it were constituted “like a book” (Deleuze 1989:22). Also 

mirroring Bernafas Dalam Lumpur, however, here, the figure of the prostitute is not 

simply a wandering and overwhelmed human “recorder.” Like Mila, by the time 
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Maria has reached the brothel, she has recovered her conscious self, but retains the 

amplified sensitivity and broadened perspective of the seer, which she learns to apply 

in her daily interactions, especially with men.  

Pak Johan (Aedy Moward), a wealthy businessman whose previously failed 

attempts to rescue Maria from poverty are what convinced her to become a prostitute 

in the first place, serves as the first real test of her powers. When he appears at the 

brothel several months later, bearing flowers and acting as if he will whisk her away 

again, Maria quickly sniffs out the desperate dissimulation and false hope issuing 

from within his ostensibly altruistic-romantic ministrations. Since Pak Johan’s 

previous efforts to include Maria in the extended sphere of his household only 

afforded her a severe beating from his wife, Maria now decides to teach him a lesson. 

Set on pushing him as far as possible outside of his romanticized zones of safety and 

illusory power, she leads him to an “underground” nightclub filled with artists, 

gangsters, prostitutes, and rock and roll. Unable to hold his own, it is Pak Johan who 

now receives a thrashing from a jealous customer of Maria’s with whom their visit 

coincides; a few days later, Pak Johan is on his death bed, and he sends his horrified 

wife to the brothel with a last request for Maria to attend his impending funeral.  

It is there that Shahab’s eclectic bag of cinematic tricks and techniques shines 

its brightest, conveying its critical impetus in an engagingly quirky, creative formal 

package. To this end, the camera is placed inside of the freshly dug grave into which 

Pak Johan has just been lowered, as if it were the reflexive “POV” of his corpse. The 

lens is then covered with earth, gradually obscuring the image of Maria standing 

overhead in a purple dress, until the screen goes completely black – as if what Laura 

Mulvey terms the “male” cinematic gaze, along with the gendered ideal of active 

agency it conveys, had finally been called out and extinguished once and for all. 
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Figure 33: Left: ‘corpse-cam’ – Pak Johan’s last glimpse of Maria from the grave. 
Right: Arie, a young painter who frequents the brothels and nightclubs of Jakarta in search of 
subject matter and funding, soon produces a remarkably similar view, foreshadowing his own 

fate at the hands of the underlying structures of feeling and power with which Maria has 
fallen into alignment. 

 
Return to Senen: The Prostitute as Super Agent 

 
His derisive bent notwithstanding, Shahab appears to have been well aware 

that an un-self-reflexive patriarchal view was (and is) an integral part of the cinematic 

and actual realities with which Bumi Makin Panas was aimed to critically engage. 

Following the eternal “veiling” of Pak Johan’s perception as it is locked into a last, 

furtive look at Maria, the same image of her looking darkly down at the viewer hence 

soon reappears. Appropriately, it is resurrected – along, for the moment, with the 

“male gaze” – in the amorous imagination of Arie (Dicky Suprabto), a young, 

idealistic painter. Calling him “Bung” (as the artists, prostitutes, and other nationalists 

of Senen and elsewhere once referred to their male comrades) when he first arrives at 

the brothel in search of her, Maria teases him for his outdated idealism: “You sure 

you’ve got the right address, Bung? This is a house of prostitution, not an art 

studio.”75 She knows very well, however, that like his forebears in Senen, Arie is as 

financially dependent on the patronage of the local cukong, or “money men,” as are 

Maria and her colleagues at the brothel (although Pak Johan, Arie’s main patron, is 

now deceased, he appears undeterred). Arie’s work, as we’re given to see, is largely 

made up of images of prostitutes in various stages of undress. Like the johns at the 

brothel, he pays them for their time and dismisses them when he is done.  

In Maria’s case, however, Arie immediately sees something “special” in her. 

Perhaps, as in S. Sudjojono’s painterly and personal exchanges with Adhesi almost 30 
                                                
75 I translated from the dialog: “Bung mungkin salah alamat. Di sini rumah lacur, bukan sanggar.” 
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years earlier, Arie hopes that in Maria, he has stumbled on a poignantly engaging life 

story that speaks of the noble struggles of the underclasses. Almost certainly, like the 

artists of Senen who constitute his most recent forefathers, Arie sees in Maria the 

possibility of an alliance, however difficult or uneasy, that might allow him to surpass 

the limitations of an individual/ist painter, potentially anointing him as an artist “of 

the people.” In Arie’s eyes, Maria therefore also signals the potential for heroic, 

individualist masculinity: the possibility of acting to create change in oneself and 

others. He sees in her the “purity” of the downtrodden rakyat kecil (“little people”) 

who must be saved from injustice, much as he sees in himself the inherent ability to 

do so, and to be needed and valued because of it. 

Further reflecting the historical and mythologized narratives that precede Bumi 

Makin Panas, Arie is thoroughly smitten with Maria, and despite the warnings of 

those closest to him and Maria’s own reservations, they become romantically 

involved. After a saccharine montage of sailing, camping, and rolling in the grass, 

Arie tells her that if she doesn’t mind living in his leaky old studio, he’ll make her his 

wife. Everything in the film so far, however, has implicitly been preparing viewers for 

a very different outcome – and thus a different, “bodily” type of narrative pleasure – 

and Shahab does not disappoint in this regard. Just as Arie and Maria appear to be 

coasting comfortably toward the happily ever after, it is as if the entire milieu of 

1970s Jakarta, and everything in it, including animals and the weather, rises up to 

crush the specters of romance and idealism that the film teasingly ignites between 

artist and prostitute. As Maria’s colleagues at the brothel sternly advise her, for 

prostitutes, love will only make life unbearably difficult, and it is thus best avoided at 

all costs. But as in the fate of Pak Johan, in this case, romance, and the ideological 

concepts of humanist ethics and individual agency that accompany it, are shown to be 

most dangerous for men. While Maria may still experience emotional pain, her 

position (and growing awareness thereof) as a key symbol and spectral 

human/“commodity” aligned with the mythically savage structure of feeling 

underpinning life in the nation’s capital at times appears to remove her from the 

purview of historical events and apparent “coincidences” that take the lives of others. 

It is therefore Arie’s humanizing vision of Maria – an active view that seeks to 

“rescue” her from her anachronous structural fate – which, like that of Pak Johan, 

must be destroyed and is thereby shown to be catastrophically ineffective as a social 
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or political instrument. Furthermore, not unlike Pak Johan’s wife, Arie’s upper class 

fiancée – her jealousy and sense of propriety whipped into a fury by his bohemian 

slumming with Maria – serves as the “agent” unwittingly assigned to the task of his 

demise. Finding herself alone with Arie’s sentimentalized renderings of Maria and 

other prostitutes, she attacks the paintings one by one, stabbing and ripping his entire 

oeuvre to shreds with a kitchen knife. She then goes after das ding an sich – Maria – 

but finds her far more difficult to pinpoint and dispense with.  While she does succeed 

in running Maria down on the street with a Mercedes, this merely triggers the 

emergent apparatus of modern medicine to spring into action on Maria’s behalf (what 

isn’t made quite clear is who would have paid for this, although it could presumably 

have been the proprietress of the brothel).  

The baby Maria was carrying – possibly Arie’s, or possibly, as she says, the 

product of “a high level bureaucrat, a businessman, a corruptor, or just about anyone” 

– is lost in a truly horrific display of flesh and blood, by far the film’s most “explicit” 

scene. But Maria herself is quickly resurrected by the robot-like machines that rebuild 

and pump air into her lungs. It is as if, as in Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927), they are 

creating an eternal, post-human copy of Maria, precisely a commodity – and 

super/human “model” – that is better than new and always ready to work. The only 

remaining obstacle to Maria’s return to her designated center of operations in the 

brothel is now Arie. But he is quickly and unceremoniously shot by his marauding 

fiancée, who mistakes him for Maria as he enters his darkened studio. Unlike Charil 

Anwar’s “spontaneous” grammatical appropriation and winking self-prostitution in 

the guise of the unkempt feminine discussed earlier, Arie is unaware that his drive to 

capture and reproduce Maria’s powerful aura has placed him in danger, and his last 

sentient thought appears to be that he is coming to her rescue.  

In this case, then, the artist truly vanishes into the depths of a structure of 

feeling that, as Williams put it, urgently “demands to be realized.” What is finally 

sustained as a convention shaped by the shifts within it is the figure of the prostitute 

and her pervasive, lowly perspective and “gaze.” Here as elsewhere, Deleuze’s 

formulation of the seer is helpful in understanding the implications and makeup of 

such a cinematic look and its systemic, depersonalized qualities. In the context of 

Indonesia, however, Shahab’s and Suzanna’s rendering of Maria – a culmination, it 

seems, of the local history of symbolization of prostitutes – will put a finer point on 
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the analysis. In Bumi Makin Panas, if the normative mechanisms of human agency, as 

Deleuze put it, seem to have been “shattered from the inside” (1989:40-41) like 

Maria’s body following her accident, the concept of what constitutes an “agent” has 

also effectively been rebuilt from the inside.  

Between the film’s extended diegetic imagination of Jakarta and its reception 

by popular Indonesian audiences, Maria functions as a kind of “super agent.” She 

acts, not unlike the prostitutes deployed by Sukarno and the nationalist military during 

the fight for independence, as a spy who becomes intimate with the “enemy” – in this 

case the Indonesian state apparatus under Suharto. As a figure on screen, however, 

she reports her findings directly to “the people,” or those who would potentially resist 

state power, through a coded, potently embodied transference. But as in Laclau’s 

(2005) formulation of a “grey area of contamination” (p. 222) that is potentially 

opened by populist politics, the thoroughness of Maria’s infiltration of the bases of 

state power also makes her allegiances suspect – she is indeed part commodity, and 

thus a real part of the apparatuses and structures underlying and enabling the 

historical authority of the state. For both state and viewing public, then, her ability to 

appeal to, embody, and translate between multiple interests, and to exist outside the 

normative structures and safety nets of family and society, imbues her with a 

powerfully alien allure – an agency that exceeds the bounds of normative subjectivity, 

within which she is designated as victim. What she truly is thus represents neither the 

side of humanist resistance nor that of “power” figured as a dehumanizing “other.” 

She is indispensible to the ability of each, however, to symbolize and disseminate the 

semblance of its own interests and agency. 

Both the collective machinations of the state apparatus, which she has 

internalized, and the artist’s impossible desire to unify the individual and the 

collective through translation, are conveyed in the prostitute’s piercing, corporeal 

stare. Aimed directly at the poet’s, painter’s or filmmaker’s field of perception, her 

look is reproduced and projected from page, canvas and silver screen. Eschewing 

romanticism (and Arie’s unsustainable “male” idealism) for something closer to the 

grammatical slips and tricks of Chairil Anwar, Shahab and Suzanna thus finally 

deploy the figure of the prostitute in a way that is unsentimental, entertaining 

audiences with allusions to pornography and melodrama, while drawing them into a 

space of “cultural problem solving” that is critically dystopian. In their hands, it is the 



 238 

prostitute who finally appropriates the “male gaze,” unseating the androcentrism it 

upholds by expanding its enclosed, singular view while retaining the fleeting 

possibility of narration.  

The resulting “allegory” thus reveals not only increasingly pervasive 

commodification, but a deep, muddy field of politics and desire that exceeds the 

specific, present time of the nation, enveloping the postcolonial, the postgenocidal, 

and the international alike in a mythical, fluid solution in which their modes of change 

and exchange are always born. Seeking to avoid the “male,” elitist intellectualization 

of New Order-era dystopia in films like Asrul Sani’s Apa Jang Kau Tjari, Palupi?, 

Bumi Makin Panas conceives of a harried feminine super agent as a more apt 

contemporary foil for Suharto’s sly, self-legitimizing and “super” appropriation of the 

ubiquitous, mythico-historical Javanese wayang figure Semar (see chapter one). Her 

riddling lesson, like that of the Queen of the South Sea (discussed in chapter two), 

concerns the paradoxical nature of “statecraft.” 

  



 239 

Conclusion  

Monstrous Features and the Cinematic Present 
 

Post-Prostitution: The Electric Stare 
 

It is a Friday Kliwon in 1985, but for the moment, time is meaningless to her. 

She lies at the bottom of the South Java Sea, clad in a batik sarong and bright green 

lace kebaya. After passing through a sudden, inexplicable storm of bubbles and radio 

static, two scuba divers happen upon her motionless form, and take her for drowned. 

She allows herself to be carried from the water, draped across the arms of one of the 

men, as if going through the motions of a valiant rescue that has nonetheless 

apparently failed in its intended intervention – in the eyes of the men, death has 

preceded their efforts. 

A third man in a jeep leaves to inform the police, while the two divers wait at 

their cabin station in the woods somewhere along the south coast of Java, where the 

motionless female figure has been placed on a mattress and partially shrouded with a 

blanket. Standing up to look around, one of the men takes the opportunity to glance 

down at the woman’s supine body, scanning from head to toe. She is deathly still as 

expected, but something seems amiss. Suddenly, as if his furtive look had actually 

been registered by a sentient entity, the blanket flies off of her, revealing bare legs 

where her sarong has fallen open (could it be the wind?). When he bends to cover her, 

the man is subjected to a closeup of her face. Her eyes are shut and apparently 

unaware, yet she is made-up as if for a special occasion. Improbably, her hair is 

adorned with a wreath of unwilted flowers. 

His passions now apparently aroused, the man leans in further and plants a 

kiss on her lips. When her eyes fly open like shutters, however, meeting his gaze with 

an empty, robotic stare, he leaps backward, his face transformed into a mask of shock. 

Slowly, mechanically, she sits up and turns toward him. Expression still frozen, he 

quickly removes his shirt and sits beside her, as if obeying a silent command. When 

he finally takes the lead, standing and pulling her up with him, smugness replaces the 

terror in his eyes. Coincidentally, perhaps, it was he who boasted earlier that if they 

should happen upon the mythically seductive Queen of the South Sea, he would 

certainly have his way with her. The feeling of conquest, however, like the man 

himself, proves to be short-lived: while it appears that he has in fact stumbled onto 
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Ratu Kidul, the Queen of the South Sea, it is quickly made clear that he has been 

deemed an unworthy object of either her legendary passion or King-making 

knowledge. A moment later, the man thus finds himself blinded and immobilized by 

bolts of yellowish white light that issue from the woman’s mouth and unwavering 

stare. He can only scream as he and his “gaze” are charred to a crisp. 

Leaving his smoking corpse, the Queen wanders away through the trees. The 

woods are soon filled with men, similarly beckoned as if by some invisible signal. 

Remaining silent, she waits by a tree, her odd, steady stare warding off each gawking, 

goading passerby. Only when a Volvo 240 sedan pulls up with a black-sheathed 

sword affixed to its grill – signaling its passenger to be a government pejabat (civil 

servant) – does she accept the offer of a lift. As it happens, the bureaucrat is going 

exactly where she herself is headed – straight to the nation’s capital, Jakarta. The 

ancient Queen, having been reawakened in the modern present of the movie screen, 

seems to quickly realize that there is a lot of work still to be done. 

 
*     *     * 

 
The above is an excerpt from the 1985 Bangunnya Nyi Roro Kidul (The 

Awakening of Nyi Roro Kidul dir. Sisworo Gautama). Appropriately, the film features 

Suzanna – the “queen” of the Indonesian prostitution genre of the early-mid 1970s 

discussed in the previous chapter – in a new and “expanded” role as Ratu Kidul, the 

mythical Queen of the South Sea who, as discussed in chapter two, is among the 

major “stars” of the Mataram dynasty’s official literary-historiography the Babad 

Tanah Jawi. Joining two powerfully commoditized symbols – the prostitute, and the 

mythical Queen of the South Sea, each emerging from a distinct historical moment –

in the figure and ubiquitous face of Suzanna, the film works to make more “explicit” 

the mythical, underworldly forces with which, as I have argued, the movie prostitute 

has been invested. It does so by imagining in material terms a death-dealing, 

corporeal “gaze” whose appearance throws masculinity and femininity – and the 

human, superhuman, and inhuman – out of their putatively universal alignments 

anchored by a singular, “phallic” point of view. Here even more so than in the 

prostitution genre, however, the function of the gaze is not to simply bring forth or 

claim power, but to define and select it: to authorize power in terms of a deep and 
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long-historical perspective, and to enlighten or destroy those who do not meet its 

exacting standards of statecraft and political office. 

While finally making its way toward the cinematic present, then, my 

conclusion takes an appropriately circuitous route, tracing the “backward” 

transformation of the movie prostitute, and the genre built around her, into the female 

ghosts and ghouls at the center of the “mystical horror” genre that reigned supreme 

from the late 1970s until the 1990s. The shift followed rampant criticism from state 

and industry authorities as to the ways in which the prostitute – and the potent 

coincidence of her various temporal, formal, aesthetic and political features – 

allegedly functioned to misalign the ideal “face of Indonesia” (Said 1991; Biran 

2009). While less inherently political “sex films,” often featuring prostitute 

characters, continued to proliferate well into the 1990s, with increasing pressure on 

the kind of critically realist, “negative” representations of Jakarta offered by films like 

Bernafas Dalam Lumpur (Breathing in Mud 1970, dir. Tourino Djunaedy) and Bumi 

Makin Panas (The Earth is Getting Hotter 1973, dir. Ali Shahab), a more robust trend 

in low-brow, female-centric popular cinema soon rose to prominence. Perhaps more 

important, it was the actress Suzanna, whose super-star features had helped to draw 

unprecedented numbers of viewers into the expanded, “non-aligned” worlds of the 

above films, who led the charge into the more explicitly fantastic spaces of the 

mythical-horror genre, establishing it as the driving force behind the continuation of 

Indonesia’s cinematic Golden Age through the 1980s. 

Even through the steep downturn in production during the 1990s, the genre 

continued to exert a strong force on local box offices and has outlasted Suharto, who 

stepped down in 1998, by almost two decades. With its rise, the urban sex worker of 

the 1970s disappeared into the “ancient” ideological space of Javanese myth and 

Babad historiography. There, while the centrality of powerfully sexualized female 

figures on screen continued in its function of drawing crowds, far more explicitly 

flaunted was the unshakeable, underlying core of traditional modes of expression at 

work within the modern discourses of the Suharto era and beyond. From its sparse 

initial offerings in the early 1970s, furthermore, the genre heralded the rise of a 

radically “fake,” “campy,” and horrifically violent local film aesthetic, perhaps in part 

reflecting the unbelievable, indeed mythical scale of the actual killings – estimated at 

500,000-1,000,000 victims in the space of a few months – that brought the Suharto 
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regime to power in 1965. A large area of mainstream cinema in Indonesia was thus 

propelled even further from the globalized goals of polished, classical Hollywood 

continuity or radical, yet elite “oppositional” forms.  

This aesthetic could perhaps be said to most explicitly represent what I mean 

by the basic “non-aligned” features of Indonesian cinema that, since independence, 

have insistently resisted the formation of an ideal Indonesian, Hollywood modern, or 

even a radical Asian-African “face.” This is precisely the kind of national-allegorical 

representation, which, although hailed by Western academics and an even more 

important goal of local politicians and ideologues (and certain critics and 

intellectuals), was apparently of far less concern to the audiences of popular 

Indonesian films. Returning to the comparative mode of the introduction, I will try to 

assess the broader political, and indeed “feminist” readings and lessons that may be 

assembled from the preceding journey. In doing so, I deploy the instructive 

coincidences and divergences of the circuitous histories shaping Indonesian screen 

aesthetics and the ostensibly straighter lineages of Western modernity that have 

formed the basic perspectives of film studies as a framework for understanding the 

form and politics of Indonesian cinema in the contemporary, post Suharto era of 

Reformasi (1998-present).  

Sharing what Alessia Ricciardi (2010) calls the “ontological feminism” of 

Michelangelo Antonioni’s 1960s tetralogy of films centered on Monica Vitti 

(L’avventura [1960], La Notte [1961], L’eclisse [1962] and Red Desert [1964]), and 

the model of a harrowed, yet robust female gaze as in the Czech director František 

Vláčil’s Markéta Lazarová (1967), for example, the products of Indonesian cineastes 

over the course of the Suharto era into the present brought something very distinct, if 

less universally appreciated, to the table. As a response to the violence of regime 

change, the “backward” movement caused by the supplantation of the urban movie 

prostitute by the female ghosts and ghouls of the mystical horror genre was a key 

factor in this distinction, returning viewers to rural spaces of “horror” filled with 

memory, ghosts and living traditions, and haunting the subsequent transition from 

authoritarian to representative government. Their expanded diegetic imaginations of a 

timeless, universal savagery underpinning the contemporary exchange of symbolic 

and human commodities thus reveals the mystical knowledge and fragmented modes 

of representation – characteristic of the statecraft and literary-historiography of the 
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last Kings of Java – at work within the crowded, sweaty arcades of late capitalism. I 

argue that the impetus to visualize – and thus localize – this particularly profound 

coincidence is to finally break the fetishistic allure of “unique” modernity 

encapsulated by the dominance of classical form in the study of film, exposing 

precisely what Keya Ganguly describes as “not yet conceivable in the world except as 

catastrophic, disastrous, or monstrous” (2010:44). I begin, however, with the global 

coincidence of on-screen “seers.”  

 
The Modern Thickens:  

Feminine “Seers” from Jakarta to the Ancient Czech Wilds and Beyond 
  
Like Semar, who serves as the voice of the wayang puppet master’s 

interventions into narrative, form and contemporary politics alike, the Indonesian 

film-prostitute is positioned to speak on intimate terms with the highest powers, while 

simultaneously, and often at cross purposes, communicating with the (ostensibly and 

actually) disempowered. For all her “to-be-looked-at-ness,” she incarnates the spirit 

of the ambiguous, prominently disfigured Semar. The coincidence of alienated 

classes, power positions and distanced spaces and times that the film-prostitute 

provokes takes place on and through her perfectly styled, yet “fallen,” symbolically 

engulfed and commoditized body – and on and through the bodies of the spectators on 

whom she acts. Both figures signify the potential for power to be made “readable” 

and possibly overcome, but demonstrate that in order to do so, critical speech (or 

other types of expression) must occur within a particular, recognizable basic pattern 

and language of authority – a localized idiom developed in accordance with the 

structure of feeling and therefore necessarily shared with the historical power that is 

the target of such expression. (A particular combination of melodrama, pornography, 

and horror, for example, might well reflect the symbolic language of Suharto’s bloody 

rise and its associated media campaigns. The movie prostitute and Semar are not 

simply “coincidental” products of these languages, however, but are materialized at 

the points of aesthetic, formal and thematic coincidence where these present historical 

approaches are pierced by the revelation of their connection to those of more distant 

times and sociopolitical regimes.) 

The figure of the prostitute gives an updated, feminine appearance to the 

symbolic position she occupies – that of the deceptively lowly, alien  “clown servant” 
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– but without fundamentally altering the basic characteristics and abilities ascribed to 

such a position. It is the deceptively anachronous, “ancient” perspective catalyzed by 

this position – one that opens itself, often traumatically, to a view beyond the 

normative “phallic” point of the individual subject – that I likened in chapter four to 

the Deleuzian conception of the cinematic “seer.”76 Tracing the position back in time, 

the critic is placed on a circular path that, perhaps unsurprisingly, finds its way to the 

Javanese conception of the seer, a longstanding cornerstone of political activism that 

similarly embedded itself into the foundation of nationalist discourse and political 

ideology. The resi, also known as adjar and normally translated as “seer,” is 

essentially a traditional term for a teacher (adjar is the root of the Indonesian verbs 

mengajar, to teach, and belajar, to learn). As I discuss in chapter three, the concept of 

the adjar, embodying a lifestyle, philosophy of education, and particular relation to 

students, was the basic model for teachers and leaders in the dynamic, nationalist 

“wild schools” that arose in Java in the 1920s and quickly spread throughout the 

archipelago (Tsuchiya 1975; McVey 1990). Muslim kiai, with their influential 

pesantren (Islamic “dormitory schools”) have since the fifteenth century also drawn 

heavily on the model of adjar and cantrik (students) to establish and maintain their 

significant societal influence (Tsuchiya 1975:175).  

As Benedict Anderson reports, the resi’s or adjar’s acquisition of knowledge 

was also associated with long periods of social and physical isolation that placed them 

outside of “the interdependencies of community life” (1972:52). In the eyes of the 

public, the status of these “seers” as eminently Javanese, yet unwilling, or unable, to 

live within the normative limitations of village, city, or family, further imbued resi 

with a “special insight into the inner state of the world and into the future flow of 
                                                
76 For Gilles Deleuze, the lengthy tracking shots of Italian neorealism in particular epitomized the 
emergence of the seer in cinema. As the shots generally followed poor, shell-shocked post war Italians 
at length through the repetitive minutiae of their daily routines, wrote Deleuze, we begin to glimpse the 
“cinema of the seer and no longer of the agent” (1989: 2). Characters who have become seers, he 
argues, seem to lose conscious motor control, and “cannot or will not react, so great is their need to 
‘see’ properly what there is in the situation” (128). Through the traumatic and inhuman experiences of 
World War II and its aftermath, the seer has thus become a more acute reader, and has “gained in an 
ability to see what he [sic] has lost in action or reaction: he SEES so that the viewer’s problem 
becomes ‘What is there to see in the image?’ (and not now ‘What are we going to see in the next 
image?’)” (272). Yet as I argue about Indonesian cinematic prostitutes, the traumatic expansion of their 
perspective into the depersonalized view of the seer (and the stilling of time and narrative progression 
that Deleuze implies this entails) is also characterized by the potential to return, at least periodically, to 
a more normal view where the ability to recount or enact what they have seen – and thus possibly to 
pass it on to others as narrative – is still operative. 
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Power within it” (p. 53). Rulers, too, acknowledged and often feared the seer’s ability 

to influence others; as in the myth of the Queen of the South Sea, the approval or 

blessing of a resi could legitimize a claim to power. But like the entrance of Semar 

and the punakawan in wayang, the seer’s appearance in public could also serve as a 

diagnosis of unrest or “decay within the kingdom,” signaling, and perhaps 

contributing to, “the impending downfall of the dynasty” (p. 53). Resi were therefore 

often subjected to torture or capital punishment, although Anderson argues that this, 

too, would serve as further proof that a leader was on the defense, and that “the seer’s 

predictions are being fulfilled” (p. 53).   

Clearly, the urban movie prostitute of the 1970s was not a precise analog of 

either the punakawan or the resi, the latter of which would normally live with 

students on an isolated mountaintop or cave. But her existence, even in the inner 

depths of the capital city, was likewise as an outsider who is not only separated, but is 

actively barred, from the norms, strictures, and potential benefits of law, society, and, 

like the punakawan, “proper” gender identity. The series of realizations with which 

the prostitute is struck during and after her “fall” into such a position function as 

shocking demonstrations of the true power of an unseen structure of feeling that 

determines her fate, as well as the fates of almost everyone around her. In Ali 

Shahab’s Bumi Makin Panas, after having received such a “reading” of her surrounds, 

Maria (Suzanna), the main character, sees no other option but to join the collective of 

likeminded women that has “coincidentally” formed in a brothel, under the tutelage of 

its proprietor, “Mami Marno.” It is there that Maria indeed systematically encounters 

“the decay within the kingdom” of Suharto’s New Order, and, like Semar, begins to 

“speak” of it – in the particular bodily terms of her trade – to the film’s audiences. 

In a similar way, resi are not self-determined, but are said to be “made” by the 

experience of “wahyu.” Often traumatic in nature, wahyu are visions or occurrences 

that transform the perspective of the recipient and leave little choice besides the 

isolated and risk-filled life of the seer-teacher. The fact that the new, cinema-resi of 

the authoritarian, Western-allied Suharto regime was a woman should also not be seen 

as a random “slip” in the otherwise patriarchal order. That she is an urban prostitute 

can be seen as a strong sign of the changing times, of the effects of modernization, 

and inevitably, of globalization. As an Indonesian woman, however, she alludes to, 

and draws some of her power from, other, local lineages of development that may 
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otherwise be invisible in a bustling metropolis like Jakarta. Substituting the city’s 

streets and underworld “jungle” for Ratu Kidul’s sea and replacing the ronggeng 

dancer’s village commons with the alcohol-fueled dormitory that is the brothel, she 

ushers in a modernized image of transnational networks that follow the flows of 

products, capital, and people, as they become “traffic” that fills the lanes between 

country, city, and foreign lands. Hence she is thoroughly historical, yet also – in the 

other aspects that glisten within the female perspective she affords and in the 

solutions that she proposes – she eminently exceeds the moments of her appearance. 

In this context, the prostituted woman as resi in Indonesia, like the rural adjar 

and kiai before her (and indeed like her sister commodities in Baudelaire’s Paris) is 

necessarily a local/historical adaptation and response to a set of problems that are 

globally manifest, and in some sense, repetitive; this is further underscored by 

Deleuze’s identification of the emergence of a “seer”-like perspective in characters 

from a variety of contemporary global cinemas. It should be possible, then, to find 

tentative points of comparison in the films of other nations from roughly the same 

period, although this does not, I would argue, indicate the direct, hegemonic pressure 

of “dominant” global cinemas like Hollywood. While the “femme fatale” of postwar 

American film noir, for example, does show a number of intriguing similarities with 

the Indonesian film prostitute of the 1970s, the former is nonetheless generally 

relegated to a peripheral status on the sidelines of what is still largely a genre focused 

on the experiences of men.  

A more apt similarity, it would seem, is shown by Antonioni’s tetralogy of 

films centered on female characters played by Monica Vitti, including: L’avventura 

(1960), La Notte (1961), L’eclisse (1962) and Red Desert (1964). There, as Alessia 

Ricciardi (2010) argues, in a society alienated by drastic social, political and 

economic shifts following the Second World War, women are presented as “the most 

discerning witnesses of the consequences of modernization” (p. 10). While the 

“incisiveness” of Vitti’s characters as readers and observers, Ricciardi speculates, 

“may have much to do with being peripheral to the flow of money and power,” there 

is, as in the case of the Indonesian prostitute, far more at work than simply an 

alienated and thus “objective” view from the margins. In both the tetralogy and the 

prostitution genre, I would argue, the operative trick is precisely in the merging of a 

traumatized, depersonalized, or even dehumanized perspective with the motivated, 
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conscious force of a subject and agent who is engaged in the machinations of a 

particular historical moment.    

 In Antonioni, the merging of multiple perspectives and interests in a central 

female character is also inseparable from a process of creating a compelling view and 

narrative that is complex and open enough to be inhabited by both male and female 

(and potentially differently gendered) spectators. While Antonioni’s camera has been 

likened to a “technological stand-in for the male gaze” (p. 9), the strength of the 

tetralogy, like that of the prostitution genre in Indonesia, is in challenging the unity of 

such a view. Vitti is indeed consistently placed at the very center of the flows of 

“male” cinematic power and desire. Yet for Ricciardi, the films of the tetralogy 

nonetheless work to channel the resultant directorial-spectatorial gaze into what she 

terms, following Lorenzo Cuccu (1973), a “thick process” of transformation that 

engulfs it (p. 15). The result, following the violent, disturbing shifts in Italy’s 

structure of feeling during and after the war, is a series of “neurotic” women on 

screen who are simultaneously positioned as “the only sources of genuine critical 

engagement with contemporary material and historical conditions” (p. 11).  

Like Suzanna’s on-screen prostitutes, however, Vitti’s characters are perhaps 

not properly neurotic; nor, in their “thickness,” are they in fact purely female. Quoting 

Pier Paolo Pasolini (1988), Ricciardi asserts that Antonioni effectively “substituted in 

toto for the worldview of a neurotic his own delirious view” (qtd in Ricciardi 15, 

emphasis added). The result, like the stalled temporal, political and ethical 

development underscored by the prostitution genre, was a set of cinematic 

conventions and instruments “unconcerned with structuring time and space according 

to the traditional rules of the medium” (p. 12). Furthermore, and perhaps more 

important, Ricciardi suggests (again following Pasolini) that Antonioni’s “new” 

filmic conventions were themselves derived from outside of the standard traditions of 

cinema. In significant ways, she argues, they drew on the poetic technique of “free 

indirect discourse” (p. 15), where subtle grammatical slips are used to combine and 

blur the author’s identity and agency with that of his or her subjects. For Ricciardi, the 

“free indirect point of view shot” was achieved by Antonioni through “a relentless 

directorial strategy of visual and cognitive destabilization that aesthetically reflects 

the viewpoint of the film’s neurotic subject” (p. 15). Even in the absence of 

melodrama per se, with all eyes focused on Monica Vitti, spectators might thus be 
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drawn into an imitative process of perspectival transformation – one that is “set in 

motion by the becoming of a critically aware woman” (p. 17). 

In Ricciardi’s reading, the key elements of Antonioni’s formal approach in the 

tetralogy strongly resonate with the Indonesian prostitution genre’s sudden, traumatic 

“freeing” of the view of the camera from the bounds of a perspective that is situated 

as either male, female, or personal as such. The latter, I would argue, can also be seen 

as reflecting the influence of the blurring of bodies and symbolic identities – or “free 

indirect discourse” – that was deployed by many of the artists and writers who 

frequented Senen in the 1940s and 50s, and that constituted the poet Chairil Anwar’s 

critical transgression of the work he “plagiarized” from Chinese modernist writer Xu 

Zhimo (see chapter four page 191). For Antonioni, women were “a finer filter of 

reality” (qtd. in Ricciardi 9) as it was experienced in Italy after the Second World 

War; in the eyes and lenses of Indonesian directors following the genocidal storms of 

1965-66, the most ostensibly “alienated” women of all, prostitutes, were likewise 

invested with a dynamic symbolic value. Following Ricciardi’s analysis, this value 

could be said to exceed the concerns of traditional feminism with “a rights-based 

condition of emancipation” (p. 9). Other key aspects of the prostitution genre that I 

have identified elsewhere,77 furthermore, might also be productively compared to 

Antonioni’s realization of a “thick” cinematic process. By explicitly drawing on and 

“absorbing” the formal and informal interactions, discussions, and production of 

images and narratives carried out over several decades between artists and prostitutes 

in Senen, films like Bernafas Dalam Lumpur and Bumi Makin Panas approach the 

ethnographic ideal of “thick description” so highly valued by anthropologist Clifford 

Geertz.   

As both Deleuze (1989:155) and Ricciardi argue, the merging of identities and 

times in Antonioni’s densely realized cinematic women ultimately lends the films 

themselves a sense of authenticity that approaches the ethnographic, serving to “break 

down…the differences between the cinema of fiction and of reality, between drama 

and documentary” (Ricciardi 15-16). In a similar way (as discussed in detail in 

chapters one and two), symbolically flexible, ambiguously gendered, yet ideologically 

overdetermined Javanese figures like Semar or the Queen of the South Sea have for 
                                                
77 See my analysis of Bumi Makin Panas (Yngvesson 2014:81). 
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centuries been deployed to authenticate particular narratives of history by 

circumventing the borders between myth and fact, and holding up the present moment 

in the flickering, but steady light of the past. The outsider status of the resi performs a 

similar “trick,” the Javanese seer’s ascetic embodiment of the discourses of legend 

and tradition serving as a guarantee of freedom from pamrih, or concealed personal 

motive (Anderson 1972:53). Yet this is precisely how the resi acquires an inflated 

value as a social critic in the present, a “superhuman” power that can be wielded as a 

decisive blow for one side of a political contest or another.  

Thicker still in her surreptitious inheritance of these traditions, techniques, and 

philosophies of reality and activism, the movie prostitute of the 1970s in fact could be 

seen as representing a cleverly disguised model for engaged citizenship – one aimed 

at identifying, decoding, and potentially redeploying local narratives of history as 

defined by apparent coincidence and repeated catastrophe. In comparison to the 

Antonioni tetralogy, for example, the prostitution genre is thus all the more 

potentially effective for its deceptively lowly, populist appearance, in both its 

championing of the vision contained in a thoroughly downtrodden perspective, and its 

open, and openly fragmented, embrace of the power of the “body genres” (Williams 

1991), deploying a patchwork of melodrama, horror, and pornography.  

In the impetus of comparison – to find approaches to cinema similar to those 

in the Indonesian 1970s – one would thus do well to heed Raymond Williams’ advice 

and look “not for an essence” (1954:4) that unifies or asserts an overarching, global 

pattern of development, nor for direct or obvious visual or narrative matches, but for 

works, or groups of them, in which the conventions that produce an engaging, 

“psychologically convincing” cinematic world are similarly bound together with thick 

swaths of experience and historical time. As Thomas Elsaesser also argues, a focus on 

the specific forms “of space/time/agency/subject articulation, which ensures that the 

flow of images…is perceived as constituting a ‘world’” or “diegesis” will create a 

more diverse and accurate understanding of cinema’s history and ontology. It will 

also, as in Ricciardi’s reading of Antonioni, help those studying films to look beyond 

rigid delineations of genre and “overcome several kinds of dichotomies… [including] 

the one between documentary and fantasy as well as realism and illusionism” 

(2004:109). 
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As I pointed out in the introduction, the particular fragmentations and 

combinations of genre and style deployed in 1950s Indonesian films like Nya Abbas 

Akup’s Tiga Buronan (Three Fugitives 1957) would seem to beg precisely this kind 

of localized reading, an approach which Elsaesser dubs “media archeology.” In the 

1970s, then, it is the prostitute who marks the most promising spot to begin digging 

through the tangled historical roots that underpin the expansive conception and 

formation of the diegetic world surrounding her, and shape the ways in which it “acts” 

by rendering the boundaries between reality and fiction more translucent than solid or 

opaque. The aptness and believability of a local cinematic world hence reflect the 

conventions and categories that shape the understanding and telling of history. Like 

the wayang technique of pasemon in which the present is “seen through” and thus 

“colored by” the past (and vice versa) (Sears 1996:7), filmic worlds can be defined, as 

Laurie Sears (1996) argues about shadow play, in terms of their function as particular 

kinds of “allegories rather than myths or ‘tradition’” (p. 10, emphasis added). As 

discussed in earlier chapters, however, just as the prostitute acts in a way that suggests 

or “seems like” a puppet master or resi, but is clearly not able to be positively 

identified as such (neither, in fact, is she ever simply a prostitute), this broader 

allegorical function is one that distances itself from indicating or fixing the national as 

such.  

In a similar vein, a related allegorical trope and figure emerged around the 

same time as the Indonesian prostitute in what was then Czechoslovakia. There, too, 

as Derek Sayer (1998) argues, the tumultuous nature of the twentieth century, with its 

political developments and technological leaps, is both unprecedented and consistent 

with longstanding patterns of local experience. In the Czech case, the critical role of 

enduring structures of reading and writing history from a local perspective also 

evokes Shaden Tageldin’s (2011) analysis of the anxieties of Egyptian intellectuals 

regarding their own persistent historico-cultural (and thus literary) fragmentation and 

its effects on modern national identity. For Sayer, Czech history, too, is often 

perceived as “little more than an incoherent series of lurching discontinuities. To 

many… it does not appear to be a history at all, because it has no clear trajectory, and 

as importantly, it lacks an unambiguous and unified subject” (1998:15, emphasis in 

original).  
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Writer-director František Vláčil’s 1967 Markéta Lazarová, among the best 

known Czech films of its time, can be seen as an especially “thick” product of these 

patterns of reading and expression. As Alice Lovejoy (2015:28) shows, the film was 

in part a reaction to yet another period of uncertainty as to the direction and basis of 

local history, in this case triggered by the post-Stalinist fall of the Soviet Union as an 

ideal model for a modern politics of nationhood. As a source and inspiration for the 

film, however, Vláčil also looked to the faraway past of the thirteenth century, a time 

defined by an even stronger lack of political consistency, when wolves and warlords 

dominated the snowy landscapes of the disputed Czech wilds where the unifying 

influence of the Church was just beginning to make inroads. Moreover, Vláčil did so 

via the earlier modernist literary experimentation of the Bohemian 1920s and 30s, 

adapting the influential writer Vladislav Vančura’s 1931 novel of the same title. In a 

way that is highly reminiscent of both Antonioni’s tetralogy and the prostitution genre 

in Indonesia, Vláčil deployed his expansive approach to historical allegory via a 

complex cinematic rendering of the rapidly changing perception and worldview of the 

film’s protagonist, Markéta Lazarová (Magda Vášáryová). The daughter of an 

embattled warlord who is mostly concerned with saving his own life, Markéta finds 

herself suddenly “sold” in marriage to a rival clan. Further evoking the prostitution 

genre, from early on, Vláčil foregrounds the changes in Markéta’s perspective as her 

fate is forever altered through being acted on by others. It is precisely in the moment 

when she is “traded,” and thus forced to realize the ways in which she is in fact 

central to the political and economic affairs surrounding her, that the steadiness and 

positivity of her view, and with it the audience’s, begin to come unmoored.  

At first, as in Bernafas Dalam Lumpur and Bumi Makin Panas, the camera 

moves as if unevenly weighted, blown about by the initial shock of alienation 

accompanying the awful realization of the amorality of power and desire that 

undergirds the particular in/humanity in which she is immersed. Soon, however, 

Markéta’s view, like that of the Indonesian movie prostitute, steadies and steels itself 

to accommodate the further depths of reality she has been forcibly given to perceive. 

Through her, spectators are provided with glimpses of the inner workings of a center 

of political and military activity: the den of the warlord to whom she has been 

betrothed. It is there that she discovers the special role accorded to certain women 

who, like herself, found themselves able to act as seers or soothsayers, reading into 
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the contents of time and advising the warriors and other men who must constantly 

think and act in the harried, conflict-ridden present tense. The most important value 

ascribed to women in this context is thus neither sexual attractiveness nor ability to 

reproduce, but the potential to use their expanded view to broaden the political 

perspective and military effectiveness of the clan to which they have become aligned. 

In its work of drawing on-screen warriors and off-screen viewers alike into this 

realization, however, Vláčil’s film deploys Markéta in a symbolically complex 

manner similar to that of the prostitution genre in Indonesia: as an eminently alluring 

object of male desire and gender-based violence who is thereby subjected to an 

altered, almost superhuman awareness. 

As Lovejoy shows, furthermore, Vláčil’s training as a filmmaker in the Czech 

Army Film Unit in the 1950s involved explicit engagement with various ideal modes 

of thinking and acting, to be expressed via film and impressed on the minds and 

disciplined bodies of audiences mostly made up of soldiers. Czech Army films were 

thus charged with conveying a series of behavioral and philosophical “lessons” meant 

to produce idealized citizens, and efficient, heroic fighters. As Lovejoy reveals, 

however, the filmmakers, Vláčil included, were acutely aware of how much cinema, 

the most quintessentially modern method of communication of their time, still 

depended on sublimating its teaching directives within an immersive, entertaining on-

screen environment built with the formal devices of popular fictional movies. 

Therefore, she writes, “spectators’ pleasure was central to this mode of filmmaking” 

because “such films were intended not only to help viewers replicate the behavior 

they ‘modeled,’ but also to encourage them to enter the ‘world’ of the fiction film” (p. 

98).  

Not unlike the expanded diegeses of wayang or Indonesian cinema, then, 

Czech Army films worked to shape what Lovejoy terms “an on- and off-screen 

spectator” (p. 102) who is drawn into diegetic narratives but is simultaneously 

distanced and prevented from total immersion. The result, she argues, is a 

“dialectical” awareness that the pleasure of cinema is provided for a specific, and 

pressing, purpose – in this case also learning, self-improvement, and adaptation to the 

politics of modern nationhood – that exceeds the limited façade of the world on 

screen. However, as the political situation in Eastern Europe became increasingly 

unstable through the 1950s, in the Army Film Unit this sense of purpose was reflected 
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in films that began to openly challenge military policy and regulations, or to leave 

viewers with “unsettled, nearly existential endings… which offer… neither reprimand 

nor solution” (p. 112). Not unlike the increasing tensions in the European 1930s of 

Vančura’s writing, then, in the ever more unsure atmosphere of the post-Stalinist free-

fall in which Vláčil’s Markéta was produced, it would seem that the concept of an 

ideal Czech citizen was one possessed of the internal fortitude to embrace the horrific 

uncertainty of the commoditized woman – a thickly allegorical “model” of life and 

liberty as always already in crisis. 

 Here, too, then, the emergence of the seer represents a dense accumulation of 

historical and political experience enfolded within a fluid, embodied perspective that 

is eminently human, yet with a scope that has been expanded by the violent, inhuman 

excesses of regime change and broader shifts in the surrounding, global currents of 

power. Positioned at center screen in Czechoslovakia, Italy, or Indonesia, the postwar 

female seer leads viewers into an ideologically saturated space of conquest and 

control. Yet the illusory veil of pleasure this produces is continually removed from in 

front of spectators’ eyes, underscoring the lessons submerged within. The result, 

however, is not simply a “pure optical and sound situation” (Deleuze 1989:128) to be 

read in stillness and silence, but a model and plan to re-immerse audiences in the “on- 

and off-screen” reality of ideological spying and surreptitious activism they share 

with the diegetic world of the seer. There, as in the process of developing new artistic 

or cinematic conventions, truly political acts are always already subject to the 

invisible, but stringent and material, limitations imposed by the underlying structure 

of feeling. Like the entrance of Ratu Kidul onto the literary and historical stages of 

Java, the postwar, female cinematic seer thus signals the potential for political rebirth, 

and with it the fleeting ideal of human development. Yet she does so, ultimately, via 

the allegorical translation and redeployment of values and basic modes of expression 

that have “always” allowed for the production and broad dissemination of power 

under the guise of novelty, development, and the ousting of exploitative regimes. 

 
Non-Aligned Horrors: An Archeological “Gaze” Undressed 

 
As my analysis above has suggested, the femininity of the seer, as a varied and 

non-aligned historical form, is itself a kind of guise, neither fully the overdetermined 

object of male desire nor the feminist ideal of active resistance. In Antonioni’s 
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tetralogy, Ricciardi calls the engagement with gender “ontological feminism.” “What 

is at stake in the tetralogy,” she writes, is not the emancipation of one gender or 

another, but rather “a woman’s belief in, understanding of, and relationship to her 

being in the world” (2010:9). In the contexts of Vláčil’s Markéta and the Indonesian 

prostitution genre, however, the appearance of femininity on screen perhaps mainly 

serves as a gateway to an alternate socio-political dimension. There, the roles, 

expectations, and abilities assigned to different genders by the strictures of patriarchal 

rule, if not made to disappear entirely, are finally superseded, as men and women are 

positioned outside the symbolic confines of the nuclear family – and of authorized 

political agency – so often deployed as a metaphor for national or other collectivities. 

It is here, since they are seers and not official political actors per se, that Markéta, 

Maria, Mila and others offer hope in the form of the thick, collectivized remembering 

that has become inscribed in their bodies and minds in “exchange” for their traumatic 

experiences. This field of memory exceeds, and will potentially survive, the 

harrowing, dehumanizing nature of subjectivity in the present. Slyly deploying the 

tricks of narrative pleasure, ideology and desire only to unravel them, the seer’s view 

embeds itself within the consciousness, and possibly the conscience, produced by the 

current iteration of authority corresponding to her appearance on screen, revealing the 

present to be engulfed by an underlying structure of power that also transcends it.  

In Indonesia, where the on-screen seer constitutes a surreptitious, modern 

rehearsal of a longstanding, and potentially subversive, political position and 

symbolic anchor – one often represented by the Queen of the South Sea or the gender-

bent wayang “clown servants” and their ilk – the populist critique offered by the 

movie-prostitute was ultimately perhaps too disturbing for some. By the mid-1970s, 

the discourse of conservative film critics regarding the disappearance of the “true 

face” of the nation on screen began to ring ever louder, spreading itself through the 

mainstream media (Sen 1994; Salim 1991; Biran 2008). By the late 1970s, the type of 

modern, yet historically dense, urban female figure for which the actress Suzanna had 

become the most indelible icon began to fade from the discourse and symbolic idioms 

of Indonesian popular cinema (more “exploitative” and less formally adventurous 

films dealing with prostitution continued to appear, although generally to less note). 

The structural flourish of the wandering, transitional moment in which an individual 

woman is subjected to the traumatic realization of a broader historical, ideological 
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perspective, however, remained a frequent feature of cinematic dramas in particular. 

Yet more important still, the apparent disappearance of the movie prostitute – or at 

least the “expanded” allegorical version thereof – in fact effected a stripping away of 

the on-screen sex worker’s “patriarchalist” symbolic clothing.  

As Ali Shahab’s sympathetic-yet-dehumanizing, almost cybernetic 

transformation of Maria in Bumi Makin Panas suggests, when finally “naked,” the 

appearance of the on-screen prostitute is no longer that of a “woman,” but constitutes 

an attempt to visualize and otherwise convey the kinds of qualities that Keya Ganguly 

argues to be pointedly obscured within the flat characterizations of women in the 

films of Satyajit Ray around the same time. As in the films of the female seer above, 

Ray focused on the emergent nabeena, or “new woman” – a figure who is 

simultaneously “disposable and indispensable” (2010:42) – as a stand in for that 

which could not be so easily visualized: something more broadly forceful and 

potentially frightening, “not yet conceivable in the world except as catastrophic, 

disastrous, or monstrous” (p. 44). Ganguly argues, however, that representations of 

nabeena such as the character Bimala in Ray’s 1984 Ghare Baire are made indistinct 

and thin by the atmosphere of the patriarchal households in which they mainly appear. 

For Ganguly, Bimala is thus a character who obscures, instead of symbolizing 

through embodied experience and expanded vision, the “savage” fact of an exchange 

of commodities that lies at the heart of all social relations. By contrast, the highly 

fleshed out, detailed and complexly allegorical prostitutes of Indonesian cinema 

unabashedly stand in – in all their monstrosity – for historical, aesthetic, or political 

forces that are felt but not seen, subterranean but not yet surfaced. The Indonesian 

prostitute’s pointed refusal to obscure, then, would seem to be precisely what 

triggered public pressure to suppress the appearance of her fragmented, garishly 

“monstrous” features within the national cinematic face. Appropriately, however, as if 

risen to replace their fallen sisters of the on-screen sex trade, an increasing flow of 

powerful female ghosts, ghouls and spirits, horrifically rendered in impossibly gory, 

hyper-real colors and detail (and often including the Queen of the South Sea, who 

made her screen debut in 1979), began to flood Indonesian screens. 

The “mystical horror” genre, as it came to be known, thus marked the re-

emergence in cinema of an enduring tendency that, as I have argued, has continually 

“demanded expression” in Indonesian cinema: the attempt to more fully visualize that 
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which is unrepresentable in normative terms. Recalling the technique of Permadi, the 

shaman in the introduction who made an obvious trick of bringing forth a gem from 

the realm of the “unseen,” however, for such representations an aura of truth and 

authenticity is established precisely by their being made to appear constructed or 

“fake” in the standard terms of the visible world. Within the globalized tropes of 

classical cinematic norms – on-screen spaces that appear self-enclosed and 

“transparent” – the obvious constructedness of the emergent horrors in many 

Indonesian films of the late 1970s and 1980s is thus precisely what identifies them as 

of another (representational) world. Where the “immersive” qualities of mainstream 

Western cinema work to dissolve the appearance of fakery in an illusion of truth, the 

cinema I analyze here, continuous with other local practices of negotiating the traffic 

between the unseen and the seen, tries to reveal fakery – indeed to openly marshal it – 

to establish truth, where truth is understood as conscious construction. 

The effect, in a far more direct (and indeed garish) way than in earlier films 

like Asrul Sani’s Apa Jang Kau Tjari Palupi (1969) or Bumi Makin Panas, is to open 

the contemporary diegetic present wide enough to let the “eternal” ideological spaces 

of legends, goddesses and ghosts enter and come into direct confrontation with the 

“new” authorities of the modern nation. In so doing, mystical horror films insistently 

show that experience in the present is “colored by” the structures of such deeply 

embedded realms through an active, material, and often savagely violent coincidence. 

Such an encounter translates and shapes both locally emergent changes and 

innovations and the globalizing political and representational structures that, 

following the paths of Western imperialism, constantly arrive on Indonesia’s shores. 

While local mystical horror films have occasionally been overdubbed in 

English and niche-marketed as laughably bad “cult” movies in the global West, in 

Indonesia, the genre quickly overtook even the unprecedented popularity of the 

prostitution films and helped to extend the “golden age” of Indonesian cinema into the 

late 1980s. Furthermore, the genre’s connection to the history of on-screen 

prostitution (including its success as a screen-commodity) was loudly and frequently 

signaled by the ubiquitous, central positioning of the actress Suzanna in many of the 

most popular offerings. Having truly “grown up” on Indonesian screens with a bit part 

as a child in the “first national film” – Usmar Ismail’s 1950 Darah dan Doa/The Long 

March (Film Indonesia) – and a prominent co-starring role as a teen in his 1958 
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Asrama Dara, Suzanna was nearing 30 when the success of Bernafas Dalam Lumpur 

suddenly made her a mega-star. After separating from her husband in the early 1980s 

and striking up a long term co-habitation with a man 20 years her junior, the 40-

something “Indonesian Horror Queen” began to embody a distinctly expanded sense 

of movie star femininity, one that reached far beyond the screen, but also imbued her 

now-spectral, “fake” characters thereon with an even more dynamic and thickly 

material presence. Far past motherhood (Suzanna’s only child was born in 1962), she 

now indeed seemed to invoke Mulvey’s ideal of “the sexually mature woman as non-

mother, maternity outside the signification of the phallus, the vagina” ([1975] 

1999:834). 

 

 
 

Figure 34: Suzanna in 1963 (source: Chris Woodrich) 
 

Importantly, however, Suzanna’s later roles (along with those of many other 

actresses) also exceeded the explicitly “female” nature of Mulvey’s formulation, 

while the “fakeness” and commercial appeal of the films continued to misalign them 

vis-à-vis the broader spheres associated with either “mainstream”/Hollywood or 

“oppositional”/Third Cinema. Apropos to much of the above, one of Suzanna’s most 

popular (and widely copied) roles of the time was as the central character and specter 

of Sundel Bolong (1981, dir. Sisworo Gautama), a title and concept that linked the 

broad local meanings attached to prostitution with both contemporary politics and the 

horrific – yet savagely “modern” – spiritual-ideological underworld of ghosts. Taken 

from a widespread local legend, the term Sundel Bolong, which appears in 

dictionaries, is often translated as “evil female spirit (with a hole in her back)” 
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(Echols and Shadily 1992:533). The term Sundel, however, is quite flexible, and can 

also indicate a prostitute, a woman (or man) of loose morals, fornication, or simply 

“bad.” Suzanna’s interpretation, not unlike her prostitute roles, conjures an ostensibly 

good woman who is treated badly and then killed, but is now able to return from the 

grave invested with yet another “superpower” – the bolong – with which to seek 

revenge on the perpetrators.  

What is most salient, I would argue, is not the plot, however, but the fact that 

the aging-but-still-“to-be-looked-at” image of Suzanna on screen  – by this time very 

much a branded commodity – is in fact presented with a huge hole in its back, filled 

with blood and crawling with maggots. In this case, then, it is the fake-yet-authentic 

appearance of the “real” underworld – that of spirits – that signals the lack of 

possibility for a truly “free,” modern/individual agency to be expressed by humans in 

either visual or corporeal acts. Now far more than Suzanna’s look, moreover, what 

“acts” on characters and on- and off-screen spectators alike is the seemingly literal 

appearance of that which her gaze previously only hinted at: a “hole” in image and 

body alike that signals the impossibility of wholeness or an enclosed real space in 

which to act with impunity. This fleshy abyss now solicits and engulfs the modern 

within an “ancient” but ever expanding diegetic narrative that is always “playing” 

underneath the visible and the national.  

 

   
 

Figure 35: Suzanna’s now-familiar look pierces the screen (left), connecting the diegesis to 
the world of spectators, while the hole in her back (center) symbolically engulfs diegetic and 
historical realities alike, demonstrating their potentially shocking (right) coincidence with 

and dependence on the transhistorical-ideological realm of “spirits” and structures of 
feeling. 

 
As Christine Buci-Glucksmann (1994) argues in her reading of Benjamin’s 

unfinished Arcades, there is indeed something about the duality of the female 

body/image, especially as urban prostitute (and thus as human/commodity), that 
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broadly expresses the experience of modernity and its seeming obsession with 

visuality. “Finally,” she writes, “this real/fictional body gives to modern allegory its 

condition of existence: its visibility, everything that revolves around the Bild. This is 

why…the scenarios of the ‘female body’ act as metaphors for those of the 

‘commodity-body’” (p. 104). It is the emergence of this split/feminine body, 

furthermore, that for Buci-Glucksmann best defines the transition noted by Benjamin 

from the “old” Baroque to the new and labyrinthine late-nineteenth-century modernity 

of the Parisian arcades. Yet as in the de-feminizing and emasculating “hole” of the 

Indonesian horror-mystic, for Buci-Glucksmann the body/image of the prostitute also 

signals something deeper, referring “back to the most secret and pregnant of them all: 

the procedure of the abyss” (p. 104). It is this “bottomless” and more ambiguously 

feminine space that appears to really catalyze and define the experience of the 

modern, “trigger[ing] anguish and impotence,” but also the burning desire to imitate 

and appropriate, in the poets and flâneurs of the Arcades (p. 104). For Benjamin, the 

abyss defines “modernity at the precise point of its relationship to death” (p. 103, 

emphasis in original), just as it causes the basically “androgynous” Baudelaire to 

enviously regard the ancient creativity of “pregnancy as ‘disloyal competition’” (p. 

104). 

In Benjamin’s copious ruminations, quotations, and jotted notes, then, Buci-

Glucksmann detects something that far exceeds “the modernity of progress” as 

defined by “evolutionist and historicist interpretations of Marxism” (p. 98). Not 

unlike Benedict Anderson’s (1983) interpretation of Benjamin in relation to 

Indonesian and Southeast Asian nationalism, these, she argues, imagine “a linear 

continuum of time [and]…an aesthetic of beautiful classical and Romanesque 

totalities, a vision of history in which a subject, however ‘alienated,’ gives it 

meaning” (Buci-Glucksmann 98). But feeling her way through the labyrinthine 

written passages that trace Benjamin’s thought over the course of several years, Buci-

Glucksmann sees precisely the rise of an age in which the appearance of flâneurs and 

prostitutes in cities, among many other things, signals the braking of time and makes 

it “necessary to recognize an inescapable truth of catastrophist utopianism: namely, 

the eternal recurrence of barbarism, fragmentation and destruction as a critical force” 

(p. 98). This apparently novel opening of the temporal, the visible and the symbolic, 

with the rise of a “plenitude of allegory” that reaches far beyond the national, is thus 
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for Buci-Glucksmann precisely what has come to define the age of European, and by 

extension other, modernities.  

In Indonesia, as I have attempted to show, a related, yet often far more openly 

displayed, state of affairs runs from “ancient” past to national/postcolonial modern, 

and has thereby heavily contributed to the “non-aligned” formal character of 

contemporary cinematic and other representations. In Buci-Glucksmann’s assessment 

of Benjamin and his explorations of the more potentially circuitous strands among the 

roots of modern European ideology, however, she also locates a formative whiff of 

the “ancient,” in a kind of deep, comparative thinking that is “reminiscent of the 

kabbalah and currents within Jewish messianism” (p. 107). This, I would argue, is 

perhaps one of the holes in the Arcades through which we would also find the roots of 

the oddly strong similarities, and “co-evalness,” between Benjamin’s thought – which 

we might characterize here as “messianic materialism” (Bronner [1994] 2002) – and 

the “queer” patterns of ideology and historiography that persistently appear in Java 

and throughout Indonesia. Perhaps Benjamin – himself a short-lived but much loved, 

feared, traded, copied and “transgressed” commodity on the scholarly market and 

elsewhere – has more in common with Suzanna or the Queen of the South Sea than 

we may think. One could perhaps say that like Parisian or Jakartan prostitutes or the 

eternal, ambiguously sexed “clown servant” Semar, for Buci-Glucksmann, Benjamin, 

who follows in the sex workers’ footsteps, has himself been transformed into “one of 

those monads who open themselves to the archeological labor of the reconstruction of 

history” (p. 99). 

 For Miriam Hansen (1987), the potentially horrific depersonalization of 

perspective that such an opening involves may in fact have been a factor in the end of 

Benjamin’s existence as an individual thinker and subject in the troubled atmosphere 

of pre-war Europe in the late 1930s. In self-imposed and then official exile in Paris, it 

was precisely in facing the myriad openings and passages of the arcades that 

Benjamin felt such a dizzying, expanded view to be made possible. In many of his 

writings, the arcades became a kind of architectural allegory or methodological map 

for translation and historical analysis. Seen “through” the arcades, then, the 

temporally remote – and thus possibly forgotten or repressed – roots of a text or other 

phenomenon, if followed down some labyrinthine channel of investigation, would 
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potentially be rendered as if more fully, and perhaps disturbingly present to the 

contemporary time and space of reading.  

This uncanny feeling was fostered by the perforated nature of space – and the 

non-linear sense of time it evoked – that were among the arcades’ most striking 

qualities. In the context of translation, Benjamin wrote, “if the sentence is the wall 

before the language of the original, literalness is the arcade” (1968:78). By 

“literalness,” he meant not the direct transferal of meaning, however, but an attempt, 

at the level of words, to approach and closely approximate the “emotional 

connotation” (p. 77) of an existing work in a distant language, time and context. The 

result, he wrote, was a level of transparency that, in uncovering and allowing the 

feelings and “light” produced by the original to shine through, constituted “the real 

translation” (p. 78). At the same time, however, such a transparent view (which I 

show below to be distinct from the idealistic, one-way mirror “transparency” of 

classical cinema) potentially enabled the more literal emergence of something 

“monstrous” (p. 77). 

 For Hansen, this monstrous effect is eminently entangled with Benjamin’s 

conception of aura, which is often understood as a sense of reverential “distance” 

when viewing a particular text or object like a famous painting. In this understanding, 

auratic distance relates to the sense of the object’s unique historical lineage and being 

in the world, embedded in the hierarchical layers of class and social standing from 

whence it emerged, and “through” which, whether consciously or otherwise, it is 

viewed. As Hansen points out, however, what is potentiated by the kind of 

“transparent” view of the arcades, which Benjamin also relates to aura, is precisely a 

“short-circuiting” of the temporal layers that otherwise create such a “‘unique 

appearance of distance’ which manifests itself in the perception of spatially present 

objects” (1987:188). In the aura of “literalness” that the prostitutes and other flâneurs 

like Baudelaire (and indeed Benjamin) absorbed from the arcades, an object or text 

may suddenly appear as if no longer cloaked in a layered, translucent veil of the past 

that connotes the human authority vested in it. Instead something deeper, and 

potentially inhuman, within the object unexpectedly seems to gaze back at the viewer, 

“marking the…moment in which the trace of an unconscious, ‘prehistoric’ past is 

actualized in a cognitive image” (p. 188). As Benjamin put it, “to experience the aura 
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of a phenomenon means to invest it with the capability of returning the gaze” (qtd. in 

Hansen 187-88). 

 For Benjamin, then, the “decay of the aura” (1968:222) that appeared to be 

among the most uniquely salient aspects of modernity and the rise of mechanical 

production therein was in fact not due to the complete dissipation of the aura, but 

rather to the quickening of its temporal processes. The modern experience, 

furthermore, is thus paradoxically characterized by the more literal or “transparent” 

appearance of an “old” human savagery that ever more presently makes known its 

coincidence with the “advanced” – if also politically and socially deteriorating – 

contemporary state of European affairs. In the nightmarish flashes of this realization, 

the rise and spread of Western capitalism that Benjamin and his colleagues at the 

Frankfurt School had dedicated much of their lives to fighting took on the appearance 

of a “natural phenomenon with which a new dream-sleep came over Europe, and in it, 

a reactivation of mythic powers” (qtd. in Hansen 191). In much the same way as the 

“non-ethical” prostitute – whom Benjamin saw as both wandering flâneuse and 

expansive, transhistorical allegory of the commodity form  – might uncomfortably 

evoke the distant feeling of unification with one’s mother, through a “real, 

revolutionary” materialist practice of translation, the “monstrous” modern commodity 

form is stripped of its distinction from the allegedly lost origins of human exchange 

and communication. The commodity thus shockingly takes on the appearance of the 

forgotten symbolic “home” of mankind. In this view, whether in some imagined pre-

capitalist time or in a contemporary communist space, a humanist “outside” to the 

commodification of experience became effectively impossible. 

 As Hansen writes, therefore, “the self which auratic vision calls up from a 

prehistoric past…is a daemonic double, more likely an antagonist than a narcissistic 

ego-ideal” (p. 220). Hence, to be “man enough,” as Benjamin oddly put it, “to blast 

open the continuum of history” (1968:262) and come face to face with one’s most 

antagonistic inner demons is precisely to embrace the expanded, “feminine” view of 

the prostitute. To begin to read the “transparent” potential of cinema in this way, 

furthermore, might then have the effect of aligning the origins of the flagship medium 

of Western modernity not with the uniqueness of Hollywood, but with precisely the 

kind of “queer,” maddeningly non-linear perspective that C. C. Berg (1955) 

presciently attributed to the native historiography of Java. For Hansen, the hope of 
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inventing a new and “politically progressive cinema” by viewing film through the 

fraught – perhaps indeed “neurotic” – auratic lens of Benjamin’s analysis is also 

necessarily to enter an uncannily familiar space that functions as “a training ground 

for an enlightened barbarism” (Hansen 185-6).  

This thought, she argues, was not easy for the Marxist critic to face: 

“Benjamin himself often enough associated auratic vision with a moment of danger, 

even the confrontation of death, as in the speech on Proust he delivered on his fortieth 

birthday… this was the date of his intended – though at the time not executed – 

suicide” (p. 220). Seen in the light of Hansen’s reading, then, it appears that 

Benjamin’s “political” problem with classical cinema – expressed in the repeatedly 

reworked, and popular but much maligned “The Work of Art in the Age of 

Mechanical Reproduction” essay – ultimately brought him to a more expansive 

realization: for both producers and critics, the creation, and indeed the interpretation, 

of Hollywood movies as transparent in a “sealed” manner expresses a fetishistic 

relationship to form and technology, imposing a wall of ostensibly modern, 

unidirectional gazing that blocks the auratic savagery – obscuring the lack of a truly 

unique, unprecedentedly visual ordering of time and experience – that had begun to 

look back at Benjamin from the heart of the classical, as well as the “oppositional,” 

cinematic worlds. 

 Hansen, herself a member of the Frankfurt School, follows Benjamin to a 

place perhaps uncomfortably close to what Stephen Eric Bronner called his 

“messianic materialism,” and to the politically complicated view of cinema it 

imposes. Ultimately, however, she returns to the safety of a more typically Marxist 

perspective on modernity and historical progression. For all his experimentation with 

the horrific transparency of the Parisian arcades and of film, she asserts, Benjamin 

“leaves no doubt that, being contingent upon the social conditions of perception, the 

experience of the aura is irrevocably in decline, precipitated by the effects of 

industrial modes of production, information, transportation and urbanization, 

especially an alienating division of labor and the proliferation of shock sensations” (p. 

189). Several years later, Hansen’s (1999) argument for classical Hollywood as the 

emergent universal metalanguage on which all world cinemas – as “vernacular 

modernisms” – are based bears this perspective out. The view of Hollywood as part of 

a larger modern epistemic/visual break, and as the ontological point of origin for all 
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filmmaking, returns Hansen to the familiar, polemical thrust of the many critiques of 

classical cinema that Thomas Elsaesser (2004) argues to have shaped film studies 

since its inception, while focusing the political lenses of critics on the putatively 

unprecedented, universal effects of Euro-American forms of capitalism. 

  As I have endeavored to show, however, the formal techniques and modes of 

address that have defined Indonesian cinema, driving its changes and historical 

adaptations over the course of the twentieth century, have continually resisted such a 

view, at times hinting at and at times more “transparently” pointing to the coincidence 

of local films with the monstrosity, as well as the poetry, of the “ancient” mythical 

past. As such, the forms and modes of address of Indonesian movies, and the deeper 

structures of feeling and representation they express, also pointedly reveal these 

structures’ continued operation and coevalness with the globalizing techniques and 

aesthetic approaches of the West. Translating and localizing these Western forms 

through their more direct (and actually transparent) modes of display, Indonesian 

films fill the “sealed” diegetic spaces and times of Hollywood with gaps and holes, 

allowing the “whorish” light of the pre-modern past to shine through, while critically 

coloring and expanding the spatio-temporal perspective cinematic classicism is 

broadly believed to produce.  

Indonesian cinema, I argue, thus precisely directs analysis into an 

“archeological turn” (Elsaesser 2004), or more accurately a return, toward the kind of 

perforated visuals and dizzyingly tangled, labyrinthine historical roots that stared back 

at Benjamin from the modernity of the Parisian arcades. Perhaps repulsively apt in 

this regard, the maggot-filled hole in Suzanna’s back in Sundel Bolong (above) thus 

guides “manly” materialist analysis into the kind of politically complex and 

“parasitic” relation between present and past forms of expression – and indeed of 

exchange and commodification – that Elsaesser glimpsed in the development of 

Western cinema from simple devices like the magic lantern. The possibilities for 

critique and ethical intervention within such a relation, while by no means stymied, 

are nevertheless robbed of any idealistic sense of purity as the modern, the human and 

the rigidly “political” alike are made to face their origins in a monstrous, ambiguously 

feminine process of commodification. 

 
Reformasi, Democracy and Non-Alignment:  
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Post-Suharto Cinema as Expansive Cul-de-sac 
 

 Weakened by policy failures and economic circumstance (in the form of the 

Asian financial crisis of the late 1990s), Suharto’s 32-year presidency finally ended in 

1998 when the aging dictator stepped down amidst massive, student-led 

demonstrations against his regime. While the result was a victory for proponents of 

more representative government and the installation of a parliamentary democracy, 

the collective euphoria of deposing a corrupt and self-interested leader (although, like 

Sukarno, also beloved by many) was once again stained by the horror of mass 

violence. While the violence was on a far smaller scale than during the rise of Suharto 

in 1965, ethnic Chinese Indonesians in particular were viciously targeted by rioters 

and the military during demonstrations in Jakarta and other cities, resulting in over 

1000 dead, with 168 cases of rape also reported. Combined with weeks of protesters 

facing down soldiers and police, the dread-inducing mechanics of regime change once 

again imbued the power of activism with a decidedly bittersweet aura. 

 Appropriately in this context, the film that touched off the “new wave” of 

Indonesian cinema following the onset of the Reformasi (post-Suharto reform) was 

entitled Kuldesak (1998, dir. Achnas, Lesmana, Mantovani, and Riza), an Indonesian 

transliteration of the term cul-de-sac – a closed off passageway, blind alley, or trap. 

Produced on a shoe-string budget during the turbulent lead up to Suharto’s fall, and 

released in local theaters – a “coup” for any Indonesian film after the industry 

downturn beginning in the early 1990s – Kuldesak eminently expressed the elated, yet 

troubled spirit of the times. Its four youthful co-directors, Nan Achnas, Mira 

Lesmana, Rizal Mantovani, and Riri Riza were intent on pushing for change not only 

in national politics, but in the film industry, which they saw as a creaking relic 

weighed down by out-of-date regulations and procedures. While they largely 

succeeded in circumventing existing channels and rules governing permission to 

shoot and authorization to produce and direct, and although Kuldesak was both 

heralded and derided as an absolute break with the films of Indonesia’s past, its title, 

formal approach, and major thematic elements created a stark contrast with this sense 

of unbridled freedom from the burdens of Indonesia’s history.78   

                                                
78 See Yngvesson (2015) for a detailed analysis of Kuldesak, its reception, and its connection to the 
Indonesian cinematic past that it ostensibly sought to escape.  
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 Indeed, one might compare the film’s central idea of a cul-de-sac, which could 

be interpreted as a twisting alleyway or street that suddenly comes to a dead end, with 

the tangled spaces of Benjamin’s Parisian arcades. Kuldesak’s “omnibus” structure, in 

which each of the four co-directors created a separate story that was then intertwined 

with the others to create the finished film, was eminently fragmented and filled with 

multiple “holes” and narrative paths, through which its viewers were led. Parts of the 

film are autobiographical, and one of the narrative threads in particular focuses on 

two young men with no official qualifications, training or funding who nonetheless 

dream of making an “independent” film like Quentin Tarantino. As in Indonesian 

films of the Sukarno and Suharto eras, however, the presence of these foreign/global 

elements – even, or perhaps especially, as objects of local desire – is inevitably 

encountered and re-routed through the circuitous loops of memory and local 

experience that have produced the very ground upon which contemporary filmmakers 

must struggle to move and work. Traveling these loops in search of a way forward 

places Kuldesak’s characters and viewers alike in increasingly direct contact with the 

problems and challenges of the past. The film therefore does not reach a “dead end” 

per se, but comes up against something like a transparent wall that reveals an all-too-

clear sense of precisely what can never be left behind on the road to the future. As 

apparent cul-de-sacs become loops, then, the circuits they trace act to subvert the very 

dead ends that are known as the definitive feature of cul-de-sacs, transforming them 

into “transparent walls” that open onto disturbingly familiar futures. 

 While the narrative thread of the two aspiring filmmakers ironically ends in 

their violent demise at the hands of an equally bored and Tarantino-obsessed gang of 

young rockers, the directors of Kuldesak all went on to establish themselves firmly 

within the cinematic landscape (and industry) of post-Suharto Indonesia. There, while 

age-old problems with funding and censorship have persisted, an obvious sign of 

change is the robust number of female directors and producers now making both 

mainstream and festival-oriented local fare. As directors Achnas and Lesmana are 

both women, Kuldesak’s transparent wall was emphatically not a glass ceiling, and in 

this sense the film was indeed a break with the past and sign of good things to come. 

(In the political arena, Sukarno’s daughter Megawati, who was later elected president 

[2001-2004] was among the most prominent figures agitating for the ouster of 

Suharto during the period when Kuldesak was being written and produced.) Even 
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while a greater number of mainstream films could now be considered less self-

consciously fragmented in appearance, however, patterns of representation of gender 

and power, and their dense entanglement with diegetic function and modes of address, 

suggest a profound and continuing coincidence with the radically non-aligned 

character of Indonesia’s cinematic past.    

 In the 2007 film Tiga Hari Untuk Selamanya (Three Days to Forever) directed 

and produced by Kuldesak’s Riri Riza and Mira Lesmana, for example, what appears 

to begin as a typically rebellious, teenage “road movie” is slowly pulled apart and 

transformed into a far more dynamic formal and narrative vehicle by the 

re/emergence of a central, feminine perception.79 As the youthful, upper middle-class 

cousins Yusuf (Nicholas Saputra) and Ambar (Adinia Wirasti) begin a journey along 

the coast of Java on the way to a family wedding, Ambar recounts the time when her 

parents walked in on her older sister – now the bride to be – having sex with her 

boyfriend. The word lonte (whore), familiar from the discourse of the 1970s 

prostitution genre, is thus quickly included in the film’s discursive landscape through 

Ambar’s critical repetition of her father’s shocked reaction. Having led a far more 

“Westernized,” drug-fueled and sexually active lifestyle than her sister, Ambar 

appears to feel the impact of the derogatory term all the more profoundly, as if it were 

in fact aimed at her. As in the portrayal of movie-prostitutes several decades earlier, 

however, Riza’s film presents Ambar’s lifestyle in an upfront and realistic manner 

without offering moralistic judgment. Instead, it focuses on Ambar’s coming into 

awareness of her role as a potentially powerful, contemporary point of reception and 

translation for emergent discourses and practices. 

 The cousins’ trip – from Jakarta, the modern capital, to Yogyakarta, the heart 

of Javanese “tradition” – thus serves to expose her consciously Westward look to the 

grounding, but equally disruptive force of “Java.” As the journey quickly and 

predictably loses its way, the planned eight-hour drive stretches into three days, and 

their small Peugeot is increasingly surrounded by a disjointed array of images and 

sounds that challenge visual interpretation, eventually drawing the travelers out from 

behind their protective, transparent windscreens and into an unexpectedly complex 

                                                
79 For a detailed analysis of Tiga Hari Untuk Selamanya and its engagement with the historical politics 
of Indonesian cinema, see Yngvesson (2011). 
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series of physical engagements. Ambar’s burgeoning desire for Yusuf, who is 

likewise youthfully adventurous but appears to possess a more grounded, “traditional” 

perspective, focuses her gaze on something uncannily familiar, and oddly flexible, 

that moves within him. As she begins to sense and return his equally desirous looks at 

her, Ambar glances directly into the camera, expanding the film’s diegetic world, 

drawing the spaces of viewers and filmmakers into its previously “sealed,” strictly 

fictional purview. As if responding to her gaze, the film itself seems to break apart, 

subtly at first, literally “opening” itself by intermittently displaying a series of black, 

silent spaces that gradually increase in length. 

 In my interview with Riza (13 March 2013), he explained that the idea for the 

black gaps had come from his fascination as a Jakarta film student with the American 

director Jim Jarmusch, who used a similar technique in his low budget, black and 

white independent classic Stranger Than Paradise (1984). (Jarmusch’s film is 

likewise centered on a wandering road trip taken by cousins of the opposite sex.) Yet 

unlike Jarmusch’s gaps, which inscribe a regular rhythm between certain images or 

scenes, much as a more typical fade out/fade in transition would do, in Riza’s hands 

the gaps are “localized” and play a far more disruptive role, tearing at diegetic 

boundaries in a way that American narrative films rarely do. Like Kuldesak, then, 

Riza’s Tiga Hari Untuk Selamanya deploys its Westward-directed looks to translate 

and critically open the conception and formal modes of independent cinema (and its 

fleeting promises of creative freedom), much as the figures of Ambar and Yusuf build 

on a long tradition of complicating assumed binary relationships between local and 

foreign worldviews and lifestyles. To this end, the perspective of both characters is 

perhaps most thoroughly expanded upon a “coincidental” encounter with a traditional 

ronggeng dancer along the rural Javanese coastline. Following the encounter, a more 

transparently “mystical” view imposes itself on the screen, as official portraits of 

Suharto, polygamous old men, and wild elephants, tigers, and pigs suddenly appear, 

creating looping spatio-temporal whorls in the otherwise linear path of road and 

movie alike. 

 The point, however, does not appear to be that the progressive politics of the 

Reformasi era have died or come to a standstill upon discovery of the inexorable 
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linkages between the present and the “pre-modern” past (be it Suharto- or Sukarno-

esque, Javanese, or something else). The film, as both Riza and Sinar Ayu Massie,80 

its screenwriter, told me, was very much aimed at pushing and indeed “modernizing” 

the boundaries of acceptable public expression in Indonesia at the time, while 

highlighting the changing lifestyles and habits of its youth. Furthermore, the film’s 

pointed staging of the coincidence of contemporary, “Westernized” youth with more 

deeply embedded patterns of thought, expression, and behavior, while at first 

somewhat shocking to Ambar in particular, does not by any means bring the journeys 

of their lives, or their paths of development through self discovery, to a stop. Rather, 

the function of Ambar’s and Yusuf’s encounters with the fragmented “heart” of Java 

and the enduringly “queer” structures of feeling embedded within it appears to be an 

initiation into a broadened and more mature sense of modern political realism. 

 Unfortunately, despite its youthful atmosphere and use of famous actors like 

Wirasti and Saputra, Tiga Hari Untuk Selamanya was generally underappreciated by 

Indonesian audiences, some of whom found it overly slow (Yngvesson 2011). Riza, 

whose company with Mira Lesmana, Miles Films, has produced many of the biggest 

grossing projects of the post-Suharto years, expressed surprise that more people didn’t 

seem to quite “get it.” Nonetheless, Tiga Hari played in theaters for several weeks, 

and is well known as a part of Riza’s diverse oeuvre, which includes blockbusters like 

the 2008 Laskar Pelangi (Rainbow Warriors), political biopics such as the 2005 Gie 

(Gie, about controversial Chinese-Indonesian activist Soe Hok Gie), and the 

experimental feature Eliana-Eliana (2002) shot in the mini-dv format. For the 

generation of Indonesian filmmakers after Riza in particular, furthermore, Tiga Hari 

appears to have been a more important text than is borne out by the numbers of tickets 

or DVDs it sold. Like much of Riza’s less mainstream work, their films are 

increasingly playing at international festivals in Europe, Asia and the United States. 

Sources of funding, while often local investors, also frequently come from European 

grants like the Hubert Bals Fund that members of Riza’s generation (or the late 

Suharto-era director Garin Nugroho) have taken advantage of in the past.  

 While this newer generation has mostly launched their careers through local 

and global festivals and not standard theatrical runs, many of them, like the directors 
                                                
80 I interviewed Massie in Jakarta on 12 February 2013. 
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Yosep Anggi Noen, Ismail Basbeth, or Edi Cahyono, have begun to infiltrate more 

mainstream levels of the film industry, even while frequently maintaining their 

centers of production outside of Jakarta. Noen, who has recently completed a fairly 

major production, Istirahatlah Kata-Kata (Solo, Solitude) that is set to open in 

theaters in 2017, began his career with short, festival-oriented films that were shown 

in Europe and Asia. He subsequently established himself as a feature director with the 

2012 Vakansi Yang Janggal dan Penyakit Lainnya (Peculiar Vacation and Other 

Illnesses). That film, which was a European and Asian festival hit but received only a 

very brief Indonesian theatrical run, is not unlike a “lower-class version” of Riza’s 

Tiga Hari Untuk Selamanya. Also a “road movie” built around a purportedly 

unplanned, spontaneous extension of a short trip, it follows the burgeoning forbidden 

romance between a young Muslim man and married Catholic woman who work for a 

furniture outlet in Yogyakarta. While the two have been tasked with delivering a 

garish red leather sofa to Temanggung, Central Java, normally only a three-hour drive 

away, they, too end up driving in circles for days, while spending their nights together 

in cheap motels along the way.    

 Perhaps modern in a different way than the affluent young lovers at the center 

of Tiga Hari Untuk Selamanya, Noen’s characters do not need to be “shocked” by 

their encounters with the deceptively odd, wandering nature of life and power in Java. 

Despite their many differences, both appear connected precisely through their open 

embrace of their “Javaneseness,” and the dialog on which their relationship is built is 

thus dominated by Javanese instead of the customary use of the national language, 

Indonesian. In some sense, then, Noen’s creatively “parasitic” adaptation of Riza’s 

and Massie’s work brings the latter closer to the historical “home” of its fragmented, 

non-linear form, and farther from the sparks of its inspiration in the work of Jarmusch 

and others. Hence the transparent, allegorical lens through which the modern present 

is more directly revealed in its connection to the deeply embedded and seemingly 

timeless structures of the past is in fact produced by the agency of a language; one 

that since before the time of Dutch colonization has consistently positioned itself as 

the center of national consciousness through the persistent reign and political clout of 

the Mataram dynasty in Yogyakarta and Solo, Central Java. Perhaps not surprisingly 

in this context, the “alternative” location for film production chosen by Noen and 

several other directors of his generation is Yogyakarta, the most robustly enduring 
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center of artistic production and Javanese Mataram culture and ideology, as well as 

the prescient point of destination for Riza’s earlier cinematic travels in Tiga Hari.  

 “Coincidentally,” then, in 2016, it seems more apparent than ever since the fall 

of Suharto that the independent-cum-mainstream cutting edge of Indonesian cinema, 

while constantly changing and pushing itself into the future, has traced familiar, wide-

ranging loops of modernist influence that gather but always temper and localize the 

outside influences they are designed to encounter. Like the politico-artistic circuits of 

the 1950s and 60s (albeit with somewhat different global stops this time around)81 

these contemporary loops appear to have circled back to the alleged inevitability of 

Mataram Java (now part of its own “circuit” of power with Jakarta) as the “last 

dynasty” and a de-facto center for translocal discourses and practices like literature, 

painting, theater and cinema. For Riza and screenwriter Massie, who both have family 

roots outside of Java, the expanded perspective produced through the agency of Java 

is also clearly stained with the monstrous specters of historical violence. Their 

collaboration on Tiga Hari thus evokes the disturbing prospect that along with the 

broadly encompassing realism, the bloody horrors of the Javanese and Indonesian 

past may well become a very negative aspect of the persistence of local structures of 

feeling that are once again shaping the futures of Indonesia and its cinema.  

 As in the past, these “non-aligned” features are not necessarily what 

Indonesian cinemagoers (and many, but certainly not all, critics) think they want.82 

And yet they persist, catching hold of the bodies, eyes and minds of young 

filmmakers, many of whom, like Yosep Anggi Noen,83 now also see themselves as 

part of an Asian Cinema movement whose central figures, such as Thailand’s 

Apichatpong Weerasethakul, are in fact Southeast Asian. In light of similarities in 
                                                
81 While Egypt is far less obviously present in the contemporary spheres of influence of filmmakers 
like Noen and Basbeth, its presence has made a robust resurgence via a trend of popular Islamic films 
beginning with the 2005 Ayat-Ayat Cinta (The Verses of Love dir Hanung Bramyanto). There, as it did 
in the links between West Sumatran intellectuals and the communities around Al-Azhar University in 
Cairo in the first half of the twentieth century (see analysis in chapter three), Egypt (and Al Azhar 
specifically) frequently appears as a distant center for contemporary Muslim Indonesians to align 
themselves with a localized conception of typically modern and astutely Islamic thought and 
personhood. 
82 It is also important to note that the new generation of filmmakers I am describing have arisen in the 
midst of a much more obviously “mainstream” (and often quite poor quality) trend in local cinema 
beginning around 2008. Nonetheless, their work, which mostly controverts this trend, has survived and 
allowed them to rise to increasing prominence between 2012 and the present.  
83 I conducted several informal interviews and conversations with Noen while on fieldwork trips in 
Indonesia between 2012 and 2016. 
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contemporary techniques and modes of address that for many Southeast Asian 

filmmakers are explicitly related to a sustained “backward” glance into the 

vicissitudes of local pasts, what may emerge ever more clearly in the future could 

well be something like a regional “structure of feeling.” If this were to be the case, 

one might also begin to explore how the regional spread of Hinduism and texts like 

the Mahabharata and Ramayana many centuries ago served as an important point of 

departure for interlocal narrative structures and modes of cinematic address. As I was 

told by the juru kunci (“key master” or master of ceremonies) at Parangkusumo, the 

putative birthplace for the “queer” statecraft of the Mataram dynasty in the sixteenth 

century (see analysis of Parangkusumo in chapter two), however, there are no “real” 

points of departure for anything. Just as the contemporary prostitutes who show up 

there are “parasites” who “exploit” the fact that rituals draw crowds (I would argue 

the reverse is also true), the man explained, even Mataram, the platform for his own 

authority as key master, was ultimately “nothing”: if one stripped away the layers of 

discourse and history in which places like Parangkusumo, or even Mecca, are 

wrapped, he continued, one is confronted with the universal fact that such places are 

in the end “just a media” like any other. 
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