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The city of Jogya was featured in a book published in London, in 1815. Titled The Conquest of Java, it was 
written by  Major William Thorn, an officer of the [Colonial] British Royal Army. The city of Jogya was 
depicted accurately through 35 colored lithographs and 18 maps. The book wrote about the royal palace in 
the center of the city, the Kraton, built by Sultan Hamengkubuwono I, in the middle of the 18th century. 
Around the Sultan's residence were alleyways, made up of  rows upon rows of settlements and defensive 
forts.[1] 
 
The historian, John Bastin, in his introductory note to the book (reprinted in 2004) wrote that these depictions 
of Jogya was taken from rough sketches that can still be found at the Egerton military Library, Whitehall, 
London. These rough sketches were further embellished through Joseph Jeakes's paintings and prints by 
Johannes Rach—these artists lived in Java near the end of the 18th century. Though rough, these sketches 
were able to depict accurately the situation and the secret alleyways surrounding the Kraton of Jogya. The 
exact source of information was unknown. John Bastin estimates that these sketches were made by Major 
William Thorn based on intelligence reports utilized by the British forces as they moved to capture Jogya in 
1812. [2] 
 
In 1810, Indonesia was a territory under Dutch colonial rule given to the British as collateral. In The 
Conquest of Java, Major William Thorn wrote that this transition of power was placed under the authority of 
Lord Minto, the British Governor-General in India. In 1812 Lord Minto appointed Sir Thomas Stamford 
Raffles—who would subsequently author the book, History of Java—as Lieutenant-Governor. In 1812, Lord 
Minto deployed an immense fleet to the Far East, to quell rebel forces in Indonesia. The fleet numbered 
12,000 men, in 4 warships, 14 frigates, 8 courvettes, and 7 landing sloops--the largest fleet ever deployed in 
colonial history. They arrived at Semarang Harbor in the beginning of May 1812. [3] 
 
The efforts to suppress the rebellion by Jogya Sultanate proved to be a difficult enterprise. British troops 
were unable to reach the Kraton which was surrounded by settlements, as well as forts with a hundred 
cannons. For weeks, none, not even native spies, managed to penetrate the settlements protecting the Kraton. 
It was only after one long month that the British finally managed to breach the labyrinthine alleyways of 
these settlements. They finally captured the Kraton at the end of June 1812. This battle took a rather 
significant toll: 23 officers and 100 soldiers died, as well as the loss of tens of cavalry horses. [4] 
 
As though to preserve the structure as accounted in The Conquest of Java, the settlements in the City of 
Jogya after the 19th century evolved embryonically around the Kraton. It maintained its crude settlement 
structure, with rows upon rows of small dwellings, creating alleyways and complicated intersections. During 
the colonial era, these settlements were populated by the middle-class, mostly tradesmen. They were a class 
of educated people, though they did not serve as colonial government employees. These people played an 
important role in creating an Indonesian civil society; as they have learned to absorb modern ideas while still 
upholding tradition. Through their ties to tradition, the middle class were always conscious of the plight of 



 

 

the lower classes, whose rights were often overlooked by the colonialists. Through the educated middle-class, 
the idea of a free, independent Indonesia began to flourish. [5] 
 
Modern day Jogya has seen very little change. Downtown Jogya is still dominated by these labyrinthine 
settlements. The Kraton at the city's center is still the royal residence, now of Sultan Hamengkubuwono X, 
who is still the spiritual leader of the people of Jogya. In the structure of the Indonesian Republic, the Sultan 
is Jogya's Governor (with the same authority as governors of other Indonesian provinces). The settlement is 
now mostly home to the lower-middle classes, and the younger generation. As with most other cities, the 
downtown has shifted to play host to the young; university students looking for cheap lodgings in the center 
of town. 
 
These setttlements are also home to various artists, living and plying their chosen trade. Almost all Jogya-
based artists live here. The settlement's atmosphere is condusive for collective living. The door to their 
studios are always open to one another's visits. This allows their communication to intensify. One after 
another, art discourses march through the city, often finding their roots in art movements. 
 
At the end of 1992, a number of artists began to take interest in the alleyways of winding in and out of their 
settlement. Led by Samuel Indratma, an art collective known as the Comic Pharmacy (“Apotik Komik”) was 
born. This group conducted a collaborative experimentation-based work, covering the walls of the alleyways 
around their residences with murals. Their murals exhibited the aspirations held by the younger generation; 
their fascination on comic art, popular symbols, and punk music. 
 
The community did not oppose the effort, as they were on familiar terms with the artists. The murals were 
useful things, covering up old and dirty walls. The residents even understood that these works are more than 
mere signs of the sub-culture. Moreover, these murals served as harsh critique against repressive politics 
exercised by the government at that time, which was dominated by the military. 
 
It demonstrates how public spaces in Jogya still belong to the urbans and the political stance as seen on 
alleyway walls clearly demonstrates these middle-class aspirations. Thus, Jogya can still be seen as an urban 
city in its most literal meaning. Other big cities in Indonesia, even cities in other countries, have witnessed 
the shift of urban settlements to the sub-urban areas. The center of town thus abandoned turned into a 
business hub; only alive in daytime, dead by nightfall. In large cities across Asia, city centers have grown 
into slums, living places for the poor, those who arrived in the city in search for meager work. Meanwhile, 
public spaces in city centers are abandoned by the majority, as they turn into violent turfs ruled by mobs and 
gangs. 
 
As with the rest of the country, in 1998, Jogya faced a political turmoil started by the Asian monetary crisis 
that ended with the fall of General Soeharto who ruled Indonesia for 32 years. In the midst of this, the 
alleyways of Jogya turned into a showcase of political posters rallying against authoritarian powers. When 
the clash between various political forces culminated at the end of 1998, protest paintings began to cover the 
walls of almost all public spaces in the city of Jogya. This is how Jogya became known as 'a city of murals'.  
 
The usage of the term “comics” in the 1990s—as reflected in the name “Comic Pharmacy”—bears a 
rebellious meaning. Comics are often used in political-murals precisely because of their low-life image. The 
artists chose comics to represent their opposition. These murals garnered negative reaction and anger of the 
ruling parities, not just because of the political protests they voiced. These political murals invited the rulers' 
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ire because they were seen as using 'dirty words'. However, the 1998 political turmoil provided a suitable 
backdrop in proving that comic art has the potential to be an effective medium for protests. Their meanings 
are clear enough to be understood by the wider public, who quietly agreed with the artists’ protests. 
 
Comic's low-life image is not exclusive to Indonesia. Comics have had unfavorable reception in almost all 
countries in the world. It was only 12 years old, in the 1930s, when it began to gain wider public interest. At 
the time, Hitler began his political expansion, creating unrest, posing a threat to the world at large. Comics 
appeared in mass media as a much-needed balm during these depressing times. Comics offered humor, 
providing something to laugh about. They highlighted the little things in life, taking the reader's mind away 
from greater and more distressful problems. Such was the time that gave birth to super-heroes with 
extraordinary powers to protect the public: Superman (1938), Batman (1939), and Captain Marvel (1940). 
Public interest pushed comics out of the exclusive domain of mass media. Comics were then bound into 
books, and comic book sales soared to the hundred thousands in no time at all. [6]  
 
Following the end of World War II, comics became a very profitable commodity, marked by the rise of the 
comics industry. Leaving behind war-related storylines, by 1955 onwards, comics began to highlight more 
popular themes: horror tales, criminal stories, adventures through tropical jungles complete with sensually-
dressed Amazonians, as well as heroic tales with its requisite violence. Such developments invited a reaction 
from the scholars, who viewed comics as low brow. Psychologists deemed the comics, much-loved by the 
teenagers, as harmful to education and detrimental to a child's intellectual growth. In the US, many began to 
call for a comprehensive comics code. In 1961, a Senate sub-committee released a request, urging the comics 
industry to straighten up. If the industry failed to do so themselves, then the Senate would step in to regulate 
it. [7] 
 
Such negative reactions by American intellectuals quickly spread to the rest of the world. In Indonesia, one 
would need to file for permission from the police before printing and publishing comic books. This started 
during General Soeharto's reign, and was only abolished ten years ago. In Europe, it began its rehabilitation 
around the 1970s, when comic book publishers brought out quality comic books created by prominent comic 
artists. One of its more monumental milestone was the publication of Asterix in France.   
 
The art world was not immune to the controversy surrounding comics. In an era commonly known as the 
beginning of the establishment of contemporary art, Pop Art pieces created in the style of comic art (such as 
those created by Roy Lichtenstein, Jasper Jones, Ed Ruscha), were seen as as examples of low/bad taste. The 
term “kitsch” was affixed next to “comics”. This controversy has not been fully resolved until now. As such, 
a number of art historians would label the arrival of comics and pop culture, in the development of current 
art, as pop art legacy. [8] 
 
In Indonesia, there has never been an exclusive discourse aimed at rectifying comic's kitsch image.  
However, the gradual rehabilitation of comic art's image in Europe and the US did have an impact in 
Indonesia. A number of quality comic books began to circulate in Indonesia. In addition, Japanese comic— 
manga—began to flood the Indonesian market, and more pervasively since the 2000. These changes meant 
that Jogya's mural artists no longer have to struggle with comic's negative image. The tendency to utilize 
comic's infamy to represent a rebellious statement began to recede. The comic-inspired artworks currently 
dominating Jogya's mural landscape tend to use comic as reference; the presence of text, the tendency to 
highlight daily realities in their most intimate aspects, humor, and one's inclination for story-telling. 



 

 

 
In 2001, the Comic Pharmacy collective collaborated with mural artists from San Francisco, US, to create 
murals in a number of public spaces throughout Jogya. In this collaborative project entitled Sama-
sama/Together, the Comic Pharmacy as a collective began to show a number of changes: they were no longer 
limited to voicing politically-themed protests. Such was their earnestness in carrying out this project, that the 
public and the government of Jogya began to realize the positive effect of these artworks on the walls of their 
public spaces. Thus, since the conception of this mural project in 2001, Jogya's artists are now able to gain 
permission to work with relative ease. This led to a boom of murals in the city of Jogya. Some artists even 
made murals without obtaining prior permission, but the authorities did not mind too much either. Thus 
began Jogya's journey as a city of murals. 
 
On Jogya's mural artists, Megan Wilson, curator of the Sama-sama/Together project said, “They work much 
like artists who have worked with the Clarion Alley Mural Project (CAMP), a loose collective of artists and 
activists in San Francisco. Talking to them, I was intrigued by the parallels between their approach to their 
work and the ways many of artists I know in San Francisco respond to their environtment. They have strong 
social consciousness interlaced with humor and work with  a bold aesthetics and strong commitment to craft, 
yet often present their projects in setting that guarantee an ephemeral experience.” [9] 
 
All exhibiting artists gathered here at Primo Gallery are artists who have been involved in various mural 
projects in Jogya. Most of them—Farhansiki, Andre Tanama, Oki Rey Montha, Eko Didyk Sukowati, Riono 
Tanggu, Uji Hahan Handoko, Iwan Effendy, Janu Satmoko and Eko Nugroho—are young artists who 
emerged into the scene in the decade of 2010. The older generation, so to speak, is represented by S. Teddy 
Darmawan and Eddi Prabandono, who count themselves amongst artists emerging in the 90s. 
 
Artists of the 2010 'class' used to belong to an open organization called "Daging Tumbuh" (lit. Growing 
Flesh). Members of this collective are those who contributed to a magazine of the same name ('Daging 
Tumbuh'). This magazine is unique, favoring images rather than text. Managed by Eko Nugroho, this 
magazine is reproduced by photocopy, and their selling price is just about enough to cover reproduction 
costs. Artists are not the only contributors to this magazine. It welcomes contributors from diverse 
backgrounds: students from the art institute, graphic designers, comic artists, even street vendors, punk 
groupies, street-side portrait artists, and 'mere' lay people who enjoy drawing.  
 
As elaborated by Megan Wilson, the mural artists of the 2010s pay attention to the artistic dimension of 
mural-making. This development is especially evident in their works. Farhansiki, whose works are on display 
here, is one of those new-generation mural artist who exemplifies this tendency clearly. He explores text 
intensively. He has collected various logo, icon, popular signs within both local and global spheres. Then he 
crafted them into murals as well as imbuing them in his pieces of parody and hyperbole. Farhansiki works 
with spray paint, commonly used in street art for graffiti. He also utilizes cut stencils. This way, he is able to 
copy logos, icons, and texts as close to the original as possible. As such, the use of spray paint in Farhansiki's 
works is more controlled, able to convey artistic expressions. 
 
Takahashi Mizuki, curator of the exhibition Manga Realities - Exploring the art of Japanese Comics Today, 
expounded that in the current development of art, comic art serves to reflect contemporary culture. Mizuki 
points at manga comics, and how various aspects of manga have spread into world’s life style lexicon. He 
notes that more than 1.1 billion copies of manga are printed each year (contributing to about 40% of Japan’s 
publication output). Manga is not only popular in Japan. Since 2000, its sales have expanded throughout the 
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globe, translated into various languages, and has become a global icon. Mizuki posits that the interaction 
between manga and the readers have broken down the barrier surrounding comic publication; it has blurred 
the line between a child and an adult, facilitates the shift in values, and the loss of a strong father figure. 
According to Mizuki, comic art demonstrates the extraterritorialization of ‘youthfulness’ in contemporary 
culture—the spirit of the formative period prior to becoming an adult. [10] 
 
A number of scholars view contemporary culture as explained by Takahashi Mizuki as analogous to visual 
culture that is now slowly replacing the culture as shaped by textual realities. Nicholas Mirzoeff in his essay 
“What is Visual Culture”, expounded, “Seeing is a great deal more than believing, these days.” In another 
part of the essay he wrote, “The gap between the wealth of visual experience in contemporary culture and the 
ability to analyze that observation marks both the opportunity and the need for visual culture as a field of 
study.” [11] 
 
The understanding of the term “visual” in visual culture, according to Mirzoeff, is not limited to the signs 
found in the culture of the masses, acting as an information media, despite what most people surmised it to 
be. Understanding the term “visual” is connected to visual symptoms that can be immediately acknowledged 
by the viewer, as well as creating images without prior rational considerations. This ability to provoke impact 
on first sight is not an ability found in textual reality. This force is not merely a retinal occasion commonly 
believed to produce neutral and objective images. The appearance of images on first sight is influenced by a 
culture dominated by visual realities. [12] 
 
In her text “Studying Visual Culture”, art historian Irit Rogoff wrote that art criticism is closely connected to 
art discourses, shackling the eyes, taking away vision’s freedom. All visual symptoms found in works of art 
are viewed merely through art history and art theories. Meanwhile, the understanding of images in current art 
development is an open understanding that is no longer subordinate to art discourses. Irit Rogoff wrote, 
“Visual culture opens up an entire world of intertextuality in which images, sounds, and spatial delineations 
are read on to and through one another, lending ever-accruing layers of meanings and subjective responses to 
each encounter we might have in film, TV, advertising, art works, buildings or urban environments.” [13] 
 
Works on display in this exhibition are clear examples of Irit Rogoff’s exposition. Almost all of the 
exhibiting artists who have taken comics as basis of their works, admit that they are not interested in art 
discourses. This statement is hinged upon the reality that comics are free from the domination of art 
discourses and stereotypes produced by scientific theories. Unfettered by art discourses, they are able to work 
in a field where borders separating visual, aural, and sensations derived from reading are blurred.  
 
Through such an exploration, Oky Rey Montha, Eko Didyk Sukowati, and Janu Satmoko make forays into 
the music world. Eko Didyk Sukowati emphasizes how visual and aural sensitivity, as well one’s sensitivity 
in understanding text cannot be separated. Almost all of his works are rooted in him being attracted to a CD 
cover that matched its contents. Following up on this attraction, he attempted to delve deeper into the lyrics 
of the music found on in said CD. The interpretation that arises from this sensitivity forms the foundation of 
the images in his pieces. Meanwhile, Oky Rey Montha is a drummer. He once worked as a drum teacher. “I 
am much closer to music,” he said. “But music can’t tell stories, through paintings and drawings, I can satisfy 
the urge to reveal the darker parts of my life’s journey.” 
 
The comic art found in the pieces exhibited here cannot be understood as a mere adoption of comics as media 



 

 

of expression, of as merely presenting images reminiscent to comics. The comic art, as basis of their works, 
has a much wider sphere, i.e. the influence of comics in daily life. Comics, in the form of books, are readily 
available only in bookstores. Furthermore, comics as daily reality is immediately evident in various spaces: 
café, malls, toys’ shops, distros, display windows, and corridors between shops.  
 
Thus, it is understandable that expressions stemming from comic art can lead to three-dimensional pieces. At 
this exhibition, three pieces by S. Teddy Darmawan, Eko Nugroho, and Eddi Prabandono demonstrate how 
comics can lead to three-dimensional pieces. Each of their pieces gives priority to a single idea that can 
effectively communicate a message to the viewer. The pieces become provocative as they include actual 
space around the viewer.  
 
Parallel to the development of comic art into graphic novels, most of the pieces found in this exhibition, 
demonstrate the greater role played by images in carrying a story; meanwhile, texts are curtailed drastically, 
to be allowed to emerge only as needed. This is evident in pieces by Andre Tanama, Riono Tangu, Uji Hahan 
Handoko, Oky Rey Montha, Eko Didyk Sukowati, Janu Satmoko and Iwan Effendy. However, unlike 
graphic novels with their clear concepts, these exhibited pieces need further indentification. There is still a 
looming question, what is really meant by the term ‘pictorial language of comics’ in art expressions? 
 
The essay “The Multilayered Nature of Manga Expressions”, in the catalog Manga Realities - Exploring the 
art of Japanese Comics Today, can be used to answer this question. This essay, written by critic/psychologist 
Saito Tamaki, tries to examine the expressions as found within Manga comics. This analysis reflects the 
effort to discover the foundation of comics-language that is still mostly unexplored. This exploration can be 
used to start an inquiry into the art expressions used pictorial language of comics, especially in relation to 
Tamaki’s exposition on comics as expression of emotions, and, the multilayered nature of comics. [14] 
 
Tamaki’s observation on comics as expressions of emotions actually stems from comics as a phenomenon 
that is widely known but still unaware of. Comics, like film and theater, is a narration presented  through the 
emotional dynamics of characters in that narration. Close-up shots in film, as well as dramatization on the 
theater, are both efforts to demonstrate expressions of emotion. Concerning these expressions, Tamaki 
observes the importance of the placement of facial features in a comics-narration. Like in film and theater, 
the facial features in comic narratives describe the disposition, attitude and mind set of a particular character. 
Thus, the lines that make up a face in comic narratives do not just display an expression of emotions. These 
lines are further developed to show character. Thus, the pictorial depictions of a comic character are more 
reminiscent to caricature.  
 
The works of Andre Tanama and Oky Rey Monta in this exhibition strongly demonstrate this view. The 
narratives in their pieces appear to give especial attention to facial features and expression of emotions. 
Andre Tanama exhibits a variety of expressions of a little girl, demonstrating religiosity (a search for a 
mystical connection with God outside religious dogmas). Oky Rey Montha uses his self-image to tell the 
story of his life’s darker side. In these images, it can clearly be seen the intention and developments placed 
upon lines to express character and emotions.  
 
Tamaki’s view on the multilayered nature of comics stems from a commonly known quandary also. Tamaki 
explains that all comic’s images contain multilayered expressions, showing an equally multilayered reality. 
The multilayered expressions is present through the character’s expressions, found within speech bubbles, 
and the depiction of objects around the character, as well as a number of signs and symbols which, owing to 
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the development of comic in general, are easily recognizable. The multiple layers of reality in comic 
narratives is reflected in speech bubbles. Speech bubbles in a dialog illustrate actual reality. Thought bubbles 
expressing contemplation, dreams, and inner dialog illustrate a personal world depict an other reality.  
 
The multilayered nature of comics retains a significant connection with the art expressions in pictorial 
langguage of comics. This is evident in pieces by Riono Tangu, Uji Hahan Handoko, Eko Didyk Sukowati, 
Janu Satmoko, and Iwan Effendy. The narrations in their works do not employ an image sequence as 
commonly found in comics and graphic novels. Instead, these narrations are presented in one drawing space. 
As such, the artists activate multi-layered expressions in place of a sequence, in order to build their narration. 
This effort is not limited to pictorial development. As seen in works by Riono Tangu and Uji Hahan 
Handoko, this effort presents images of cartoon characters that the public is already familiar with.  
 
There are no points of interest in these pieces. Rather, they come across as loud, with various expressions 
“shouting” together. The story lines in these works are mostly hidden. So, can these works still be ‘read’? 
 
Reading works such as these will fundamentally show how the expressions in pictorial language of comics 
must be read. Looking back to Irit Rogoff’s views on the constrained eye bound by the domination of art 
discourses, reading the works exhibited here requires an active eye. It requires eyes that are always curious. 
These are eyes that conduct their own exploration to capture various visual occasions, each more fascinating 
than the next, each shouting out for attention; the eyes that explore the uncommon and the extraordinary; 
looking at pieces that contain information that are not immediately apparent. Nevertheless, once the 
exploration ends, can its discoveries shed light on meaning? 
 
Considering Nicholas Mirzoeff’s view, the image that arises from the encounter with visual occasions are 
easily recognized. Indeed, the visual occasion found within these expressions in pictorial comics language, as 
well as the images constructed by the viewers, have both been influenced by the culture dominated by a 
visual reality. Takahashi Mizuki summarizes such symptom as the evidence of contemporary culture.  
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