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Eko Nugroho combines cartoon characters with slogans that seem to refer to current 
political	
�    issues.	
�    His	
�    black	
�    outlines	
�    full	
�    of	
�    humour	
�    cover	
�    the	
�    walls	
�    and	
�    float	
�    in	
�    space	
�    
from	
�    floor	
�     to	
�    ceiling.	
�    Hybrid	
�    creatures	
�    combine	
�    humans,	
�    animals,	
�    plants	
�    and	
�    archi-
tecture in environments that occupy all the available space. Fore someone who knows 
nothing about Indonesia except Balinese folklore, two approaches seem possible:  
to see Eko as an «exotic» artist or to be interested in his art in the framework of 
globalization. The correct interpretation probably lies outside both these clichés. 
Eko Nugroho works within a local context, that of Jogjakarta, the cultural capital of  
Indonesia that has a rich tradition of independence, being the seat of the sultanate of 
the Hamengku Buwono dynasty. The art scene is especially active there; it is where 
most Indonesian artists live, and it has a contemporary art Biennale, although dedicated  
organizations like Cemeti Art House are few and far between. For the past six years, 
Eko has been on the international circuit, taking part in residencies and exhibitions 
abroad and confronting the places he visits with local issues and Javanese culture.

He stacks up cultural layers in his work: Indonesia is a civilizational patchwork, from 
Borneo	
�     to	
�     Sumatra.	
�     Java	
�     was	
�     influenced	
�     by	
�     Hindu,	
�     Muslim,	
�     Dutch	
�     and	
�     Japanese	
�     
culture before being remodelled by Suharto. Globalized western-style has recently 
been added to the mix. Eko works with Indonesian craft traditions that are especially 
rich in Jogjakarta: batik, embroidery, shadow puppets. Batik is cloth that is dyed in 
several stages using a wax masking technique to produce highly elaborate geometrical 
motifs such as Grompol («gathered together»). These patterns make up the background 
of Eko’s paintings. He likes their repetitive, hypnotic forms, which can also be found 
in the sound of the gamelan and in religious chants, and which he compares to Sonia  
Delaunay’s textiles. He invented plays for Wayang kulit, shadow theatre where  
translucent silhouettes play out the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, for the fourth  
International Architecture Biennale in Rotterdam (2009) and the Lyon Biennale. He 
also uses embroidery: in Java, to show membership of a group, emblems are sewn 
onto the uniforms of policemen, dignitaries, schoolchildren and gangsters. Eko uses 
a similar technique in a much larger format.
On	
�    top	
�    of	
�    these	
�    traditional	
�    techniques	
�    we	
�    find	
�    still	
�    other	
�    art	
�    forms	
�    relating	
�    to	
�    counter-
culture: cartoons, murals, animated video. Against a background of batik-style motifs,  
he places monsters, universal symbols (diamond, skull, pistol) breathing life into  
paintings	
�     and	
�     figures	
�     that	
�     recreate	
�     his	
�     mindscape.	
�     He	
�     likes	
�     comics	
�     for	
�     their	
�     
immediacy and popular appeal, referring to the Japanese hero Megaloman and  
stories by Malaysian cartoonist Lat, as well as Crumb, Moebius and Miyazaki. When 
the	
�    country	
�    opened	
�    up	
�    politically	
�    in	
�    1998	
�    he	
�    was	
�    one	
�    of	
�    the	
�    first	
�    to	
�    take	
�    art	
�    into	
�    the	
�    
streets, covering the walls of Jogjakarta with his paintings. Hybrid techniques are 
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echoed in hybrid cultures, encountered during his many stints abroad. He mixes  
Indonesian, English and French, creating paradoxically obscure slogans in a kind of 
improbable universal language of alterglobalism. 

For Eko, 90% of interesting Javanese art is a reaction to a turbulent political and  
economic situation. In May 1998, during an unprecedented economic crisis, Suharto’s 
32-year autocratic regime fell, overthrown by student demonstrations and riots (over 
1,000 dead) reminiscent of Amok, the sudden surge of uncontrollable rage that was 
witnessed	
�    by	
�    Dutch	
�    colonists	
�    and	
�    which	
�    influenced	
�    Stefan	
�    Zweig.	
�    
The generations of artists that grew up in resistance to the dictatorship found itself at 
a loss. Those that had been heavily involved, such as Agus Suwage, admit that they 
were thrown into a state of confusion and were unable to work for a year. Eko was just 
twenty at that time, and belongs to the generation that grew up during the Reformation  
(1998-2005) and tried out various approaches in a context of brutal freedom of speech. 
As so often happens when an autocratic regime suddenly gives way to democracy, 
political,	
�    ethnic	
�    and	
�    religious	
�    groups	
�    find	
�     themselves	
�     in	
�    a	
�    situation	
�    of	
�    fierce	
�    rivalry	
�    
where dialogue is impossible. Rather than head-on confrontation, in a country where 
half the population lives on less than two dollars a day, and where education remains a 
privilege, Eko preferred to use aspects of daily life and the street in his work. He urges 
us to look around us, and to be together. He says that a spicy dish has to be visually  
appealing in order to whet one’s appetite: the heat comes later. The poetic licence  
of his work and its absurd humour create the right conditions for social exchange, 
removing obstacles to dialogue.

Working in a team allows Eko to link art to social and economic reality. In this respect, 
he embodies the spirit of goton royong or traditional Javanese neighbourliness. For a 
long time the central authorities in Jakarta neglected the provinces in a huge country 
made up of countless islands. Villagers learned to help each other to build roads and 
buildings and rebuild earthquake-shattered areas without relying on state aid. This was 
the theme of the 10th Jogjakarta Biennale, «Jogja Jamming,» in 2009. In 2000, feeling 
that his scope was limited during his training at the Indonesian Institute of the Arts 
(ISI),	
�    he	
�    founded	
�    The	
�    Daging	
�    Tumbuh	
�    («growing	
�    flesh»)	
�    Collective	
�    with	
�    a	
�    group	
�    of	
�    
friends who are musicians, graphic designers and painters. Circumventing the closed 
system of Indonesian galleries and museums, they published a Free Press cartoon  
fanzine that could be reproduced free in unlimited numbers, and opened the DGTMB 
Shop. In 2007 Eko set up FFR (Fight for Rice), a project that created an economic 
microcircuit focusing on the work of young artists on teeshirts, bags and souvenirs, 
combining the struggle for art with the struggle for survival. Today, Eko works with  
a community of 24 other artists who make sculptures, embroidery, batik, puppet  
theatres and teeshirts, publish and distribute fanzines, and have contributed to the  
exhibition « Hybrid Witness.»

What he does during residencies and projects abroad is in the same vein. He is a  
witness not only to change in his own country but also our own reality, acting out  
Montesquieu’s Persian Letters	
�     three	
�    hundred	
�    years	
�     later.	
�    During	
�    his	
�    five	
�    months	
�    as	
�     
artist in residence preparing for «Hybrid Witness,» he walked the streets of Paris  
taking	
�    photographs	
�    and	
�    videos	
�    and	
�    making	
�    notes:	
�    graffiti	
�    and	
�    demonstrations,	
�    daily	
�    

life in streets and parks, elections, homeless people, picturesque buildings. A recurrent  
motif in his work is a pair of eyes, often embedded in bodies or buildings or  
under	
�    clothing,	
�    seeing	
�    and	
�    recording	
�    events.	
�    His	
�    figures	
�    wear	
�    costumes	
�    and	
�    masks,	
�    
expressing our bestiality (snake, wolf) and our relationship to the land (buildings,  
factory	
�     chimneys,	
�    flowers),	
�     a	
�    metaphor	
�    of	
�     our	
�    need	
�     to	
�    build	
�     an	
�     identity	
�     for	
�     others.	
�     
In a country as preoccupied with propriety and external appearances as France, Eko  
makes us look at how our judgments are based on those outside appearances.  
We become the Other’s other. 
He uses this otherness as a way of running the communities he works with as artist- 
in-residence, immersing himself in new atmospheres and new cultures. In 2009,  
during a residency at Vaulx-en-Velin (for Veduta at the Biennale de Lyon), he worked 
closely with young locals to produce the piece entitled L’Arc-en-Ciel sous la pierre  
(«The Rainbow Under the Stone »). Based on questions of identity, marginalization  
and social fragility, they wrote dialogues, made puppets, and worked with DJs and 
rappers. This art made together, open to the ideas of others and anchored in the  
everyday, acts as a catalyst for social interaction. He formed the kind of community 
Jacques Rancière refers to in Le Spectateur émancipé (La Fabrique, 2008): «[...] all 
these performances involve linking what we know to what we don’t know, of being 
both performers using skills and spectators observing what those skills can produce 
in a new context, in front of new spectators. […] It involves spectators playing active  
parts, coming up with their own translation and making the story their own. An  
emancipated community is a community of storytellers and translators.»

Eko’s work runs counter to expectations and clichés: what we see as an installation 
recreating his personal mindscape is above all a way of encouraging interaction.  
Seeking to be charmed by the kind of art we had become used to thanks to  
«Les	
�    Magiciens	
�    de	
�    la	
�    Terre,»	
�    we	
�    find	
�    ourselves	
�    face-to-face	
�    not	
�    only	
�    with	
�    our	
�    preoc-
cupations (crisis, otherness), but also with the poetic power to think about them in  
new ways. Where we expected exoticism, we are confronted with our own multiple  
identities. What drives Eko is not the modernist or postmodernist dynamic of  
contemporary art, but the need to forge enchanted links in a fragmented world.
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