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Tyler Rollins Fine Art is pleased to welcome Agus Suwage
back to New York for his second solo exhibition with the
gallery. Entitled CYCLE No. 2, the exhibition marks the
second stage of a major new body of work to be shown
in three cities around the world – Jakarta, New York,
and Berlin. These exhibitions focus on the theme of the
cycle of life and death, an ongoing preoccupation of the
artist, and represent a very personal reflection on this
cycle, referencing Suwage’s own mixed Javanese and Chinese
background and his experience as a Christian convert to
Islam, while also alluding to Java’s Hindu, Buddhist, and
animist spiritual traditions. Although grounded in this
personal vision, the works exhibit a deep socio-political
engagement, an important aspect of the artist’s work since
the 1990s.
Suwage’s works have often made critiques – sometimes
pointed, sometimes veiled – of various forms of
intolerance (social, religious, or political) and of the
attempt to impose a single rigid, monolithic structure
on society, whether by the Suharto regime in the 1990s
or more recently by the rise of a more fundamentalist
strain of Islam in Indonesia. The works in CYCLE No. 2
directly incorporate religious motifs – the Virgin Mary,
Muslim prayer attire, angels and demons – as well as
the actual sounds of prayers. Yet they also contain many
references to motifs seen in Suwage’s own works over the
years, reflecting his longstanding concern with artistic
influence and the process of artistic inspiration, and
with the role of the artist in society. The self portrait
remains a central focus, with the artist’s image appearing
in various disguises and permutations throughout the
works. Suwage continues to make use of zinc panels, one
of his primary media in the past few years, exploring
the expressive possibilities of their rugged patina and
monochromatic surfaces, a process begun with The End Is
Just Beginning Is the End (2010) at Tyler Rollins Fine
Art, his first solo exhibition in the United States.
One of Indonesia’s most revered and internationally
active contemporary artists, Suwage has been featured in
approximately 150 museum and gallery exhibitions around
the world, and his works are included in most comprehensive
collections of Southeast Asian contemporary art. Over
the past few decades, he has exhibited in a number of
international biennials, such as the Asia Pacific Triennial
in Brisbane, Australia (1996), the Gwangju Biennial (2000),
and the Singapore Biennial (2006). In 2009, the Jogja
National Museum in Indonesia devoted all three floors of
its building to a major retrospective of Suwage’s works of
the past 25 years, including paintings, sculptures, and
installations. A 670-page monograph of his work, Still
Crazy After All These Years, was published in conjunction
with this landmark exhibition. We hope that CYCLE No. 2
will mark an important opportunity for American audiences
to become more familiar with the immense richness and
variety of his art.
Tyler Rollins
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TOLERANCE WALL #2
2013
Screen print, paint on recycled tin can,
car audio systems and sound.
352 x 455.5 x 19 cm (138½ x 179¼ x 7½ in.)

AVE MARYAM #2

2013
Oil, graphite on zinc and aluminum.
179 x 62.5 x 3.5 cm (70½ x 25½ x 1¼ in.)

DEATH IS CERTAIN,
LIFE IS NOT

2012
Oil, silver leaf, bitumen on zinc and aluminum.
123 x 87 x 3.5 cm (48¼ x 34¼ x 1¼ in.)

MALAIKAT YANG
MENJAGA HANKAMNAS #3

THE ANGEL GUARD OF HANKAMNAS* #3
2012
Oil and gold leaf on zinc and aluminum.
117 x 87 x 3.5 cm (46 x 34¼ x 1¼ in.)

HANKAMNAS* was the official term used during Suharto’s authoritarian regime in Indonesia, referring to Pertahanan dan Keamanan Nasional (National Defense and Security).
When Indonesia began embracing democracy after 1998, some religious groups protested
with violent acts in public spaces, justified by the notion that their actions were
needed to protect Indonesia’s HANKAMNAS. Ironically, what was once a militaristicauthoritarian term now became part of the civilian vocabulary.
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An Offering to Ego, 2007-2008
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AGUS SUWAGE:

CYCLE
CYCLE No. 2, Agus Suwage’s latest exhibition presented in collaboration with Tyler Rollins Fine Art in New York, is a continuation
of the exhibition sharing the same title, DAUR/CYCLE, which took
place at Nadi Gallery in Jakarta in 2012.
The artist has chosen to keep to the same title, as the works presented in this exhibition belong to a larger body of work currently
in development and share similar themes, visual elements and material as seen in the earlier series of works presented in Jakarta.
The exhibition title and the works presented here relate to three
aspects of cycle. Firstly: the circle of life as a theme. Life
and death has been a major underlying theme addressed in Suwage’s
earlier work and continues to figure strongly in his recent works.
Departing from this, the second aspect of cycle relates to the notion of rotation: the visual motifs that the artist has worked with
in the past, that are currently being redeveloped, and perhaps will
be in the future. And finally, cycle (or recycle rather) as the
artist’s predilection for incorporating found materials or used objects in his work.
I have put together a simple diagram in the centerfold of this catalogue to illustrate the three aspects of cycle. In this chart, I
hope to highlight how the eight new works presented by Agus Suwage
in New York relate to each other — in a complex network of visual
motifs, theme and material — and to his older works and the five
works shown in the exhibition DAUR/CYCLE in Jakarta.

ing development within Indonesia’s current democratic (and majority
Muslim) society will determine the future of the Indonesian people
as a nation. Democracy protects the freedom of all its citizens but
it is clear that the majority has the power to subdue or limit the
minority. Tolerance, as suggested and questioned in a number of the
works in this exhibition, is something that should be consciously
practiced by all. While the freedom that democracy ensures may have
its limitations, each and every citizen nevertheless has equal
rights and obligations. To be tolerant of one another is to guarantee that society is able to live freely, independently and appreciate one another.
This is the sentiment that Suwage’s Tolerance Wall #2 suggests.
In Indonesia, loudspeakers are often widely used objects at religious events in public spaces. Oftentimes, the sounds that these
loudspeakers emit are harsh and loud – generally from the countless mosques found all over Indonesia - and can be interpreted as a
form of domination. The harsh sounds travel though walls, and enter
other people’s private spaces.
Being the mischievous and playful artist that he is, Suwage depicts
his self-portrait, colourful with a gleeful grin, on the surface of
the wall. He becomes the wall that is simultaneously holding in and
emitting a cacophony of religious chants from different religions
that are practiced in Indonesia: Protestant Christianity, Catholicism, Hinduism, Buddhism and even animistic rituals connected to
pagan cultures in Indonesia.

An additional note is warranted in this instance as a new theme
has been introduced, further enriching the process of rotation or
recycling in this exhibition: tolerance. The question of tolerance
reflects the concerns or anxiety that the artist faces in response
to Indonesia’s current socio-political situation, in particular
religious tolerance or tolerance between majority and minority
groups. It is an issue that has become increasingly urgent and at
the same time sensitive in Indonesia. Given the fact that current
day Indonesia is a democratic nation made up by the largest Muslim population in the world, the issue of tolerance and its ensu-

Below is the introduction essay I have written for the first DAUR/
CYCLE exhibition which was held last year in Nadi Gallery, Jakarta.
Accompanying this essay is a diagram that I have reworked to include the works on show here in New York. Hopefully this will provide an adequate explanation about the key points featured in Agus
Suwage’s latest series of work.

After holding his biggest exhibition ever in Indonesia,
Still Crazy After All These Years (Jogja National Museum,
July 5-31, 2009, and Selasar Sunaryo Art Space, October
9 – November 1, 2009), Agus Suwage preoccupied himself
mostly with art events and exhibitions abroad. Among two
of the most significant noteworthy events are Illuminance,
a two-man show with Filippo Sciascia (August 26 – November
14, 2010 at NUS Museum, Singapore, and January 29 – March
4, 2011 at Langgeng Art Foundation, Yogyakarta), and The
End Is Just Beginning Is the End, a solo show in New York
(Tyler Rollins Fine Art, March 3 – April 23, 2011).

As he discussed how Agus Suwage actually often engages in
the practice of appropriation, Aminudin TH. Siregar further
contended that, “Suwage’s appropriation of his own work
is an active process of ‘appropriating appropriation’.
Suwage progressively appropriates his previous works to
represent them as ‘new’ works although we can often still
discern previous ‘meanings’ and familiar elements in their
titles.”2

Nearly all the works he had presented in the two
exhibitions dealt with the theme of human existence, a
theme that he had worked on since 2009. If one was to
trace this lineage back a little, the work An Offering
to An Ego (2007-2008) would then be considered as its
point of origin. What became increasingly evident in the
two exhibitions is the nature of Agus Suwage’s creative
approach, which engages with a particular theme in an
intensive and continuous manner. We have witnessed a
similar tendency in his paintings and installations where
the artist’s self-portrait became a recurring motif – an
expansive body of work that Indonesians and art audiences
abroad have come to know well, so much so that it has been
associated with Suwage as a hallmark of sorts.
Many writers and critics have discussed this particular
aspect of Agus Suwage’s creative approach. It might serve
us well to revisit Aminudin TH. Siregar’s observation about
the artist: “Our eyes are being challenged to unravel the
mysteries regarding the ‘origins’ of every sign or text
that Suwage has constructed in every work or title. The
semiotic aspect of Suwage’s works takes us to an ‘eternal
chain’ of signifiers which links, elucidates, plays,
disagrees, entwines, and builds new structures of meaning
from one to the other.”1

The DAUR/CYCLE series will continue until the middle of this
year, where the third part will be presented at ARNDT, Berlin in
June 2013.

In the introduction that I wrote for the exhibition
Still Crazy After All These Years, I mentioned that Agus
Suwage’s creative attitude so far — whether it is about
the issues related to the practice of appropriation
or how he continues to pile on layer upon layer of new
visual materials that transform the original appearance
and meaning — constitutes an aesthetic approach that
contributes to the “hyper-pastiche” quality of his works,
resulting from the act of “meta-appropriation.”3
I further argued that Agus Suwage’s creative method often
engages in to-and-fro journeys, tracing the various paths
that he has taken in his own works, and is not unlike that
of a skeptical scientist who continues to question the
different conclusions he has made; a way of working that
prevents the artist from thinking that he has found the
single and absolute “truth.”
It might seem excessive that the artist keeps on revisiting,
changing, developing his work further, adding more elements
into the work or taking from it. At the same time, however,
such action is also reflexive; it is a deliberate action,
to correct or improve on what was lacking or “wrong” in the
past. That is why we can almost always find references to
past work in Agus Suwage’s works, even when they are not
his typical series of self-portraits.
The exhibition DAUR/CYCLE in Jakarta presents five new

works that are related to recent bodies of works introduced
to us in Illuminance and The End Is Just Beginning Is the
End. However, the new works are only superficially linked
to these past works through the recurring presence of
certain key visual elements and material use.
Through his recent works, it is clear that Agus Suwage
has moved away from his usual habit of using paint on
canvas to convey his ideas. In this instance, he employs
a range of different materials to articulate his thoughts.
By transforming the fundamental presentation of his
works using different forms and media, he seems to be
challenging himself to test the range of visual elements
and meanings that he has managed to convey using the
language of painting.
In this exhibiton, the artist smears the surface of his
sculpture with graphite powder, and overlays parts with
glittering gold, in order to acquire a specific color and
surface quality in the work. He also uses photography and
voice recording as other primary media in his work. What is
also interesting here is the fact that certain materials corrugated iron sheet and beer bottles - that one associates
with recycled used materials are used in his works.
In terms of the content, apart from continuing the various
visual idioms of skulls and human skeletons that he has
often used, he has shifted the focus of his narrative to
social and political issues in his surroundings. This is
certainly not a new thing for Agus Suwage. At the end of
the 1990s, his works dealt with the social and political
tensions on the eve of Reformation (Reformasi). Today, it
seems that Agus Suwage has once again taken on the role
of the witness and commentator, critiquing the increasing
amount of violence and authoritarian behavior led by
certain intolerant religious groups in Indonesia.
In general, we would agree that this is an urgent matter
in the everyday life of Indonesia’s diverse nation. We
can no longer turn a blind eye to the conflicts related
to ethnicity, tradition, race and religion in Indonesia
lately.
As usual, Agus Suwage’s work touches on all of these
issues with humor, mockery, irony and parody – underlying
elements that make up the content and appearance of his
output. Here, he presents a skeleton with golden wings
holding a golden sword. The skeleton sits arrogantly over a
pyramid constructed out of thousands of empty beer bottles.
Considering the title, Monumen yang Menjaga Hankamnas (The
Monument that Protects the National Defense and Security),
we may read this work as a comment about the those who
believe that it is their right to take the path of violence
in order to protect the nation from everything that God has
forbidden (beer, alcohol). However, the guardian is only
a black skeleton, proud with false glory, albeit a gilded
one, sitting atop a monument that is equally false, emiting
a blinding green light.
In Tembok Toleransi (The Wall of Tolerance), Agus Suwage
draws from his daily experience of being “besieged” by
the muezzins’ call to prayer from the surrounding mosques
around his home/studio in Yogyakarta. Traditionally,
the call to prayer is sonorous and beautifully sung,
compelling Moslems to pray. Unfortunately in Suwage’s case,
the calls are jarring and deafening, blaring out almost
simultaneously from three, four or five speakers from the
nearby mosques, resulting in successive calls reaching
to 120-130 dB, 5-10 dB higher than the sound level in a
rock concert that is typically around 115 dB (or 150 dB at
the maximum level). Consider also the fact that the sound
intensity of 125 dB is enough to cause physical pain to the

ear drums. Yet, who dares to protest about the noise level?
Everyone in Indonesia has to be tolerant (of the noise).
At the end of the day, we develop our tolerance by raising
walls to muffle the deafening sound.
Agus Suwage’s observations of the irony in everyday
occurrences around him are spot-on. In Ave Maryam, he
presents the image of Mother Mary, a figure whose existence
and sanctity are acknowledged among Protestants, Catholics
and Moslems, each with its own preconception. While she
is commonly recognized as the Holy Mother, this does not
mean that tensions and conflicts can be averted among those
who recognize her as a religious figure – particularly her
contemporary believers. It should also be mentioned here
that the figure of Ave Maryam is actually Agus Suwage’s
self-portrait. The artist dressed up in the image of Virgin
Mary typically found in classic Catholic iconography, and
the artist presented this portrait for the first time
almost ten years ago, as a part of the work Holy Beer dan
kawan-kawan (Holy Beer and Friends, 2003).
Once again, we witness the way in which Agus Suwage has
recycled and reused particular motifs from past work as
new presentations with different content to evoke/provoke
new readings from his audience. This tendency is further
emphasised through the used and waste materials that he has
deliberately employed to create the five works presented in
exhibition of DAUR, reminding us that recycling is key in
Agus Suwage’s creative process.
The middle section of this catalogue presents a simple
diagram — the result of my discussions with Agus Suwage —
that illustrates the recycling process that takes place,
directly or otherwise, in his recent body of works and how
these works relate to his past works. But, “recycle” may
not be the precise term in this case, as each work seems
to have its own life once it was created. It is probably
better to understand Suwage’s approach as a cycle, as in
the term “life cycle”.
This diagram does not only show the different relations
among the visual signs that he has used and developed so
far, but also explains the shifts in the meanings of the
works as he alters or adds new elements to them. We can
also see the connection in terms of the materials he uses
and the developments in his visual presentations.
In other words, we can say that the relations formed by the
works are neither sequential nor chronological. They are
actually discursive, occurring in a series of discussions.
This is how Agus Suwage reuses and recycles aspects in
his works, and how he mines various possibilities and
inventions from his back-and-forth journey – possibilities
and inventions that he might very well test and apply on
his future works.
Enin Supriyanto
is an independent curator, living and working in Jakarta, Indonesia. Since
1994, he has been curating exhibitions and contributing essays for various
publications in Indonesia and abroad. He is the editor of Agus Suwage’s
monograph, Still Crazy After All These Years (2009). He is now the Project
Officer of the Equator International Symposium, a parallel event of the
upcoming Jogja Biennale (2013).

1 Aminudin TH Siregar, Menimbang Pause/Replay, in the catalogue Pause/RePlay, 2005, pp. 9-10.
2 ibid.
3 Enin Supriyanto, introduction

essay in the catalogue Still Crazy After All
These Years, Studio Biru, Yogyakarta, 2009.
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TOLERANCE #1
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Oil, acrylic and bitumen on canvas.
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2013
Cornet, copper, wood and car audio systems.
119 x 70 x 24 cm (47 x 27½ x 9½ in.)
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tOlimpiade, Nadi Gallery in Pakubowono Residence, Jakarta, Indonesia
tSilent Action: Creativity for Tolerance and Peace, 4th Art Summit, National
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tCountrybution, Biennale Yogyakarta VII, Jogjakarta, Indonesia.
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1999
tMedia Dalam Media, National Gallery, Jakarta, Indonesia.
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1998
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1996
tArtotek, Den Haag, Netherlands.
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tArt Exhibit, Gedung YPK, Bandung, Indonesia.
1994
tExodus, Plaza Bintaro, Jakarta, Indonesia.
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tThe 9th Jakarta Biennial, Jakarta, Indonesia.
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(Melbourne, Canberra, Sidney, Cairns) Australia, (Hiroshima, Ashikawa) Japan,
(Berlin, Koln, Achen) Germany, (Amsterdam, Rotterdam) Netherland, (Jakarta)
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Studio Biru, Yogyakarta, Indonesia.
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tThermocline of Art New Asian Waves, published by Hatje Cantz Verlag.
tIndonesian Contemporary Art Now, published by SNP International Publishing
2006
tModern Indonesian Art, From Raden Saleh to The Present Day, published by
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tArt and Social Change Contemporary Art in Asia and the Pacific, published
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t 15 Years Cemeti Art House, Exploring Vaccum, published by Cemeti Art House,
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tIndonesian Modern Art and Beyond, published by Indonesian Fine Arts
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1991
t(BMMFSJ:BTSJ +BLBSUB *OEPOFTJB
1985
t:PVOH"SUJTUUI#JFOOJBM, TIM, Jakarta, Indonesia.
1984
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CATALOGUES
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t$:$-&/P published by Studio Biru, Yogyakarta, Indonesia.
2012
tDAUR/CYCLE published by Studio Biru, Yogyakarta, Indonesia.
2011
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New York, USA.
2009
t$*3$-

published by Singapore Tyler Print Institute, Singapore.

2009
t4UJMM$SB[Z"GUFS"MM5IFTF:FBST, published by Studio Biru, Yogyakarta, Indonesia.
2008
tInanimate Performance, published by Soka Art Center, Taipei, Taiwan.
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t6SCBOCulture 2nd CP Biennale 2005, published by CP Foundation.
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