YOGYAKARTA BLOG

Whether or not you choose to open my professional and so partly personal CV, my reasons for posting it on-line are the same as those for publishing one poem from a series recently submitted for publication in Christina Houen’s anthology of women’s writing, Hidden Desires. Carefully revised since its rejection, Yogya Poem is my tribute to a famous street and its inhabitants in what for me, will always be a magical city. Although severely damaged by earthquake and volcanic eruption, Yogyakarta appears (electronically at least) shocked and saddened but undamaged in spirit. Yogyakarta, the Special District of Yogyakarta (DIY=heart) and Central Java are where, over the course of many years, I became an artist and then a filmmaker.

Yogya Poem (see below) attempts to catch the rhythm of a memory from many years ago – the experience of riding my bicycle down Jalan Malioboro in Yogyakarta. When I went to live in Yogya at the very end of 1972, everyone rode a bicycle. Mine was a white bicycle, inherited from a friend who had returned to Kalimantan to continue her research. The bicycle was parked at my house for the duration. A decade later, everyone rode a scooter or motorbike. Immediately after the earthquake, bicycles, becak, scooters and motorbikes remained the best way to navigate the ruptured asphalt roads and small tracks leading to tiny villages.

I had my first exhibition as an artist in Yogyakarta at the end of 1974. While this event, the culmination of a two year period of study and formative experience was the precursor of many years working in the “I” mode – the bicycle poem could equally be written in the evocative, empathetic address, “you”.

Thinking further ………………………………………………………………….

Unfortunately, in English, we have only one word for the multi-intentional concept of “you”, usually distinguished by mode of address and tone, while Bahasa Indonesia has many. When requesting viewers to donate to the many appeals now running to raise funds for the relief effort in Yogyakarta, the news tickers respectfully direct their address to Anda (you) on behalf of the people (the nation) and the victims, Saudara-saudara, all of whom use engkau, kamu, kau or mu as “you” when addressing each other in everyday speech, as well as all of “you’s” variants in local languages. Sri Sultan Hamengkabuwono X, whose Sultanate encompasses the ravaged area, appeared on TVRI’s news broadcasts in the week following the earthquake, apologizing for administrative failures during the time in which he was also Governor of DIY. He adressed viewers as Saudara-saudara in Bahasa Indonesia where the topic concerned the national interest and his former administrative position, and then, a few days later, in formal Javanese, as monarch, when addressing a group of villagers near Magelang. 

I was unsure whether these villagers had been evacuated or whether they had simply refused to leave their area beneath Mt. Merapi. There have been those who have refused evacuation and those in villages in the district of Bantul, the area most damaged by the earthquake, who have refused aid. But now most people have left the zones most in risk of toxic smoke and fiery lava flows.
From “Four Meditations on Desire”, Jennifer Dudley, copyright 2004.

Yogya Poem

Mellow images: a favourite street, a place of promenade.

Selected conversations remembered hold another way of feeling 

also fluid and revealing, that of writing on the heart.

They’re about the very art of being, the processes of looking - sitting watching

people passing – moving dancing weaving glancing – sweet and sexy

 - eating drinking – laughing chatting – even sleeping – 

in the midst of noise and traffic

Abundance next to poverty.

Spending hours on my purchase piled among the endless and familiar

 which, with special variation, somehow still remains the same.

This painting is by S. Harjadi

now changed and chopped and re-arranged

with fragmented dialogue.

Sudarisman.

“ahemm ….. Such a rich impossible mixture.”

“So crowded, noisy and polluted!”

“mmm ….. not really”.

“….. but always aiming to be neat”.

My images are as they were captured,

real-time real-world juxtapositions,

 vague anticipations of pleasure -

abstract dancing bands of colour - jags of motion  - many streams of life replete.

(Un)-intentional transactions. 

Accidental incident. 

As I ride they run together, one long string of centuries.

Malioboro with its changes, jumbled shops and pushy hawkers, parking boys and fire-eaters, 

day-time benches, night-time mats, gasping trees and fancy lamp-posts,

 most of which will stay the same

despite occasional re-arrangement.

On my bicycle freewheeling in an endless channel gleaming with humanity. My enmeshment in this dreaming - merit and accumulation

 – a hundred thousand new embodiments –

shining spectrums of desire.

Revised, 21/6/2006. 

MOUNTAIN

Beliefs surrounding Mt. Merapi and its eruptions are many. The volcano is scientifically monitored, but the last word on its behaviour always falls to the Sultan’s elderly juru kunci (volcano-keeper) Maridjan. Interviewed by ABC’s Eric Campbell for his early June 2006 Foreign Correspondent report (now published online on the ABC site), Maridjan likens his charge to a person or pet who likes to show-off from time to time. This time, the volcano has refused time-honoured placatory offerings of chickens, and has continued its extreme behaviour, spewing clouds of ash and choking steam, setting the forest on its slopes ablaze, trapping grass cutters in bunkers, forcing aircraft to change course and dusting everything for kilometres around with grey snow. So far, its trails of lava have continued to follow ancient courses along riverbeds. This is some relief for scientists concerned that the earthquake may have made this aspect of Merapi’s behaviour unpredictable. But the reality is that for most people in Yogyakarta and Central Java, their lives and livelihoods are now twice damaged, not by terrorists or gangs of disaffected youths – (revolution and the popular activism of reform are also a customary path in Yogyakarta, cradle of the Indonesian nation) - but by those same forces of nature and their consequences which produce the riches of the region. Despite civilisation and politics, these forces hold great power, as those who live beneath the shadow of Indonesia’s volcanos know only too well. I always remember conversations on this subject with Lucia Hartini whose surreal paintings so convincingly convey this power.

Maybe soon I can bring myself to complete a paper presented in Canberra at the Indonesian Open Council in October 2003. It has remained unfinished since the tsunami. Some things which have a predictive ring are just too hard to deal with when experience is raw. The paper was entitled The Quiet Omniscience of Nature in the Paintings of Lucia Hartini and into it I inserted the Imogiri sequence of the last film I made with Lucia, Perbatasan / Boundaries: Lucia Hartini, Paintings from a Life. The sequence was framed either end by her paintings Roh Perahu Nabi Nuh / Noah’s Ark and Sumur Sulaiman / Solomon’s Well. As with the tsunami, this sequence more than fits the events of the past few weeks in Yogyakarta and environs, the location of most of my film. While the prophet Solomon would feel compassion for the Bantul rice farmers whose rice-field irrigation has been shattered by the earthquake and demand the government restore this immediately, he would be justifiable appalled by the man-made despoliation of Sidoardjo in East Java. Sidoardjo’s inhabitants and passers through have been poisoned and its coastal wetlands have been polluted by a toxic chemical spill combined with flooding. RIP the biggest, most delicious krupuk (rice crackers) in Indonesia.

Soon, I will feel like screening Boundaries again. Any money raised through donations will be gratefully received I’m sure.

I am preparing some links which will appear here soon.

Physically, Yogyakarta exists only in one unique place, but its influence is worldwide.

For these reasons, I have re-posted excerpts from a blog containing a series of biographical stories about Nyukana Baker, aboriginal woman and artist, whose work has recently been exhibited in Adelaide, at the University of South Australia Art Gallery. It is fitting to acknowledge that one special connection I have with Nyukana and the women batik artists of Ernabella and Utopia also arose from the study of batik in Yogyakarta many years ago.

