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(Detail) Umi Dachlan, Abstract, 1976, oil on canvas, 75 x 57 cm.

Introduction

For the art historian, Umi Dachlan’s artistic oeuvre poses unique challenges.
At once apolitical and political, Islamic and secular, nationalistic and universal,
her works occupy a liminal space between categories often used to define art
in Indonesia. Although, or perhaps because her paintings have been exhibited
across the world, they have been conspicuously absent from the broader
historical discourse of Indonesian modern art. Indeed, Dachlan was an artist
of contradictions – one who was both well-connected in the academic art
circles and intensely private in her practice. Her paintings are an apt metaphor
for the way she existed in the world; at first glance, they may go unnoticed.
But once the eye is engaged, one grows ever curious about the thoughts
behind the canvas.
To write about the works of Dachlan in their own right is to address a gap in
the history of modern Indonesian art. Her name, if recognised, is most likely
known first in relation to her mentor, Ahmad Sadali, or to her legacy as the first
female lecturer in the art department of the Bandung Institute of Technology
(Institut Teknologi Bandung, ITB). Her identity as a talented student, or as a
successful woman precedes familiarity with her work.
Shifting the focus away from these markers of identity, this publication centres
on Dachlan’s artistic process and outlines her place in the story of Indonesian
abstraction. It builds upon three books written during her lifetime: Masterpieces
of Contemporary Indonesian Painters, 1997, which placed her alongside other
significant artists of the period, Umi Dachlan: Imagi Dan Abstraksi, 2000, the
first comprehensive monograph on her work, and Indonesian Women Artists:
The Curtain Opens, 2007, a study dedicated to important female artists of the
country. It also builds upon the catalogue, Mythomorphic Umi Dachlan, 2009,
which accompanied a major solo exhibition of her work held soon after her
passing, and comprises heartfelt essays written by her closest friends and family
members, such as the poet Toeti Heraty and her nephew, Taufik Riantoso.

7

This publication is divided into four chapters. Chapter One traces Dachlan’s
place within the post-war era of the 1960s. Serving as a contextual essay,
it recalls the major themes present in Indonesia’s political climate and
maps out the ways in which ideological tensions seeped into aesthetic
debates. The artist inhabited a unique, in-between stance within this orbit
of complications, as her artistic journey intertwined with the country’s
political scene, despite her relative silence on the topic of nationalism
and modernisation. Drawing from examples of her earlier tapestry work,
the chapter also attempts to draw out artistic tendencies that Dachlan
continuously developed throughout her life.
Chapter Two expands upon the problematic of ‘Islamic art’ in relation to
the development of a modern aesthetic in post-colonial Indonesia. Dachlan
navigated these contentious lines of religion and modernity with dexterity,
as she aligned the faith’s age-old ideas with an original mode of abstraction.
Though she was a devout follower of the Islamic faith, she created works that
were universal in their messages, transcending strict boundaries of religion.

8

While the works of Dachlan have been positioned as modern marks of
national and religious identity, they were created ultimately in response to
global issues. Chapter Three delves deeper into Dachlan’s experiences abroad
and uncovers her work as visual reflections on the state of humanity. Through
rigorous analysis of her various series of paintings, the chapter reveals the
profound and empathetic ways in which she observed the world.
The fourth chapter addresses the reception and circulation of Dachlan’s works
from the 1990s to the 2000s, a period which saw a sharp drop in her number
of exhibitions. Referencing interviews conducted with Dachlan’s collectors,
colleagues and students, it strives to find reasons for her absence in the larger
narrative of modern Indonesian art and analyses her position within the art
market today and into the future.
Finally, the concluding chapter discusses the design of Dachlan’s last
abode, which was built in reference to her personage by a fellow artist
and interior designer, Imam Buchori Zainuddin, and reflects upon her
memory and legacy.
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(Detail) Umi Dachlan, Gunungan, 1985, mixed media on board, 69.5 x 50 cm.

Chapter 1:
Finding Ground in
The Great Debate

Art historian Claire Holt wrote in Art in Indonesia: Continuities and Change,
1967, that the “development of modern art in Indonesia, as a facet of cultural
change, is, of course, a part of the broader question about the future direction
in which Indonesian culture would develop.”1 Framing this long-lasting
cultural discussion as “The Great Debate,” Holt advanced that its roots laid
in the “confrontation of the ‘East’ with the ‘West.’”2 Indeed, as the country
fought for independence against Dutch colonisation, Japanese occupation
and Cold War politics, there was increasing pressure on artists to create a
modern aesthetic emblematic of an emerging Indonesian identity. Achieving
this was a complex and challenging task, as critics at the time struggled with
a fundamental question that was also raised by Holt: “Is modernisation
equivalent to Westernisation?”3 Artists who worked from the 1960s through
2000 thus had to grapple with making art that was both Indonesian and
modern, without succumbing to a manner that was too Western or colonial.
While many fervently participated in the nationalistic debates of the 1960s,
Umi Dachlan was comparatively reserved with her views on the topic. Her
student, Yus Herdiawan mentioned that “nationalism was obviously an
idea she appreciated, but other people did not need to know.”4 Indonesia’s
political climate nonetheless thoroughly shaped her artistic trajectory,
including her use of abstraction, the influence of textile in her work and the
impressive global exposure of her paintings. Despite her reticence, Dachlan’s
navigation of this crucial period ultimately positioned her work as modern
marks of nationalistic identity.
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Born in 1942, Dachlan witnessed Indonesia’s struggle for independence from
the Netherlands, which was inextricably entwined in the Cold War.5 Marked
by geopolitical tensions between the anti-communist Western bloc and the
communist Eastern bloc, the Cold War complicated matters in Indonesia,
where local groups such as the Communist Party of Indonesia (Partai
Komunis Indonesia, PKI) were attempting to assume control of the country.
Such groups posed a threat to the United States of America (USA), which,
to buttress capitalist societies against the might of the communists, initially
supported Dutch efforts to re-establish civil administration in Indonesia
in 1946.6 The USA, however, had a change of heart when the Indonesian
government forcefully halted the 1948 communist uprising in Madiun, East
Java. With newfound faith in the Indonesian leaders’ non-communist stance,
the USA helped to negotiate the transfer of sovereignty from the Netherlands
to Indonesia in 1949, albeit on terms that required the latter to pay off a
colossal Dutch debt of US$1.13 billion.7 Although Indonesian citizens
appreciated the recognition of their national independence, the USA’s earlier
support of the Dutch and subsequent forcing of harsh peace terms kindled
widespread feelings of suspicion and mistrust towards the USA.8
12

With ongoing nationalistic debates in the political realm, aesthetic wars
also played out within the art world, making it difficult to separate art
from politics. The Cold War manifested in an ideological competition
between abstract expressionism from the USA and socialist realism from the
Soviet Union.9 For instance, the formation of the communist-sponsored
Institute for the People’s Culture (Lembaga Kebudayaan Rakyat, LEKRA),
which urged for the doctrine of social realism to penetrate all art forms,
accelerated the promulgation of communist influence in the art world.
Adding to the general distrust of the USA, there arose perspectives that
denounced any Western influence on art as poisonous, since it advocated
for cosmopolitanism as opposed to nationalism, and individualism as
incompatible with social consciousness.

13
Hendra Gunawan, War and Peace, c. 1950s, oil on canvas, 93.7 x 140.3 cm. Collection of National Gallery Singapore.

Kusmuljo, PKI 45 Tahun (PKIs forty-fifth anniversary), published in Harian Rakjat, May 16, 1965, front page.

Ahmad Sadali, Skyline of New York, 1957, oil on canvas, 47 x 75 cm.
Collection of National Gallery Singapore.
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In the artistic realm, participants in ‘The Great Debate’ generally divided
into art schools from three cities, Jakarta, Jogjakarta and Bandung, the last
of which Dachlan belonged. While Jakarta was an arena for debate between
intellectuals and politicians, and Jogjakarta the hotspot for nationalist
sentiment, Bandung stood apart as an apolitical field with a strong Dutch
cultural imprint. This was exemplified in the legacy of colonial tutors at
ITB, involving the Dutch teacher, Ries Mulder, who taught from 1948
to 1958. His style of cubism and geometric abstraction hugely inspired
many generations of Bandung artists. Among his students was the modern
Islamic painter, Ahmad Sadali, who in turn deeply guided Dachlan’s use of
abstraction till her graduation in 1968. Dachlan subsequently lectured at ITB
for more than 30 years, from 1969 to the 2000s. Her oeuvre was in line with
the Bandung school’s abstract inclinations, which in the context of Cold War
politics, were branded as ‘Western and un-Indonesian’10 as compared to the
socialist realist tendencies of painters in Jogjakarta who directly portrayed
Indonesian landscape and figures.
While critics disparaged ITB as slave to a western laboratory,11 artists at the
institution were generally cautious in supporting any ideology and firmly
espoused the separation of art and politics. From 1962 to 1965, Indonesia’s
foreign policy began to incline towards the Left under President Sukarno,
who openly supported the PKI, then the largest non-ruling communist party

in the world.12 At the same time, the heated nationalistic debates made
artists hesitant to display works unaligned with leftist politics. Recognising
this climate of fear, some artists and intellectuals, most of whom were from
ITB, responded by publishing the Cultural Manifesto (Manifes Kebudayaan)
in 1963. Its signatories believed in the openness of ideas, such that artists
could contribute more meaningfully to the nation’s culture.13 With this
public advocation for the freedom of expression, however, the contentious
relationship between art and politics remained.
During a time when many artists employed ‘Indonesian’ elements such
as batik or wayang in their paintings, Dachlan expressed that the use of
traditional components, in art historian Mamannoor’s words, came with
full “responsibility to the risks involved,” which she preferred not to take.14
Though these “risks” were not elaborated upon, the push for social realism
by groups such as LEKRA in the 1960s suggests that the portrayal of
‘Indonesian’ elements would signal her work as ‘nationalistic,’ ‘political,’ or
even ‘Leftist.’ In line with ITB’s relatively apolitical position, her works were
never obvious contributions to nationalistic debates. Instead, abstraction
served as a way for Dachlan to explore a deeper sense of self that connected
her to human life as a whole. Sunaryo, a painter and friend, noted in an
interview that “even if there is a response to the surrounding situation, she
always depicted it in abstract works. It seems that it was a meditative way of
responding to the situation around her.”15

The Governor of West Java, Mashudi, congratulating Umi Dachlan at her graduation.
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Early collage by Umi Dachlan.
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Umi Dachlan, Ekspresi Alam pada Musim
Gugur I (Nature’s Expression in Autumn I),
1984, tapestry, 700 x 200 cm.
Image taken from Mamannoor, Umi
Dachlan: Imagi Dan Abstraksi.

Umi Dachlan, Untitled, 1997, mixed media on paper, 62 x 29.5 cm.

Dachlan’s formative years as an abstract painter were undeniably moulded
by Indonesia’s nation-building programs. From the 1950s, the Indonesian
government offered opportunities for international cultural exchange
in efforts to find new art forms and mediums for a modern Indonesian
aesthetic.16 A manifestation of this came to Dachlan in 1977, when she
received a scholarship to study painting and textile design at The Gerrit
Rietveld Academie in the Netherlands.
Dachlan’s experience with textiles during the cultural exchange gained her
an intimate knowledge of the medium’s emotional and aesthetic potential,
which catapulted her artistic trajectory in profound ways, influencing her
creation of collages and tapestries in the 1980s. She vigorously shaped, tore
and attached various types of paper and fabric during this period, which
initiated a life-long obsession with texture.17 Using landscape as the initial
line of thought, the titles of her few known tapestry works reveal them to be
abstract articulations of Mother Earth. Ekspresi Alam pada Musim Gugur I
(Nature’s Expression in Autumn I), 1984, for example, is a massive fibre panel
featuring organic forms melding and intertwining with one another. With
playful stacking of blues, oranges and greens, the amalgamation of tactile
shapes evokes a topographic quality. As if from a bird’s eye view, one could
imagine seeing a map of greenery and riverscapes. Without obvious reference
to ‘Indonesian’ elements, the monumental work unveils in landscape the
quality of general vastness, as opposed to site-specificity.
Predominantly executed in the 1980s, these vibrant tapestries were a point
of departure in painting rather than a fixed manner in Dachlan’s body of
work. Her experience with texture productively translated into her painting
compositions from 1984 onwards.18 As an example, attributes of Ekspresi
Alam pada Musim Gugur I find their place in the mixed media work
Untitled, 1997. Executed on paper, Untitled likewise summons the image
of a landscape viewed from above, as it illustrates a meeting of coloured
elements overlapping and dissolving into each other. The two works are
alike in the indistinctness of forms, or rather, the absence of clear outlines
delineating each shape, thus giving rise to a sense of roughness. Adding to
this irregularity in her tapestry are the single lines of thread sowed around
the entire work, making clear the fibrous quality of her material. Dachlan
similarly revealed the merits of paint in Untitled, as she made linear incisions
in thick applications of acrylic. Comparing the two pieces, the tendency to
use lines across a collage of forms might have emerged from her experience
of working with textiles in the 1980s.
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A juxtaposition of another set of works, the tapestry Putih Satu (White
One), undated, and the mixed media painting Untitled, 1997, unravel other
ways in which Dachlan’s time in the Netherlands struck long-lasting chords
in her work. Putih Satu lays bare the structure of warp and weft found in
weaving, culminating in angular, geometric blocs of white thread atop a light
brown fabric. In the upper band, Dachlan experimented with the medium
by making four circular holes along a horizontal line. The combination of
straight-edged forms with circular motifs also features in Untitled, which
divides into four quadrants with coins aligned across the top half. Often
used in her compositions, these coins became trademark characteristics in
her paintings from the 1990s. Furthermore, borrowing from the rhythm of
weaving, the canvas also depicts repeated, diagonal incisions at the edges of
each quadrant, creating the illusion of threads sewn into pieces of cloth. The
translation of characteristics from her earlier 1980s tapestries to her 1990s
paintings shows how Dachlan’s style matured from her experience in the
cultural exchange.
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(Detail) Umi Dachlan, Putih Satu (White One), tapestry, 37 x 35 cm.
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(Detail)
Umi Dachlan, Untitled, 1997, mixed media on canvas, 50 x 60 cm.

20

Umi Dachlan together with Indonesian women painters at the Oakland Museum of California.

Dachlan’s works were also given exposure through various exhibitions and
awards organised under Indonesia’s nation-building programs. At the heart
of the Cold War, art functioned as a way to indicate intellectual and political
achievement, and programmes were initiated to establish cultural links
between Indonesia and the international community. From the 1950s, vice
president Mohammad Hatta of Indonesia adopted a doctrine of foreign
policy known as ‘free and active politics,’ stating that the country would not
seek alliance with either superpower, but rather, stand on its own national
interests.19 Indonesia thus accepted aid from other nations while prioritising
independence. As a measure of exerting soft power, both USA and the
Soviet Union funded exhibitions, travel grants and scholarships for cultural
practitioners, many of whom used these opportunities in the conscious aim
of creating modern Indonesian art.20
While following her spiritual calling to paint deeply personal works,
Dachlan participated in many programmes sponsored by the USA from the
beginning of her career. Her first painting, for instance, was sold in 1968
at a group exhibition by the Indonesian American Friendship Association
(Lembaga Persahabatan Indonesia Amerika, LPIA) to the third secretary
of the American cultural attaché, Frank Dixon Underwood.21 She was also
supported by the Chase Manhattan Bank in Jakarta,22 which organised her
second solo exhibition in 1973 while funding other Indonesian artists such
as Sadali and A.D Pirous.23 In addition to presenting in group exhibitions at
the United Nations Headquarters in New York and at the Indonesia America
Institute (Lembaga Indonesia Amerika, LIA) in Jakarta, Dachlan also
won an award for ‘Best Painting’ from the US Wendy Sorenson Memorial
Foundation in 1969. Perhaps due to the growing recognition of female
painters in the latter half of her life, Dachlan further benefitted from the
activities of the Festival of Indonesia or KIAS (Kebudayaan Indonesia
di Amerika Serikat, literally translated as ‘Indonesian Culture in the
United States’).24 In 1991, the festival organised the Indonesian
Women’s Artist Program, bestowing her the opportunity to travel
around the USA with fellow artists Kartika Affandi, Farida Srihadi,
Nunung Sulebar and Erna Pirous.
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Reaching artistic maturity in the 1990s, Dachlan had become more open
to thoughts on social issues than when she was a student in the 1960s. This
was at a time when tensions from Cold War politics were less distinguished.
As an example, her seminal abstract painting, Cut Off Triangle, 1999, was a
reaction to Lengser Keprabon, also known as the fall of President Suharto. In a
personal letter to collector and art writer Marc Bollansee, she wrote that the
work expressed her grief at the deteriorating societal conditions in Indonesia.
“Since that time, the situation had become ‘absurd’… there is brutality in
‘wild people’ killing each other, the heavy damage of many buildings, the
raping of women in Aceh, Ambon, Jakarta… there is uncertainty of the
economic situation… with demonstrations and violence, we have lost Truth
in the government.”25 Against this backdrop, her depiction of the cut-off
triangle gains an added meaning of chaos and disconnection. What was
once a complete image has been severed prematurely, as if humanity had lost
contact with the higher virtues of justice, honesty and peace.
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On the whole, Dachlan was an active contributor to Indonesia’s artistic
achievements. Beyond exhibiting in US-funded programs, she featured in an
outstanding number of events across the world, including several iterations
of the Asian International Art Festival in Japan, Taiwan, Singapore and the
Philippines. Her reticence on the topic of nationalism during the 1960s to
the 1980s is fascinating, given the visibility of her works on the international
stage. Bringing to mind Holt’s question concerning the equivalence of
modernisation and Westernisation, Dachlan’s artistic journey was one that
was both shaped by opportunities abroad, as seen from her use of abstraction
and textile, as well as productive of an aesthetic globally foregrounded as
‘modern Indonesian art.’
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(Detail) Umi Dachlan, Cut Off Triangle, 1999, acrylic on canvas, 90 x 100 cm.

