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Heri Dono’s artistic journey began 
with curiosity, passion, and great 
enthusiasm—its spirit and endur-

ance similar to that of a fl ea in its natural 
habitat. Dono combines animation and 
animism in all of his creative processes. 
He is always experimenting with diff er-
ent media, which he permeates with his 
many concepts and ideas. He endeavours 
to go beyond much of arts conventions in 
order to connect two seemingly dispa-
rate subject matters. One of his strengths 
is how he uses creativity to produce new 
kinds of metaphors. He uses sounds, 
forms, movements, texts and various 
absurd ideas that are based upon every-
day realities. Another of his signifi cant 
strengths is the sensitivity and courage 
he demonstrates when presenting cul-
tural and socio-political issues in his 
multifaceted artworks, which are both 
humorous and full of surprises. 
 The word ‘bookworm’ is often used 
to characterise a person passionate about 
the reading of books. These individuals 
generally have a book with them, wher-
ever they go and can often be engrossed 
in it regardless of the circumstances. 
 I would call Heri Dono an ‘art-fl ea’. 
He was always present in places where 
art activities were taking place and where

artists had gathered, eager to obtain the 
latest art-related information.

Growing up in Jakarta
During the mid-1970’s Heri Wardono 
(born on June 12, 1960 and now known 
as Heri Dono) would frequently come 
to Ismail Marzuki Park (TIM)1 near the 
Jakarta Art Academy in order to enjoy 
the atmosphere there. He would go there 
over and over again until he graduated 
from Senior High School in 1980. At that 
time TIM was a gathering place for art-
ists that sought their own self-expression 
and this became a ‘place of worship’2 for 
Dono. One of the places he went to was 
the canteen called Kantin Abah. There 
he would eavesdrop on conversations 
between famous artists. On one occasion 
the eccentric painter Nashar said to him 
that to be an artist ‘one must be an ide-
alist and have a free mind’. These words 
stayed with Dono and by the time he 
entered art school in Yogyakarta, he be-
came an apprentice to an artist who was 
as eccentric as Nashar. This artist was a 
puppet master named Sigit Sukasman, 
and he had been creating his own pup-
petry for more than 40 years.

1 � e Governor of Jakarta, Ali Sadikin, built Ismail 
Marzuki Park (TIM). � is was at the center of Ja-
karta’s art activities and the place where prominent 
artists met, worked and exhibited their works.

2 When asked about his religion Heri Dono said 
(February 16, 2015); “My religion is � ne arts!” this 
is because he thinks, practices and puts his faith in 
� ne arts.

When Heri Dono was 13 years old he wit-
nessed one of the biggest political riots 
ever to have occurred in Jakarta: the Ma-
lari Incident of January 15-16, 1974. This 
enormous demonstration, led by thou-
sands of university students was a protest 
against the rocketing price of goods, cor-
ruption and the poor regulation of for-
eign investments. Many people lost their 
lives during that two-day political riot. 
During the event, he hid at an art gallery 
close to Chinatown, where the riot took 
place. This socio-political movement 
was repressed by the New Regime mili-
tary government led by General Suhar-
to—the second President of Indonesia, 
who had taken over from Sukarno’s gov-
ernance in March 11, 1966.

The Political Situation
Throughout the second half of the 1970’s, 
Heri Dono learned that art was not just 
a matter of being ‘artistic’ or developing 
a type of aesthetic expression, but it was 
also, crucially related to the ‘everyday’. 
At that time he was already familiar with 
the Neo Fine Arts Movements (GSRB)3 
and was benefi tting from discussions, 
debates and fellow artists, while at TIM. 
The political discourse around certain 
issues was discussed constantly during 
this time. And the famous radio station 
Arif Rahman Hakim located opposite 
TIM openly criticised the New Order re-

3 Neo Fine Arts Movement (or Gerakan Seni Rupa 
Baru/GSRB) was a movement of young artists in 1975, 
who wanted new paradigms and changes in arts.

gime. Among those critics of this regime 
were many of the artists based at TIM, 
like the poet, performer and cultural ac-
tivist WS Rendra, whose performances 
impacted on Dono. 
 As well as the political situation in 
Indonesia in the mid 1970’s, the country 
had still not yet recovered from the trau-
mas endured during a series of bloody 
events that took place in 1965—chiefl y 
the coup by the victorious New Order 
regime, led by General Suharto called 
Pemberontakan G-30-S/PKI (Septem-
ber 30 Movement/Communist Party 
of Indonesia). Throughout this event, 
the anti-communist groups, led by the 
Army, were attempting to eradicate the 
communist factions associated with PKI. 
What followed was a mass murder by 
the eventual victors. The 1965 coup was 
as brutal and tragic as the Bharatayudha 
War—which is depicted in the classical 
shadow puppetry of Java and Bali. 
 The 1965 G-30-S confl ict was a con-
sequence of the Cold War and one of 
the worst political tragedies in Indone-
sian History. By the end of 1965, a large 
number of physical tortures, imprison-
ments, and the stigmatisation of certain 
individuals and groups had taken place, 
as a result of the confl ict. Brutally, scores 
of people were being killed. Many of 
those targeted were intellectuals, artists 
and cultural activists. Millions of people, 
amongst those family members of polit-
ical prisoners and those associated with 
PKI, were branded as national traitors 

and then had diffi  culties, or were unable 
to sustain their careers’ and make a living. 
 Even in 2015, the polemics and social 
problems related to G-30-S/PKI are still 
not yet over, but are often unacknowl-
edged. Such important documents like 
the Supersemar—where the details of 
how President Sukarno handed over the 
government to President Suharto are 
documented, remain missing. 
 Heri Dono’s family were one among 
many that were aff ected indirectly by the 
political chaos surrounding these events. 
Dono is one of seven children born to a 
couple who originate from Yogyakarta. 
His mother was a noblewoman from the 
Keraton of Yogyakarta, and a member of 
the Royal Family from Sultan Hamen-
kubuwono IV. His father, Suhirman, was 
in the Army (ending up Lieutenant Col-
onel) and becoming President Sukarno’s 
orderly. As a result of this working back-
ground, his father experienced political 
repercussions. He was accused of being 
‘in a bad neighbourhood’.4 Therefore, he 
had to undergo a series of interrogations 
and was eventually discharged from 
his position as the President’s personal 
bodyguard. 

Pursuing Dreams in Yogyakarta
I have been visiting Heri Dono’s studios 
in Yogyakarta since the 1990’s, up until 

4 � e term ‘in a bad neighborhood’, at that time ‘in-
dicated’ that someone had ‘relations with PKI and/
or communism’; therefore they had to be banished 
or eradicated.

today. Dono has moved from one studio 
to another, starting in his father’s house 
in Ronodigdayan area. During a visit to 
his present studio, Kalahan in Ambar-
ketawang, Gamping, Yogyakarta, he told 
me his childhood story. When he was 10 
years old, his father took him to Cilinc-
ing Beach (today it is commonly known 
as Ancol) in the northern part of Jakarta. 
While there, he fell into a hole and near-
ly drowned. As far as he can remember 
he did not realise he was actually drown-
ing. He just felt as if he was moving for-
ward, waving his hands like he was fl y-
ing. Luckily his father managed to save 
him and brought him ashore. After what 
happened that day, he now performs his 
daily activities based upon artistic judg-
ments. Art for him is simply like the air 
that he breathes and feels around him. 
Because of this, Dono suddenly felt the 
urge to study art in Yogyakarta. He was 
accepted onto the painting program in 
STSRI ‘ASRI’ Yogyakarta,5 in 1980. Howev-
er during his studies he felt unfulfi lled just 
studying inside the campus walls. Similar 
to a fl ea that has to always move around 
in order to survive, Dono often travelled 
about and visited the studios/houses of 
artists which he believed had a certain in-
tegrity and ‘comprehensiveness’ in the pro-
duction of their works; such as Sigit Sukas-
man (in Yogyakarta), Sudjana Kerton (in 
Bandung), Amang Rahman (in Surabaya), 
and Kusnadi & Nashar (in Jakarta).

5 It is now known as the Department of Fine Arts 
of the Faculty of Arts and Designs, ISI Yogyakarta.

Although taught and inspired by nu-
merous lecturers, teachers, and other 
artists, it was Sigit Sukasman (inventor 
of Wayang Ukur) that motivated him 
to create and present his works in the 
form of performance. From Sukasman, 
he learned that in order to produce art, 
one might always gain inspiration from 
shadow puppet performances. The 

shadow puppet shows do not recognise 
the boundaries between fi ne arts, music, 
literature, art performance, and theatre; 
hence these forms are all intertwined to-
gether. In his performance Wayang Leg-
enda in 1988 at Seni Sono Gallery, Dono 
performed for the fi rst time. In doing 
so, he succeeded in producing another 
genre, where he created completely new 
puppet fi gures, with a storyline that was 
wholly diff erent from the traditional. 
 Heri Dono evidently has a dynamic, 
non-linear way of thinking. This enables 
him to relate two diff erent subject mat-
ters together; that most people would 

not related at all and in turn give them 
new meaning which can act like a met-
aphor. In the early 1990s, I did an in-
terview for my doctoral dissertation on 
surrealistic paintings in Yogyakarta with 
Dono, where he surprised me by saying 
that his creative process was a combina-
tion between ‘animation and animism’. 
The combination of those two terms felt 

strange initially, but after a thorough ob-
servation, the two seemed to have mean-
ingful relations. One refers to ‘making 
objects move’, while the other conveys 
the belief that the ‘spirit moves through 
all things’. 
 Dono’s skill at correlating diff erent 
kinds of subjects is based on his view 
that all things are interrelated and, at a 
certain time and space, can be insepa-
rable realities. By using ‘opposites’, Heri 
Dono is capable of generating new ideas 
that can be transformed into humorous, 
political and surprising artworks.

The first meeting with Heri Dono, Yogyakarta, November 2012 
By Joachim Granit 
 

The frequently persistent tropical downpours make the air warm and 
moist. We are travelling by car into the countryside outside Yo-
gyakarta, to Java’s cultural centre. We 
are on our way to Heri Dono’s studio—an 
extended complex, from the Dutch colonial 
period.
 
When we enter the first building, a sur-
real world confronts us and we are trans-
fixed on a group of three-meter high dino-
saurs with faces depicting Lenin, George 
W. Bush, Hitler and Osama Bin Laden, 
amongst others.  Furthermore, there is a 
boxing ring with a periscope that mirrors 
a small intricate world. A flock of fly-
ing creatures are ‘in movement’ towards 
the ceiling. We meet a plethora of oddi-
ties, from jumping sculls, to human sized 
bikers with insect wings. In the hidden 
corners of this space lie a large number 
of objects that appear to mask secrets 
attributed to their presence. As well as 
these overwhelming sights, there is also 
a symphony of hooting, squeaking and rat-
tling sounds that blend with a ‘call to 
prayer’ from a nearby minaret. In total, 
these experiences are intensive, as we 
momentarily seem to have been moved from 
our immediate ‘dimension’ into another.

Suddenly, in one of the rooms a friendly peering figure emerges - 
its Heri Dono here to welcome us. We take a seat to catch our breath 
and wipe the sweat from our foreheads, during which time Dono of-
fers us some tea. After this, our journey through the remaining 

houses in the complex begins. Whilst on this trip, we meet people 
working with sculptures and the silhouette dolls used in the Indo-
nesian shadow plays. Slowly our initial astonishment around this 
work starts to become clearer, as our guide Heri Dono carefully and 
methodically explains the intentions behind his pieces and the 
elaborative systems used.

Heri Dono’s practice is more structured than one 
might think when first confronted with his work. 
Much of the origins of his work strongly connect 
with the culture of the Indonesian archipelagos 
and their many different traditions and diverse 
religious heritage. There Christianity, Hindu-
ism, Animism and the dominant Islamic faith are 
all practiced. Dono has even created his own cre-
ation myth, in which he lands like a balloon on 
earth in the guise of a clown.

It is important to point out the political di-
mension of Heri Dono’s art. Indonesia has gone 
through many gruesome ordeals – particularly 
during the 1960’s and 1970’s. Heri Dono deals 
with the aspects of these complex issues and his 
own experiences within his artworks. This is ap-
parent in works like: ”Fermentation of Brain” and 
”The Troops of Trojan Horse”. Here Dono has cre-
ated installations that critique aspects of the 
school system and many of the military doctrines 
associated with Suharto’s regime.
 
Another recurring theme in his artworks, are peo-
ple who have been transformed into a kind of hy-
brid between reptile and human. Perhaps these 
absurd human monsters are an embodiment our rep-

tile brain? After a few hours in Heri Dono’s universe, we stumble 
out onto the muddy courtyard. There we carefully touch our faces 
and notice that our skin seems to have developed another structure. 
Maybe we are too starting to transform?
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violent means of forcing its people into 
certain uniformed political perspectives 
and perceptions, and thus making it eas-
ier to control and rule. In such situations, 
diff erent interpretations and opinions 
about state ideology have no place. This 
work is about the people’s protest and 
shattered weak opinions.

6. THE THREE DONOSAURUS is an installation 
that shows three dinosaur-headed hu-
mans. In this work, Dono use of a play-
fully pun adapting two diff erent words: 
‘Dino’ and ‘Dono’ (Heri Dono’s sur-
name). Actually, the bodies of the hybrid 
beings are Dono’s own body that has 
been cast into fi breglass. This work is a 
comment on the human race, which has 
become paradoxical, not only because of 
barbarism but also because of the coexis-
tence of civilisation and barbarisms.

7. KERETA KENCANA AFFADI is a hommage to 
the painter and friend Aff andi and the 
conversations they shared. The vehi-
cle called Becak is placed backwords to 
represent how artists, like Aff andi, work 
with unconventional methods connect-
ing the history to the unknown future.

8. WATCHING MARGINAL PEOPLE is a piece that 
presents the concepts of Javanese Ani-
mism: ‘spirit moves through all things’. 
During this era of globalisation, the de-
fi nitive ‘core’ no longer exists. Every sin-
gle entity has the same chance to be ei-
ther the centre or the periphery.

1. OXYMORONIA tells the story of a human 
psyche that is full of contradictions, 
where there is a large gap between what 
is said and what is done, or between 
physical and mental presentation. The 
three bikers depicted in these works look 
overtly masculine. They are ‘consuming’ 
modern vehicles and their behaviour is 
uncivilized. 

2. ANGELS, an artwork inspired by Flash 
Gordon that relates to humans who ex-
plore the new frontiers of outer space in 
search of new planets to live on. On the 
other hand however, this can also be in-
terpreted as an out of body experience 
(OBE), which Heri Dono experienced 
when drowning in Cilincing Beach, Ja-
karta.

3. WAYANG LEGENDA is a video showing a 
shadow puppet performance given by 
Heri Dono himself in December 2014 

at his Kalahan Studio, and is supported 
by a group or Javanese musicians and a 
singer. The story is about Dono’s puppet 
guru Ki Sigit Sukasman, who meets Vin-
cent Van Gogh in a virtual world of shad-
ow puppetry.

4. PERISCOPE expresses the metaphoric 
perspective of the Mandala; in which 
humans, nature and the universe are 
considered to be equal. Any element in 
the human body is equal to any in the 
universe. There is no diff erence between 
object and subject. In this work, Heri 
Dono hopes that when the viewer sees 
an artwork through the periscope, what 
is seen is the diorama and they perceive 
the ‘other’, not merely as an object, but 
as a subject.

5. OPERATION MIND CONTROL is a work of 
art that depicts a territory under a mil-
itaristic authoritarian/dictator, with its 
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9. FERMENTATION OF BRAIN (2014) is a new 
work, where the idea is connected to 
Fermentation of Mind (1992), when Su-
harto’s militaristic regime—at that time 
still in power—tried to suppress freedom 
of speech. The so-called ‘silence’ was de-
picted by a number of people in blind-
folds with their heads bowed. Instead, in 
Fermentation of Brain, the heads of the 
fi gures are upright with their eyes open. 
This represents the freedom of today, 
where everyone can look at whatever 
he or she wants to, from any media and 
listen to information from any source. 
Unfortunately, they are now too busy 
watching media full of glittery advertise-
ments, and are rarely aware of the depri-
vation seen in such moral and cultural 
behaviours that have (slowly and surely) 
affl  icted their society.

10. HOPING TO HEAR FROM YOU SOON is a 
painting displaying an assortment of 
writings, pictures and signs from road-
side food tents. These food tents, espe-
cially found after the sun has set, are run 
by the underclass and sell simple food 
and coff ee. In accordance with artworks 
like this, Heri Dono often gets his ideas 
from trivial, everyday activities, which 
are then developed into artworks.

11. THE TROOPS OF TROJAN HORSE present a 
number of military fi gures whose faces 
show uncertainty and doubt—as if they 
are anxious about their next unknown 
deployment. This is Dono’s view on the 
slow political development after the fall 
of Suharto’s Regime. At this time, there 
was an extreme change from the previ-
ous militaristic regime to a civilian one 
and this positioned the military into a 
transitional phase full of uncertainty, 
making them often appear comic and 
rather silly. 

12. GAMELAN GORO-GORO is an artwork that 
is based on the shadow puppet narra-
tion of Mahabharata and Ramayana. 
During the middle of the show, there is 
a part called the Goro-Goro which in-
volves four jesters or punokawan. One 
of the punokawan, named Semar, an an-
drogenic fi gure, is the greatest and most 
powerful God, yet is depicted as a mere 
peasant. 

13. RAKSASA is based upon the scene of 
Dewa Ruci in the classic epic story of 
Mahabharata. Dewa Ruci is the quan-
tum self of Bima (one of the main char-
acters in the Pandawa Family). In the sto-
ry it states that someone who knows his/
her quantum self (atman), also knows 
the Universe - brahman).
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