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`FACADE': Looking beneath the surface
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Photography is probably the most alienated medium in Indonesia's visual art world. It is a
bit peculiar to see that in many historical analyses and references to modern art in
Indonesia, the development of photography as an art medium has hardly been included in
discussions of the art movement era of the 1970s, which is regarded as a heavily
influential shifting point in the journey of aesthetical explorations in this country.

This fact indicates there is a missing link in the construction of the Indonesian
contemporary art discourse in dealing with the issue of the relationship between
aesthetical notions, medium exploration and the cultural context in art practice.

This missing link could be a bit ironic since the photo medium has become an integral
part of modern society and one of the elements that forms the rapidly growing visual
culture of today.

Another cause is probably since photography, as a discipline, has grown here as an
exclusive genre and has its own limitations of aesthetical values. It belongs to journalism
and the commercial industry, and is a sophisticated hobby of the middle class.

Generally, an appreciation of photography circles around the medium's capability to
provide either a representation of reality -- as in journalistic or documentary photography
-- or a spectacle of fantasy/artificial reality, as in fashion or so-called "art" photography.
Thus, in this case, the function of the medium ends as a vehicle to deliver images and
objects that are simply pleasing to the eye.

This vision is being deconstructed by Yudhi Soerjoatmodjo through his comeback
exhibition in Indonesia after taking a seven-year break. A prominent photographer and
curator who began his career in photojournalism in 1986, through this exhibition, which
he took during his travels in Germany, August 2002, he attempts to invite the audience to
go below the surface.

The exhibition offers 60 digital color photographs that are hung randomly on the
exhibition room walls of GoetheHaus Jakarta, all untitled, sized not much bigger than
postcards and without any fancy frames or glass lamination -- something that is rarely
seen at photography exhibitions here.

This display succeeds in intriguing the audience to come up close to the works and
scrutinize them as if they are peeking into private spaces.

One thing that makes it more intriguing for local audiences is that the closeness could be
at the same time confused with distance due to the foreignness of the images, which show
strangers and strange things in strange places, even though they are actually ordinary,
everyday objects.
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Moreover, the static nature of the medium adds a mute, solitary atmosphere to the freeze-
frames. A lonely ice-cream cart in a quiet square, a car parked in a lonely parking lot at
night, a young man immersed in his thoughts, silhouettes of figures on buses and seen
through train windows, an unmade bed with pillow and sheets in disarray. They are
objects that seem to appear for no reason, which signifies nothing except for perhaps
enclosing fragments of thoughts that speak for themselves in any form, as a murmur,
verses of a poem, or just gibberish. It is up to the viewer to interpret how they see them.

Yudhi also plays around further with the reality aspect, with "layered" images in shots of
sex ads on TV screens, displays of passport photo samples, a silhouette of a man's profile
in front of a projected image of a man's face, and a picture of a man looking at his own
reflection in a bathroom mirror.

The whole exhibition is meant to turn common perspectives of photography into the
essence of the photo itself, as the eye rather than the object of the eye. From this
perspective, the reality that the camera captures is never total since only a part of it is
covered.

And it no longer exists, since its moment is over once the picture is taken. What is left is
a fragment of a memory that is framed and frozen, and which somehow offers a reality on
its own. This way it enables the medium to be more than just delivering representations.
Instead, it allows audiences to draw their own meanings from what lays beyond the
images.

Yudhi stated that he has come to "the end of photography", a familiar metaphor to anyone
fond of post-modern vocabularies. It must be noted that this kind of approach is actually
not new in the global art scene, especially in the West, as it has been presented by many
artists exploring the photo medium, such as Jeff Wall, Nan Goldin and Rineke Dijkstra,
to name just a few.

However, it would be quite reasonable since photography entered western culture more
than a century ago, while avant-garde photography had entered its art discourse in the
1920s.

Last but not least, in this context, Yudhi Soerjoatmodjo manages to draw a line between
his position as a photographer and as an artist in putting the photo medium directly into a
discursive art practice. What he does is a necessity in helping find the missing link in the
Indonesian art discourse. It is fair enough to call the exhibition the end of photography,
yet what is more important is that it can also mark the beginning of seeing visual art
differently.

FACADE, a photography exhibition by Yudhi Soerjoatmodjo, runs until May 1 at
GoetheHaus, Jl. Sam Ratulangi 9-15, Central Jakarta. Tel. 23550208,
www.goethe.de/jakarta


