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Abstrak

Tulisan ini melukiskan beberapa kecemasan yang menimpa pelukis Aceh, A.D. Pirousdan
publik yang dibayangkannya, menjelang pameran besar—yang di maksudkan sebagai sebuah
retrospeksi—pada bulan Maret 2002, di Galeri Nasional, Jakarta. Kecemasan ini berakar
dalamberagambahasa, ortografi dan wacana yang belumbaku. Keadaan ‘ goyah’ ini tampak
ketika ‘Kesenian Islam Indonesia Kontemporer’ dipertunjukkan, dipromosikan, dan
didiskusikan secara publik. Ini semua berpuncak pada dorongan akan sensor terhadap diri
sendiri dan pada berbagai perubahan yang dilakukan pada menit terakhir pada |ukisan-
lukisan, katalog, dan kaos oblong untuk promosi, dan pada catatan-catatan etnografisyang
disusun penulis, tentang karier pelukis. Jelasbahwa perilaku seperti ini merupakan bahagian
budaya politik yang memungkinkan bertemunya Islam, Indonesia, Arab, Aceh dan seni itu
sendiri dalam publik kesenian Islam kontemporer di Jakarta, dan sekaligus juga menjadi
respons terhadap negara dan terhadap kekerasan gerakan separatis di Aceh. Dalam semua
ini akan tampak jangkauan global dari kebudayaan visual | slamdan sirkulasinya dalamdan
melalui bahasa publik negara Indonesia.

Introductory remarks editorial mark, | let out alaugh and served up a

The title of my paper ‘Unsur[e] Kaligrafi' ~ bilingual pun: *Pirous, are you sure kata-kata
came to me one evening as | was helping my  ini mesti dibacaunsur keligrafi atau unsurecal-
friend, painter Abdul Djalil Pirous, examinedraft ~ ligraphy? Hebrokeintoabright, knowing grin
materials for the Indonesian-language cata- andcamerightback at me, ‘| amsureitisunsur.
logue that was being prepared for his major The transcultural word-play between us
career retrospectiveshow in Jakartalast March, ~ turned on the hybrid discourse of Indonesian
Proofreading a passage about the Arab calli-  |Slamicaesthetics, andin particular, apainterly
graphy that is so prominent in his artwork, —Metalanguagethat drawsfromIndonesian, Ara-
Pirous came across a typographic error that ~ Pic, English, Dutch, and dozens of regional lan-
read’ U-n-s-U-r-ek-a-l-i-g-r-a-f-i.” Hecrossedout ~ 9uagessuch asAcehnese and Javanese. That
the letter ‘€’ so that the phrase read, in good ~ discourse—fraughtwithironies, puns, bl asphe-
standard I ndonesian, unsur kaligrafi (Englisn; ~ Mi€s, unruly codeswitchings, and conflicts over
‘calligraphic elements’). Themoment | saw his ~ Standards—comes down to us through an un-
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settled history of cultural encounter. | say “un-
settled” in that the history of cultural and po-
litical claims regarding Arab and Qur’ anic or-
thography, language, and philology remainsan
ongoing and contested resource within
Indonesia’ s diverse Muslim community. In my
talk today, | will tell a story about some of the
anxieties that consumed Pirous and his imag-
ined public on the eve of his magjor retrospec-
tive show at Jakarta's prestigious Galeri
Nasional. These anxietieshadto dowith some
‘unsure calligraphy’ and culminated in acts of
self-censorship, gestures that are necessarily
part of the complex cultural politicsthat shape
theconfluenceof ‘Islam’, ‘Indonesia’, ‘ Aceh’,
‘Arab’ and‘art’ in Jakarta scontemporary Mus-
limart public. Inthem we may find lessons not
only about the globalized reach of Islamic vi-
sual cultureand but al so about prospectsfor a
multicultural Indonesian state. In particular, I'll
emphasize some of the constraintsreligion and
nation bring to bear on a multicultural public,
and call attention to the cultural politics of
ambiguity in amulticultural art public.

Theterrain of Indonesian
multiculturalism

I’d like to begin my discussion by empha-
sizing the deeply political nature of Indone-
sian multiculturalism. Contemporary multi-
culturalisms, no matter wherewefind them, and
despite their varied histories and trajectories,
place collectivities and communities into con-
frontation with the nation-state. In many ways,
multiculturalist aspirations traffic in the same
notions of difference and identity as the cul-
tural nationalisms that fueled anti-colonial
struggle and the emergent nation-building
projects of the postcolonial era. Such aspira-
tions may be reckoned as a response to the
perceivedfailingsof thenation-state, especially
where communities and collectivities feel the
nation-state is obliged to protect or advance
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their interests (e.g., adat, or shari’ a), and guar-
anteetheir participationinasocialy, politicaly,
and economically just public sphere or civil
society. Those same aspirations might also
comein responseto perceived threatsand pre-
dations of the nation-state (asin Aceh), or to
intolerable levels of discrimination. Asfor the
nation-state, it might commit itself to apolitics
of recognition and seek positive engagement
with these communitiesand collectivities; it may
abstaininpart or full; or it may resort to violent
suppression. As Partha Chatterjee has ex-
plained,

‘The modern [postcolonial] state, embedded as

it is within the universal narrative of capital,

cannot recognizewithin itsjurisdiction any form
of community except the single, determinate,
demographically enumerableform of the nation.

It must therefore subjugate, if necessary by the

use of state violence, all such aspirationsof com-

munity identity’. (1993:238)

Thenation-stateisinevitably fearful of any
cultural nationalisms from below, and promot-
ing multiculturalism always runs the risk of
spawning cultural nationalist yearnings and
separatist movements. For thisreason, the state
assumes awatchfulness, even asit may lead a
search for the cultural resourcesthat will allow
people in different communities to live and
prosper together in an encompassing polity, or
promote the cultural distinctions needed for
participationintheglobal culture market (tour-
ism, spectacle, arts, etc.).

Proponents of multiculturalism seldom see
cultural difference as an end in itself (Turner
1993), but asaresource to mobilize solidarities
and support in pursuit of social justice, or as
an asset inidentity politics. Mobilizationsun-
der the banner of cultural difference of course
imply a degree of reflexivity on the part of
people and institutions. For individuals and
groups, a cultural identity is conjured and in-
corporated in the reflexive project of finding a
self withinthe ongoing flow of community his-
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tory and tradition. Institutionsno lessthanin-
dividualsalso must see ' culture’ asabasisfor
creating political, social, and existential reali-
ties. These projects of reflexivity rely crucially
on public discussion, and indeed, multi-
culturalismisaimed primarily at transformations
of the public sphere and secondarily at corre-
sponding changes in experiential life-worlds.
A danger, here, of course, are essentialist no-
tions of culture that exclude or put a check to
hybridity and difference within the community
or collectivity, especialy intracultural differ-
encesgrounded in gender, religion, or kinship.
Replacing the national community—whichtries
to maintain amonopoly over ethical and politi-
cal pronouncements—with acultural or ethnic
one deemed to be more organic or authenticis
thus no safeguard agai nst tyrannies or authori-
tarian rule. It is inevitable then, that
multiculturalist projects come to terms with
what Veena Das calls the ‘double life of cul-
ture':

its potential to give radical recognition to the

humanity of its subjects aswell asits potential

to keep the individual within such tightly de-
fined bounds that the capacity to experiment
with selfhood—which isalso amark of human-

ity—may be jeopardized. (1995:91)

Inshort, multiculturalist projectsareaways
at risk of losing their progressive potential and
becoming regressive, primordialist movements
that prevent human subjects from living at or
beyond the marginsof their cultural traditions,
or from escaping subjugation at the hands of
dominant intracultural groups and factions.

Aspirationsfor an Indonesian multicultural
society and an I ndonesian multicultural public
sphere of course remain tethered to theidea of
an Indonesian nation-state. Many Indonesians
undoubtedly look to multiculturalism as a
means of bringing greater inclusivenessin ju-
dicial and bureaucratic structures, in the writ-
ing of law, and in the very way the nation is
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imagined. We might call them ‘multicultural
nationalists' . Writing about the progressive
potential of cultural nationalism and cultural
nationalists, John Hutchinson (1994:123) ar-
guesthat it isintellectuals, writers, and artists
who are at thevanguard of articul ating nation-
alist ideas, and goes so far as to say that the
artistis‘ the paradigmatic figure of the national
community.” | see no reason why intellectuals,
writers, or artists—likemy friend Pirous—might
not also be at the vanguard of multicultural
nationalism. If this is so, yet another of
Hutchinson’ s observations interests me here:
Reformist and modernizing dimensions so cru-
cial to progressive cultural nationalism, he says,
emerge ‘in conjunction with a trans-national
secular culture that perceives (the world) in
polycentricterms (Hutchinson 1994:127). Isthis
trueof Indonesia’ smulticultura nationalism as
well? Let us turn to Pirous and his work for a
provisional answer.

A. D. Pirous; the multicultural
nationalist

Pirouswasbornin Meulaboh, Aceh,in1932.
Y et his Acehnese cultural heritage is one that
he has had to self-consciously reclaim and re-
shape through much of hisprofessional lifeas
an Indonesian artist. He embraced an Indone-
sianidentity whileservinginapropagandaunit
during the Revolution, and even more deeply
during his subsequent pursuit of secondary
educationin Medan (1950-1955) and formal art
training in Bandung (1955-1964). | think it
would be wrong for us to say that he was
stripped of Acehnese identity in adopting an
Indonesian one. AsJames T. Siegel (2000:366)
reminds us, there was for the longest time ‘ no
contradiction between being Acehnese and
being Indonesian’. Y et producing a distinctly
‘Indonesian’ art held little interest for Pirous
until hisfirst journey abroad, to New York, in
1969-1970. It was there that he became an im-
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passioned cultural nationalist in hiswork: Dis-
turbed by the condescending and neglectful
attitudes he encountered regarding modern
painting from his country—indeed by the sheer
absence of modern Indonesian art inthecity’s
galleries—hefelt amix of emptiness, exclusion,
and betrayal. An intense, brooding search for
an Indonesian painterly identity followed.

Itisin Pirous ssearchfor adistinctiveand
subjectively intimate Indonesian cultural sig-
nature that we see variation on Hutchinson's
observationsabout progressive cultural nation-
alism. Itisvery much the casethat Pirouswas
and has beenin colloquy with atrans-national
secular culture since 1955, principally through
the globalized discourses of modernist and
postmodernist art. But he also turned to the
trans-national sphere of Islamic aesthetics, and
in particular, an exploration of the Qur’anic/
Arabic calligraphic figure, which he saw as
emblematic of his Acehnese cultural heritage,
of Indonesian national culture, and the
civilizational sweep of Islam. His cultural na-
tionalism, then, isalsoindialoguewith atrans-
national religion, apossibility that Hutchinson
does not acknowledge in his reflections on
cultural nationalism.

Pirousworked through problemsof hybrid-
izing Islamic and modernist aesthetics over the
course of the next twenty years (1970-1990).
That exploration saw him making painterly al-
lusions to Aceh from time to time, by using
visual icons he associates with Acehnese ma-
terial culture—embroidery, and inscribed grave-
stonesin particular. But he seessuch work as
consistent with his broader effort at achieving
an Indonesian painterly identity. Indeed, for
him, Islam, Indonesia, and Aceh can beequated
in cultural terms. It was Pirous swork on Fes-
tival Istiglal—a‘festival of Indonesian culture
inspired by Islam’—and the Al-Qur’ an Mushaf
Istiglal in the early 1990’ sthat we see an emer-
gent multicultural nationalist. Indeed, itwasin
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1994 that | first heard Pirous use the terms
“multicultural” and ‘multicultural Ilam’ as he
described how mushaf border illuminations—
developed from regional folk designs—would
iconically render tamaddun, Indonesian Idamic
culture. Though | am not sure Pirous would
agree with me, it is my view that the Indone-
sian multiculturalism he envisioned was not
predicated so much on ‘unity in diversity’ as
on a shared religious heritage inflected by a
plurality of homogeneouslocal cultures. That
is, he seesatranscendent spiritual commonal-
ity as permitting a politics of recognition and
cooperativeness, as well as points of cultural
connection, between bearers of different local
cultures subsumed within the nation.

Thecultura politicsof the mushaf are com-
plicated; | have discussed them in depth el se-
where (George 1998) and so will touch onthem
but briefly here in light of my remarks on
multiculturalism. The aestheticization,
folklorization, and de-politicization of cultural
‘traits’ were as key to mushaf design work as
werethe carefully inscribed and rigorously ex-
amined Qur’anic sura. At the same time, the
favor given to designs derived from ‘ Melayu’
cultureregions—andfrom Acehin particular—
was a calculated effort to call into question
Javanese hegemony within the Indonesian
nation-state and its cultural artifacts. Anun-
doubted marvel of vision and artfulness, the
national mushaf nonetheless leaves the non-
Muslim acultural blank, an unadmitted alterity.
In short, the mushaf project was unable to
evade hierarchies of cultural inclusion and ex-
clusion, even while it placed a powerful claim
on Indonesia s cultural past and future. It of-
fered a qualified multiculturalism pegged to a
majoritarian religion.

There is no question that the mushaf
project was very much a product of the late
Suharto years, a time when the regime was
courting support from diverse precincts of the
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Muslim ummat. Adulation of the divine and
acclaim for the national are entwined in this
cultural artifact, and solink atranscendent spiri-
tual-cultural commonality—Islam—to a tran-
scendent political structure—the nation-state.
If thisis so, the mushaf also suggeststhe lim-
itsof cultural and political experiment: Creativ-
ity ispossiblesolong asit doesnot transgress
the Qur’ anic message and Qur’ anic culture; and
thereisno political autonomy for the constitu-
ent units of the nation-state. The multi-
culturalism of the mushaf is one of aesthetic
differences, differences derived from asingle,
commonly held religious foundation (or dis-
course of truth) and which contribute to the
glory of asingle superordinate polity (the na-
tion-state).

Unsure calligraphy

Pirous himself ran up against the communal
limits of creative experiment earlier in his career.
Strongly drawn to abstraction, and increasingly
mindful of normative directions in Idamic aes-
thetics, he abandoned human figuration for ex-
plorationsin caligraphy. Working in the 1970's
onwhat hetoday calls‘ expressive caligraphy’,
Pirousincluded in his paintingsillegible figures
that resembled Arab calligraphy. Withthem, the
artist hoped to evoke a cultural atmosphere of
spiritual mystery and give play to painterly ex-
pressiveness. Y et such figures caused conster-
nation in some precincts of theummat and pub-
lic complaint was made that Pirous was deform-
ing sacred Qur’ anic verse. Meanwhile, other of
his works from the same period featured accu-
rately rendered Qur’ anic verse, but came under
the scrutiny of self-appointed scripturalists
(rather than the public authoritiesknown asthe
lajnah pentashih).

Anxiety and self-doubt about Qur’ anic pre-
cision is quite keen in Indonesia, and in
Sumatra has led to a history of intense scru-
tiny of locally produced copies of the Qur’ an.

ANTROPOLOGI INDONESIA 75, 2004

So even while Arab and other Middle Eastern
collectors, museums, and galleries heaped
praise on Pirous's calligraphic paintings, the
artist had to tread carefully so asnot to breach
local boundaries of the permissible. At the
same time, Pirous has always had to work in
light of apopular fetishization of Arabicinwhich
every instance of Arabic writing is construed
as sacral, or as the Qur’an itself. This
feti shization appearsto cut acrossthenation’s
multicultural landscape. Asonelndonesianwag
commented to me not long ago, ‘ If an Indone-
sian buysafish wrapped in a Jordanian news-
paper, the paper will be carefully folded and
kept on top of the family cabinet.” Such atti-
tudes perhapsassurethat Pirous' scalligraphic
paintingswill be greeted with somereverence,
but also place these artworks at risk of public
scrutiny for scriptural improprieties.

A publicartwork likethe Al-Qur’ an M ushaf
Istiglal required of Pirous and his design team
unflagging precision and perfectionism. The
approach of Pirous' scareer retrospective show
in March 2002 put related anxieties and con-
cerns at play once again. Beginning in Febru-
ary, Qur’ anic expertson Pirous scuratorial team
(Idris Pirous and I1ham Khoiri) examined all of
Pirous’ s Qur’ anic paintings still in his posses-
sion. They discovered anumber of calligraphic
errors, alas, mostly at the last minute, on the
eve of the exhibit’s opening on March 11%.
Taking up a penknife, brushes, and paints,
Pirous altered more than a dozen paintings—
some dating back over a decade. Meanwhile,
my suggestion for a promotional calligraphic
T-shirt was turned down by members of the
curatorial team owingto their worriesthat some-
one might take offense were a person to wear
the shirt into restrooms. We also struggled
over how to render Qur’ anic Arabic in Roman
orthography in adual language artist’ shiogra-
phy that | co-authored. As Pirous and IlTham
remarked in discussion with me at thetime, the
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Indonesian Muslim ummat consists of literal-
ists who insist on standards for correct and
precise transcriptive renderings of Qur’anic
verse; moderates who forgive or don’t even
perceiveerrors; and liberalswho put emphasis
on the Qur’ anic message, not its recitation or
scriptural reproduction. Their remark tacitly
admitsthat Qur’ anic culture—which we might
analytically distinguish from Muslim culture—
is prone to conflict, debate, and a plurality of
views. Their practical response? Acquiescence
and concession to literalist hardliners and to
those who fetishize Arabic orthography.

As Pirous prepared for his retrospective
show, the Indonesian nation-state looked pro-
foundly differentthanitdidin 1995. Public dis-
closure of state-sponsored atrocitiesin Aceh,
and the tenacity of Gerakan Aceh Merdekain
pressing their long held grievances, forced
upon Pirous a split-subjectivity, where being
Acehnese-Indonesian was no longer without
problems and contradictions. A culture of vio-
lence has cometo conjoin and mediate between
the politically transcendent nation-state and
one of its subordinate communities seeking
autonomy. A culture of violence, too, warns
Pirous, has also come to involve Islam as a
transcendent discourse that could be used to
mobilize the Acehnese against the Javanese
hegemon that poses asthe Indonesian nation-
stateand itsmilitary apparatus. Piroushasbeen
unableto resolvethissplitinhisartwork. ‘ Aceh’
appears asadistinct cultural nodein hisbody
of work, but thistimein opposition to—rather
than in legitimation of—the nation-state. Hu-
man figuration has made its return after a 30-
year absencein his paintings of bodies, limbs,
and faces of the Acehnese dead. Are such
paintings Acehnese paintings, or are they In-
donesian? Calligraphic paintings based on
quotesfrom the Acehnese‘ Hikayat Prang Sabil’
(Chronicle of the Holy War) and rendered in
Arabic orthography—are they an Indonesian

nightmare or spur to separatist aspirations? Is
his Qur’ anic painting entitled, ‘ The Fate of a
Peopleisin their Own Hands', an admonition
tothenational government or to GAM? Both?

Closing

Split-subjectivity isn't necessarily a bad
thing, nor isdebate about art in adiverse pub-
lic sphere. My own feeling isthat split-subjec-
tivity isaninevitable effect of identity politics
in amulticultural society. Identities are never
singular or intrinsically stable, and neither are
cultural communities—they are plural in their
very constitution, and so are shaped as much
by contradiction, irony, and change as they
areby commonalities. Multiculturalism, for me,
isamatter of taking this plurality and instabil-
ity public, and not the gathering of categori-
cally singular, static, and homogeneous cul-
tures and cultural identities under state man-
agement. ‘ Thebelief in unique categorization,’
writes Amartya Sen (2002:30), ‘is both a seri-
ous descriptive mistake and an ethical and po-
litical hazard.” Such belief is often behind the
univocal discourse of the nation-stateor areli-
gion asit trumps or silencesthe varied aspira-
tionsand needs of adiverse public. Seldomdo
we see the nation-state cease its demand for
full ideological alegiance from its constituent
collectivities, and seldom do we see the insti-
tutionsof religion relax their effortsin policing
definitions of ‘their’ community.

| think we see in Pirous's work over the
decades the powerful effects of Indonesian
nationalism and Islamic faith. | want to make
clear that | don't at al fault him for embracing
an Indonesian or Muslim identity, nor for har-
nessing theseto hiscreativework; hehasmade
enormous strides in pioneering vibrant forms
of contemporary art with them. All the same,
the broader cultural politics of Indonesian na-
tionalism and Islam have placed before him cre-
ative limits and barriers, and have led him to
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see Indonesian and Islamic multiculturalismin
problematic ways. His brilliant success within
the precincts of conformism comes at the cost
of anxious self-censorship vis-a-vis certain
collectivities within the ummat. The same was
true of hiswork vis-a-visthe nation during the
Suharto years. But his anguish over the trag-
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