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Eko Nugroho mixes characters in a style reminiscent of the universe of fantasy 
comic books, with slogans alluding to current politics. The walls are filled from 
floor to ceiling with his black drawings full of humour, seemingly floating inside of 
the space. Hybrid characters mix together human traits, animals, plants and 
architecture in installations filfilling up the entire space. For those to whom 
Indonesia signifies balinese folklore, there seem to be only two possible ways to 
apprehend his work: seeing Eko as an “exotic” artist, or taking an interest in his 
work within the context of globalised art. In truth, the best approach to his work 
resides most probably outside of both these clichés. 

Eko Nugroho’s work comes out of a local context, namely Yogyakarta, Indonesia’s 
cultural capital, a city steeped in a tradition of independence reaching as far 
back as the sultanate of the Hamengku Buwono dynasty. Despite the lack of 
space dedicated specifically to art (excluding Cemeti Art House), Yogayakarta 
has a particularly vibrant artistic scene, being home to most Indonesian artists 
and host to a contemporary art biennale. In the past 6 years, Eko has been 
mingling with and been part of the international art world through participating in 
artist’s residencies or shows abroad. In this context, Eko has been juxtaposing 
his local problems and javanese culture to the spaces in which his artistic 
interventions take place. 

Eko stacks cultural layers upon each other. Indonesia itself is a layer-cake of 
civilisations from Borneo to Sumatra. Java has been subjected to influences 
ranging from such varied contexts as Hindu, Muslim and Dutch all the way to 
Japanese before being re-modeled by Suharto. Today, Java is largely influenced 
by globalised culture and the western way of life. Eko draws from Indonesian 
artistic traditions that are particularly vibrant in Yogayakarta such as batik, 
embroidery and shadow theatre. 
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Batik technique consists dyeing a fabric multiple times while having wax applied 
to certain areas in order to create a cloth with different colors and motifs.  Eko’s 
mural paintings often quote the famed geometric grompol (joined together) in 
their background. The repetitive and entrancing quality of these works can also 
be found in the sound of the gamelan, a religious incantation. This quality is 
crucial to what Eko is hoping to evoke. During the 4th international architecture 
biennale in 2009 or the Lyon Biennale, his work was clearly drawing from the 
context of the wayang kulit, the shadow theatre in which translucent figures are 
seen quoting the gestures of the Mahabharata and of the Ramayana. Embroidery, 
too is a very popular artisanal technique in Java. What we in France perceive as 
either belonging to the luxury industry or being something that grandmothers do, 
is in fact in Java a sign of identification, of belonging: an embroidered crest or 
badge on clothing can be seen on police uniforms, upper-level government 
officials, school children or even gangs. In Eko’s work, this sign of belonging is 
being misappropriated or diverted in the large-scale embroideries that he 
develops with his drawings as a starting point.

To these traditional artistic practices he adds other modes of creation such as 
those that can be found in popular or counter culture: comics, murals, animated 
clips. His monsters and universal symbols (sculls, diamonds, guns) are 
juxtaposed on a repetitive batik-style background, which is linked together 
through the paintings, embroideries and mannequins that attempt to recreate his 
mental imagery. The immediacy and popular availability of comic books are what 
he is attracted to in this medium. His sources and inspiration range from the 
popular Japanese hero Megaloman and the Malaysian illustrator-artist Lat, to 
Crumb, Moebius and Myazaki. Graffiti, too has been part of his artistic practice 
since the political relaxation of 1998 (End of the New order in 1998), where he 
was amongst the fiffiirst to cover the facades of Yogayakarta with his paintings. 
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This hybridisation of practices has been gaining momentum since Eko’s 
numerous artist residencies abroad. His work mixes the Indonesian, French and 
English languages, creating opaque statements between a universal tongue and 
an unlikely alter-globalisation.

In his opinion, 90% of all Javanese creations worth being seen are reactions to 
a politically and economically turbulent situation. In May 1998, during an 
unprecedented economic crises, the autocratic regime of Suharto that had been 
in place for the past 30 years was overturned by student demonstrations and 
violent riots (over 1000 people were killed) evoking the notion of Amok, this 
sudden surge of insanity which affected the Dutch colonists just as much as 
Stefan Zweig.

The generation of artists formed in opposition to this dictatorship found itself 
suddenly thrown. Those who had been deeply implicated – such as Agus 
Suwage – admit to having felt deeply confused, incapable of producing anything 
in the year that followed. Eko himself was only twenty at the time and part of the 
generation that emerged during this period of so-called Reformation (1998-
2005). During this time, he experienced with a vast array of artistic practices in 
this context of a brutal and sudden liberation of speech. As is often the case 
during a sudden shift from an autocratic regime to a democracy, political, ethnic 
and religious groups find themselves in a situation of extreme rivalry with all 
possibility of a dialogue between them moot. Eko himself does not believe in 
direct activism through art in a country where half of the population lives on less 
than two dollars a day and education remains a privilege. His embroidered and 
painted texts echo daily life and the streets more so than political slogans. What 
he suggests through his work is to take a closer look and to be together in order 
to create the conditions under which real exchange can take place. To whet the 
appetite, he says, a spicy dish needs to be visually appealing; the fire is the 
second step. His work does not pose itself as a solution to conflict or problems 
–rather, poetic licence and absurd humour offer a possibility for dialogue and 
exchange while short-circuiting a locking of position. 
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Working in teams enables Eko to link art to socio-economic reality. In doing this, 
he channels the spirit of the goton royong, the traditional mutual aid system 
offered in Javanese neighbourhoods. The centralised power system in Jakarta 
has often ignored the provinces of this enormous country formed of a group  
of islands. 

Being used to not rely on support form the government, the villagers have taken 
to mutually help each other in constructing buildings, roads and in rebuilding 
what was destroyed during the frequently occurring earthquakes. This particular 
spirit was the theme of the 10th biennale of Yogakarta, Jogja Jamming in 2009. 
Feeling stifled during his education at the Indonesian Arts Institute (ISI), he 
gathered his friends – artists, musicians, illustrators, painters – in the DGTMB 
shop, as the Daging Tumbuh collective («collective of proliferating flffllesh») in 
2000. Avoiding the closed system of Indonesian galleries and museums, they 
edited a free fanzine with comic books, expressing themselves freely and 
distributed those without any limit on the number of copies, modelling the project 
on the principle of Free Press. In 2007, his project FFR (Fight for Rice), which 
created an economic microcircuit: young artists’ creations were sold on t-shirts, 
bags and other souvenirs associated art and the daily struggle for survival. Today, 
Eko works with a community of about 24 other artists who produce sculptures, 
embroideries, batiks, puppet theatre, t-shirts, fanzines are in charge of their own 
distribution and have contributed to this exhibition, Hybrid Testimonial. 



He fulfills the community that Jacques Rancière calls for in the Emancipated 
Spectator ( Le spectateur émancipé La fabrique éditions, 2008): “In all those 
performances in fact , it is a matter of linking what one knows with what one 
does not know, of being at the same time performers who display their 
competences and visitors or spectators who are looking for what those 
competences may produce in a new context , among unknown people. Artists, 
just as researchers, build the stage where the manifestation and the effect of 
their competences become dubious as they frame the story of a new adventure 
in a new idiom. The effect of the idiom cannot be anticipated . It calls for 
spectators who are active as interpreters, who try to invent their own translation 
in order to appropriate the story for themselves and make their own story out of 
it. An emancipated community is in fact a community of storytellers  
and translators.”

Eko evades expectations and clichés: what we see as an installation mirroring 
the universe of his mind is first and foremost an invitation for exchange and 
dialogue. Expecting to be seduced by an other art just as we were with The 
Magicians, we find ourselves confronted by our own preoccupations: the crises, 
otherness and the poetic strength to rethink our situation. Looking for exoticism, 
we find ourselves faced with our own pluri-identity. What moves him, is not 
contemporaty art’s modernist or post-modernist dynamics, but rather the 
necessity to create an enchanted thread inside of a fragmented world.
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His artistic projects in the context of artists residencies and abroad are rooted in 
the same idea. Having been witness to the changes in his country, he is equally 
aware our realities (daily life, strikes, elections, homelessness) when he re-
enacts the Lettres Persianes (Persian Letters) 300 years later. The recurring 
figure of his work is this pair of eyes oftentimes embedded in bodies, in 
architecture, under clothes that watch and register what is happening. His 
mannequins wear costumes and masks and translate our animal nature (snake, 
wolf) as well as our relationship to space and territory (buildings, factory 
chimneys, vegetation) thus standing in as a metaphor to our need to build an 
identity for the others. In a country as deeply attached to conventions, 
appearances and clothes as France is, Eko throws us back onto our own 
judgmental gaze. We become the other’s Other. 

He uses this alterity as a key / an opener in working with communities when he 
is an artist in reseidence and immerses himself in new atmospheres and cultures. 
In 2009 during the Lyon Biennale, while being a resident in Veaux-en Velin in the 
context of Veduta, he created the piece “The Rainbow under the Stone” with 
young residents of Vaux-en-Velin. Using questions of identity, life on the fringes 
of society and job insecurities as a starting point, he wrote dialogues together 
with them, created puppets and asked Djs and Rap artists to participate. This art 
together, open for ideas from others and rooted in daily life, is a catalyst for 
sociability and togetherness. 
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Award of Hierarki 2011
Colour ink, acrylic on canvas 

195 x 130 cm | 76.77 x 51.18 in
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Nationalism 2011
Colour ink, acrylic on canvas  

195 x 130 cm | 76.77 x 51.18 in
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If Business Is Not Going Well, I Will Hit Them 2012
Acrylic on canvas

150 x 100 cm | 59.06 x 39.37 in

Exhibition VIEW: 2012 Eko Nugroho: 
THREAT AS A FLAVOUR, ARNDT Berlin
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When The Soldier Is Cursed By His Superior 2012
Acrylic on canvas

150 x 100 cm | 59.06 x 39.37 in

My Religion is Nationalism 2012
Acrylic on canvas

150 x 100 cm | 59.06 x 39.37 in
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People  are  Reflected  series  (Doesn‘t Have to Believe in Love)  2011
Chinese ink on canvas 

195 x 130 cm | 76.77 x 51.18 in
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Mask series #3,  2012
Machine embroidery rayon thread on fabric backing, wire

142 x 243 cm | 55.91 x 95.67 in
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People  are  Reflected  series  (SHIT! IT‘S SEEM DOESN‘T WORK WELL WITH THIS 
COALTION!) 2011  

Chinese ink on canvas 
195 x 130 cm | 76.77 x 51.18 in

Mais Que Fait Le Gouvermen? 2011
Colour ink and acrylic on canvas

195 x 130 cm | 76.77 x 51.18 in
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Free as A Gun 2011
Colour ink, acrylic on canvas 

195 x 130 cm | 76.77 x 51.18 in

THINKING OF FLOATING PERSONALITY 2011
KRINK MARKER, INK, ACRYLIC ON CANVAS

195 x 130 cm | 76.77 x 51.18 in
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SHE WAS BROKEN HEART ACTUALLY 2011
KRINK MARKER, INK, ACRYLIC ON CANVAS

195 x 130 cm | 76.77 x 51.18 in

Money, God, and Sex 2011
batik, waxs painting on cloth 

192 x 116 cm | 75.59 x 45.67 in   

23



24

Rakus-Rakus Rasnya 2011
batik, waxs painting on cloth 

192 x 116 cm | 75.59 x 45.67 in   

Mask series #1 2012
Machine embroidery rayon thread on fabric backing, 

wire image embroidery: 225 x 140 cm   Text panel: 116 x 150 cm   
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Mask series #2 2012
Machine embroidery rayon thread on fabric backing,

wire image embroidery: 237 x 149 cm   Text panel: 116 x 150 cm
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Exhibition VIEW: 2012 Eko Nugroho: 
THREAT AS A FLAVOUR, ARNDT Berlin
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Exhibition VIEW: 2012 Eko Nugroho: 
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Exhibition VIEW: 2012 Eko Nugroho: 
THREAT AS A FLAVOUR, ARNDT Berlin
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Exhibition VIEW: 2012 Eko Nugroho: 
THREAT AS A FLAVOUR, ARNDT Berlin
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Exhibition VIEW: 2012 Eko Nugroho: 
THREAT AS A FLAVOUR, ARNDT Berlin
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Deceit as a policy 2011
Acrylic on canvas

195 x 130 cm | 76.77 x 51.18 in

New person with same old problem 2011
Colour ink and acrylic on canvas

195 x 130 cm | 76.77 x 51.18 in
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1.	 192401 1.	 1920416

Exhibition view : 2012 Eko Nugroho: 
Témoin hybride, Musée d‘Art moderne de la Ville de Paris, Paris, France

Exhibition view : 2012 Eko Nugroho: 
Témoin hybride, Musée d‘Art moderne de la Ville de Paris, Paris, France
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Trap Costum for President 1 2011
Embroidered rayon thread on fabric backing

180 x 156 cm | 70.87 x 61.42 in

Trap Costum for President 2 2011
Embroidered rayon thread on fabric backing

190 x 146 cm | 74.8 x 57.48 in
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1.	 1924-03
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1.	 1921-14

Exhibition view : 2012 Eko Nugroho: 
Témoin hybride, Musée d‘Art moderne de la Ville de Paris, Paris, France

Exhibition view : 2012 Eko Nugroho: 
Témoin hybride, Musée d‘Art moderne de la Ville de Paris, Paris, France
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Pas de travail 2011
from the series: Heureusement, il n‘y en a pas 

Ink on paper | 47 x 36 cm  

Pas de liberté 2011
from the series: Heureusement, il n‘y en a pas 

Ink on paper  | 47 x 36 cm
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Pas de égalité 2011
from the series: Heureusement, il n‘y en a pas 

Ink on paper | 47 x 36 cm  
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Pas de fraternité 2011
from the series: Heureusement, il n‘y en a pas 

ink on paper | 47 x 36 cm 



Pas de respect 2011
from the series: Heureusement, il n‘y en a pas 

Ink on paper | 47 x 36 cm
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Pas de solidarité 2011
from the series: Heureusement, il n‘y en a pas 

Ink on paper | 47 x 36 cm
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1.	 1924-12
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Exhibition view : 2012 Eko Nugroho: 
Témoin hybride, Musée d‘Art moderne de la Ville de Paris, Paris, France

Exhibition view : 2012 Eko Nugroho: 
Témoin hybride, Musée d‘Art moderne de la Ville de Paris, Paris, France



Born 1977, Yogyakarta, Indonesia

Lives and works in Yogyakarta, Indonesia
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