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Interpreting History Through Art 
A curatorial introduction for the “Daulat & Ikhtiar” exhibition, co-curated by Mikke Susanto and Duls Rumbawa. This essay is an 
English translation of the original Bahasa Indonesia piece entitled “Memaknai Sejarah Melalui Seni”, translated by Artemis Art.  
 

This exhibition begins with a monument. It is situated at the 0-kilometer point in Yogyakarta. It is 
surrounded by four historical buildings, all of which are related to the struggle for independence: the 
General Post Office, the BNI 46 building, Republic of Indonesia Presidential Palace, and the 
Yogyakarta Vredeburg Fort. Its initiator was the then Army Chief of Staff, Major General Widodo of the 
Indonesian National Forces (TNI); its maker, the sculptor Saptoto. Going by the information in 
Katharine MacGregor’s book, the sculpture is one of several 1972 Army Seminar III projects. This 
sculpture, measuring approximately 8 meters, is one of the New Order icons, apart from the Pancasila 
Sakti Jakarta and Ambarawa monuments.  

The monument, inaugurated by President Soeharto on 1st March 1973, is crowned by a bronze 
wayang Gunungan1, resting on a set of horizontal walls with gray edges, like a taffrail on a wayang 
stage. Below this is the inscription that reads Monumen 1 Maret 1949 (1st March 1949 Monument). 
Below this are 25 darkly colored reliefs that describe the prologue to this event. At the front are five 
bronze human figures, replete with accessories, standing firm on a concrete “stage”, symbolic of 
strong unity in an all too important event for the nation of Indonesia. The Indonesian people refer to 
this event as “Serangan Umum 1 Maret 1949” (General Offensive of 1st March 1949). 

This incident was a response to the second Dutch military aggression that occurred on 19th December 
1948. The Dutch military aggression was carried out to occupy the capital city of Yogyakarta. Its aim 
was to carry out propaganda that the Republic of Indonesia no longer existed, so that the Dutch could 
claim occupation of Indonesia. State officials such as President Sukarno, Vice President Mohammad 
Hatta, and several ministers were arrested and exiled outside of Java. Meanwhile, war commander 
General Sudirman decided to leave the capital city of Yogyakarta to fight to reclaim Yogyakarta 
through guerilla warfare. 

The 1st of March 1949 General Offensive was a concerted attack from various forces and sources. 
TNI itself carried out four simultaneous attacks before this historic date. The presence of guerilla 
forces within the attack operation received support from various parties, be it the community, the 
womenfolk who set up soup kitchens, and even the ruler of Yogyakarta, Sultan Hamengku Buwono 
IX. Community support from the youth, students, peasants, and ordinary folk was often according to 
their respective fields and capabilities. They acted with the singular purpose of defending the 
sovereignty of the nation. 

From the viewpoint of the maker, Saptoto (1927 - 2001), he truly understood the needs of history. His 
reason was because he himself was a participant in the incident. Saptoto was a member of the 
Student Army in 1945 - 1949. He held the rank of junior lieutenant, but due to a rationalization 
exercise in 1948, his rank was reduced to Sergeant. He was assigned as a liaison officer in 
Ponorogo, Pacitan, and Wonogiri. One of his duties was to relay special communiques to Commander 
in Chief General Sudirman while in Pakis, East Java. What’s unique, his desire to become an artist… 
yes, was at the behest and encouragement of the Commander in Chief. 

In addition to fighting in the battlefield, Saptoto was a sculptor whose name has been included in 
several art history books in Indonesia. He was a member of Pusat Tenaga Pelukis Indonesia (PTPI, 
or Indonesian Painter’s Center) and Sanggar Pelukis Rakjat (People’s Painters Studio) in 1946-47 in 
Yogyakarta. Later, he became a student at ASRI Yogyakarta and eventually taught at the Department 
of Sculpture, Faculty of Fine Arts, ISI Yogyakarta. 

 
1  Gunungan is a figure in the Indonesian wayang performance artform. While the word itself literally means ‘mountain’, in the 

context of this essay it refers to the replica of this figure, which forms part of the monument. 



 
 
 

 

English Translation for “Memaknai Sejarah Melalui Seni”  Page 2 of 5 

While working on the monument, which cost IDR 20,870,000, Saptoto acts as an actor, maker, and 
connoisseur. Together with the history team he worked with, he managed to mix and match the 
complexities of the historical event. He succeeded in summarizing his opinion on the important role of 
a number of elements of society as a way of expression. These elements are 1) twenty-five relief 
scenes, 2) the wayang “gunungan” image as a representation of the universe, 3) five characters who 
"go forward", symbolic of the nation's boisterous struggle, replete with heritage and events. That said, 
there are critical notes stating that this monument is part of the New Order’s “monuments of 
indoctrination”, which includes political framing in the form of ancient Javanese motifs. It’s not wrong 
when viewed from the aspects of content and purpose of construction; this monument is classified as 
both “Commemoration Monument” and “Victory Monument” in several notes. It should be noted that 
there are several varieties and types of monuments in any given area. One example of a victory 
monument that exists in other countries would be the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, France. 

If traced more broadly, the events described in this exhibition have a strong “political” position. At the 
very least, during the early days of independence (1945) until the 1950s, the struggle to uphold 
sovereignty included a number of important negotiations and battles. These were: 1) the failed Hoge 
Valuwe Negotiations; 2) the Linggajati Negotiations, 15th November 1946; 3) First Dutch Aggression, 
21st July 1947; 4) the Renville Negotiations, 17th January 1948; 5) Second Dutch Aggression, 19th 
December 1948; 6) The Round Table Conference, 2nd November 1949. This means that long before 
the March 1st General Offensive, there had been a series of events that left a lot of problems, and 
archives. Other remains are in the form of artifacts. Some of them are now stored in the Vredeburg 
Fort Museum, Yogyakarta, and several other museums. 
 

 
Material Concept and Inter-element Structure for “Daulat & Ikhtiar” 
Arrangement by Mikke Susanto, 2022 

 

Several dozen artifacts were responded to by 5 artists in this exhibition. The selection of five young 
artists (2 of them collectives) from Yogyakarta is based on their practice of working within a critical 
approach framework. Their previous works reveal the contextual (and historical) side of situations and 
conditions. With a different creative approach, each of the five artists proceed through field research 
and research studies. Each artist has the task of studying one of the professional characters depicted 
in the General Offensive Monument, including selecting the artifacts left behind. Finally, the works 
displayed are presented - ranging from paintings, sculptures, installations, videos, and virtual art - 
based on their creativity through the 5 characters in the monument. 
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This kind of creative work response aims to present new ideas about historical events so that they are 
fresher for today's generation to digest. Another goal is to "animate" the collection through the artist's 
imagination, so that the collection can produce stories other than those written in history books. 
However, what is equally important is to instill in the younger generation greater concern about the 
preservation of history and the legacy they leave behind. An interesting goal is to support the 
proposed March 1st General Offensive as a National Day of Observance for Indonesia, and to make 
this story a world historical heritage. 

Briefly, the 5 works created by the participants may be elucidated as follows. 

The sculptor Lutse Lambert Daniel Morin in this exhibition chose the character of the army or TNI 
(Tentera Nasional Indonesia) as the basis for his work. The TNI, as a unit for state defense, was 
formed to maintain state sovereignty over disturbances originating from potentially anywhere. After 
the Second Dutch Aggression, the TNI was in shambles. This included the wingate (retreat action) out 
of the city in order to regroup. The TNI high officials made mountains, villages, and valleys their 
headquarters for the struggle. They carried out a guerrilla struggle with a base that was always on the 
move. 

In his work, Lutse uses found objects, in the form of military helmets and post-war weapon remnants, 
as mediums. He rebuilds the event by constructing a helmet as a symbol of the region for moving 
events. In other works, he builds symbolization through hands and helmets as a form and effort to 
revive the spirit of the struggle for the sovereignty of the Indonesian people. The original collections in 
the form of weapons, uniforms, wall clocks and other military artifacts are presented together in a 
glass room to bring the works of art closer together. Lutse wanted to give this work a touch of the 
present and the future. 

Unlike Dedy Sufriadi. By building a wall of books, he responds to the character of students or 
Tentara Pelajar (TP, Student Army). They were student fighters who were later integrated into the TNI 
in Battalion III, Brigade XVII. Their role in the struggle was significant, not to mention the many who 
died at a young age to uphold sovereignty. One of the related landmarks is the Rejodani Monument in 
Yogyakarta, which was built to commemorate the death of 8 TP members in the fighting on 29th May, 
1949. 

Symbolically, Dedy states that during the revolutionary struggle, it was not possible for students to 
merely study in class without regard for the situation. The events of the war forced them to assist in 
the war, and they even had to leave school to take to the field. The books were temporarily closed, 
kept firmly in the heart to be used as a memorial monument, so that after the war students could study 
again. With a monumental expression, Dedy offers to the public that learning is part of the war against 
ignorance. Don't let the students' brains freeze or become frozen for purposes other than glorifying 
humanity. 

The artists Rara Kuastra and Putut, who are members of the “Tempa” collective, choose female 
characters or womenfolk in this exhibition. Some women fought on the front line as Laswi (Laskar 
Wanita Indonesia, or Indonesian Women's Army). Others fought on the back lines as PMI (Palang 
Merah Indonesia, or Indonesian Red Cross), and in soup kitchens. Some even dared to act as 
couriers. Not only letters were sent, but also weapons for fighters. Their unique and important work is 
felt by the existence of NUK (nasi untuk kerja, or ‘rice for work’), a kind of logistics for the fighters. 
One of the famous public kitchen figures in Yogyakarta was Ibu Ruswo whose name was later 
immortalized as one of the street names in the city of Yogyakarta. Soup kitchens and PMI were 
synonymous with women during the physical revolution in 1948-1949. 

Through the character of Ibu Ruswo and a number of other names, Tempa presents the symbol of a 
soup kitchen as a creative and collective monument. Tempa build their work using earthenware 
burners, arranged into an installation work. Through this work, Tempa wants to show that the role of 
women was not only in the background, but also had an important dimension and was one of the front 
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points in the struggle. The names listed in the installation work are parables about the attitude of 
togetherness as women who did not remain silent in safeguarding state sovereignty. 

In Riyan Kresnandi's work, the role of the farmers was chosen. Farmers are a representation of the 
lower social class in Yogyakarta. They do not always own rice fields but act as their as cultivators. 
However, during the revolution many gave up their possessions for the struggle. There are those who 
relinquished their homes to be used as operational headquarters despite the various risks they faced. 
There are also those who willingly gave food. Some of them even served as porters for the fighters. 

Riyan's work in this exhibition is aggregated from a number of areas and ideas. He recreates events 
using multimedia installations with collections, archives, and audio-visual recordings of stories. With 
the geographical background of the river (as well as the monument) of the legendary Selokan 
Mataram (Mataram Irrigation Canal), which was initiated by Sultan Hamengku Buwono IX, this work 
invites the audience to think of water as a trajectory of events. Although the Selokan Mataram is 
historically not directly related to the General Offensive, its existence is very important to the welfare 
of farmers and the community. Food security is one of the keys to upholding sovereignty. Farmers are 
one of the important resources for this stability. 

Besides that, the idea of this work is based on the notion of farmers as the root of political and 
economic movements. Especially at times similar to the events of the General Offensive. Farmers, 
according to Riyan, played a dual role. They supported the economy through agricultural products. On 
the other hand, he also fought for their homeland. Included in the selection of agricultural tool artifacts 
in this work are sickles, bendo (machete), which in addition to being tools for farming, could also be 
used as weapons in the struggle. 

No less unique, the Broken Pitch collective presents works based on the character of Pemuda 
(Youth). Youth as representatives of the new generation. Youth as a bulwark of village security. 
Portraits of youth as a representation of our daily life. During the revolution, some became couriers 
and propagators ofe fighting spirit. Some acted as spies. Not a few of them have joined the 
paramilitary groups. The role of the youth was quite immense in the arena of revolution. 

Broken Pitch in this exhibition builds an “interactive diorama” to respond to the character of youths 
and their respective collections. The diorama aims to show a narration and reconstruction of a 
different side of the war. If wars are usually depicted with a heroic tone, patriotism, and 
characterization of important figures, they (Broken Pitch) offer everyday life that occurred during 
wartime. This goes beyond the subject of violence and death, and the atrocities of war. They offer a 
relaxed story, even “funny” by history book standards. 

A number of contemporary paintings and photographs are used in their presentation. There are 
paintings depicting Dutch soldiers snatching free-range chickens, romance in the midst of war, selling 
cigarettes while painting, and songs or hymns during wartime. Broken Pitch's work is interactive 
because it offers audience participation, singing, and a life-sized photo booth, as well as the 
opportunity for distributing stickers about the other side of war that may be pasted on the walls of the 
room or taken home. From this work, we get "familiarized" with war in a relaxed and humorous way. 

All the interesting things above clearly conclude on one thing. The idea of the existence of these five 
characters was raised to articulate the success of defending independence. The success of the 1949 
General Offensive was supported by mutual cooperation from various elements of society, and with 
different models of struggle. That's why one important thing in this exhibition is the statement that the 
general offensive as an effort to defend the sovereignty of independence was carried out in various 
ways and forms. This was the variety of endeavors that was realized by all walks of life. War, 
sovereignty, and endeavor all acting as one unit to maintain self-respect for humanity. 

 

Mikke Susanto & Duls Rumbawa 
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