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As Foreign Land Becomes Home Land :
The Chinese Indonesian Culture and Artists that Break

Through the Ethnic Barriers

To the growing economics of the society, the role of those Chinese people who
live in Indonesia is important and crucial from the view of the local scholars. “The
Chinese people are the backbone as well as the soul of Indonesia’s business industry.”
as the scholar of Indonesian studies, Raffles commented. However, the influence of
the Chinese Indonesian on the country’s performance art is inevitably underestimated
or left outshined by the spotlight on the business field. According to the words from
the Indonesian ethnomusicologist Sumarsam: “On one hand, the art and literature of
Java is passed down with the Chinese publishers. On the other and, the Chinese also
do their best effort to support and save the traditional music and theatre arts.”

This documentary film is not only going to show how the “Chinese Indonesians”
devote themselves to the local cultural development, but also to see how they keep on
with their own traditions of performance art in a foreign society. Focusing on the
cultural identity through the media of performance art, this documentary expects to
capture the progressive image of Indonesia through the experiences of the Chinese
who have migrated and lived there since several centuries ago: it’s about the history,

and it is about the present; it is their foreign land, and it is their home land.

I. The Foreigner, The Homeland, and The Native-Alieanated Nostalgia: The

Immigration History and Cultural Identity of Chinese Indonesian



According to the research data of Java history, the Chinese had inhabited there ever
since the beginning of 10th century. Similar description can be found in the book
“The Prairies d’Or” written by the Arabic author, Abu-l-Hasan Ali EI-Masudi, who
explains that some Chinese community settled down at Palembang in Sumatra for
staying away from the war that broke out at the end of the 9" century. By the time
when Zheng-He’s voyage sailed abroad under the order of the 3™ King of Ming
Dynasty at the beginning of the 15" century, there had been a number of Chinese
people living in Java and Sumatra. The population of Chinese Indonesian increased
mainly in the following three periods along with Zheng-He’s fleet of Ming-dynasty
ships in early 15" century, the Opium War of Chin-Dynasty in 19" century, and
World War 1l in the first half of the 20" century. In short, the Chinese had been
immigrating to the “heavenly” Indonesia for surviving from the war, poverty, hunger,
and disaster ever since thousands of years before.

During the Dutch Colonial Period, the authority identified the Indonesian
inhabitants with three different categories: the European, the Asian immigrants
(including Indian, Arabian, and Chinese), and the pribumi (Indonesian natives). This
identification mode gradually cracks down a social gap between the Chinese
Indonesians and the Indonesian natives because of its political differentiation. In order
to make use of the hardworking character and the management capability of Chinese
Indonesians, the “Vereenigde Oostindische Compuagnie, V.O.C.”, which is known as
the Dutch colonial authority, permitted the privilege of the Chinese to take care of the
business on sale and lease of farming lands, the loan service of banks, as well as
running pawnshops.

The practical achievements turned the role of the Chinese Indonesian into the

mediator between the Indonesian rural areas and the V.O.C., while this political
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approach served the authority adequately to bring the rural economic under control.
However, the growing influence of the Chinese Indonesian population gradually
became a threat to the benefit of the VV.O.C., and this captivating concern finally got
infiltrated into the critical cause of the “Massacre Kali Angke” tragedy, the massacre
of Chinese Indonesians in 1740. No enhancement was granted to the suspended social
status of the Chinese Indonesians even after the ruling power over Indonesia got
transferred from V.O.C. to the Dutch government. In 1949, as the Dutch government
handed over the regime of Indonesia back to the Indonesians, the two contracted a bill
as the solution on the issue about Chinese Indonesians, who had to make a choice
upon their own national identity within two years. One could either reclaim
himself/herself as a citizen of China, or stand with the land where he or she and their
ancestors were born, in other words — officially become an Indonesian.

The Chinese Indonesians not only concern about the national identity issue but
also the survival of their own cultural identity. They have to inherit cultural traditions
of their homeland China while living in a hardship among indigenous social tensions.
On one hand, the performances arts of Chinese-origin could be seen as a way to save
the civil symbols of their old homeland rather than just a form of entertainment. On
the other hand, there are also extended adaptation and integration between the aura of
the Chinese arts and Indonesia’s indigenous arts. In addition to the motivation of
some personal preferences and the social interaction, the syncretism of arts also
represents the cultural and the national identity of the Chinese Indonesian community
with their new motherland. Eventually, the Chinese art expression build up their own
flourishing character as well as their new social roles with roots of immigration and

the trans-acculturation of local culture.
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I1. Banding Together in Complex:
The Performance Art and Cultural Interaction of Chinese Indonesians Before

“Zaman Orde Baru, The New Order Era”

Beyond the political and economical difficuties that the Chinese Indonesians
confront with, the Chinese art and culture proceed in Indonesia without hindrance.
Through the communication and devotion in the realm of art, the social relationship
between the Chinese Indonesians and the native Indonesians is established with
mutual respect and appreciation; they would learn to perform each other’s art, and
even make efforts to the preservation of each other’s cultural heritage.

There are many examples of this interactive balance. By devoting numerous
contributions to the batik of Java, royal culture, and local performance art, once in
Keraton Surakarta, a Chinese named Go Tik-Swan received a highly-honored noble
rank “Kanjeng Panembahan Hargjonagara” from the Pakubuwono XII (Sri
Susuhunan), who granted Go Tik-Swan the status as aristocratic the Prince in honor to
all his dedications to art.

Also, according to the relative documents of Keraton Surakarta, there used to be
a variety of traditional Chinese arts performing in the palace during the 19" century,
such as xiqu, wayang potehi, barongsai, and setting firecrackers for celebration. As
for the communication of art in folk life, the organization of wayang wong is a typical
cross-cultural accomplishment. It is an indigenous theatrical performance art of Java
with traditional gamelan accompaniment, but at the time being, it’s very common to
see in the wayang wong theatrical troupe that the owner comes from Dutch and the
Chinese is in charge the marketing management. Speaking of the impressively

excellent case under the direction of “Perkumpulan Masyarakat Surakarta, P.M.S.”,
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the crew even consists of Chinese members only.

Similiar story could be found at Yogyakarta, a old and historical capital in
Middle Java. In 1920, it was Hamengkubuwono VIII as known as the Sultan of
Yogyakarta who ruled over the big city where all the citizens had heard of the Sultan’s
decent fascination in art. Meantime, a well-trained Chinese puppeteer named Gan
Twan Sing graduated from the Indonesia Royal Learning Center for Shadow Puppet
“Hanganakake Biwara Rancangan Dalang.” The subtle urge of the Yogyakarta’s
atmosphere brought up the possibility for “Gan the Puppeteer” to create a new way of
performance wayang cina jawa (wacinwa) by combing the puppet features of Chinese
wayang potehi with Java wayang kulit to tell folktales of Chinese legends and history.
The wacinwa became very popular at the moment, as it caught both the eyes of the
Indonesians and the Chinese Indonesians.

After decades, another memorable story took place in Yogyakarta. Being one of
the childhood playmate with Hamengkubuwono X a.k.a. the present Sultan of
Yogyakarta, Hamzah Sulaiman (also known as Tan Jin Ham in Chinese and Raminten
as his stage name) was allowed to learn in the royal palace Keraton Yogyakarta where
he started to specialize in the traditional Indonesian arts including theatre
performance, joged (dance), wayang wong, and ketoprak. To Hamzah Sulaiman, the
promotion and the preservation of Indonesia’s art heritage are the goal of his life. On
top of throwing shows on the stage, Sulaiman have established different learning
centers for the cultural and art education for the next generation.

In the research of the Indonesian ethnomusicologist Sumarsam, it is said that the
devotion on gamelan , the theatre performance, dance and literature fills up the life of
Chinese Indonesians. With their great passions on a variety of Indonesia’s traditional

arts including Java wayang kulit, wayang gokek, and wayang topeng, the Chinese
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Indonesians have made many valueable contributions.

For example, they would offer the native artists who can not afford the
equipments of performance with their own shadow puppet or gamelan instument
collections for free, and they gave financial support to the gamelan ensemble, and
even learn to play the music themselves. Moreover, they have made efforts on the
preservation of bedhaya, the ritual dance in royal palace. Last but not the least,
despite of the Chinese traditional arts like wayang potehi, the wayang kulit and
gamelan were equally welcomed as part of the god celebration program in the
Chinese temple kelenteng during important festivals. On the other hand, the Indonesia
natives also contributed their own appreciation and even participation in the Chinese
art perforamance such as wayang potehi and barongsai. The Jave Indonesians and the
Chinese Indonesians learned from each other’s culture beyond races, and lead to the

kinship and prosperity of art together.

I11. Out of the Prohibition & Into the Fire:
The Predicament of Chinese Art and Culture Under

The Exclusion Policy During the New Order

After Independence from Netherlands, the influence of “Partai Komunis Indonesia,
PKI” gradually grew stronger in the developing country. The 1% President Indonesia
Sukarno met with incredulity from the military force for his political preference on
left-wing thoughts and communism. Lieutenant Colonel Untung Syamsuri, a trusted
aide of the president, took the preemptive action with a league of communists in the
army on Sep. 30" in 1965, arresting and killing high-ranking generals who’re

pro-America in their political stance. When the incident “Gerakan 30 September” was
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under suppression, a skilled man named Suharto raised his reputation on grounds that
he defeated the army of Untung Syamsuri and brought about the communists’
massacre in return. There were approximately 200 thousand people dead during the
massacre under the reason of eliminating communists, including innumerable Chinese
Indonesians who were implicated for the groundless accusation of offering support to
those PKI political criminals.

On March 11" in 1966, Suharto took over the throne from Sukarno with the
force of the army. The next year, the term of Sukarno’s service was suspended, and he
was immediately under house arrest after Suharto temporarily assumed the office of
Indonesia president. Suharto was officially elected as the president by the interim
national assembly in 1968 when the “New Order” era of Indonesia launched its start.
(Some would recognize the start as 1965 by “Gerakan 30 September.”) Throughout
series of murder, torture and discrimination, it’s not until Suharto resigned in 1998
that the Chinese Indonesians was released from the abyss of misery.

Once Suharto was in charge of Indonesia, he gave his immediate order to break
the diplomatic relationship with China, which was the second powerful communist
country all over the world. 1966, an Act was launched for the elimination on Chinese
language, the closure of Chinese school, and the dissolution of existing Chinese
community. Moreover, the 14" executive order was issued in 1967 to ban the
Chinese-Indonesians from their identical festival celebration and religious rituals, so
that the prosperity of Chinese performance art declined no sooner it lost these bases.
In foregone conclusion, the Chinese Indonesians had no choice but to meet with
severe persecution under Suharto’s ruling of New Order Era.

Because Buddhism was identified as part of the India culture, the Chinese

temples kelenteng were spared from the elimination policy. Although the space of the
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temple were able to keep on with its own development, the traditional Chinese arts
that used to take place around the temple were mostly cracked down by the Indonesia
police. Under this political circumstance, wayang potehi had to bring about its own
transformation without any variation on the puppet model, the featured music, or the
content of script. The spoken language of wayang potehi performance must be
thoroughly translated from Chinese into Indonesian, the Chinese puppeteer had to be
replaced with Indonesian natives, and, the performance of wayang potehi was
restricted to be held inside the Chinese temple only. On the contrary, as an
Chinese-Indonesian puppeteer who kept doing the performances and promotions of
wayang potehi openly, the artist named Thio Thiong Gie was arrested and imprisoned
for several times. In contrast with the Chinese music theatre and barongsai which
could barely be performed on stage at the time being, wayang potehi made its
exception under the shelter of Chinese temple by its intergration and participation of
native Indonesians.

Under the enforcement of discriminative politics, the predicament of Chinese
Indonesians got tougher and tougher to survive. The more time went by, the more
certainly they found their new “homeland” turning into their own “alienated land”. At
first, the enmity of native Indonesians grew toward Chinese Indonesian communities
for the institutional, economical and political inequality during the Dutch
Colonization. Next, it was the authority of New Order Ear that fanned the flames of
violent raciation; when there were accusations on the bureaucratic corruption or any
other dissatisfaction on the government, the president Suharto even could easily shift
the blame on the Chinese-Indonesians.

From 1995 to 1996, the global financial crisis swept through East Asia;

Indonesia was not spared from its turbulence either. In reaction, numerous citizens
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and young students protested on streets for requesting the government’s solution on
starvation, poverty and Suharto’s corruption. The demonstration was getting more and
more server after the military opened fire at the crowd, yet again, Suharto
intentionally stirred up another massive massacre of Chinese-Indonesians only to save
his own skin. The tragedy was called “Kerusuhan Mei 1998,” where the dead, injured
and raped Chinese Indonesians were roughly estimated from 100 thousands to 500
thousands in total, not to mention the inestimable property loss. Soon after the
massacre, Suharto got ejected from the president office. For the Chinese Indonesian,
the darkest nights finally came to an end after 32 years of lives under suppression and

discrimination; the dawn was going to rise with the efforts of successors.

IV. The Belated Blossoms at the Dawn:
The Development of the Chinese Culture and Performance Art

From “Reformasi” Era Up to Now

In 1998, the vice president Bacharuddin Jusuf Habibie temporarily took over the
leadership of the country at the dawn of “Reformasi” Era, where the Chinese culture
in Indonesia were finally coming through its own recovery. Firstly, the ban on
Chinese language school was officially removed by the 4™ executive order of Habibie
in 1999, and later in the same year, Abdurrahman Wahid was elected as Indonesia
president. As an Indonesian of Chinese descent and also the president of Indonesia,
Wahid issued the complete permission on the Chinese language as soon as he became
in charge of the country. In 2000, Wahid disqualified the 14" order of Suharto so that
the festival celebration as well as the religious rituals of traditional Chinese culture

could be publicly and legally performed again in Indonesia. With his contribution to
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the harmony among races, the President Wahid was honored as “the father of Chinese
overseas” by all the Chinese Indonesian.

As Megawati Sukarnoputri succeeded to the presidency from Wahid in 2001,
another important reformation of the country was brought about in the coming year.
Through the pioneering 19" executive order of President Megawati, the Chinese New
Year was formally identified as one of Indonesia’s national holidays. Therefore, to all
citizens of Indonesia, traditional Chinese culture became more and more remarkable
with every festival celebration. Regardless of races or nationalities, people enjoyed
the major carnival that took place annually around the Chinese New Year Imlek and
the Lantern Festival Cap Go Meh.

Getting over with the depression under the dark cloud of “New Order” Era, the
prosperity of Chinese culture in Indonesia came back with its glory. Not only
Indonesian natives but even also the armies devoted themselves as performers of
traditional Chinese art. For instance, it was such a peaceful sight to see them unified
as the marching parade of barongsai which was surrounded with the cheering crowds
and the overwhelming sound of cymbals and gongs on the street during the
celebration of Lantern Festival Cap Go Meh. Another obvious change in the new age
was that the performing stage of wayang potehi no longer stayed limited at the
Chinese temple only. Along with the participation and support of Java puppeteers and
musicians, the narration spoken in Indonesian went on with traditional Chinese music
to tell old Chinese folktales to the public in a variety of places.

Combined with the style of Chinese shadow play in 1920s, the Java wayang kulit
went through the New Order Era and gradually got forgotten by its audience in the 32
years of performance restriction. With the efforts of local musiems, academic

researchers, puppeteers, and Chinese Indonesians, this performance art of traditional
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Java culture was finally managed to be available once again. The native audience
enjoyed the comeback of wayang kulit while rich Chinese businessmen would like to
host the show. Various kinds of Chinese music such as lam kwan, bat im, and hua yue
restarted their spreading over Indonesia by accompany of appreciators and learners,
bringing about the enrichment of indegious music culture.

Speaking of the development of Chinese art and indigenous art culture in
Indonesia, Chinese Indonesians absolutely made important contributions and
connections to both of them. On the Moon Festival for example, there would be
friendly folks going by in front of the Chinese temple, listening to the gamelan and
enjoying the performance of wayang kulit. The Chinese Indonesians devoted
themselves to their own participation or financial investment in the development of
indigenous Indonesian arts, including traditional performance arts such as wayang
kulit, gamelan, wayang golek, wayang topeng, wayang wong, bedhaya, ketoprak, or
other arts forms like literature publication, batik, painting art, and the forge work on
keris. The Chinese Indonesians made these efforts not only to build closer
relationships with other races, but also to represent their own personal taste of art and
their cultural identity, “Indonesia have been our “homeland” for a long time. It is our

mission and responsibility to enhance the preservation of our homeland’s art.”

V. Epilogue
It has been over 20 years since Indonesia opened the Reformasi Era, where the
Chinese performance art culture was no longer staying in bondage on its newly rooted
“homeland”. Once again, wayang potehi, barongsai, and the Chinese music theatre
won the heart of the indigenous audience in performances that raised cheering-warm

applauses as well as the passions to learn. For the Indonesia society, the influence of
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art is not only the key to break down the barriers and conflicts among different races,
but also the key for people to shield or care about each other.

The associate professor of “Institut Seni Indonesia Yogyakarta” Hanggar Budi
Prasetya responded, “To me, | won’t discriminate the Indonesian cultures of Java
from Chinese, especially under the name of art. Art is the media that brings the
possibility for different races to understand each other, to live together, and eventually
to unite as one. The Java people can learn to speak Chinese as well as dig into the
performance art like potehi. Through the interactions, the Chinese Indonesians can get
closer to the native Indonesians, too. We are already a united community of shared
life in our country. Because the racial discrimination was all about the political
calculations, it’s impossible for me to agree with it. We all have rights to live in this
country. No matter what race we are or what religion we believe, we all have been
living in Indonesia since a long, long time ago. We are supposed to fight for the right
of our friends. We deserve a peaceful life together in this land.”

In the opinion of Didik Nini Thwok a.k.a. Kwee Tjoen An, one of the
grandmasters in Chinese-Indonesian Performing Art: “To appreciate the culture of
Indonesia shouldn’t be a political issue. It’s not about the point of being a Chinese or
not, either. For me, what you can do for the Javanese-culture as a Javanese people is
the key point that matters. 1’m not referring to the stories of native Javanese being
paid for their traditional art performances with the financial support Chinese Javanese.
There could have been more motives to understand the traditional culture of
Indonesia; there could have been more original intentions of sincerity on building up
friendships with native Indonesians. Those are what make the achievements
meaningful.” With the harmony of cultural identity for different races to take faith in,

the Chinese performance art blossoms in the land of Indonesia, where once the dark
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cloud kept on shutting down, but the Chinese Indonesians held themselves on and on.
Through all the struggles and efforts over the past thousand of years, now, it’s time
when this foreign land really becomes their home land; now, it’s coming to the time of
dawn.

(Written by Tsai Tsung-te and Chen Sheng-yuan.)
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