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Wanda Gillespie, Asialink Artist-in-Residence in 2007 in 
Bandung, West Java, described her experience thus:
... prior to coming on the residency I would work alone. I had a 
studio on my own and was maybe a bit of  a control freak – 
always had control of  everything that I made. Then I came here 
and saw how people work together a lot more and was more 
open to collaboration and letting go of  the things where I knew 
that I didn’t have the skills to create the way other people could; 
kind of  directing more and designing and being an ideas person 
and letting go of  the fabrication.1

Wanda says it all: working in Indonesia is about people, 
about action – especially with performance and frequently cross-
media performance – and about working together. Collaborations 
come up again and again. These three things are more important 
in Indonesia, I think, than anywhere else. Asialink Arts’ program 
over twenty years has tried to respond to them.

My first real engagement with Indonesian artists was with 
the inaugural Asia Pacific Triennial in 1993, with Heri Dono and 
also Dadang Christanto and a number of  others, then through 
working on the Adelaide Festival in 1994, with Heri Dono. The 
art then was a joy to all who saw it: dynamic, vital, performative, 
relevant, political, personal, feisty, human and funny. And so it 
remains today. For many who have not visited Indonesia (and even 
those who do and are not able to access what is going on – it isn’t 
always easy), or who haven’t had the chance to see this work in 
Australia, the mainstream media image of  the country is fairly 
negative: bombs, terrorists, poverty, natural disasters, leaky boats. 

People, action and working together:
Asialink engaging with Indonesia
ALISON CARROLL 

So the reaction is that the art will also not be very rewarding. But 
it is great and it is to Australia’s advantage to know it better and to 
engage more widely and strategically. 

Asialink Arts started really because of  an encounter I had 
in TIM, Taman Ismail Marzuki, the arts centre in Jakarta, in 
1989, with an unnamed artist who, when asked what he wanted 
from Australia, said he wanted to see contemporary art. It didn’t 
matter where it was from, but he wanted to see what was going on 
elsewhere and to engage with it. It was such a strong, clear 
statement, and it was very influential for me.

So we started a program with two parts: touring 
exhibitions and artist residencies. The Residency Program is well 
known, with around sixty Australian artists, writers and arts 
managers having spent up to four months working in residence in 
Indonesia and a few Indonesians coming to Australia. People get 
various things out of  them; looking through the list it is people 
like Danius Kesminas who stand out because of  their ongoing 
collaborative and/or performative works.

The Exhibition Touring Program was never as strong in 
Indonesia as other countries because, through a quirk of  
Department of  Foreign Affairs funding, policy money had to be 
accessed separately for Indonesia (which made things complicated 
for Asialink internally), but also because their gallery 
infrastructure was both not strong and not strongly supported by 
audiences. The art then took place outside these structures. We 
did however initiate some exhibition projects and always the better 
ones involved an engagement, a relationship and a response.  
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One example is Streetworks: Inside outside Yokohama with Shaun 
Gladwell and Craig Walsh – performative and personal, youth 
culture focused, international, and catching the local mood pretty 
well. The title Streetworks endeavoured to take the show out of  the 
gallery and into a more accommodating site, mentally even if  not 
physically.  A more current example is Invisible Structures: Australian 
artist collectives in Tokyo, Singapore and Yogyakarta (curated by Next Wave 
and supported by Asialink), a project working between 
contemporary art spaces, again with cross-media and 
collaborations at its base.2  

Those programs are better known than some other 
programs with Indonesia that were very hands-on, and relevant to 
a very specific country. The first was called Swimming with the tide, an 
Arts and Community program. It started because we saw the way 
to be effective in Indonesia was not through touring exhibitions 
per se, but through people-to-people relationships. So, in the late 
1990s, without any promise of  funds, we advertised for 
expressions of  interest from anyone in Australia keen on 
collaborative arts projects with Indonesia. We got some eighty 
proposals, from people who already had experience and a stake in 
the exchange – and we could have developed over half  of  them. 
We got funding from the then Community Arts Board of  the 
Australia Council and developed the program. The title was partly 
because the theme of  water and oceans kept recurring, but also 
because it conveyed a sense of  fluidity and responsiveness. There 
were projects in Sumatra, Eastern Indonesia, Java, and Sulawesi, 
ranging from performances in factories to textile production. One 
was the Green Turtle Dreaming project, developed with people of  
Eastern Indonesia and Northern Australia, based in both visual 
arts and music. It told the story of  the migration of  the green 
turtle, through the archipelago and on to Australia and resulted in 
an exhibition that was shown around Australia and internationally. 

Another project was undertaken by Perth artist Megan Kirwan 
Ward, who’d started her engagement during a residency in Padang, 
Sumatra in 2000, creating a workshop for textiles with local 
women that continues to this day.  

Another people-focused program that ran for seven years 
was for Indonesian arts managers: the Asialink Internship 
Program, run with support of  the Ford Foundation in Jakarta. We 
called it Jalan Jalan, meaning ‘on-going action’ – to keep going. 
Seventeen arts managers came to Australia on this program for up 
to three-month residencies, working with local hosts. It meant 
investing in people from Indonesia, again because the physical 
infrastructure can be so fleeting. 

Another program also funded by the Ford Foundation was 
the NTT/NT, or Eastern Indonesia Program. (NTT/NT meant 
Nusa Tenggara Timur and the Northern Territory, NTT being the 
islands east of  Bali, much under-developed in comparison with 
other parts of  the archipelago.)  Ford funded it based on the idea 
of  capacity building for arts communities, in this case Flores and 
West Timor, with a music and visual arts exchange. The Northern 
Territory was an important partner because of  proximity, 
knowledge and sympathy for NTT, and indeed artists like 
Winsome Jobling took a key role working with papermaking and 
printmaking using local iconography in West Timor, resulting in a 
show that toured in Australia and Indonesia.3 The music program 
involved a collaboration with Indigenous musicians from Arnhem 
Land and musicians from Flores, leading to a very successful 
concert at a Darwin Festival and a great CD. A very poignant 
moment for me was musician Grant Nundhirribala (lead singer/
songwriter from the Yilila band from East Arnhem Land) saying it 
was the first time in a cross-cultural experience that he had been 
the leader of  the exchange.  

Another program focused on building arts management 
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expertise: ‘how-to’ booklets written for Indonesian audiences and 
translated into Indonesian. Asialink had some funds left over from 
Ford so we made three booklets on how to run events, how to do 
community cultural development and also how to tour exhibitions. 
We used Sara Kelly’s text for NETS Victoria’s Touring Manual, 
modified it with the help of  Wulan Dirgantoro and Nicole Tse to 
make it conversational and culturally relevant, got it translated, 
and then distributed it in Indonesia.  Some 4000 copies were 
distributed in a week. I’d love to see more of  this sort of  thing.

And we talked. An important forum was Indonesia 
Calling in 2008 at the Sidney Myer Asia Centre. It was great 
because it embodied, even in a forum, how performative and 
human and funny and serious Indonesian contemporary culture 
is. Ariel Heryanto gave one of  the best talks I have ever heard 
about culture anywhere:  he explained the background to 
Indonesian contemporary music in a way that both informed us 
all, and entertained us. It ended with the entire audience getting 
up and joining in an Indonesian dance class: how to move as well 
as think differently.

The tenor of  this article, unfortunately, is that these 
programs are ‘one-offs’, driven by individual enthusiasm.  It isn’t 
enough and it isn’t strategic.  

Rather than one-off  programs and hit-and-miss lobbying, 
I’d like to see something much more substantive: a cultural centre 
in Yogyakarta, for instance, dedicated to Australian arts activities. 
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By contrast, the French have four cultural centres in Indonesia; the 
British, Spanish, Italians, Germans, Dutch, Japanese, Indians, 
Russians, Koreans and Singaporeans all have at least one. The 
Americans opened a new one in December 2010, aware they 
needed to be more proactive. Australia could run something like 
this with a little (arm’s-length) funding from government, acting 
as a base in Yogyakarta and as an information hub for the whole 
country. For example, someone is coming into Medan, Sumatra, 
to do a gig so bring them down to Java or somewhere else, and get 
a bit of  clarity and thought into the whole project. The Australia-
Indonesia Institute did a feasibility study for such a centre and 
came up with a figure of  $200,000 per annum to run the place 
and pay for a small staff, plus a little extra for project costs. Not 
so much really. It could be called something like the Kngwarreye 
Centre, after the late esteemed Aboriginal artist (Emily 
Kngwarreye, 1910-’96) whose artist career began with the very 
Indonesian medium of  batik. Such a name would take the heat 
off  any nationalism or, sadly, terrorist threat to such a building. I 
leave this thought with you. m

1.  http://australianetwork.com/creativejourneys/wanda.htm 
2. See Ulanda Blair and Emily Sexton, ‘Curious and Collaborative, 
encounters in Tokyo, Singapore and Yogyakarta, Artlink, Vol 31, No. 1 
(2011), pp. 62-64. In May 2011, Hobart-based ARI Six_a 
undertook a residency project at the House of  Natural Fiber in 
Yogyakarta. 
3. See Joanna Barrkman, ‘Reasserting customary Indigenous 
Australian and Asian inheritance through contemporary 
printmaking’, Art Monthly Australia, No. 218, April 2009, pp. 12-14. 
See also my related Letter to the Editor, ‘Model printmaking’, Art 
Monthly Australia, No. 219, May 2009, p. 40. 

Alison Carroll is an arts administrator, curator and writer. From 
1990 to 2010 she was Asialink’s Director of  Arts. Her latest 
publication is The Revolutionary Century: Art in Asia, 1900-2000, 
Macmillan Publishers Australia, 2010; see Caroline Turner’s 
review in AMA No. 236, p. 66-67.  
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Image: Rosalind Atkins and eX de Medici Dawn ‘til Dusk,  
2011 collaborative etching and engraving 59.5 x 88 cm, edition 25.  
Rosalind Atkins supervises MFA candidates at Gippsland Centre  
for Art & Design and eX de Medici was a 2011 visiting artist.

P8: 1/ Wanda Gillespie, Olah Rasa, 2007, performance based photographic series,  
taken during her 2007 Asialink residency in Bandung, Indonesia. 

Image courtesy the artist and Asialink. 

2/ Cover of Asialink’s program report for Jalan Jalan:  
The Indonesian-Australia Arts Management Program 1999 – 2006.

P9: Still from The Theft of Sita, 2000, 
 internationally touring theatre/multimedia production  

directed by Nigel Jamieson in collaboration with I Made Sidia.   
First performed at the 2000 Adelaide Festival. Image courtesy Nigel Jamieson.

P10: 1/ Meeting of Indonesian art managers undertaking internships in Australia, photographed 
in Solo, Indonesia; including Agung Hujatnikejennong, Amna Kusumo, Swee Lim, John Badalu, 

Rain Rosidi, RIfky Effendi, Sari Asih, Aisyah Hilal, and Nindityo Adipurnomo among others.

2/ A musician from Watublapi, Flores, part of Asialink’s NTT/NT (the Nusa Tenggara 
Timur/Northern Territory) program, funded by the Ford Foundation and involving 

musicians from Arnhem Land and Eastern Indonesia (Flores/West Timor).

 3/ Image from Diburu Waktu, 2005, theatre and multi-media performance 
directed by Andrish Saint Clare, in collaboration with I Made Sidia, written by 

Sandra Thibodeaux. First performed at the 2005 Darwin Festival.


