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WESTERN INFLUENCES IN SOUTHEAST ASIAN PAINTINGS:
A COMPARISON OF A BALINESE INK PAINTING
AND TWO MALAYSIAN GRAFFITI ARTWORKS

David Novak'

ABSTRACT: Balinese ink paintings started to be created in the 1930s only after Western
influences created suitable conditions in Bali. Of major importance were the European
painters Walter Spies and Rudolf Bonnet, who decided to live long term in Bali. The
artwork discussed in this article is a Balinese ink painting collected by the Czech
painter and collector Rosita Charlotta Urbanova and the other artworks are two graffiti
paintings by the Malaysian graffiti artist Hafiz Ab Rahman aka KATUN.?

The dissemination of graffiti art into Malaysia was inspired and influenced by hip-hop
culture, skateboarding and also through visits of Malaysians to Western countries. The
latest trends in Malaysian graffiti art have shown artists trying to nationalize, localize
and anchor graffiti art in Malaysian culture.

A comparison of the Balinese ink painting and the two Malaysian graffiti artworks
highlights interesting parallels, especially the resemblance of the human profile faces
in the selected artworks.

Key Worps: Bali — Kuala Lumpur — Ink Painting — Rosita Charlotta Urbanova
(1888-1978) — Graffiti Art — Hafiz Ab Rahman aka KATUN (1986) — Indonesia —
— Malaysia — Western Influences.

At the center of this paper are Western influences and inspirations as they affected
paintings in Southeast Asia, principally in Bali and in Kuala Lumpur. Taking Balinese
ink paintings and Malaysian graffiti art as examples, it demonstrates how Western

" David Novak, PhD. Candidate, University of Malaya, Cultural Centre, 50603 Kuala Lumpur,
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Malaysia; e-mail: graffitiartmalaysia@yahoo.com

* The graffiti artists” anonymous names (tag names) are written in CAPITAL letters as is common
practice in the graffiti art community and as already used by graffiti researchers
AUSTIN. Taking The Train: How Graffiti Art Became an Urban Crisis in New York City. 2001.
SNYDER. Graffiti Lives: Beyond the Tag in New York’s Urban Underground. 2009.
The graffiti artists” citizen names are added, if known from various Malaysian newspaper articles.
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In Malaysia many of the graffiti artists are publicly known and not really anonymous.
) ) g F ) ) )

101




influences and inspirations contributed significantly to the development of these art
forms both in the past and present. In the last section of this paper a comparison
between the above-mentioned Balinese ink painting and two graffiti artworks is made.
The research was conducted in the Naprstek Museum in Prague, and field work was
carried out in Malaysia.

The Collector Rosita Charlotta Urbanova

The Naprstek Museum'’s Indonesian collection was put together by several collectors
and has over 4,000 objects (Pospisilova, 2009). The collection includes over 500 objects
from the Czech painter, writer, journalist, traveler and art collector Rosita Charlotta
Urbanovd (Rtzena Marie Milfaitova, 17. 10. 1888 Pavlikov u Rakovnika — 31. 3. 1978
Den Haag; Naprstek Museum, Coll. dpt., coll. R. C. Urbanova, Cart. 1, data sheet).
The objects collected by Urbanova were acquired during her exploratory journeys and
include textiles, performing arts masks, wayang kulit puppets, woodcarvings, krises,
jewelry, vessels, shoes, paintings and other things. Urbanova undertook two journeys
around the world and during her second she lived in Indonesia from 1938-1946
(Figs. 1-2). During this time she visited Amboyna (Ambon Island), Bali, Borneo, Flores,
Halmahera, Java, Lombok, Madura, Makassar, Nias, Sumatra, Sulawesi (Celebes),
Sumbawa and other locations (Ibid., cart. 2, no. 2.2). She also co-founded the Javanese
Academy in Indonesia (Ibid, no. 2.17). From 1943-1945 Urbanova was detained in
Indonesia by Japanese occupational forces and during this detention period Urbanova
went through a difficult time.” Furthermore, many of her possessions disappeared and
were lost forever. Among other things, she lost her correspondence, drawings and
paintings from her world journeys, finished manusecripts, a camera, around two thousand
black and white photographs, colored photographs and a special anti-humidity zinc
storage container.’

Urbanova must have shipped the objects now in the Naprstek Museum’s
Indonesian collection back to Europe before her detention. The shipped boxes would
then have been cruising the seas before finally reaching Prague.” Urbanova was not
repatriated back to Czechoslovakia until 1946. Her paintings and objects from
Indonesia were exhibited in the Naprstek Museum in Prague in 1948, one of the first
exhibitions after the war (Ibid., no. 2.2). Some of the objects she collected in Indonesia
— including the black and white ink painting discussed here — were also reproduced in
1948 in the academic journal Novy Orient.” The whole Indonesian collection of Rosita
Charlotta Urbanovd became part of the Naprstek Museum'’s collection in 1955 (Naprstek
Museum’s collection documentation; Naprstek Museum, Coll. dpt., coll. R. C.
Urbanova, cart. 3, data sheet). The Balinese painting examined here (Inv. No. 15.734)

' Urbanova was at that time the holder of a French passport.

' Urbanova's lost manuscripts included a complete description of herbs used to heal leprosy, a book
for the purposes of identifying names of persons, and, finally, manuscripts on the Panama Canal,
Martinique, Tahiti, New Caledonia, New Zealand, Borneo, Bali and other things.

For more information on the lost property inventory of R. C. Urbanova’s in Java, Dentelstreet 41
during the years 1942-1944 see: Naprstek Museum, coll. dpt., coll. R. C. Urbanov4, cart. 2, no. 2.25.

* Personal communication of Dr. Dagmar Pospisilova, curator of the Naprstek Museum, with a close
relative of R. C. Urbanova.

* The painting Inv. No. 15.734 and also the painting Inv. No. 48.881 was reprinted in: Indonesie. Novy
Orient, 1948, vol. III, no. 10, 235-237.
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Fig. 2: R. C. Urbanova with local people during her stay in Bali.




and five other paintings in traditional Balinese style (Inv. Nos.: 39.166; 48.880; 48.881;
56.013; 56.014) are part of Urbanova’s collection.

Balinese Ink Paintings in the 1930s and their Example (Inv. No. 15.734)

In the 1930s ink paintings were a new form of art in Bali. Geertz dates the beginnings
of the Balinese paintings of Western-style pictures on paper to around 1931.” Local Balinese
people started to paint these new artworks for the first time only after coming into
contact with Western foreigners who decided to stay and live in Bali. This was towards
the end of the 1920s (Kuhnt-Saptodewo, et al., 2010: 11). Two European painters who
had a very important influence on the development of the Balinese ink paintings were
Walter Spies (1895-1942) and Rudolf Bonnet (1895-1978). Spies and Bonnet inspired
several locals to become painters themselves and provided them with the necessary
materials in the form of paper, pens and brushes. Subsequently they also helped to sell
their paintings to Western tourists. These ink paintings were painted by new, emerging
Balinese artists. The paintings were created within Western pictorial conventions, but
the depicted themes were almost completely inspired by the local Balinese culture
(Geertz, 1994: 3-5). The aspiring Balinese artists also drew their first inspiration from
Western advertisements and Western books (Kuhnt-Saptodewo, et al., 2010: 49). The
best-known representatives of ink painting are probably the artists Gusti Nyoman
Lempad (1862-1978), I Ketut Ngéndon (?-1948) and Ida Bagus Madé Togog (1913-1989).°

As an example of Balinese ink paintings one piece from the Naprstek Museum'’s
Indonesian collection is used. The painting, Inv. No. 15.734, is a black and white ink
painting on paper measuring 51.3 cm x 37.2 em (Fig. 3). This artwork from Bali (Indonesia)
was created probably in the 1930s and Urbanova must have purchased it while staying
in Indonesia.” The artist who created this painting is unknown. The artwork’s name
could be established as “Village Scene with Running Hunters”.

In the artwork we see a village scene from Bali. Hunters are running up a village
street. The scene is shown from an above perspective, from a higher vantage point, so
the viewer sees the whole event at once. The perspective is accurately drawn, showing
the depth of the trees, buildings and human figures in appropriate sizes according to
the distances depicted in the painting. The illusion of depth is further enhanced through
gradients which build up volume in different objects (Wallschlaeger, et al., 1992: 307;
326). The whole image has several border lines forming a graphical frame around the
depicted scene." The artwork was probably painted as part of the “Balinese tourist art
, newly established in the 1930s. The researcher Geertz defined one of the
three main themes for Balinese tourist art scenes from that time period as depictions of

’

business”

" In another research dates Werner Kraus the early days of the new Balinese Art into the year 1935
(KUHNT-SAPTODEWO, et al. 2010: 49).

* On these three artists see: ibid.: 44-65.
GEERTZ, 1994: 18-24;108; 114-119. Ida Bagus Made Togog. Wikipedia: The Free Encyklopedia. Accessed:
03 Feb. 2012.

' Many paintings in the same style and execution are part of the Bateson-Mead Collection of
1,288 pieces of Balinese paintings. Many of these paintings are reprinted in: GEERTZ, 1994.

" This kind of painting of “frames” around a painted scene was quite common, as is also highlighted
in: KUHNT-SAPTODEWO, et al. 2010: 37: [... ] the painted imitation of a frame found on many other

Balinese paintings of the period. ity i :




“..landscape or panoramas busy with Balinese activities...” and therefore this piece, too, might
have been painted as tourist art for Western travelers visiting Bali (Geertz, 1994: 17).
The whole painting is filled with elaborate details. The painting’s main composition
tends to the diagonal, but with a smooth curve. The painting as a whole is relatively
light in color. The only rather small, dark areas — black in color — are the streets, the
mountains and the sky behind the mountains. The rest of the work uses light colors in
various shades of gray (Fig. 3). In the village street there is a group of fourteen men —

Fig. 3: Village Scene with Running Hunters. Inv. No. 15.734. Ink on Paper. Size: 51.3 cm x 37.2 cm.
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