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If the idea of the nation as a “dispersed, archipelagic” assembly rather than a 
clearly defined, homogenous image is taken as an enduring historical fact in 
Southeast Asia, what are the consequences for the region’s cinemas?1 Engag-
ing an oceanic history, this essay proposes that in Southeast Asia, filmmakers 
have always been at work taking apart, recentering, and constructing forma-
tive regions within and around the national. Their visions frequently posi-
tion sub-  and supranational areas as constitutive of the national cinematic 
imaginary. If “national” films are constantly shuttling between regions as 
both centers and formative peripheries, can the nation be made visible, and 
to whom does it most matter?

To address these questions, I will contextualize the recent work of inde-
pendent filmmakers from Yogyakarta, a small yet artistically active city and 
region in Java, within national and regional cinematic histories. Their efforts 
to negotiate a position simultaneously central and peripheral to the nation 
will be compared with the regional- archipelagic focus of Indonesian film-
makers under President Soekarno (1949– 1966). Through conversations with 
Yogyakarta- based filmmakers and close readings of writer- director Yosep 
Anggi Noen’s Vakansi yang Janggal dan Penyakit Lainnya (Peculiar Vacation and 

1 Jung- Bong Choi, “National Cinema: An Anachronistic Delirium?,” Journal of Korean 
Studies 16, no. 2 (Fall 2011): 188.
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Other Illnesses, 2012) and Hiruk- Pikuk Si Al- Kisah (The Science of Fictions, 2019), I 
reveal the ways in which contemporary Indonesian cinema draws on regional 
and subnational perspectives, positioning these regional “peripheries” as key 
processors of globalized histories and aesthetic forms.

From its origins in the early 1950s, Indonesian cinema has functioned 
as a self- conscious paradox. During the Soekarno era (1945– 1967), film-
makers like Usmar Ismail, Asrul Sani, and Nya Abbas Akup worked to build 
critical national consciousness by deconstructing the sanctity of both the 
nation and the darker aspects of its anti- colonial struggle of becoming. A 
large percentage of Indonesia’s early cineastes, artists, and intellectuals 
(including Ismail and Sani) came from West Sumatra. Although a relatively 
small region, it has had an outsized historical influence as a cosmopolitan 
center for the exchange of ideas and political paradigms with Egypt and 
other areas throughout the modern Islamic world. (It was also the center of 
PRRI, Pemerintah Revolusioner Republik Indonesia, or the Revolutionary 
Government of the Republic of Indonesia, a well- armed separatist movement 
that was finally put down by a massive strike from the national army in 1961.) 
Many West Sumatran filmmakers and artists became “national” figures after 
migrating to another influential hub, Jakarta, the nation’s capital but also 
officially a “special region” with a unique system of administration and its 
own funding for the arts.

Cineastes from West Sumatra and elsewhere who lived and worked in 
Jakarta resisted the imposition of a homogenizing view that positioned 
the capital as the nation’s true locus. The fragmented and often decen-
tered views of the nation they put on its screens frequently highlight the 
perspectives of subnational regions like Bandung, rural East Java, or 
North and West Sumatra. The critical consciousness of the nation these 
filmmakers sought to build can thus be seen in light of their experience of 
the geographically and epistemically fragmented, archipelagic nature of 
Indonesia, of having lived, learned, and thought in and from a number of 
different regional and island centers. In films such as Ismail’s Tamu Agung 
(Exalted Guest, 1955) or Djadoeg Djajakusuma’s Harimau Tjampa (The 
Tiger from Tjampa, 1953), the subnational regions that serve as settings 
are positioned as if at the center of a series of surrounding “peripheries,” 
formative loops that encompass the national, supranational, regional, and 
transnational.2 Influences from these “foreign” areas, while inevitable, are 
rearranged and translated by filmmakers into a particular pattern largely 
determined by the subnational locality that is positioned as the locus of 
both screen and diegesis.

The idea that many of the trans/national elements made peripheral in 
these films are actually “supposed” to be more central was often exploited 
for satirical humor. Take, for example, Nya Abbas Akup’s Tiga Buronan (Three 
Fugitives, 1957), which is set in rural West Java. Toward the film’s beginning, 

2 Dag Yngvesson and Adrian Alarilla, “A Nation Imagined Differently: The Critical 
Impulse of 1950s Indonesian Cinema,” in Southeast Asia on Screen: From Indepen-
dence to Financial Crisis (1945– 1998), ed. Gaik Cheng Khoo, Thomas Barker, and 
Mary J. Ainslie (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2020), 37– 59.
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it features an absurdly happy musical scene with prancing, singing rice 
farmers; the scene at first appears to be trans/nationally recognizable as a 
way to show an idyllic village as the heart, but seemingly not the mind, of a 
developing nation. When this particular village turns out to be riddled with 
greed, mistrust, and political conflict, however, the generic signifiers of this 
scene are revealed as misleading and are never repeated; the scene becomes 
a glaring anomaly within the more regular patterns and repetitions of the 
film’s structure. The transnational trope of song and dance musical scenes 
was hence effectively “auditioned” (and rejected) via the agency of an other-
wise peripheral, rural region that is positioned as if it were a hub of national 
aesthetic and political exchange.

As this suggests, Indonesian cineastes essentially mined the trends, 
genres, and techniques of globalized cinema, including Hollywood’s her-
metically sealed, homogenous diegetic worlds, for parts that could be placed 
into a visibly porous patchwork. Viewed through this patchwork, the nation 
itself is imagined as a collection of regional parts, each operating as a semi- 
autonomous “center” that de/constructs nationality by continually receiving 
and combining local, regional, and global elements in a particular pattern. 
Not unlike the regional aural flows that Philippa Lovatt (this volume) argues 
foster a border- bending “archipelagic imagination,” here the ostensibly bor-
derless quality of transnational cinematic tropes is appropriated to critically 
destabilize the diegetic and real boundaries implicitly and explicitly applied 
to Indonesian movies. Seen in this way, the heterogeneous, gap- filled formal 
structure of many national films evokes the cartography of an archipelago.

As a supranational region of nation- states with a particular geopoliti-
cal form, Southeast Asia has also been thought of as an archipelago.3 It is 
connected and pierced by land and sea as well as by many shared cultural- 
political traits and approaches to art and representation that preceded and 
often still supersede national borders. In this sense Southeast Asia provides 
the most crucial sphere— or formative periphery— within which various 
nations and subnational regions can position themselves as loci while simul-
taneously circumventing the logic of a single political or aesthetic center. If 
the region functions as a key “inner” periphery for such loci, from a broader 
view, it is also a hub around which the loci are constellated and through 
which local and transnational products and ideas can be received, adapted, 
and exchanged among them. In the 1950s and 1960s, Indonesian films were 
generally shown in theaters frequented by lower- class audiences, where their 
main competition, and thus source of formal “parts” to borrow and adapt, 
was from the tropes circulated by the Malayan, Philippine, and Indian movies 
then- popular throughout Southeast Asia.4 The above song and dance scene 
in Tiga Buronan is an apt example of this: although its form is eminently 
transnational, at the time, such scenes were especially prevalent in Southeast 

3 Elmo Gonzaga, “Strange Convergences: Intermedial Encounters in Southeast Asia,” 
Kritika Kultura 27 (2016): 92– 102.

4 By contrast, Hollywood and European films played to more affluent viewers in 
upscale venues. Tanete Pong Masak, Sinema pada Masa Soekarno (Cinema in the 
Soekarno Era) (Jakarta, Indonesia: FFTV- IKJ, 2016), 169– 198.
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Asia via the regional box office dynamism of the Malayan actor- director P. 
Ramlee. The theatrical rejection of song and dance in Tiga Buronan is hence 
indicative of the atmosphere of competition and contestation that also char-
acterizes Southeast Asia’s archipelagic- cinematic imagination.

For this and other reasons, films across the region often differed widely 
in narrative and style. Yet they shared an approach to formal borrowing 
and a deconstructive attitude toward cinema in general. For example, 
Indonesia’s acquisitive, deconstructive cinematic tendencies are especially 
resonant with the Thai exhibition practice, popular from the 1930s to 
1970s, of semi- improvisational voice- over dubbing. This practice did not 
simply borrow and insert forms into extant films; it took films to be heterog-
enous collections of elements that can be taken apart and modified during 
projection. In both mobile rural cinemas as well as urban movie theaters, 
voice actors re- created and replaced the soundtracks of entire films.5 Often, 
these “versionists” also reformulated dialogue to address audiences in 
subnational regions, thus repositioning Thai and foreign films by making 
them sound as if they were speaking to, and often from, these otherwise 
peripheral areas.

The technique effectively turns cinema back into shadow play, an 
important historical screen practice shared throughout Southeast Asia that 
can be seen as an enduring model for the acquisitive, deconstructive regional 
approach to film highlighted above. In shadow play, language and narratives 
are similarly embellished to fit the context of exhibition by a puppet master 
who, like the cinematic versionist, sits in view of the audience on one side of 
the screen, calling attention to appropriation and rearrangement of a far- 
flung collection of forms and styles.6

In Indonesia in the late 1950s and early 1960s, the heterogeneous, para-
doxical nation- as- archipelago constructed on screens was hence increasingly 
derided as “counter- revolutionary” by voices on the political left. Following 
the bloody rise of the dictator Suharto (1967– 1998), right- wing conserva-
tives took over the call for filmmakers to reveal a more homogeneous and 
wholesome “face of Indonesia.”7 Yet despite numerous conservative and 
government- sponsored efforts to this end, the basic approach to represent-
ing the nation outlined above has endured through various shifts in policy, 
genre, and style. It is readable in a particularly striking way in contemporary 
independent cinema from Yogyakarta.

Beginning in earnest after the 2012 release of Vakansi yang Janggal dan 
Penyakit Lainnya, a cinematic movement with a distinctly subnational locus 
began to assert an especially strong presence in Asian and European festival 
circuits. This locus was Yogyakarta and its surrounding areas, which are a 

5 May Adadol Ingawanij, “Itinerant Cinematic Practices in and around Thailand during 
the Cold War,” Southeast of Now: Directions in Contemporary and Modern Art in Asia 
2, no. 1 (2018): 9– 41.

6 Jan Mrázek, Phenomenology of a Puppet Theatre: Contemplations on the Art of 
Javanese wayang kulit (Leiden: KITLV Press, 2005), 374.

7 Salim Said, Shadows on the Silver Screen: A Social History of Indonesian Film 
(Jakarta: Lontar Foundation, 1991), 59– 95.
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day’s drive from Jakarta. Since the 1990s, such festivals have been an influ-
ential proving ground for independent cinema with aspirations to reach a 
broad local audience.

The importance of these festivals comes into sharper focus in conversa-
tions with Yosep Anggi Noen, the young director of Vakansi yang Janggal dan 
Penyakit Lainnya. Noen locates a primary sphere of influence for his films 
in contemporary Asian cinema. However, the director’s formal allusions in 
Vakansi yang Janggal dan Penyakit Lainnya centralize Southeast Asia within a 
broader Asian sphere. The “illnesses” in the film’s title are a playful refer-
ence to Thai auteur Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s 2004 festival hit Sud pralad 
(Tropical Malady). While aspects of Vakansi yang Janggal dan Penyakit Lainnya’s 
form evoke Weerasethakul’s work, the film departs from this influence with 
its consistently shallow- focus mise- en- scène. These images obscure identi-
fiable landmarks in and around Yogyakarta, filling the background with a 
blurred tangle of two- lane roads clogged with scooters and trucks, a scene 
that recalls myriad Southeast Asian locales. This lack of visual specificity is 
pushed further still by characters whose backs are often turned to the cam-
era when they speak.

Vakansi yang Janggal dan Penyakit Lainnya’s visual blurring of the lines 
between Southeast Asian nations and their auteurs is nonetheless made 
more distinct by the linguistic focus of its soundtrack. In a move largely 
unprecedented in the history of Indonesian features, the film’s dialogue, 
like the majority of the Yogyakarta area– produced features that followed 
it, is in Javanese. Javanese is one of over seven hundred regional languages 
in use in Indonesia. While Javanese boasts the most speakers, its unprec-
edented deployment throughout a film’s entire soundtrack unsettles the 
established position of Indonesian, the official lingua franca, as the stan-
dard for national cinema. (The film is shown domestically with Indonesian 
subtitles.) Here one might draw a further comparison to Weerasethakul, 
whose frequent use of the Northeastern Thai province of Isan as both 
setting and source of characters’ dialect arguably addresses the nation (and 
beyond) through a region “long under- represented in national historiogra-
phy and politics.”8

Such parallels should be drawn with caution, however, as the still- extant 
courts of Yogyakarta and neighboring Surakarta have held a ubiquitous, and 
in many ways hegemonic, position in the archipelago from the colonial to 
the nationalist era and into the present. Nonetheless, the focus of Vakansi 
yang Janggal dan Penyakit Lainnya and other recent Yogyakartan films on the 
habits and speech of the region’s lower classes distances the exalted official 
culture of the courts.9 Their connections to both Southeast Asia and “Java” 
(as Yogyakarta and Central Java are normally called) cause these films to 
fluctuate between sub-  and supranational regions in a way that destabilizes 
their attachment to the national.

8 David Teh, “Itinerant Cinema: The Social Surrealism of Apichatpong Weerasethakul,” 
Third Text 25, no. 5 (2011): 600.

9 See, for example, Siti (Eddie Cahyono, 2014) and Ziarah (Purba Negara, 2016).
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With consistent, if often limited, forays into national multiplexes, Noen 
and his contemporaries challenge the increasing homogenization of form 
(most often toward the styles of local sinetron, or televised soap operas) and 
the normalization of ever more conservative, Islam- infused politics associ-
ated with the contemporary “mainstreaming” of Indonesian cinema in Jakar-
ta.10 The international acclaim Noen and others have received in regional 
and international festivals opens doors to domestic theaters and other 
venues. Their efforts anticipated other experiments with dialogue in regional 
languages, including recent films from Makassar, on Sulawesi, and the hit 
Yowes Ben (Yowis Band, Fajar Nugros and Bayu Skak, 2018), which deploys the 
“coarser” dialect of Javanese from East Java. As Yogyakarta producer Arya 
Sweta told me, a primary goal is to help facilitate the cultivation and “train-
ing” of a domestic audience with a certain range of tastes and references.11

By building on the archipelagic methods of early national cineastes, 
Noen and others invite viewers of contemporary Yogyakartan films to imag-
ine Indonesia through a scattered circuit of regional centers and peripheries. 
As a vast and fragmented, yet epistemically intimate archipelago, Southeast 
Asia provides fluid buffers (and continuing competition and contestation) 
among its diverse locales and between these locales and the transnational. As 
such, it plays a crucial role in the formulation of local cinematic responses to 
the inexorable incursions of both the national and the global.

Noen’s 2019 feature, Hiruk- Pikuk Si Al- Kisah, expands this engagement 
with the transnational, in this case in its most imperial form. From its 
particular- yet- diffused, archipelagic Javanese outlook, the film reimagines 
the development of Western science, altering its space and time through posi-
tioning a major event in world history on Indonesian, and indeed Javanese, 
soil: the 1969 Apollo 11 lunar landing. The central premise is that the land-
ing was not only faked but filmed in the sand dunes along the South Coast 
of Java, where it is witnessed by both Soekarno and Siman, a villager hidden 
in the bushes. National center and periphery are thus entangled in the film’s 
response to a global event that is made contingent on the local. What the 
United States may have gained from its ruse is barely considered, as Noen 
focuses on how the effects of this American “movie” are processed through 
regional- archipelagic circuits of imagination. President Soekarno, the 
nation’s founding pillar, is tellingly still alive in Noen’s diegetic present. Not 
unlike the peripheral Siman, however, his fate is tied to the counterfeit lunar 
landing, and he spends his days attempting to convey a global truth whose 
local relevance the film puts in question. Siman, mute but corporeally loqua-
cious, in turn obsessively mimics the slow, floating movements of the fake 
astronauts. Both are misunderstood but are gradually reincorporated into 
the local mediascape as minor online celebrities hired to appear at weddings. 
Archetypally central and peripheral elements of Indonesia and its national 
history are thus in the final instance made interchangeable. Each ultimately 
functions as an unwitting processor of the transnational, contributing novel- 

10 Thomas Barker, Indonesian Cinema after the New Order: Going Mainstream (Hong 
Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2019).

11 Arya Sweta (producer), interview with author, September 9, 2018.
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yet- familiarized pieces to the unfinished puzzle of a nation composed of, and 
floating within, a vast region of islands.
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Asia. His latest film, Banyak Ayam Banyak Rejeki (Many Chickens, Lots of Luck), is 
currently making the rounds of Asian and international film festivals and confer-
ences, and will premiere online on Mubi.


