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GRAFFITI CULTURE:ITS DEveLOPmeNT ANDsHIFTINgs IN INDONESIA

In Indonesia, when you mention pub-
lic art, graffiti is the first type of art 
that crosses a person’s mind. Graffiti 
has been growing as the most visible 
signifier of urban visual culture, com-
peting only with advertisement on 
billboards and posters. All of these 
forms of public imagery are trying to 
grab and shape the collective visual 
memory of the public. And yet, aside 
of its very interesting visibility, graffiti 
of course plays another cultural role 
as part of the agent of social move-
ment, to massively build communi-
cation with general public regarding 
certain issues, in a creative, agitative, 
and sometimes humorous way.

Looking back at its history, the con-
nection between graffiti and political 
movements had started even in the 
very early stage of the nation. Wall 
drawings of important slogans were 
written down all over the cities such 
as, ‘Be Independent or Die’. This mon-
iker was recognised as the first graf-
fiti tagging, announcing the younger 
generations’ intentions in supporting 
the movement to fight for a new In-
donesia.

Graffiti was being implemented as 
the main medium to communicate 
issues that could not be run in mass 
media because of political condi-
tions and censorship. A key practice 
of the student movement, graffiti us-
age continuously grew as a form of 
communication during the 1980s and 
1990s, where the students were fight-
ing against the New Order Regime.

During 1990s graffiti was used by 
the subculture to identify themselves 
with certain peer groups introducing 
Indonesians to the technique called 
‘tagging’.  The public started to rec-
ognise popular youth gangs and fa-
mous nicknames as they appeared on 
surfaces around the city. Graffiti also 
became a sign of battle between the 
nation’s different gangs.

In some cities, artists started to ques-
tion discourse of public space and 
who was in charge of it. They realised 
that they could play an important role 
if they claimed spaces to use artisti-
cally for the benefit of the public. 

It was at this time in Yogyakarta that a 
collective called “Apotic Comic” was 
established. Shortly thereafter the 
collective followed the notion that it 
should use public walls to express ar-
tistic visions. In the early 2000s, 
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the creation of murals had become 
one of the mainstream expressionis-
tic movements popular among both 
the youth and artists in the city. This 
phenomenon then influenced oth-
er cities, including small rural areas 
throughout the archipelago, growing 
to become a unifying trend for youths 
all over the country. 

After the New Order regime col-
lapsed, censorship in the media was 
erased and greater freedoms of ex-
pression became a reality. In the gal-
leries and art spaces, this change had 
forced the artists to broaden their 
subject matters from political issues. 
For artists working in public spaces 
such as street and graffiti artists, the 
shift encouraged them to be more 
verbal, critical, provocative and di-
rect, making issues part of the daily 
discourse of common people. 

Street art soon became part of the 
dynamic contemporary visual arts as 
well as a new medium trend. Graffiti 
artists soon took part in gallery and 
museum exhibitions leading graffiti’s 
induction into the canon of visual 
arts. Of course there are still critics 
who possess a cynicism towards graf-
fiti artists who have joined the com-
mercial side of the arts, but the same 
can be said for all types of new art 
during their respective time periods. 
The shift from the open public spaces 
to privately owned canvases has also 
signified that the graffiti artist is also 
changing when it comes to choosing 
his medium for presentation.

New styles of graffiti emerged as the
influence of a global visual language
entered Indonesia spreading quickly 
through street art. They established 
their own network and worked 
collaboratively with many artists from      
different countries thus connecting 
street cultures around the globe. 



Darbotz is one of the graffiti superstars in Indonesia. His images are spread out all over Jakarta, easily visible among 
thousands of images produced everyday. His signature character ‘cumi’ (a modification of squid monster form), stands 
out due to his use of a black and white colour palette and repetitive patterns that have become his signature. By day 
the artist works as a designer in an advertising agency amongst everyday Indonesians, but by night Darbotz experi-
ences Jakarta in a way that only an artist could. Nightfall in Jakarta brings its own inspirations after the crowds of life 
have gone inside.

Darbotz is also a leader in the graf-
fiti movement, gathering other graf-
fiti artists all around Jakarta into a 
network called Tembokbomber. To-
gether they built their networks and 
shared their experiences with the 
broader public. They have held graf-
fiti collaborations with artists from 
around the world in cities such as 
Berlin, Sao Paulo, and Paris.

Darbotz is quite aware that peo-
ple have conflicting opinions about 
graffiti due to its transition from the 
subculture to mainstream. For him, 
it seems that being part of the sub-
culture, considered to be more po-
litical and subversive also has its own 
ambiguous position. One can hardly 
avoid the exposure of capitalism and 
consumerism as it has touched virtu-
ally everyone’s life. Instead of seeing 
this transformation merely as a sign 
of the graffiti movement’s decline in 
political motive, it demonstrates how 
they are focused on developing their 
own identities, defining their own no-
tion of being political, and developing 
more creative ways to connect with 
public spaces.

Whether working in public spaces or 
galleries, Darbotz has always wanted to 
share what he had experienced in the 
streets of Jakarta. In this particular 
exhibition, he captures the notion of 
monsters that have grown inside the 
soul of the urbanite. While the city is 
busy expanding and growing, we as human 
beings have grown another soul inside us, 
a monster to fight all the complexities 
of our daily life.



behiNDtHe MONSTeR
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today’s world revolves around the 
city and its brick, mortar, concrete 
and steel. The city becomes the shell 
and the people become its soul.  The 
grey walls become a place of inter-
action, a form of communication 
through colour and line.

Darbotz is an artist based in Jakarta, a complicated, hectic city drowning in 
colours and chaos.  His artwork converses with everyday pedestrians with its 
largely monochromatic colour schemes free from messy complexities. 

His images are filled with secret symbols waiting to be deciphered. Darbotz 
rescues the dirty streets by transforming walls with captivating images of his 
alter egos. The artist has a keen interest in symbolism in his works with colours 
such as orange unofficially representing Jakarta and pink representing the 
poisonous undercurrent of pollution in the city. While the colours sometimes 
represent the city’s negativity, the pink is still beautiful and necessary. 

Darbotz uses intricate patterns and designs that are almost a tribal explora-
tion of our primal inner monster. These patterns however, form complex and 
bold imagery that interact with his alter ego the Cumi- a monster squid.  Cumi 
needs numerous arms in order to keep up with the wild and chaotic streets of 
Jakarta.

The works from
Monster Inside Us 
bring the streets 
ofJakarta into
the gallery.
Each piece shows how disturbances in the city and modern conveniences can 
create a monster within us.  The artist describes the brick wall as a ‘silent wit-
ness in every city’ as it is transformed by each person who decides to change 
it. Whether it is with posters and paint, or new construction and demolition. 
The wall becomes part-monster contributing to the chaos of a modern city. 
And yet, part-story teller, changing the stories on its surface over time.



Other key works display prominent 
characters in any modern city—street 
signs and buses.  Street signs are un-
assuming entities telling one must 
obey the way of the city. If chosen 
to be ignored, signs become useless 
and the city transforms into a mon-
ster functioning without order.  The 
Metromini bus becomes a menace 
on the streets of Jakarta driving with 
abandon while at the same time cre-
ating pollution.  

The Monster Inside Us 
demonstrates that chaos can be 
a beautiful and necessary evil. 
There is a monster inside all of us 
and it can come out when we 
encounter small hiccups in our 
everyday lives. Darbotz shows us 
how everything we encounter has 
the possibility to bring out 
the monster in all of us.





I’ve been living in Jakarta for almost 30 
years. Everyday we see something different 

in this crowded city. Even worse is the 
traffic - hectic and chaotic.

The city’s surroundings affect its people. You’ll never know a 
person’s real attitude by their appearance, everything has 

their “monster side”, even animals and objects.

In this exhibition, I will portray the Monster 
Inside Us. It does not directly express the cor-
relation, but will show how objects around us can 
be monsters. How a brick wall can be a monster, how 
traffic can make you a monster, and how monsters 

can even be glitches on a perfect Sunday morning.
While I use a variety of materials and processes in each work of 
art, my subject is consistent. The monster itself is the char-
acter that I have created almost 10 years ago. It’s in me, it’s my 

alter ego, it’s how I see and feel in the city I live in.

“

“
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JOuRney #2
mixed media on canvas
120 x 200 
2012



gliTches #1
mixed media on canvas
120 x 50 
2012
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mixed media on canvas
20 x 20 
2012



mETroPOlute #3
mETroPO

lute #4
mixed media on canvas
20 x 20 
2012
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mETroPOlute #5
mixed media on canvas
100 x 100 
2012



siGNagE #1
mixed media on wood
94 x 60 
2013
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siGNagE #3
mixed media on wood
93 x 70 
2013



MeTROmini#1
mixed media on wood
81 x 65
2013
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another brick
oN THE wall #1
mixed media on fiberglass
60 x 25
2013



another brick
oN THE wall #2
mixed media on fiberglass
60 x 25 
2013
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another brick
oN THE wall #4
mixed media on fiberglass
60 x 25
2013



another brick
oN THE wall #5
mixed media on fiberglass
60 x 25 
2013



Inside US #1
mixed media on canvas
80 x 80 
2013



Inside US #2
mixed media on canvas
80 x 80 
2013



MiNd THE gap #1
mixed media on fiberglass
100 x 70
2013



MiNd THE gap #2
mixed media on fiberglass
100 x 70
2013
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nerve #2
mixed media on canvas
100 x 100 
2013
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