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Interpolating American Method Acting in 1950s Indonesia

Evan Darwin Winet

Reconsidering Asian Theatrical Realism

Modern theatre based on Western models has become a tradition throughout
Asia. Japanese shingeki, Korean shinguk, and Chinese huaju all have existed for
over a century, and they all rival older native forms in urban popularity. Asian
playwrights (such as Gao Xingjian, recipient of the 2000 Nobel Prize in Literature)
have achieved international celebrity status, and Asian directors (such as
Singaporean, Kuo Pao Kun) have worked throughout the world. Aspiring Asian
actors study in native institutes informed by Western methods or travel to New
York, Los Angeles, Moscow, Paris, or London to attend Western conservatories.
Whatever scorn may be heaped on these practices at home and abroad as derivative,
inauthentic, Eurocentric, neo-colonial, self-effacing, elite, bourgeois, logo-centric,
or amateurish, they are indisputably ceasing to be marginal. Many Asian modern
theatres are older than seemingly more traditional theatres (for example, Balinese
kecak only developed in the 1920s), and many younger Asians understand modern
practices better than “their own” theatres. In Indonesia, luminaries of modern theatre,
such as W. S. Rendra, Nano Riantiarno, Putu Wijaya, Ratna Sarumpaet, and Butet
Kertaredjasa, are not simply darlings of the elite, but also popular celebrities.

Both Western and Asian scholarship have begun to reflect the growing
importance of modern theatre in Asia with Asian practitioners (such as Suzuki
Tadashi and Rustom Bharucha) publishing internationally distributed books and a
younger generation of scholars in the West lecturing and publishing on the subject.
However, the early phases of Asian “modern” theatres, which are typically most
overtly derivative and realistic, are derided on all sides. Current practitioners reject
earlier theatres as any avant-garde rejects its predecessors, and Western observers
enamored of Asian theatricalism scoff Asian realism. Nevertheless, realism is a
crucial link in most current genealogies of performance, and realistic foundations
are still implicit in Asia’s current avant-garde.

Evan Darwin Winet (Cornell University) has lectured extensively on modern Indonesian theatre and
postcolonial and intercultural theatres. His article, “Shadow and Method: Nationalism, Colonialism
and Indonesian Theatre Historiography” will appear in S.E. Wilmer (ed.), Re/Writing National Theatre
Histories forthcoming from University of Iowa Press in 2004. He is currently working on several
English translations of Indonesian plays for a four-volume anthology to be published in 2004 by Lontar
Press and a book project, Postcolonial Indonesian Theatre: a Sourcebook. He lives in Ithaca, New
York, with his wife, Anne.
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principle of the Pan-Asian struggle against Western colonialism and pemuda
(adolescent youth) as the principal Indonesian agents of that semangat.

Many scholars have recognized the significance of such Japanese ideological
influences in shaping the semangat of the Indonesian revolutionary struggle and
that the pemuda enjoyed an ongoing moral status in the turbulent 1950s and 60s
(and again in the upheavals of the mid-70s and the late 90s).¢ Benedict Anderson
has argued that this Japanese influence simply encouraged ideas already available
in Javanese conceptions of adolescence. According to Anderson, young Javanese
men had typically sought out masters, such as the kyai who administer pesantren
(Islamic boarding schools), with whom they underwent physical and spiritual
training in ascetic isolation from society and then returned to assume the
responsibilities and pleasures of adults. However, in times of crisis, these pemuda
might utilize the power gained from their discipline to heal social disorder.

As the meaning of the regular life-arc was undermined by war,
oppression, or economic disaster, the asceticism and élan within
pesantren-like communities took on a general significance
unimaginable in times of peace. Traditional deviant aspects of
santri existence—sexual abstinence, fraternal solidarity, selfless
devotion, nomadic wandering, and dealings with the
supernatural—were now seen as in harmony with the times.’

What’s more, the personal discipline of the santri (the pemuda enrolled in the
pesantren), his intense academic attention to the ordering of his own psyche, to the
connections between his innermost self and the world, becomes reflected in the
values of revolutionary society.

The sense that everything was in suspension while disorder raged
in the cosmos seemed to be reflected in the suspended quality of
the pesantren’s inner order. The society itself became a larger
pesantren, in which the pesantren life-style assumed the mode
of normality and necessity. For in periods of great crisis the whole
society moved to free itself from the cycle of routine and
regularity, and accepted the suspended soaring of the spirit which
underlay the pesantren’s conception of itself.®?

The notion of semangat as the “inner order” through which the pemuda radicalize
all society into a pesantren will become apparent in descriptions of the role of the
Indonesian actor as a revolutionary activist whose “inner truths” point the way to
post-colonial subjectivity.
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During the Japanese occupation, a younger generation of sandiwara artists
had chosen to work outside the ideological constraints of the official theatrical
institutions. On 24 May 1944, a group of young nationalist professionals, including
D. Djajakusuma, Surjo Sumanto, Rosihan Anwar, Abu Hanifah, and Usmar Ismail,
joined together in Jakarta to form Sandiwara Penggemar Maya (Devotee of
Illusion), the first organized theatre troupe in the history of sandiwara amatir.
Although Maya disbanded in 1945, as the beginning of the revolution propelled
many of the members into military and administrative roles, it began a movement
to develop the performance elements of sandiwara with a commitment to theatre
as “an instrument of culture, an expression of culture with national consciousness,
humanity and divinity.”'"® These emphases mark a crucial shift for sandiwara amatir,
which had up to that point represented nationalist sentiment through heroic and
mythic characters and narratives. Sandiwara Penggemar Maya set out to develop
an Indonesian theatre representing the Aumanity of the Indonesian people, not simply
the nobility of ratu adil (just prince) figures. Ismail went on to become a prominent
filmmaker and one of the leaders in the development of sandiwara in the 1950s.

Turning Jakarta into a Pesantren

Ismail participated in a seminal 1948 Cultural Conference at Magelang, Java,
where he joined in the historic first discussions of the post-colonial Indonesian
cultural elite concerning the future of Indonesian national culture. To the assembled
cultural nationalists, he urged that if amateur sandiwara was to thrive in the new
republic, it must be professionalized. Scorning the imitative and improvisational
style of the old sandiwara profesionel, he called for a “systematic” approach to
training and rehearsal in order to produce more carefully crafted characterizations.
This would lead, in Ismail’s thinking, to a more profound artistic “consciousness”:

[E]xperience uninformed by consciousness, effort and the quest,
both broad and deep, for the foundations of knowledge is like a
farmer who works his field only out of inherited custom without
making an effort to find out how he can achieve greater and
more satisfying results. Repetition from night to night and from
day to day provides the opportunity for directors and actors to
become conscious in the moment of the need to study the
performance and to execute the needed repairs.'!

Although Ismail did not directly address nationalism in this indictment, it is a
perspective implicit in his critique. At this moment in Indonesian thought,
nationalism was assumed as the vehicle of emancipation from colonialism. The
“consciousness” lacking on the professional stage was first and foremost a
consciousness of consistent and “rounded’ characterization associated with realism.
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However, it was also, implicitly, a national consciousness, the same kind of
consciousness through which the farmer must throw off the shackles of the
nineteenth-century Dutch plantation system and develop modern and personally
beneficial ways of working his fields. In the immediate aftermath of colonialism,
Ismail saw only two options for the patronage of modern theatre: some form of
state-supported national theatre or the “commercial pit.”

In Ismail’s view, Indonesian intellectuals needed to be strong in these years in
building a national theatre that would not compromise in moving beyond the craft
of acting as practiced in sandiwara profesionel. Again, the key term for Ismail is
“consciousness.” The actor must achieve a more profound consciousness in relation
to his role. Ismail concludes his article admonishing,

[I]t must be realized by the amateurs that amateurism is not a
solid foundation for an art that may be hoped to grow strong.
Our hope is that within a brief time a professional corps may be
established, who with full conviction will dedicate themselves
to this art, without any more need to fear the near-sighted.'

Essentially, Ismail hopes for a modern pesantren to train pemuda invested with the
same nationalistic zeal as those currently fighting in the revolution to channel that
zeal into the craft of acting. This new national theatre pesantren would train actors
to represent a modern Indonesian identity beyond the surface play of idealized
heroes, but expressive rather of individual Indonesian souls.

In 1950 and 1951, Ismail took inspiration from the Italian neo-realist
filmmakers and began using untrained actors in his own films as a means to capture
a performative authenticity obscured by the histrionic techniques of sandiwara
profesionel. Neo-realism appealed to Ismail as an approach stripped of essentializing
conventions and, thus, seemingly well suited to the project of representing the true
condition of the Indonesian people. As Salim Said puts it, “PERFINI [Ismail’s
film company] . . . did its best to show the real face of Indonesia,”" a face that
Ismail found missing in the films of his rivals, which relied more exclusively on
the box-office draw of old sandiwara profesionel stars to turn a profit. He conducted
general casting calls, attracting mainly students and other pemuda, and rehearsed
them until he had selected his principals. In a 1963 article, Ismail laments his
youthful purism:

One of my problems as a neophyte was that I wanted everything
to be authentic, like the original and in the original locations.
My official and unofficial advisers increasingly urged me not to
deviate from the actual events. Only my opponents understood
that the film was actually make-believe . . .'*
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Ismail recognized later to his chagrin that, however realistic, it was not enough for
actors to “be themselves.”'® They needed to be themselves as characters.
Furthermore, he found that untrained actors had no greater capacity than
professionals to portray realistic characters in a simple and consistent manner,
whereas they utterly lacked the skills necessary to portray characters that demanded
histrionic embellishment: “After a great deal more experience in direction, I came
to realize that acting less than is required, under-acting, is not always appropriate
for all characters. Sometimes exactly what a role calls for is over-acting.”'® Ismail’s
contemporary, Asrul Sani, reflecting on the same problem in “The Neglected
Medium,” argues that neo-realism does not work in Indonesian film because the
actors are not “theatrical” enough. If actors were sufficiently theatrical, they would
not need to “act” (i.e., falsify) in front of the camera. Their “natural” behavior
would be sufficiently compelling, sufficiently cinematic. However, he carefully
resists a return to the histrionics of sandiwara profesionel. Instead, he demands a
disciplined theatricality animated by “genuine” impulses.'” In recognizing the failure
of Ismail’s neo-realism, Sani admits that undisciplined behavior does not constitute
theatrical authenticity. Instead, the actor must learn to create a more truthful mimesis,
a theatrical artifice that will operate in harmony with his postcolonial identity.

Sani looked to Stanislavsky as the answer to Ismail’s failure to discover a
productive middle ground between technique and spontaneity. He may have
witnessed realistic actor training when he visited the Amsterdam Academy of
Dramatic Arts in 1952, but he certainly encountered it in the United States—if not
during a visit to Harvard in 1954, then on a more extended trip to Los Angeles in
1956 when he studied dramaturgy and cinematography at the University of Southern
California.'® Indeed, the theoretical literature that formed ATNI’s canon through
Sani’s translations (i.e., Boleslavsky’s The First Six Lessons and Stanislavsky’s
American trilogy—aAn Actor Prepares, Building a Character, and Creating a Role)
indicates that he followed the American (rather than the Russian or even European)
textual traditions.!® Sani was not content, however, simply to imitate. Beyond his
enthusiasm for realism as an aesthetic, he was philosophically committed to
individualism (in resistance to state communalism), existentialism (in resistance
to state paternalism), and postcolonial cultural nationalism (in resistance to neo-
colonial state nationalism). He developed a unique understanding of American
Method acting as indispensable to the Indonesian national project. As head of
Indonesia’s leading theatre academy, Sani built the entire training program around
this understanding.

The Method allowed Sani to draw an active distinction between the old,
professional star system that he and Ismail associated with sandiwara profesionel
and a new professionalism rooted in psycho-analytic acting. In the introduction to
his translation of Boleslavsky, Sani writes:
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pesantren city to which he invites the disciplined actor, offers rebirth into freedom
from all the feudal and colonial hierarchies, all the “characters” of old. The national
metropole is the stage for revolusi jiwa.

The Indonesian National Theatre Academy

When in 1948 Usmar Ismail called for the establishment of “a new communal
house” in the service of Indonesian theatre, he expressed the aspirations of a
generation expectant that the new Republican state would catalyze an authentic
postcolonial culture. By 1953, the general disillusionment of the artistic intelligentsia
towards state cultural policy was also reflected in thinking about sandiwara. Sani,
in a series of magazine articles written between June and September 1953,
progressed from a general dismay towards the insufficiency of Ministry funding
for theatre groups to a conviction that a private League of Dramatic Arts would be
the most dynamic catalyst for a modern Indonesian theatre culture.’® In the early
fifties, the Ministry had established numerous academies of traditional arts, music,
and dance as ministerial sub-divisions. By the mid-fifties, Sani and Ismail both
argued that a national theatre academy must be private, or at least claim a greater
degree of sovereignty from the state bureaucracy.

Three weeks before the General Election, on 10 September 1955, Sani, Ismail,
and D. Djajakusuma established the Akademi Teater Nasional Indonesia privately
through a special arrangement with Jakarta’s mayor. For the preceding half decade,
the many cultural initiatives of mayors and ministers alike had all but ignored
theatre, and following the 1955 Election, cultural policy became increasingly
centralized in the hands of President Sukarno and the communist cultural council
(LEKRA). LEKRA imposed restrictions on the importation of foreign media, which
exerted a short-term benefit on the production of local theatre (much as anti-Western
censorship under the Japanese Occupation had done). However, in the long run
LEKRA’s commitment to communist arts made non-aligned nationalist culture
impossible. ATNI’s production activities dissipated after 1962, and their academic
program closed soon after the 1963 “Cultural Manifesto” affair in which Generation
of ’45 artists asserting their freedom from ideology were denounced and blacklisted
by LEKRA. ATNI was created at the eye of a gathering storm at one of the last
moments in which it was possible.

Despite these pressures, ATNI left a far greater legacy on Indonesian theatre
than Sandiwara Penggemar Maya or ASDRAFI. Given that ATNI had no dedicated
performance space of its own and that its formal mandate privileged training above
production, it is astounding that out of a total of 123 stage productions accounted
for by Jakob Sumardjo in Jakarta, Bandung, and Yogyakarta from 1958 to 1963,
ATNI produced twenty-three, or 18.7 percent (although out of this total, fifty-eight
productions [forty-six percent] were of foreign plays in translation, whereas all
but five of ATNI’s productions [seventy-eight percent] were of foreign plays).>* If
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system of “functional groups” (glossing the complexity of Indonesian civil society
through a reduced spectrum of recognized interest groups). While ATNI looked to
the West in conducting a revolusi jiwa, Sukarno stoked the fires of the ongoing
revolution against nekolim (neo-colonial imperialism, a bugbear Sukarno recognized
in everyone but himself). Such diverse nationalisms, which had contributed to a
lively, if politically chaotic, debate in the early fifties, had become irreconcilable
in the climate of Guided Democracy. And so in 1963, ATNI disbanded, re-opening
briefly after the 1965-66 massacres until replaced by the Jakarta Arts Institute
(IKJ), a division of the publically funded Jakarta Arts Center (PKJ) finally built in
1968 at the initiative of Jakarta’s Governor, Ali Sadikin.

Placing such emphasis on foreign plays, ATNI certainly failed to catalyze the
development of original Indonesian drama. None of the prominent dramatists of
the time (with the possible exception of Motinggo Boesje) learned their craft there.
Likewise, New Order theatre critics have complained that ATNI was too enslaved
to Western mise-en-scéne and left it to such innovators as Anirun and Rendra to
“Indonesianize” sandiwara by incorporating elements of various ethnic, traditional,
performance practices (with which they were usually not previously familiar).
Writing in 1990 on the development of modern theatre after ATNI, Sani wamed
contemporary practitioners against transferring the process of self-discovery from
the actor to the director:

... [I]n a director’s theatre the actor is no more than a part of a
design built from movements, sound, light and schematics. The
result is that in the new theatre, the demands for technical
proficiency for professional actors has become less significant.
... Itis increasingly apparent that these theatres are not addressing
the issues that need to be addressed, issues that might be dealt
with by a realistic theatre.*

Sani does not simply accuse the new directors of making bad theatre, but of retreating
from democracy, indulging in character epistemologies reminiscent of Sukarnoism
and sandiwara profesionel. A theatre of directors, a theatre which instrumentalizes
the actors in the name of spectacle, cannot, in Sani’s estimation, address “the issues
that need to be addressed, issues that might be dealt with by a realistic theatre”: the
most intimate representation of Indonesian identity through the struggle of the
actor.

Continuing the Revolution of the Soul

Although Sani’s Method invokes both Western and Javanese paradigms of
mind and body, his insistence on struggle emphatically rejects dialectical synthesis,
leaving the confrontation between irreconcilable elements unreconciled. The “inner
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