
When Art Really Matters 
 
The month of June ushers in the peak holiday season in Bali and the island shifts into top gear with an 
abundance of activities showcasing Balinese culture and other community interests.  Events such as the Bali Art 
Festival, finishing July 15th and enjoying its 35th year have become a major tourist draw card for the city of 
Denpasar.   
 
However, at Ubud’s famous Agung Rai Museum of Art, Irony In Paradise, a contemporary art exhibition by 
Indonesia’s oldest and most prestigious art collective, Sanggar Dewata Indonesia, drew quietly to a close. 
Unfortunately this important exhibition managed to fly under the radar of the tourist masses in Bali.   
 
Throughout the short history of Indonesian modern and contemporary art, artist’s collectives have played an 
essential role in shaping Indonesian art.    
 
The Pita Maha collective was established in Ubud in 1936 by Tjokorda Sukawati, Prince of Ubud, senior local 
artists and expat Europeans, Walter Spies and Rudolf Bonnet. Its vision was to develop and preserve modern 
and traditional Balinese Art and to present it outside of Bali.  Commercially as well as culturally, the results had 
dramatic consequences.   
 
Markets began to open for Balinese artists, soon tourists began to arrive in numbers and an industry evolved to 
carter for their needs. Ubud became perceived as the epicenter of Balinese Art and Culture.  
 
Sanggar Dewata Indonesia (Art Studio of the Gods) was the next collective to make an impact.   SDI was founded 
in 1970 during a turbulent period of Indonesia’s political history by a small group of young Balinese SDI artists 
who were studying at the ISI (Indonesian Institute of Art) in Yogyakarta.  
 
These artists were young and dynamic and loved to experiment with new techniques and aesthetic concepts. 
The dream of SDI was to create a social collective to coordinate artistic activities and organize critical debates on 
art outside the institutional teaching framework. 
 
Much has transpired in Bali’s socioeconomic, environmental and artistic landscapes over the past four decades. 
And now, nearly a century after Bali and the myth of the utopian paradise was revealed to the world, the artists 
of SDI united to mount an exhibition that offers reflections of their island home. 
 
From June 9 until July 9 the SDI held their annual exhibition presenting the works of 65 of SDI’s Balinese 
members.  Irony In Paradise presents a both a poignant and timely statement not only to the Balinese and 
Indonesian people, yet also to the global community. In Irony in Paradise, the collision of Eastern and Western 
values came under scrutiny.  
 
Through their works in painting, sculpture, mixed media, digital media, installation and photography members 
of SDI share their concerns about the future of Bali.  However, these concerns about the environment, safe 
guarding traditional values and the dangers of exploitive behavior are also global issues with dire ramifications 
that threaten our planet.  
 
Artists have the potential to act as significant communicators within society.  Their most valuable contributions 
are to make critical observations about the nature of human behavior and modern society.  
 
Reflecting on these points and that Irony In Paradise makes the most important statement by an art collective 
during the passage of Balinese contemporary art, how may we evaluate the relevance art collectives? 
 
Humanity and the planet is undergoing rapid and enormous change.  Corruption and incompetence are being 
exposed in governments and corporations at the highest levels globally and in response many people are 
prepared to make an opposing stand (Turkey and Egypt come to mind).  



 
In Bali the ruling elite appears solely focused upon the exploitation of Bali for the sake of tourism and in doing so 
increasingly distancing itself from the people.  So what about the growing need for infrastructure and planning 
with a vision for the future generations? 
 
Art communities are the eyes and ears of the society and include the performers, poets, writers, educators, 
musicians, cultural experts and environmentalists – the intellectual community.  Art communities in Bali have 
the potential to connect to the masses, to the very heart and roots of society, and to the people born into a 
culture where creative expression is the fundamental of the Balinese traditional culture.  
 
Importantly Irony In Paradise has now inspired a new sense of revitalization within SDI, also it has ignited fresh 
debate amongst senior members of the art community about the relevance of art collectives in Bali, particularly 
if they are to make such important statements.  
 
Considering most governments’ inability to cater for the needs of society, responsibility is now increasingly 
coming back to the community and how it may organize its self, mobilize its social capital and play a greater role 
in determining their own future.   
 
So what if artists are able to continue to focus beyond the market place and look to how they can increasingly 
play a role in service to the community? 
 
Could art communities in Bali become the catalyst to unite people with similar core values and inspire social 
change? 


