
TWINSIDE – TEJA ASTAWA + MOKOH 
 

Rarely in Bali does the art audience have an opportunity to observe, side by side, two of 
the most significant, yet diverse exponents of Balinese contemporary art as in the 
exhibition ‘Twinside’ which opened at the Kendra Gallery, Seminyak March 29th.   
  
This exhibition not only emphasizes the unique talent of two artists from different 
generations, Dewa Putu Mokoh (b. Pengosekan, Ubud, 1934) and Ketut Teja Astawa (b. 
Tuban 1971), yet also highlights the evolution of one of the most recognized and 
celebrated styles of ethnic art on the global stage. 
  
Between the 16th – 20th centuries, the village of Kamasan, Klungkung (East Bali), was the 
epicenter of Classical Balinese art.  The Kamasan or ‘Wayang’ style is a folk art of visual 
narratives taken from Hindu epics: the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, as well as 
indigenous stories, the Tantri and the Panji  (tales from the horoscope and divine 
retribution for sins on earth).  This art forms can be traced to the East Javanese Majapahit 
Empire (1293-1527). 
  
These 2 dimensional illustrations, originally made by a collective of artists followed strictly 
prescribed rules and where produced for religious articles and temple hangings.  The main 
feature of these compositions is the profusion symbols and means without a central focal-
point, the narratives occupied the entire expanse of the paintings surface.  
  
It was not until the 1920’s and the influence of foreign artists with ‘new’ western 
perspectives and techniques that different varieties of art developed and became known 
as Balinese modern/traditional art.  
  
Mokoh grew up in a village in Ubud that was emerging with its own style of painting 
during this dynmaic creative period.  Bali’s seminal artist’s collective, the Pita Maha was 
forging new and exciting international markets for local artworks. 
  
His self-directed learning was originally studied via his famous uncle Gusti Ketut Kobot’s 
Pengosekan style of painting.  However, Mokoh did not just want to continue the 
‘repeative’ inherited collective style, he trusted his instincts and had the courage to break 
away. 
  
Mokoh created simple, yet beautiful  narratives of daily life that were often quirky, even 
lurid, but brilliantly captured intimate moments.  The subjects, depicted in his trademark 
naive style, were always depicted on edge and the works often featured large blank areas 
that became powerful ‘negative’ spaces within the structure of the composition.  
  
Hailed by art lovers and critics alike as one of the greats, Mokoh suceeded in creating his 
own distinctive visual language that is still relevant in the collective realm today.   
  
Like Mokoh, the strenghts of Teja Astawa’s compositions is in the mastery of line and form 
via sketching.  Yet Teja’s fundamental ideas comes from the paintings of the Balinese 
Classical era. 
 
“I am very inspired by the Kamasan paintings and have moved in and out of working with 
its imagery and concepts for more than 15 years,” says Teja.  
  
Teja developes narratives, often multi layered,  in the style of the Tantri. The subjects 
within these  fables are often monkeys and pigs and their actions are metaphors of human 
behaviour.   He reconstructs these animals, always depicted on the side profile,  as 
“representations” of the Wayang Kulit puppet and the figures from the Kamasan 
paintings, which then become the story tellers via their antics. 
 

  

Lake Problem Teja Astawa, 2012, 
140x200cm, mixed media on canvas. 
image - Richard Horstman 

Tanga Menuju Puncak Teja Astawa, 
2013, 150x200cm, mixed media on 
canvas, Image-Richard Horstman. 

Teja Astawa, WAITING 140x300 cm 
acrylic on canvas 2012 

Teja Astawa, WAR PIG 140x300 cm 
acrylic on canvas 2013 

Water Bomb Teja Astawa, 2012, 
215x300cm, mixed media on canvas. 
Image Richard Horstman. 



  
He adopts the same colorations as that of the Kamasan paintings, however the modern 
acrylic pigments available today are brighter than the original natural dyes. On occasions 
he applies vast planes of background coloration, highlighting the subjects and adding to 
the visual impact. 
Parts of the painting may appear incomplete; the artist purposely leaves small sections of 
objects, or backgrounds without color.  
  
“There is an uncomplicated and light hearted approach to my work that I feel is important. 
I like to emphasize an unfinished appearance to my paintings.  To me it is not about 
achieving high levels of technical proficiency; what is essential is the quality of the idea of 
the narrative and its composition,” says Teja.   
  
Teja likes to freely include small, simple monochrome sketches  - a monkey relaxed 
sprawled upon a table, a motorboat on the ocean in the background, erupting volcanoes 
perched on the horizon - thus building on the spontaneous essence of the composition.    
  
These may appear in contrast to the context of the narrative, however his “suggestions” 
introduce ironic, amusing and abstract elements.   They act as a diversion from the 
narrative, creating whimsical scenarios, as well as breaking with the works rigid 2 
dimensionality, and adding depth of field. 
  
“I also wish to communicate humor.  Humor is a powerful tool that I think is under utilized 
in by contemporary artists,” says Teja. 
  
Since his 2010 solo exhibition Teja’s works have evolved, his figures have become more 
stylized, other landscape features, rocks, clouds and trees more “futuristic” and 
distinctive.  His narratives are become more complex, and at times abstract (‘Water Bomb’ 
2012 and ‘War Pig’ 2013).  He has moved beyond making basic observations of the 
environment and tourism to creating bolder statements that criticize modern culture. 
 
‘Tanga Menuju Puncak’, 2013 comments on the phenomenon that has become the 
obsession of the younger generation.  Computers, video games, cell phones and other 
digital technologies have captured their imagination and, in particular, Balinese cultural 
learning is in decline.  Angry Birds, a recent consumer icon are depicted within the 
scenario of a video game.  This is Teja’s most critical statement about the collision of 
eastern and western cultures that he bares witness. 
  
Unlike Mokoh, who received no academic art training, Teja was educated at the STSI 
(Indonesian High School of Art), Denpasar, Bali.  Teja represents a generation more open 
to the influence of modernity and therefore greater artistic capacity and possibilities.  It is 
his creative freedom and spontaneity that have allowed him to arrive at one of the most 
distinctive and attractive styles in the Balinese art scene today. 
  
The exhibition continues until 29th April 2013. 
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Mokoh, Untitled, Acylic on Canvas  

Mokoh, Untitled Acrylic on Canvas 

Mokoh, Untitled, Acylic on Canvas  
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