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11	 Entangled Memories of Colonialism 
and Antisemitism
The Scandal of Taring Padi’s “People’s Justice” at 
Documenta 15 (2022)

David Duindam

Abstract
This chapter addresses the controversy that followed the unveiling of the 
artwork People’s Justice at the art festival Documenta 15 in 2022. The large 
banner by the Indonesian art collective Taring Padi depicts Indonesia’s 
communist in 1960s and Suharto’s subsequent authoritarian regime. The 
discovery of two antisemitic f igures led to international outrage and 
critique on the festival and its organizers. This paper argues that the 
reactions in German media are emblematic of the Historikerstreit 2.0 and 
Europe’s exclusionist memory politics and how it excludes both Jewish 
voices and Indonesian memories. It then considers the colonial roots of 
Indonesia’s antisemitism to critically examine the underlying metaphor of 
traveling. Lastly, the work is analyzed in the context of Taring Padi’s activist 
and collaborative method and a transnational visual culture that is not 
exclusively Dutch or Indonesian in an attempt to think about the proximity 
rather than radical distance of globally dispersed memory cultures.

Keywords: Transnational Memory; Indonesian Genocide; Taring Padi; 
Documenta 15; Historikerstreit 2.0

Introduction

The 2022 opening of Kassel’s world-renowned art festival Documenta 
15, curated by the Indonesian art collective ruangrupa, was quickly 
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Figure 47 Taring Padi, People’s Justice, 2002, 800x1200 cm, acrylic on canvas



Figure 47 Taring Padi, People’s Justice, 2002, 800x1200 cm, acrylic on canvas
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overshadowed by a controversy revolving the 
artwork People’s Justice from 2002 by the In-
donesian collective Taring Padi (f ig. 47). The 
installation consists of a 12 by 8 meter large 
banner and tens of human-size puppet f igures 
made of cardboard on wooden beams in front 
of the banner. The work was unveiled during 
the opening of Documenta 15 at Friedrichsplatz, 
the central location of the festival. Soon, critics 
found two antisemitic f igures and a scandal 
broke out (f ig 48 and 49). The Israeli embassy 
called it Goebbels’ style propaganda and Ger-
man newspapers such as Die Zeit, Die Welt and 
the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung called for 
a removal of the piece and remained critical 
throughout the duration of the festival. Michael 
Höttemann, a German expert in antisemitism, 
argues how these stereotypes are classic antisemitic reductions that stand 
in for complicated processes. Fig. 48 refers to geopolitical forces and the 
support by foreign secret services to the Suharto regime; f ig. 49 is part of a 
group of grotesque f igures and refers to the antisemitic conflation of Jews, 
capitalism and internationalism that threaten traditional community life 
(Höttemann 2022, 8).

Taring Padi, in conversation with ruangrupa and other participating 
artists, decided to cover the banner with large black sheets. After the 
controversy did not dissipate, they issued an apology and removed the 
banner completely. In Germany a debate ensued in which Documenta 15 
as a whole was accused of being anti-Israeli in its selection of participating 
artists who were associated with the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions 
(BDS) movement and for not including any Israeli artists. As a result, the 
critique shifted towards Palestinian participants of the art festival. The 
German director Sabine Schormann continued to support ruangrupa and 
was forced to step down after unrelenting critique. German newspapers 
focused on the controversy and were not really interested in the central 
theme of the artwork: Suharto’s military regime and the communist 
genocide of 1965-1966 in which between 500,000 and 1 million alleged 
communists were murdered without trial. Suharto repressed any form 
of historical, legal or moral justice during his reign until 1998 and until 
today, the genocide remains a vexed issue that divides local communities 
throughout Indonesia.

Figure 48 Detail of Taring Padi, 
People’s Justice, 2002
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In this paper I place the reactions in German 
media in the context of Europe’s exclusionary 
memory politics that presents Germany as a 
beacon for other nations in how to deal with a 
painful past. This is tied to the Historikerstreit 
2.0 that fends off any comparability between 
the Holocaust and other historical trauma’s, in 
particular those tied to the histories of European 
colonialism and decolonization processes. I then 
examine the recurrent argument that Indonesia’s 
antisemitism has its roots in Dutch colonialism in 
order to critically examine the underlying meta-
phor of traveling. Lastly, I analyze the work itself 
and the method of Taring Padi. In my conclusion 
I reflect on the entanglement of violent histories 
and how we can think of them in proximity of 
one another, rather than at a radical distance.

Documenta as a German beacon: an exclusionary European memory 
politics

Florian Cramer, a practice-oriented research professor at the Willem de 
Kooning Academy in Rotterdam, made an analysis of the German media 
response to the controversy (f ig. 50). The f irst accusations of antisemitism 
regarding Taring Padi’s work came from a relatively obscure blog by the 
anti-German and pro-Israeli group called Bündnis egen Antisemitismus 
Kassel (BGA). This blog was picked up by other media and soon national 
newspapers joined in with critique on both the artwork and the organization 
of Documenta 15. Cramer argues however that the attacks on Documenta 
preceded the opening and the controversy around People’s Justice. This 
is why he traces the controversy back to the so-called Historikerstreit 2.0 
and argues that the real target of this debate was not Taring Padi but pro-
Palestinian thinkers and artists with ties to the BDS.

In the original 1980s Historikerstreit, conservative historians were ac-
cused of relativizing the Holocaust in comparison to Soviet violence. Today, 
progressive thinkers are accused by conservative thinkers of comparing 
and drawing connections between the Holocaust and colonial crimes. 
The former argue that the underlying racist ideology of Nazism can be 
linked to Germany’s colonial history and bring Germany’s current support 
for Israel’s anti-Palestinian policies into the debate. The latter argue that 
these arguments diminish the uniqueness of the Holocaust and claim 

Figure 49 Detail of Taring Padi, 
People’s Justice, 2002
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that critique on Israel amounts to antisemitism. This conflation f inds is 
political counterpart in the non-binding Bundestag resolution of 2019 that 
condemned the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions movement (BDS) for 
being antisemitic. This made any person who criticized Israel vulnerable to 
claims of antisemitism1. In 2020 Cameroonian historian and thinker Achille 
Mbembe was accused of antisemitism for having compared apartheid in 
South-Africa with Israel’s colonization of Palestine. The German-Israeli 
sociologist Natan Sznaider argues that this was a foreseeable scandal that 
drew much public attention. In the ensuing Feuilletonkrieg racism and 
antisemitism were presented as mutually exclusive positions. Postcolonial 
studies was criticized for not being a serious academic f ield but a cover for 
anti-Jewish and anti-Israeli feelings (Sznaider 2022, 12–13).

Taking this into account we can understand the position of the German 
cultural scholar Daniel Hornuff who responded to the controversy around 
Taring Padi in Die Zeit by arguing that the Documenta, it seems, has outlived 
its usefulness as the format of an alleged world art exhibition. It cannot at 
the same time be low-threshold, globally (de)contextualizing and politically 

1	 Florian Cramer was invited to speak at the conference “(un)Common Grounds: Reflecting 
on documenta f ifteen” on 23 and 24 September, 2022, organized by Framer Framed. The author 
would like to thank Cramer for sharing his analysis.

Historian's Dispute ("Historikerstreit")
Jürgen Habermas vs. Ernst Nolte
1986-1988

Frank Schirrmacher,
"Feuilleton debate"
culture

"Historikerstreit 2.0"

Jerusalem Declaration on Anti-Semitism vs. IHRA 
debate

"Anti-Germans" vs. "Anti-Imperialists"
1990BGA ("Alliance against Anti-Semitism")

Kassel Anti-German blog

Ruhrbarone
local news  & Anti-German opinion site

Perlentaucher
daily digest of arts/culture/debate sections of German newspapers,
against "the fashionable [=woke] left"

Pascal Bruckner
Bernard-Henri Lévy
André Glucksmann

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ)

Die Welt

DIE ZEIT

Ulf Poschardt

Friedrich Kittler

Jürgen Kaube

Niklas Luhmann

Hito Steyerl

Frankfurt School
T.W. Adorno

Der Spiegel

Monopol

Berliner Zeitung

die tageszeitung

DKP 
East German-�nanced
West German Communist Party)

Anne Frank Center
Meron Mendel

Central Council of German Jews
Josef Schuster

Emily Becker-Dische

ruangrupa | documenta �fteen
BILD
tabloid

1980s1990s2020

jungle world
Anti-German split off
from Junge Welt

konkret
left-wing monthly magazine
formerly East German-�nanced
editors include Ulrike Meinhof

1960s

Junge Welt
ex-East German
communist 
youth organization
paper

1970s

Munich 
1972
Olympics 
assault

Berlin 1969
attempted 
bombing of 
Jewish 
community
center

Mogadishu
1977
PLFP/
Baader-
Meinhof
Lufthansa
plane hijack

Munich 
1970
assault
on Jewish
nursery
home

2022

HNA (Kassel local newspaper)

Dirk A. Moses

Achille 
Mbembe 
Ruhr festival 
controversy

2019

Bundestag
BDS-defunding
resolution

right-wing Holocaust
revisionism

Antifa

Berlin Biennale
2022

1968 student 
movement

Figure 50 Florian Cramer, discourse map of German media responses around Documenta 15



Entangled Memories of Colonialism and Antisemitism� 231

controversial, and at the same time act as a German beacon [deutscher 
Leuchtturm]. There is too much public attention to allow for mistakes 
(Hornuff, my trans., 2022, 2).

The juxtaposition of a global approach and acting as a German beacon 
illustrates what is at stake. The former stands for including non-Western 
perspectives and is not explicitly described as universalizing (as that would 
imply a Western Enlightenment perspective). Instead this line implies that 
Documenta 15 includes art that deals with diverse historical traumas from 
around the globe, often but not always tied to the history of decolonization, 
and that these artworks must be understood both in their specif ic historical 
context. At the same, their alleged comparability as part of a “world art 
exhibition” as a decontextualizing effect. This then is placed opposite to 
the German beacon, which can be read in several ways: a beacon for locals, 
for an international audience and within a transnational memory politics. 
Documenta was established in the 1950s to educate and familiarize the 
people of Kassel with contemporary art. It did so on the rubble of a city 
that was destroyed in World War II for its ammunition production. As such 
Documenta acted as a beacon for locals, while it also gradually became an 
internationally acclaimed festival that addressed an international (if not 
global) audience that placed Germany at the center of contemporary art 
practices. Lastly, Germany acts as a beacon of critical engagement with one’s 
own past and custodian of Holocaust memory. This made it extra painful 
when the Nazi past of one of its founders, art historian Werner Haftmann, 
was made public in 2021 (Bude and Wieland 2021).2

Curator and art historian Christa-Maria Lerm-Hayes demonstrates how 
Documenta over time developed into an important force to recon with dic-
tatorial regimes, historical traumas and human rights issues. “Documenta’s 
location in history and geography make it a suitable vehicle and tool for 
comparative analysis, a project to honour and mourn those killed in the 
Shoah – and addressing the lived experiences of others, such as Palestinians” 
(Lerm Hayes 2022). It is precisely such a multidirectional approach that 
Hornuff and others criticize: the Holocaust cannot be tied to the suffering 
of others, and the idea of a world art exhibition is problematic in the f irst 
place as this does not take the historical or geographical context of Germany, 
and Kassel in particular, into account. This line of thinking is embedded 
in a European memory politics that installs the Holocaust as the original 
trauma, and Germany’s dealing with its own past as a prime example.

2	 I would like to thank Christa-Maria Lerm-Hayes with her help translating and interpreting 
this quote, in particular the possible meanings of deutscher Leuchtturm.
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Memory scholar Ann Rigney argues how Holocaust memory was central 
to the process of European integration after the devastation of World War 
II that made it diff icult but also essential for neighboring nation-states that 
had been at war to work together. The Holocaust as a negative benchmark 
for European identity has also generated variations on a neo-Enlightenment 
narrative identifying Europe as a global defender of democratic values whose 
present and future investment in universal human rights is, and should 
continue to be, all the greater precisely because of the extent to which it 
had violated them in the past (Rigney 2014, 344) .

Especially West Germany’s way of dealing with its Nazi past was a leading 
example for other nation states. Apologizing for your mistakes, asking for 
forgiveness and demonstrating your regret remain eff icient political tools. 
West Germany’s chancellor Willy Brandt’s unannounced kneeling in front 
of the famous Warsaw Ghetto Uprising memorial in 1970 was a watershed 
moment. Standing on the rubble of the Jewish ghetto, Brandt was acutely 
aware of the signif icance of this location and later argued that with this 
gesture he demonstrated something language could never have done. As 
Rigney comments, “[it] is not without irony that this particular repentance-
based identity has also been seen as expressing German hegemony within 
European memory culture, a mark of that country’s success in providing a 
template for dealing with WWII” (Rigney 2014, 347) . The nation that was 
responsible for the Holocaust became a beacon for other nations and people 
for dealing with a painful past.

Chancellor Brandt was able to navigate the complexities because of his 
early resistance to the Nazi regime: he was not personally accountable 
but nevertheless apologized for Germany’s regime he had suffered from 
himself. Brandt’s kneeling was at once a personal, affective and embodied 
performance and a highly visible political act that was aimed at a nor-
malization of the postwar ties between West-Germany and Poland. Such 
political maneuvering evokes the past for contemporary purposes. That 
such maneuvering also includes a looking away from certain parts of the 
past was aptly formulated by Winston Churchill who, promoting European 
integration in 1946, argued that “[we] must all turn our backs upon the 
horrors of the past. We must look to the future” (Churchill, qtd. in Rigney 
2014, 343). The European memory politics are not about a complete and 
inclusive understanding of the past, but on a partial and fragmented view 
that is instrumental in shaping present and future.

It goes without saying that memory is never an objective representation of 
the past, and Churchill’s metaphor of turning away from the horrors does not 
do justice to the way Germany has collectively reckoned with the memory 
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of the Holocaust. What it does highlight is how memory is often politicized 
to forge a sense of a common “we” that has a unif ied vision of past, present 
and future. The problem here is the implicit stability of a collective that 
Churchill called “we”, Europe, and Brandt embodied himself where the I 
stood in for the nation state. Memory scholar Michael Rothberg rightfully 
argues that identity positions and memory work are always reciprocal: we 
shape our identities in relation to our understandings of the past, and vice 
versa (2009). Both Churchill and Brandt claimed to speak on behalf of a 
preexisting community and thereby deny the intricate workings of memory. 
This stands at the basis of a foundational and exclusionary memory politics 
that defines both what is at stake in politics, namely “never again Auschwitz”, 
and the borders of Europe’s political community that are policed by a politics 
of repentance and regret.

The paradox of never again is that it implies the possible repetition (and 
thus comparability) of the Holocaust, but at the same time prohibits any 
comparison because of its alleged uniqueness. This is precisely what hap-
pened in the case of Taring Padi: they were invited to show their work that 
deals with the communist genocide in Indonesia, but at the same time there 
was little interest in that historical narrative and their invitation was de facto 
revoked when the scandal broke out. As a result, both Indonesian perspec-
tives and voices in the German public sphere were silenced through an 
exclusionary memory politics and an instrumentalization of antisemitism. 
A telling example was the Jewish diaspora organization Casa do Povo from 
Brazil who were referenced in a newspaper article as an Jewish organization 
banned from Documenta 15. Executive director Benjamin Seroussi plea for 
a rectif ication was not granted and his voice as a diaspora Jew from Brazil 
was silenced, testifying to the ultimately European and German-centric 
memory politics at play (Casa do Povo).

Antisemitism as a Colonial Boomerang

Taring Padi followed the script by issuing an apology after the f irst claims 
of antisemitism were made.

We deeply regret the extent to which the imagery of our work People’s 
Justice has offended so many people. We apologize to all viewers and the 
team of documenta f ifteen, the public in Germany and especially the 
Jewish community. We have learned from our mistake, and recognize 
now that our imagery has taken on a specif ic meaning in the historic 
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context of Germany. … As a collective of artists who denounce racism in 
all its forms, we are shocked and saddened by the media furor that has 
labelled us as anti-semitic. … The imagery that we use is never intended as 
hatred directed at a particular ethnic or religious group, but as a critique 
of militarism and state violence. We depicted the involvement of the 
government of the state of Israel in the wrong way—and we apologize. 
Anti-semitism does not have a place in our hearts and minds (Taring 
Padi 2022).

The apology did not neutralize the criticism and was taken as a further 
example of Taring Padi’s unwillingness to accept the antisemitic content 
of their work, blaming it on the German context rather than an intrinsic 
problem. The argument that they never intended to use hateful imagery 
directed at any particular ethnic group was unconvincing for many com-
mentators who argued that it was unbelievable that this work had been 
exhibited inside and outside of Indonesia for twenty years before these 
f igures had been discovered. The problem here is two-fold. First, it reads 
the image and controversy within an exclusively German or European 
context. Second, it presents the Indonesian collective as an ultimately 
strange body that does not understand antisemitism, but nevertheless 
is antisemitic. It therefore fails to see how this artwork is embedded in 
a globally dispersed visual culture that ties the antisemitic imagery to 
Europe’s colonial history.

The antisemitic f igures in People’s Justice do not evidence an inherent 
and purely Indonesian antisemitism. As Indonesian studies scholar Jeffrey 
Hadler argues, antisemitism was imported by Dutch colonialists and was 
translated under Suharto as an anti-Chinese ideology (Hadler 2004) . In 
a similar vein, Israeli architect Eyal Weizman argued in his comments 
during the Berlin Biennial that the antisemitism in Taring Padi’s work 
demonstrates a boomerang effect that returns a colonial and racist ideol-
ogy to Europe (Berlin Biennale). If we think about this traveling it is not 
enough to attribute the label of antisemitism to these two f igures in order 
to point a f inger at the Indonesian collective. Lerm-Hayes argues that 
iconography never works in splendid isolation, but is based on a network 
of meaning-making. “To sever connections, to insist on stable iconographic 
identif ication and clear, ever-lasting victim or perpetrator roles is to learn 
neither from art nor from (art) history” (Lerm Hayes 2022). She refers to the 
work of Aby Warburg who studied the migration of images to understand 
what changes images undergo when they travel through space and time. 
The scapegoating of Taring Padi externalized the antisemitism, placing it 
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within the (antisemitic) other and turning away from its European roots 
and implication.

In light of the Historikerstreit 2.0 it is understandable that this artwork 
is presented as a voice from the Global South pitted against a European 
sensitivity around antisemitism and Holocaust memory. However, such 
segmentation does not do justice to both the history of antisemitism and 
the cultural entanglement of Europe and Indonesia. As ruangrupa member 
Ade Darmawan argued when he spoke to the German Bundestag about the 
Documenta controversy, this is not about the Global South as something 
foreign to or different from a Global North. Europeans have been living door 
to door with the so-called global south for centuries, since colonialist and 
capitalist expansions. A false juxtaposition that sees documenta f ifteen as 
an exhibition that represents the voices of the global south will only reduce 
the ideas and discussions that we have been addressing in the lumbung and 
in the exhibition (Darmawan).

One such effort to make Indonesia different was the attribution of the 
Islamic religious title to Suharto in an article of Die Zeit who introduced 
him as “einstigen Diktators Haji Mohamed Suharto” (Schneider 2022) . 
Though formally correct, Suharto is generally not referred to as Haji nor 
with his f irst name, but usually as general Suharto. Highlighting his Muslim 
identity is a questionable tactic that adds to the estrangement and othering 
of Indonesian history, society and visual culture.

Reading Content and Form: Taring Padi’s Do-it-yourself Activism

Much of the critical commentators that condemn People’s Justice focus solely 
on the two antisemitic f igures. Höttemann admits that his analysis of the 
banner is limited is there is much more symbolism he cannot unequivocally 
make sense of. 3 His reading, as most critical readings of the artwork in 
German media, is symptomatic, a form or reading that looks for a hidden 
and deeper meaning as literary scholars Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus 
argue. According to them, such a symptomatic reading renders much invis-
ible. We should instead focus on the surface of texts and artworks through 
critical description: texts can reveal their own truths because texts mediate 
themselves; what we think theory brings to texts (form, structure, meaning) 
is already present in them. Description sees no need to translate the text 
into a theoretical or historical metalanguage in order to make the text 
meaningful (Best and Marcus 2009, 11). There are several elements in the 
artwork we can analyze; here I focus on a description of what is depicted 
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in the banner and an element that is often missed, the cardboard puppets 
that are essential in the local activism that is at the core of this artwork 
and Taring Padi’s method in general.

If we look at the artwork as a whole, we can distinguish three different 
parts (f ig. 47). In the part on the left, we see president Suharto sitting on 
his throne in a red suit, surrounded by mainly greyish f igures, machinery 
and weapons that conflate international militarism and capitalism in a 
cartoonish style. Western countries are clearly implicated in his regime 
through the use the American and UK f lags and f igures that stand for 
secret services such as MI-15 and Mossad. To the right of this part we 
f ind grotesque and humanoid monsters that stand for societal decay; 
here we f ind the antisemitic f igure with sharp teeth and SS runes on a 
bowler hat. Below we see the graves of victims of these regimes, which is 
overlooked by a menacing skull that reads “the expansion of multicultural 
state hegemony”. This references the paradoxical multicultural policy of 
Suharto that forced groups to be different but united and ties individuals 
to their community of origin. In the middle we see a black-and-white part 
that references the 1965 communist genocide. The shape of this part is a 
smoking chimney. On top we f ind a jury of commoners with the title of 
the work people’s justice, and just underneath animalistic f igures that are 
locked up. On the right we see a community of people eating, dancing, 
cooking, plowing the land, and protesting Monsanto and the world bank, 
among others.

The artwork clearly combines Indonesian and international symbols and 
references. Itreferences and reverts the triptychs of Netherlandish painters 
such as Lucas van Leyden and Hieronymus Bosch. The form of banner, where 
the middle panel sticks out, and the inclusion of clouds and idyllic elements 
such as the swan swimming in a lake opens the work to a comparison of Van 
Leyden’s Day of Judgement (1526-1527) (f ig. 51). People’s Justice also reverts 
this painting: God is replaced with a tribunal of commoners, and the order 
of panels is reversed to suggest that f irst there is hell, in Suharto’s regime 
on the left, but that through an act of justice in the middle we can move 
towards a more just society. This process is never done, as protest is still an 
essential and dominant element in the f inal panel.

Many, but not all, words are in English. The over-the-top style reminds 
of underground comix and the grotesque visual languages of wayang 
theater. As Rothberg argues, jagged teeth, red eyes, and even pig faces, 
among other elements of the banner, are generalized symbols of evil 
that derive from Javanese shadow puppetry, which predates Nazism by 
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centuries. Thus, it appears that the most disturbing of the images repre-
sents a mixture of imported European and “domestic” visual languages 
(Rothberg 2022).

His insistence on the mixture of these two languages is important: we 
should not read the artwork as an exclusively Indonesian artefact, but 
we should also not discard the “domestic” references. However, I am not 
convinced we can separate these languages, as they impact one

another the moment they are put into contact. By differentiating Indone-
sian (domestic) and international elements, we set up a core of Eurocentric 
elements that are “borrowed” and can be easily understood, and “domestic” 
supplements that Höttemann simply ignores in his analysis because he 
cannot fully makes sense of them. Australian historian A. Dirk Moses 
argues that “one central point [of postcolonial studies] is to understand 
the metropole and colony as a single unit in which flows of information, 
people, and culture takes place” (Moses 2021). Also in a postcolonial context, 
it is impossible to understand Indonesian visual culture in isolation from 
European visual cues.

The carboard puppets are rarely mentioned as part of the artwork, but 
they are essential to the activist nature of Taring Padi’s method. Indonesian 
historian and member of Taring Padi Alexander Supartono explained how 

Figure 51 Lucas van Leyden, Last Judgment, 1526 – 1527, 269.5 x 184.8 cm (center), 264 x 76 cm (2 
sides), oil on panel. Collectie Museum De Lakenhal, Leiden
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Taring Padi usually works. 4 Members of the collective visit a village or town 
and ask locals about pressing issues. Together with the local community 
they organize a protest march and create one large collective work that is 
visually and politically explicit. People’s Justice was made during several 
days in a communal building. People would sometimes sleep on the canvas 
and others would paint around that person. Then, locals are invited to make 
their own personal cardboard puppets on wooden3 sticks. These act, in 
Supartono’s words, as a defense against the sun and police violence during 
the protest march. As a result, the artworks we saw at documenta were the 
outcome of a performance piece, made of inexpensive and locally available 
materials, and did not have an inherent value that we usually attribute to 
collectible artworks.

Conclusion

In the debates around Taring Padi’s contentious use of antisemitic ste-
reotypes, we see how the exclusionary European politics of memory, with 
Germany as a beacon nation, sets up a border between the European 
community and its outside. The memory of the Holocaust is placed at the 
core of that political community, feeding discourses on human rights and 
defending democratic values around the globe. By attaching the antisemitism 
to Taring Padi, Europe’s complicity in the production and circulation of 
antisemitism is concealed. As a counterargument, some commentators 
pointed out that the antisemitism “traveled” from Europe to Indonesia 
and now returned as a boomerang to hit us in the face. The problem with 
those arguments is that it again separates Indonesia from a European visual 
culture and alienates “domestic” elements, rendering the actual memories of 
the Indonesian genocide invisible. Instead of reading for traces of European 
colonial culpability in the work of Taring Padi, we should look at the surface 
of the artwork to understand the syncretic nature of the underlying visual 
culture that is neither Indonesian nor global.

The European memory politics is partially founded on site-specif ic 
memory practices: standing at a specif ic location where part of history took 
place instills a moral responsibility, as illustrated by the kneeling of Willy 
Brandt. This is why commentators argued that Taring Padi’s insensitivity 
was especially offensive in light of Germany’s history and Kassel’s wartime 

3	 Alexander Supartono was invited to speak at the conference “(un)Common Grounds: 
Reflecting on documenta f ifteen” on 23 and 24 September, 2022, organized by Framer Framed.
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destruction. This speaks to a broader insistence on spatial memory which 
is based on the basic semiotic principle of indexical contiguity or nearness 
(Violi 2012) . The meaning we attached to sites is not inherent to those 
sites, but the outcome of a performed, curated and imagined interaction 
between site and visitor that is naturalized through an assumed f ixity of 
matter and location. The principle of nearness enables the proliferation of 
spatial memory where the borders of sites become porous and their meaning 
expands and takes over neighboring spaces (Duindam 2019). This points 
at two interlocked issues. First, the way memories are attached and f ixed 
to locations is obscured which stratif ies an essentially dynamic semiotic 
process. Second, this prioritizes events that took place at these sites and sets 
these apart from events and histories elsewhere, such as colonial crimes that 
were committed outside of what we commonly def ine as Europe. This is a 
structural problem attached to the broader diff iculty memory studies has 
in dealing with postcolonial memories (Craps and Keightley 2019).

If we remain within the metaphors of sites and travel, we continue to 
uphold a model of center and periphery that departs from a Eurocentric 
mode of understanding how memory works. Rather than traveling from 
the metropole to the periphery, we can evoke Taring Padi’s insistence on 
nonkrong, hanging out with people and talking about nothing in particular 
in order to forge unexpected friendships. This unnerves the tension felt 
by some commentators in regards to the togetherness and proximity of 
memories that are seen as incomparable and allow us think anew the 
entangled connections between memories of colonialism and the Holocaust.
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