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Abstract

This study investigates the impact of avant-garde cinema in redefining Indonesian film aesthetics, 
focusing on its role in challenging dominant cultural and technological narratives in the digital 
era. Presented at the Cine Future: Radical Cinema on Future Perspective exhibition, the research 
identifies a critical gap in mainstream cinema’s limited engagement with narratives evolving 
alongside rapid advancements in projection technology and digital reproduction. The study is 
anchored in the experimental works of film students from Universitas Pendidikan Indonesia’s 
Film and Television Study Program, showcased in the Cine Future exhibition, which exempli-
fies avant-garde cinema’s potential to reinterpret traditional narratives. With the Practice-led 
Research methodology, this research integrates artistic practice with critical analysis, allowing 
student filmmakers to explore the complexities of the digital age through creative expression. 
Findings indicate that avant-garde cinema enables the construction of new, culturally rooted 
narratives by merging historical aesthetics with modern technology, providing students with a 
framework for critiquing and interpreting social realities. This research contributes to broader 
discussions on avant-garde cinema’s relevance in academic and creative fields. It demonstrates 
its significance in fostering critical dialogue and evolving cinema as a dynamic medium for cul-
tural reflection. The study underscores the value of incorporating avant-garde methods within 
film education to prepare students for a rapidly changing cinematic landscape. 
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a replacement for traditional film forms. 
This aligns with Slavoj Zizek’s concept of 
a “future perfect” historiography, whe-
re outdated artistic forms challenge their 
boundaries, often pointing toward new 

INTRODUCTION  
 
As a form of new media, film crea-

tes complex narratives that often encou-
rage understanding digital technology as 
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technological applications (Zizek, 2000). 
Šuvaković (2018) emphasises film’s evolu-
tion in Anglo-American contexts as a 
“New Media” that integrates innovative 
production techniques, optical transforma-
tions, and a diversity of self-expressions 
(Šuvaković, 2018).

At its core, the film merged tradi-
tional elements with modern techniques, 
reflecting its context’s social and political 
dynamics. Although prior research helps 
illuminate avant-garde cinema’s role in 
discussions of cultural identity, Knowles 
(2020) said there remains a need for furt-
her exploration into how traditional and 
modern elements integrate within avant-
garde cinema to shape narratives and ae-
sthetics (Knowles, 2020). Experimental 
film, according to Zhao (2023), plays a cru-
cial role in cinema, advancing its medium 
through unconventional approaches that 
challenge both personal and mass cultural 
boundaries (Zhao, 2023). Furthermore, re-
cent advancements in projection and digi-
tal reproduction technologies, as discussed 
by Ganz & Holloway (2014), offer avant-
garde cinema new possibilities for aesthe-
tic experimentation, enabling a rethinking 
of conventional narratives and fostering 
innovative visual experiences (Ganz & 
Holloway, 2006). Despite this potential, 
a significant gap persists in research on 
avant-garde cinema’s integration with di-
gital technology, specifically regarding its 
influence on narrative and aesthetic struc-
tures (Budi & Ardianto, 2022). 

Paolo Cherchi Usai, in “The Death of 
Cinema,” suggests that traditional cinema 
loses relevance in the digital age, yet also 
opens the door to more interactive forms 
(Usai, 2001). His idea challenges Roland 
Barthes’s concept of “The Death of the 
Author”, granting the audience a central 
role in shaping the narrative (Laura Sey-
mour, 2017; Roland Barthes, 1975, 1977). 
Barthes argues that the interpretation of an 
artwork depends more on the viewer than 
on the creator, a relevant concept for avant-
garde cinema, as it encourages the viewer 
to engage in meaning-making (Laura Sey-
mour, 2017). As discussed by Fredric Jame-

son, postmodern aesthetics blur the distin-
ction between reality and representation, 
creating intertextual, complex narratives 
(Jameson, 2005). Nevertheless, research 
has not sufficiently explored how these 
aesthetics address local cultural and social 
dynamics, especially within the Indonesi-
an context. This gap highlights a need for 
research on the interrelationship between 
avant-garde cinema and Indonesia’s cul-
tural identity, given the unique socio-po-
litical and cultural landscape (Low, 2018; 
Wardani, 2019). 

Despite Indonesia’s rich artistic he-
ritage, avant-garde cinema remains un-
derrepresented in artistic and academic 
discourse and is often overshadowed by 
mainstream commercial cinema (Klich, 
2019; Sendra, 2020). Rath (2011), in their 
PhD dissertations, explain that this con-
text can be applied to notions of ontolo-
gically referential identity metamorphose 
into conjunctural play of identifications, 
a discourse of “Media Imperialism” and 
“Indigenisation” (Rath, 2011). Indonesian 
cinema’s transformation since indepen-
dence reflects a shift toward experimen-
tal themes, yet research has scarcely exa-
mined avant-garde cinema’s specific role 
in reshaping cultural narratives through 
digital means. A lack of studies exploring 
how cinema can be adapted to Indonesi-
an cultural contexts, as vehicles of artistic 
representation, has also contributed to this 
underrepresentation (Manurung & Daud 
Kameo, 2021). This study addresses these 
gaps by examining how avant-garde cine-
ma in Indonesia employs digital techno-
logy to reconstruct narrative forms and 
integrate traditional cultural symbols, the-
reby contributing to broader academic and 
artistic discussions of Indonesian cultural 
identity. 

The primary objective of this study 
is to explore how Indonesian avant-garde 
cinema challenges conventional narrative 
structures by blending traditional and mo-
dern elements (Fitriasari & Hares Kaeksi, 
2023; Yazar et al., 2025). Specifically, it exa-
mines how avant-garde cinema leverages 
digital tools to innovate upon established 
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cultural symbols, allowing filmmakers to 
create layered narratives that resonate with 
contemporary audiences while remaining 
rooted in local traditions. Riksa Belasunda 
(2014) investigates a postmodern aesthetic 
approach to deconstructing the structu-
re of film language, examining nonverbal 
signs in the visual and movement compo-
nents of film language (Belasunda et al., 
2014). Meanwhile, Tsabitah (2022) argues 
that, in this intercultural era and amid glo-
bal challenges, a film can be perceived as a 
practical strategy for developing the mea-
ning and identity of Indonesian culture 
(Tsabitah et al., 2022). 

The Cine Future: Radical Cinema on 
Future Perspective exhibition is a signifi-
cant case in exploring and addressing the-
se research gaps. For example, Aji Surya’s 
film work, “Mang Ang Ung,” combines 
traditional Sundanese elements with mo-
dern digital techniques. Surya uses invi-
sible infrared projection to create a cine-
matic experience that actively involves the 
audience in interpreting meaning, aligning 
with Cherchi Usai’s notion of cinema’s 
evolution in the digital era. Agung Z.M. 
Fitriani (2023) examines the traditional ri-
tual of Jaran Kepang Papat interpretations 
that emerge from the context, heritage, and 
significance. The work investigates themes 
of memory, identity, and critique of mo-
dernity (Fitriasari & Hares Kaeksi, 2023). 
The artists use contemporary projection 
technology to create works that challenge 
perceptions and offer new perspectives 
(Downs, 2019). Digital technology provi-
des powerful tools for experimenting with 
new ways of creating and presenting art, 
expanding existing aesthetic and narrative 
boundaries to create new structural, poetic, 
metaphoric, and provocative visual expe-
riences  (Conttington, 2022; Dragu, 2020; 
Meigh-Andrews, 2014; Ryynänen, 2022). 
Aesthetic experimentation, according to 
Kostopoulou (2023), is at the core of the 
avant-garde and introduces innovative 
paths to interpreting reality by combining 
traditional elements with contemporary 
techniques. Avant-garde cinema serves as 
a powerful critical medium for engaging 

with and reflecting on the complexities of 
an ever-evolving world (Alashari & Ham-
zah, 2022; Kostopoulou, 2023). 

While film’s evolution as a “New 
Media” has advanced through complex 
narratives and innovative technologies 
(Šuvaković, 2018; Zizek, 2000), a signi-
ficant gap persists in integrating avant-
garde cinema with Indonesian cultural 
narratives. Prior studies, including those 
by, have Click or tap here to enter text. 
explored avant-garde cinema’s role in re-
defining cultural identity and challenging 
traditional cinema. However, these have 
primarily overlooked how modern digital 
technology can uniquely shape the aesthe-
tic and narrative structures of Indonesian 
cinema. Moreover, few researchers have 
examined how these technologies can be 
adapted to enhance avant-garde practices 
within Indonesia’s socio-political landsca-
pe (Ferdinanda et al., 2025). 

No existing research has comprehen-
sively examined how Indonesian avant-
garde cinema strategically integrates 
traditional cultural elements with contem-
porary digital technologies to reconstruct 
narrative forms and aesthetic structures 
within a practice-led educational and ex-
hibition-based context (Iswahyuningty-
as, 2021; Mccormick, 2013; Sendra, 2020). 
While previous studies have addressed 
avant-garde cinema, digital aesthetics, or 
Indonesian film culture separately, their 
intersection remains critically underexplo-
red (Djagalov, 2020; Tlostanova, 2017).

Therefore, this study aims to examine 
how avant-garde cinematic approaches in 
Indonesia leverage digital technologies to 
reconstruct filmic narratives and aesthetic 
structures while integrating local cultural 
symbols. By positioning avant-garde cine-
ma as a transformative medium within the 
Indonesian film landscape, this research 
seeks to contribute to critical discourse on 
film aesthetics and to provide a conceptu-
al framework for filmmakers engaging in 
cultural critique and identity formation 
through experimental practice paradigms 
(Patricia Leavy, 2020; Visse et al., 2019). 
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METHOD 

This study employs practice-led rese-
arch (PLR) as its primary methodological 
framework to integrate creative practice 
with critical analysis (Lopez-Leon, 2020), 
focusing on the intersections between 
avant-garde cinema aesthetics and con-
temporary digital technologies within the 
Indonesian context (Guntur, 2019). PLR is 
particularly suited to this research becau-
se the study investigates artistic processes, 
experimental filmmaking, and the produc-
tion of avant-garde works not merely as 
outcomes, but as central sites of knowled-
ge generation (Budiawan & Martyastiadi, 
2020; Smith & Dean, 2009).

Practice-led research (PLR) was se-
lected because, in avant-garde and expe-
rimental cinema, understanding arises 
through making, reflection, and reconfi-
guration rather than external applicati-
on to finished works. PLR views artistic 
practice as an inquiry that explores aest-
hetic, cultural, and technological issues 
from within the creative process (Budi & 
Ardianto, 2022; Nevill, 2019). By integra-
ting frameworks like non-linear narration, 
authorship destabilisation, expanded ci-
nematic space, and audience participation 
into filmmaking and exhibition, PLR helps 
examine how Indonesian avant-garde ci-
nema navigates cultural identity and di-
gital mediation in an embodied, reflexive 
way. Thus, PLR addresses research goals 
holistically, capturing material changes in 
filmic forms and the reflective knowledge 
from experimental practice (Rumtini et al., 
2024; Sutandio, 2019).

The research involves 32 film and ani-
mation students and 11 professionals from 
Indonesian universities, who exhibit works 
at Cine Future: Radical Cinema on Future 
Perspective, within a practice-based, exhi-
bition-driven environment (Iswahyuning-
tyas, 2021; Mccormick, 2013; Ricciardelli et 
al., 2020). Participants explored avant-gar-
de cinema themes without strict prompts, 
fostering diverse experimental responses 
and revealing how aesthetics, digital tools, 
and culture are negotiated through indivi-

dual and collective choices(Martins, 2020). 
The study uniquely integrates film theory, 
applying concepts such as Barthes’s (Laura 
Seymour, 2017) “Death of the Author” and 
Cherchi Usai’s (Usai, 2001) theory of “The 
Death of Cinema” within the creative pro-
cess, utilising iterative cycles of feedback 
and reflection (Lopez-Leon, 2020). Data 
included observations, reflections, notes, 
and final outputs, which were analysed 
thematically to compare stylistic, thematic, 
and digital approaches (Putri et al., 2023). 
Practice-led research suits avant-garde 
cinema’s subjective, experimental essence, 
allowing in-depth exploration of how di-
gital technologies influence aesthetic and 
cultural practices. This approach affirms 
artistic practice as vital for understanding 
and advancing avant-garde film.

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This section explores how avant-
garde cinema has transformed Indonesian 
film aesthetics from a mere art form into 
a knowledge-generating method. It com-
bines practice-led experiments with film 
theories, addressing gaps in analysis and 
comparison in current literature. Findings 
include descriptive insights and theories 
developed through creative practice, sc-
reenings, and audience participation. This 
approach reveals how avant-garde chal-
lenges traditional standards and socio-cul-
tural contexts, using critical methods like 
active re-reading to question the cinematic 
canon and uncover overlooked narratives 
in Indonesian art history (Wardani, 2019), 
thereby offering a detailed model for un-
derstanding how local identity is shaped 
through storytelling and cinematic strate-
gies, especially in regional cinema.

Using data from workshops, inter-
views, textual analysis, visual documen-
tation, and exhibitions, a thematic analy-
sis identified recurring tensions shaping 
experimental film in academic and exhi-
bition settings. These tensions reveal how 
Indonesian avant-garde cinema balances 
aesthetic liberty, spectatorship, and kno-
wledge in the digital age. The study also 



Harmonia: Journal of Arts Research and Education 25 (2) (2025): 494-509498

explores the links between art, education, 
and societal impacts (Budi & Ardianto, 
2022; Budiawan & Martyastiadi, 2020). It 
explores how reviving traditional craft in 
Indonesian avant-garde cinema is a strate-
gic move, producing emotionally and in-
tellectually compelling works (Yazar et al., 
2025).

Instead of seeing avant-garde cinema 
just as a different stylistic approach, this 
research shows that Indonesian experi-
mental film is a crucial way of gaining kno-
wledge. It creates understanding through 
hands-on experimentation, careful cura-
torial presentation, and engaged audience 
interpretation. Within this framework, ci-
nematic form actively influences percep-
tion, emotion, and reflection, challenging 
norms. Avant-garde practice is central to 
film studies, especially in non-Western 
contexts shaped by industry, colonialism, 
and commerce. Film is a vital tool for de-
constructing norms and fostering transfor-
mation.

This study highlights practice-led ex-
perimentation as a key inquiry area, cont-
ributing to debates on artistic practice as 
research in film and media. Findings show 
theoretical insights emerge through cycles 
of creation, reflection, exhibition, and 
reinterpretation, challenging linear mo-
dels and affirming art as valid research in 
higher education. This aligns with artistic 
research as praxis, where practical action 
and reflexive learning create knowledge 
beyond traditional methods. It also sup-
ports practice-led research, where creators 
pursue research through their art while 
engaging with terms like ‘practice-based’ 
research. The study explains how practice-
based research produces new knowledge, 
focusing on artefacts and contextual analy-
sis to validate insights.

Conceptual Tensions in Experimental 
Film Practice

Initial thematic coding identified 
four key tensions central to experimental 
film practice, outlined in Table 1. These 
tensions guide analysis, linking empirical 
findings with theory. The study uses detai-

led descriptive data to explore how these 
tensions manifest beyond formal analysis, 
considering broader significance (Yazar et 
al., 2025). This inductive approach allows 
theory to emerge from data, aligning with 
sociological methods that seek underlying 
patterns across different expressions of 
meaning.

Table 1. Experimental Film 2021 Group Re-
sponse

The experimental film emphasizes creative 
freedom, aesthetic exploration, and subjec-
tive interpretation.
Creative Freedom vs. Rules
Aesthetic Exploration vs. Chaos
Subjectivity and Inter-
pretation vs. Objectivity

Emphasis on Ideas and Concepts

The four tensions should be seen 
as dynamic processes that influence edu-
cational experimental film, not as simple 
binaries. Creative freedom means reinter-
preting rules flexibly. The tension between 
aesthetics and chaos shows that perceived 
instability is deliberate, challenging norms. 
Focus on subjectivity indicates a move 
from strict fact to experiential understan-
ding, grounded in embodied engagement. 
Prioritising ideas over linear stories links 
these tensions, making cinema a tool for 
inquiry rather than just storytelling. The-
se tensions give Indonesian avant-garde 
cinema a unique pedagogical and aesthe-
tic logic, exploring identity, memory, and 
technology beyond formal radicalism.

Creative Freedom vs. Rules 
Participants consistently highlighted 

that experimental film allows filmmakers 
to go beyond traditional narrative, struc-
tural, and aesthetic norms. Creative free-
dom was perceived not just as the lack of 
restrictions, but as a deliberate approach 
that encourages formal flexibility, non-li-
nearity, and conceptual innovation. Some 
participants viewed this freedom as a form 
of opposition to mainstream cinematic 
conventions, while others saw it as a way 
to explore different visual and emotional 
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connections.
This finding aligns with Paolo Cher-

chi Usai’s argument in The Death of Cinema 
that the digital era does not signal cinema’s 
obsolescence, but rather its transformation 
into hybrid, post-institutional forms (Lau-
ra Seymour, 2017; Roland Barthes, 1977; 
Usai, 2001). In this theoretical framework, 
intentionally abandoning traditional cine-
matic rules is seen not as a flaw but as a 
strategic choice, allowing cinema to serve 
as a space for experimental research. Un-
like earlier studies that were mainly cent-
red on avant-garde formalism in Western 
contexts (Knowles, 2020), this research 
carefully shows that creative freedom in 
Indonesian avant-garde cinema functions 
as an aesthetic, educational, and cultural 
intervention in higher education and exhi-
bition practices, providing detailed insight 
into its complex effects (Linds & Gee, 2023; 
Mohamed et al., 2022; Šuvaković, 2018).

Aesthetic Exploration vs. Chaos
Participants viewed experimental 

films as fragmented, unstable, or chaotic, 
but saw these traits as productive rather 
than flaws. This tension mirrors debates 
in postmodern aesthetics, where fragmen-
tation and non-linearity are seen as mea-
ningful responses to modern socio-cultural 
realities influenced by digital mediation 
(Ganz & Holloway, 2006; Jameson, 2005; 
Usai, 2001).

The study suggests that avant-garde 
aesthetics intentionally disrupts coheren-
ce to foster new methods of perception. It 
shows that aesthetic disruption is crucial 
in education, aiding emerging filmmakers 
and audiences in engaging critically with 
ambiguity, uncertainty, and indetermina-
cy, moving past traditional narrative clos-
ure and improving interpretative skills 
(Linds & Gee, 2023; Mohamed et al., 2022; 
Yazar et al., 2025).

Subjectivity and Interpretation vs. Objec-
tivity

A second key tension concerns sub-
jectivity and audience interpretation. Par-
ticipants noted experimental films resist 

fixed meanings, inviting multiple inter-
pretations and making viewers active co-
producers rather than passive recipients. 
Some found this openness challenging, 
while others saw it as the main strength of 
avant-garde cinema. This supports Roland 
Barthes’s idea of The Death of the Author, 
which sees meaning in how the work is re-
ceived, not just in the author’s intent (Lau-
ra Seymour, 2017; Roland Barthes, 1977). 
Furthermore, it elaborates on Usai’s (2001) 
argument that digital cinema shifts autho-
rial power to participatory spectatorship 
(Usai, 2001). Unlike earlier research, which 
primarily views audience engagement 
as sensory immersion (Meigh-Andrews, 
2014; Ryynänen, 2022), this study high-
lights interpretation as a form of profound 
knowledge, especially in educational and 
curatorial settings, thereby broadening 
our understanding of the spectator’s role 
in learning.

Emphasis on Ideas and Concepts 
Experimental film is seen as a po-

werful tool for exploring ideas rather than 
just storytelling. This focus on the concept 
aligns with practice-led research, which 
views artistic practice as a means of gene-
rating theoretical knowledge. In this fra-
mework, meaning develops through exp-
loration and experimentation, rather than 
in traditional linear storytelling.

The experimental film research pro-
cess in Figure 1 links exploration, experi-
mentation, reflection, and exhibition. It 
emphasises ideas and concepts as the main 
artistic forces, highlighting the importance 
of creative freedom and personal expres-
sion over strict stories (Budiawan & Mar-
tyastiadi, 2020; Šuvaković, 2018). Within 
the academic domain, this methodology 
serves as a dynamic experimental envi-
ronment for the systematic examination 
of theory through active creative engage-
ment. It functions cyclically, with initial 
concepts consistently reformed and en-
hanced through material interaction, au-
dience feedback, and insightful curatorial 
mediation. Consequently, this process es-
tablishes practice as a fundamental locus 
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for knowledge production. 

Experimental Film as Practice-Led 
Knowledge Production

Figure 1. The Research Process Steps of Ex-
perimental Film at the Cine Future Exhibition. 

(Source: Author)  

The experimental film research pro-
cess, shown in Figure 1, includes explorati-
on, experimentation, reflection, and exhibi-
tion. It emphasises that ideas and concepts 
fuel artistic creation, prioritising creative 
freedom and personal expression over fi-
xed stories. This study’s analysis of expe-
rimental film goes beyond aesthetic criti-
que, framing it as a methodology for the 
production of practice-based knowledge. 
It explains how avant-garde cinema offers 
unique theoretical insights rather than me-
rely illustrating existing theories. Results 
support artistic practice as a valid research 
form capable of producing new under-
standings beyond traditional scholarship 
(Alashari & Hamzah, 2022; Šuvaković, 
2018). This aligns with current academic 
efforts to expand definitions of knowled-
ge and research methods, especially in the 
humanities and creative arts  (Budi & Ar-
dianto, 2022; Linds & Gee, 2023).

Experimental filmmaking’s cycle of 

conceptualisation, creation, and display 
encourages practitioners to engage with 
theoretical issues practically. For instance, 
balancing “Creative Freedom vs. Rules” 
is a practical challenge, not just a philo-
sophical debate, and it is solved through 
artistic choices. Choosing non-linear nar-
ratives questions traditional notions of 
time and causality, impacting narrative 
theory beyond mere analysis. Art research 
views the creative process as a knowled-
ge source, with the artwork as data and 
its creation as inquiry (Lopez-Leon, 2020; 
Šuvaković, 2018).

Furthermore, the practice-led expe-
rimental film in Indonesia fosters a dia-
logue between local culture and global 
avant-garde traditions. While experimen-
tal cinema explores universal themes, In-
donesian practitioners often embed socio-
political and cultural critiques relevant to 
their contexts (Alashari & Hamzah, 2022; 
Dragu, 2020; Low, 2018). This lens shows 
how practice-led research challenges and 
extends universal theories, revealing how 
abstract ideas take on new meanings in 
different cultures. The ’findings’ are not 
just about art-making but also contribute 
to film theory, media, and cultural studies 
with empirically grounded, practice-infor-
med views, proving the approach’s acade-
mic rigour. For example, Indonesian batik 
motifs evolve by blending tradition and 
innovation through digital techniques, pa-
ralleling the experimental film’s embrace 
of new forms rooted in culture (Ferdinan-
da et al., 2025; Yazar et al., 2025).

Table 2 shows that practice-led re-
search in avant-garde cinema involves 
collective, dialogical inquiry beyond indi-
vidual expression. Activities like archival 
exploration, simulation, and cross-discip-
linary collaboration are vital for producing 
cinematic knowledge, grounding theories 
in tangible acts, and refining hypotheses 
through experimentation (Martins, 2020). 
Unlike traditional film research focused on 
textual or historical analysis, this approach 
emphasises process documentation, ma-
terial experimentation, and audience in-
teraction as empirical data, aligning with 



Erik Muhammad Pauhrizi, et al., Crossing the Boundaries of Film Aesthetics: Challenging 501

debates that knowledge emerges through 
practice rather than observation. In Indo-
nesia, this approach enables filmmakers 
to engage with local histories and cultural 
narratives that are often marginalised, cap-
turing subjective and affective knowledge 
that linear models usually miss.

Table 2. The integration of Practice-Led Re-
search, Research-Led Practice, and Academic 

Research

Application of Research Practices

Exploring archives and personal material
Experimentation with new techniques and 
media
Repeated simulation and evaluation
Interaction with cross-disciplinary art prac-
tices
Creative process documentation as research 
data
Identity and social critique through visual 
symbols and narratives
Exploring Memory and Identity Through 
Non-Linear Narratives
Personal and Familial Themes in Avant-
Garde Exploration
Multi-Channel Installations and Hybrid Art 
Forms
Cultural Identity and Technology in Con-
temporary Critique

Archival and personal materials sha-
pe memory and identity. Experimental 
methods and repeated review encourage 
reflection, while cross-disciplinary colla-
boration broadens cinematic language, 
highlighting cinema’s post-institutional 
character. Documenting the process yields 
data, thereby validating artistic practice as 
a form of knowledge production (Nevill, 
2019; Patricia Leavy, 2020; Smith & Dean, 
2009). Although Table 2 outlines activities, 
they are part of an iterative, cyclical frame-
work in which theory, practice, and reflec-
tion continually inform one another. This 
study uses an Iterative Cyclic Web model, 
integrating various research methods into 
a cohesive system rather than using sepa-
rate approaches (Lopez-Leon, 2020).

This practice-led methodology in Fi-
gure 2 illustrates the Iterative Cyclic Web 
research process supporting the study. 

It views avant-garde cinema as a cycle of 
experimentation, reflection, and inquiry. 
Research-led practice guides creativity 
with theory; practice-led research offers 
insights through experimentation; and 
academic research synthesises these into 
reflective knowledge (Budiawan & Marty-
astiadi, 2020; Mohamed et al., 2022).

Figure 2. The Iterative Cyclic Web Research 
Process. (Source: Author)

Knowledge develops through repeti-
tion, revision, and dialogue, with findings 
evolving via feedback, curatorial dialogue, 
and audience interaction, highlighting 
experimental cinema as a living research 
space (Knowles, 2020; Zhao, 2023). This 
method is vital for Indonesian avant-garde 
cinema, where cultural identity, memory, 
and technology require flexible, non-linear 
models that capture subjective, emotio-
nal knowledge. Linear models often miss 
these aspects. The Iterative Cyclic Web 
enables re-evaluation and diverse inputs, 
validating culturally specific knowledge 
(Lopez-Leon, 2020; Usai, 2001).

Positioning this methodology as a 
research outcome emphasises it as more 
than just a set of procedural steps (Linds 
& Gee, 2023; Patricia Leavy, 2020). Unlike 
traditional film research, which separates 
theory, creation, and analysis, this model 
demonstrates how avant-garde knowled-
ge emerges from continuous interaction 
among making, thinking, and exhibiting 
(Yazar et al., 2025; Zhao, 2023). This appro-
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ach addresses critiques of practice-based 
research by showing experimental cine-
ma follows a structured yet flexible logic. 
The cyclic blend of practice, academic, and 
practice-led research provides deep analy-
sis while maintaining the openness vital to 
avant-garde experimentation.

The framework is both a method and 
an analytical lens for interpreting findings. 
It demonstrates how avant-garde cinema 
generates knowledge through ongoing 
negotiations among theory, material, and 
reflection. Unlike traditional models, whe-
re theory is applied after completion, this 
cycle allows theory to evolve during creati-
on. Concepts like authorship and tempora-
lity are refined via workshops, exhibitions, 
and audience feedback (Iswahyuningty-
as, 2021; Mccormick, 2013; Sendra, 2020). 
This openness is crucial in non-Western 
contexts, where rigid models often over-
look embodied, affective knowledge (Dja-
galov, 2020; Ferdinanda et al., 2025; Low, 
2018). By making methodology a research 
outcome, this study advances debates in 
artistic research, positioning avant-garde 
cinema as art, pedagogy, and scholarship. 

Grounded in this iterative methodo-
logy, the thematic analyses explore how 
identity, memory, technology, and audi-
ence participation are interconnected in 
Indonesian avant-garde cinema.

Thematic Findings Across Artistic Works
This study identified key themes re-

curring in experimental films, undersco-
ring Indonesian avant-garde cinema’s role 
within film studies, cultural theory, and 
postcolonial analysis. Each theme links to 
existing theories and previous research, 
highlighting its importance.

Identity and Social Critique
Finding: Throughout the experi-

mental films, a key theme was engaging 
critically with Indonesian identity, often 
challenging social norms, historical nar-
ratives, and politics. The works explored 
hybrid identities, postcolonial subjectivity, 
and critiques of power, both historical and 

modern (see Figures 3, 4, 5, 6). The cine-
matic language, including fragmented nar-
ratives, non-representational imagery, and 
symbolism, aimed to deconstruct single 
interpretations of identity, prompting vie-
wers to question official histories and see 
multiple perspectives. 

Theoretical Linkages & Comparative 
Research: This finding supports the view 
that artistic creation serves as a powerful 
form of social commentary and cultural 
critique, especially when dominant narra-
tives suppress alternative views (Alashari 
& Hamzah, 2022; Low, 2018). Indonesian 
experimental films deconstruct self and 
nation, resisting singular interpretations. 
They align with Usai’s idea of cinema’s 
power to challenge established forms and 
meanings in the digital age (Laura Sey-
mour, 2017; Roland Barthes, 1977; Usai, 
2001). This is more than a stylistic choice; 
it symbolises resistance, preserving cultu-
ral heritage amid modernity (Budiawan 
& Martyastiadi, 2020; Knowles, 2020). Ex-
perimental film’s ambiguity offers a nu-
anced social critique that contrasts with 
mainstream histories. Art archives deepen 
cultural memory and challenge traditional 
art histories (Wardani, 2019). In contempo-
rary art, appearance often uses ideas and 
forms to boost personal or group identity 
(Fitriasari & Hares Kaeksi, 2023; Yazar et 
al., 2025), reflecting a parallel artistic stra-
tegy.

Works like Shelvira Alyya’s “I Show 
You The Red One (Si Merah)” use colour 
symbolism, gestures, and text to examine 
feminine identity within patriarchy (figu-
re 3). Aji Surya’s “Mang Ang Ung” combi-
nes digital projection with traditional ele-
ments to explore cultural identity amidst 
globalisation (figure 4) (Usai, 2001). Anni-
sa Faradilla’s “The Fragility of Humanity in 
Cinema’s Body” explores cinema’s physical 
and technological aspects, linking cinema 
to memory and personal history (figure 5) 
(Downs, 2019; Ryynänen, 2022). The diver-
sity of technological creativity in Cine Fu-
ture is shown through works by Gan and 
M. Akbar (Figure 6).
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Figure 3. Shelvira Alyya’s work in “I Show You 

The Red One.” (Source: Author)
 

 Figure 4. Still from the experimentation of Al-
lit’s work. (Source: Author)

Figure 5. Annisa Faradilla, “Human Fragility 
in the Synthesised Body”. (Source: Author)

 Figure 6. Gan and M. Akbar’s work was fea-
tured at the Cine Future. (Source: Author)

Memory, Non-Linear Narratives, and 
Postcolonial Reflection

Finding: Numerous experimental 
films explore themes of memory using 
non-linear narratives, archival footage, 
and abstract time portrayals (see Figures 
7-10). They revisit traumatic events, chal-
lenge official histories, or examine perso-

nal experiences of displacement and cul-
tural loss within a postcolonial context. 
Disrupting chronological order highlights 
the fragmented, contested nature of me-
mory.

Theoretical Linkages & Compara-
tive Research: These findings align with 
debates on the malleability of historical 
narratives and the role of artistic media in 
shaping cultural memory. Usai’s claims 
about the “death of cinema” and its digital 
evolution highlight how film can reconcep-
tualise engagement with history and me-
mory through non-traditional, non-linear 
approaches (Laura Seymour, 2017; Roland 
Barthes, 1977; Usai, 2001). Non-linear nar-
ratives embody Fredric Jameson’s utopian 
aspiration by exploring alternative futures 
through a sophisticated engagement with 
the past (Jameson, 2005). This approach 
sets experimental film apart from traditio-
nal histories by exploring memory’s sub-
jective and emotional aspects. It questions 
linear history and offers a platform for 
symbolic reflection on transitions and cul-
tural heritage (Budiawan & Martyastiadi, 
2020; Djagalov, 2020; Knowles, 2020).

Works such as Kinandhi Ibrahim’s 
“Man in Black” (Manusia Hitam) (Figure 7) 
use non-linear structures, repetition, and 
fragmentation to explore colonial history 
and cultural memory. Halimah Mimi’s clay 
work in “Why Me? “(Kenapa Aku?)” (figure 
8) explores emotional restraint and parent-
child bonds. Alim Alghani’s “Human Sign” 
(figure 9) employs digital projection for in-
teractive cinematic storytelling, prompting 
active interpretation (Yazar et al., 2025). 
An example of personal themes, such as fa-
mily memory and emotional closeness, is 
turned into interactive experiences that en-
courage viewers to shape the narrative rat-
her than passively viewing. Made Virgi’s 
“I Breathe Life into You through Archives” (fi-
gure 10) to animate personal photo archi-
ves, evoking early cinema and recontextu-
alising it within a narrative of loss (Dragu, 
2020; Ferdinanda et al., 2025). 
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 Figure 7. Kinandhi Ibrahim’s “Man In Black 
(Manusia Hitam)” Experimental Film Work. 

(Source: Author)

Figure 8. Halimah Mimi uses clay in explor-
ing her experimental film work “Why Me?” 

(Source: Author)
 

 Figure 9. A note from a parent is presented 
in Alim Alghani’s work “Human Sign,” which 

reads, “From Dad who loves you.” (Source: 
Author)

 

Figure 10. Audience Response to Made Virgi’s 
“Aku Menghidupkanmu Melalui Arsip.” (Source: 

Author)

Expanded Cinema, Technology, and 
Spectatorship

Finding: Many scholarly works have 
expanded traditional cinema through “ex-

panded cinema” concepts such as multiple 
screens, interactivity, live performances, 
and digital technology (see Figures 11 
and 12). These blur the lines between film, 
installation art, and digital media, trans-
forming the viewer’s experience. Techno-
logy is used not just for novelty but also to 
critique digital media’s influence or create 
immersive environments that challenge 
passive viewing.

Theoretical Linkages & Compara-
tive Research: This aspect of experimen-
tal practice aligns with Usai’s analysis of 
cinema’s evolution in the digital age, in 
which film expands beyond its traditional 
form to incorporate new technological and 
experiential elements (Laura Seymour, 
2017; Roland Barthes, 1977; Usai, 2001). 
The integration of diverse media and inte-
ractive elements reflects a broader trend of 
re-evaluating the cinematic apparatus and 
its relationship with the audience, moving 
towards a more fragmented yet immersive 
experience. This transformation in exhibi-
tion modalities and the role of technology 
can be linked to the changing landscape of 
visual culture, where digital tools enable 
new forms of artistic expression and en-
gagement, much like digital methods are 
impacting the creation of ethnic and tradi-
tional knowledges (Budiawan & Martyas-
tiadi, 2020; Djagalov, 2020; Knowles, 2020). 
The challenge to passive spectatorship re-
emphasises Barthes’s concept of the active 
reader/viewer, whereby the audience’s in-
terpretive efforts are integral to the process 
of meaning-making (Roland Barthes, 1975, 
1977).

The integration of analogue and di-
gital formats documents Hang Jun Lee’s 
“Why Does the Wind Blow?” (figure 11), 
showing celluloid works in a digital se-
tup. Lee’s piece uses 16mm film and sound 
improvisation for an immersive experien-
ce that emphasises cinema’s memory. “Ein 
Drehbuch” (figure 12), the author’s installa-
tion, transforms a movie script into light-
art text pieces, broadening the boundaries 
of film (Belasunda et al., 2014; Klich, 2019; 
Sendra, 2020). It questions the narrative 
emphasis in film, using tension to create 
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meaning. The installation invites viewers 
to reconsider the relationship among nar-
rative, language, and visual art, reflecting 
on everyday story comprehension and the 
influence of tech and media. The author’s 
installation practice demonstrates how ex-
perimental strategies are shared in educa-
tion (Linds & Gee, 2023; Mohamed et al., 
2022; Rumtini et al., 2024). 

 Figure 11. Documentation of Hanjun Lee’s 
presentation of his celluloid works in digital 

format. (Source: Author)

 Figure 12. The work of Erik Muhammad 
Pauhrizi, “Eind Drechbuch,” is an example for 

the students. (Source: Author)

Audience Participation and Exhibition as 
Method

Finding: Exhibition of these experi-
mental films often became participatory, 
with audience engagement crucial to inter-
preting the work. This included interacti-
on with installations and open discussions 
after screenings, where responses were 
considered essential to the artistic and re-
search process. The environment became 
a space for inquiry and shared experience, 
blurring the line between artist and audi-
ence. 

Theoretical Linkages & Comparati-
ve Research: This emphasis on participa-
tion and the exhibition as a methodolo-
gical element aligns with the notion that 
meaning is co-constructed between the 
artwork and its audience, rather than so-
lely residing with the artist, a concept elu-
cidated by Barthes’s theory of authorial 

decentralisation (Laura Seymour, 2017; 
Roland Barthes, 1977; Usai, 2001). Furt-
hermore, it relates to Usai’s perspective on 
the redistribution of authority in the digi-
tal age, in which the role of the spectator 
is increasingly active and constitutive of 
the cinematic experience. (Roland Barthes, 
1975, 1977). In the context of practice-led 
research, these participatory elements are 
not merely artistic gestures but serve as 
crucial feedback loops, generating quali-
tative data that informs ongoing creative 
and theoretical development. This appro-
ach extends previous discussions on enga-
gement by demonstrating that the design of 
the exhibition environment itself can serve 
as a research tool, transforming viewers 
into co-researchers and making the re-
ception process an integral part of the art-
making and knowledge production cycle 
(Šuvaković, 2018).

Synthesis
This study shows that avant-garde 

cinematic practices in Indonesia go beyond 
aesthetics; they serve as a form of know-
ledge generation, challenging traditional 
cinematic and socio-cultural narratives. 
Examining “Conceptual Tensions,” such 
as creative freedom versus rules, aesthetic 
exploration versus chaos, subjectivity ver-
sus objectivity, and ideas versus narrative, 
reveals core methodological and philoso-
phical bases. These tensions serve as dyna-
mic sites of inquiry, prompting reconside-
ration of the film’s nature, production, and 
reception, fostering new understandings 
aligned with art as research. (Šuvaković, 
2018).

Thematic Findings Across Artistic 
Works, covering Identity, Social Critique, 
Memory, Expanded Cinema, Technology, 
and Audience Participation, show how 
conceptual tensions yield valuable acade-
mic and cultural insights. These themes 
interconnect as parts of a unified, critically 
engaged practice. For example, exploring 
hybrid identities and postcolonial memo-
ry through non-linear narratives relates to 
creative freedom in breaking traditional 
storytelling and fostering subjective views 
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via fragmented aesthetics. (Jameson, 2005; 
Roland Barthes, 1977; Usai, 2001). Similar-
ly, the use of expanded cinema and new 
technologies to foster audience participa-
tion challenges traditional notions of spec-
tatorship and cinematic meaning, echoing 
Barthes’s emphasis on the viewer’s active 
role and Usai’s insights into digital trans-
formation (Roland Barthes, 1975, 1977). 
These artistic practices are also contri-
buting to the maintenance of local cultu-
ral wisdom (Ferdinanda et al., 2025; Yazar 
et al., 2025) and redefining national icons 
(Putri et al., 2023).

This research moves from describing 
experimental film to using an analytical 
framework that positions artistic practice 
as a credible scholarly method. It correla-
tes the findings with established theories, 
including Usai’s insights into the evoluti-
on of digital cinema (Laura Seymour, 2017; 
Roland Barthes, 1977; Usai, 2001). Through 
Barthes’s theories of interpretation (Ro-
land Barthes, 1975, 1977) and broader 
concepts of cultural memory and social 
critique (Knowles, 2020; Low, 2018; Rath, 
2011; Wardani, 2019), we have addressed a 
significant gap in the literature on Indone-
sian avant-garde cinema and enriched glo-
bal art-as-research discourses. The study 
highlights how Indonesia’s cultural and 
historical context influences and reshapes 
universal artistic concepts, offering a valu-
able non-Western perspective. Exploring 
experimental film as a form of knowledge 
production advances understanding of art 
trends, especially within a post-SWOT fra-
mework that examines new societal roles 
for art (Budi & Ardianto, 2022).

In conclusion, this study shows that 
experimental film in Indonesia is a dyna-
mic space for innovation, methodologi-
cal growth, and socio-cultural insights. 
It exemplifies practice-led research, de-
monstrating how creation can lead to new 
understandings, question norms, and ad-
vance knowledge in film and other fields. 
The results highlight the important role of 
avant-garde artists as critical thinkers and 
knowledge creators in academia.

CONCLUSION 

This study shows that Indonesian 
avant-garde cinema is more than aesthetic 
experimentation; it’s a practice-driven kno-
wledge form. It analyses tensions such as 
freedom versus rules, chaos versus order, 
subjectivity versus objectivity, and ideas 
versus narrative, revealing their philoso-
phical roots. These tensions foster inquiry, 
helping practitioners and audiences ret-
hink the nature of film and leading to new 
art-as-research insights. The diverse works 
explore identity, social critique, memory, 
postcolonial themes, expanded cinema, 
technology, and audience participation, 
demonstrating their cultural and academic 
value. Themes are interconnected, such as 
hybrid identities linked to deconstructing 
stories and fostering interpretive spaces, or 
using expanded cinema and tech to chal-
lenge passive viewing, aligning with Bart-
hes and Usai on cinema’s digital evolution. 
These practices protect and evolve local 
culture and reshape icons in contemporary 
contexts. 

The research moves beyond descrip-
tion to establish a framework that treats 
artistic practice as serious inquiry, connec-
ting findings to theories such as Usai’s on 
digital cinema and Barthes’s on interpre-
tation, thereby filling gaps in Indonesian 
avant-garde cinema studies and enriching 
global art-as-research discourse. It high-
lights how Indonesia’s context shapes and 
redefines universal concepts, offering a 
vital non-Western perspective. This work 
advances understanding of experimental 
film as a form of knowledge creation, es-
pecially in a post-SWOT era exploring art’s 
societal role. Overall, it argues that Indone-
sian experimental film is a hub of innova-
tion, methodology, and social commenta-
ry, exemplifying practice-led research that 
generates insights, challenges paradigms, 
and advances film studies and the huma-
nities, validating avant-garde practitioners 
as critical thinkers and knowledge produ-
cers.
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