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Memory is Frail (and Truth Brittle) 
Tintin Wulia 2019 
Installation of 115 charcoal and graphite drawings on cotton paper 
Dimensions variable 
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PRELIMINARY EXEGESIS AND RESEARCH NOTES 
 
Memory is Frail (and Truth Brittle) is a development of an illustrated article I wrote with the same title, which 
was published in the journal Protocollum in 2018. The suite of 115 drawings in A5 and A4 sizes aims to 
assemble representations of space (as in geography) and time (as in history) into a looping narrative, similar 
to an ouroboros. The assembly is presented as a suite of monochromatic charcoal and graphite drawings 
(including hand-drawn texts) in allusion to the frailty of memory. It questions the nature of reality and the 
building block of human knowledge, which is perceived mainly through humankind’s limited senses, the main 
part of which is the eye. At an allegorical level, it interrogates how our understanding of the world is largely 
constructed visually and recorded through memory. It examines how reality is formed through the perception 
of visuals/visual cues and our often fragmented memory of them, as well as how knowledge is built (and 
therefore truth established) through the making sense of a perceived reality, the nature of which is fragmented.  
 
The broad context of the geographical and historical representations employed in the work aims to establish 
connections between different markers of time and space. One of these time and space markers is a phase of 
cold war after the Cuban missile crisis, specifically when Indonesia, the country I was born and bred in, was 
covertly implicated as some kind of a proxy war site (1965-66, and the dictatorship that followed). Another 
marker, still connected to the cold war, is when the First World nations' territorial competition (both in 
geographical and conceptual sense) manifests in what became known as the Space Race, with NASA having 
their highest budget in the fiscal year 1965 (Nimmen, Bruno, & Rosholt, 1976, p. 6). One other marker is the 
event popularly known as 9/11, which sees two hijacked commercial airplanes colliding into the twin tower in 
New York City. This marker is important because it is associated, firstly, with a major longitudinal research 
project on flashbulb memories (Brown & Kulik, 1977) known as the Manhattan Memory Project (Hirst et al, 
2015). Secondly, this marker is a date in 2001 that is an anniversary of the 1973 Chilean coup of Allende, 
which is connected to the Indonesian coup of 1965 and the mass killings that followed, both backed by the US 
and other First World nations. I also “quoted” cultural and scientific artefacts as well as artworks in this work, 
e.g. Samira Makhmalbaf’s film God, Construction and Destruction, part of the anthology of short films 
11'09''01 - September 11 (2002), one of Indonesian artist Agan Harahap’s photoshop works of historical 
figures, the first ever image of the surface of Mars taken by Mariner 4, scenes from the propaganda film 
Pengkhianatan G30S/PKI (Noer, 1982), and several others. 
 
The work is composed of five interrelated parts under the subtitles Memory is Frail (and Truth Brittle), My 
Father the Contortionist, Unfamiliar Worlds, All Trees are Good Listeners, and Solitary Truth as an Act of 
Violence. Excerpts from a scene in Makhmalbaf’s short film, where the teacher made her student dedicate a 
minute of silence to the victims of 9/11 by drawing a clock on her old and chipped blackboard are depicted in 
five drawings that are spread around the sections, as a connecting element between the parts.  
 
The last sentence of the Solitary Truth as an Act of Violence is “However, memory is frail, and truth brittle.” 
This manifests in the title of the next part, Memory is Frail (and Truth Brittle), which starts with a glimpse of 
a Hollywood film scene I saw on 11 September 2001, of an airplane crashing into the white house. This section 
refers to my experience of 9/11 (from quite a distance) as well as Orson Welles’s War of the Worlds (1938 – 
a bit more than a year after my father was born, also in quite a distance from the US) which supposedly caused 
nation-wide panic and established Welles as a dramatist. The reference to Samira Makhmalbaf’s film in this 
section is developed visually through drawings of scenes from the film depicting school children looking at an 
example of a tower, which is actually a kiln they used in the Afghan refugee camps to make bricks intended 
to build new shelters to protect themselves from bombings by the US. I use the fragmentation of the scenes to 
organise these drawings on the wall and make it look as though the children were looking at a drawing of 
Welles reciting a part of War of the Worlds (drawn to resemble an Associated Press photograph of the scene) 
at a height, at a distance, like the tower. 
 
My Father the Contortionist introduces my family’s personal and political entanglements into of this work. 
The section starts through describing the geographical distance in a proximity of time between Welles’s War 
of the Worlds and my father’s parallel space and time. This introduction quickly segues to a photograph that I 
used to introduce the family through my father and his brothers, the second and fourth boys in the family. In 
the photograph, my father comfortably posed in a contortion act, with his two siblings posing behind him. This 
photograph was found after my father’s sudden death (of an accident) in 2008, and I never knew that he had 
such an excellent mastery of contortionism. However, linking the photograph to the stories that I heard about 
his childhood (e.g. his first stage experience with his father’s traveling theatre troupe) caused my suspicion 
that my grandfather was staging political plays around the villages of Bali in the late 40s/early 50s, within the 
first decade of the independence of the Republic of Indonesia. The section ends with a description of my fourth 
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uncle, the youngest of the boys in the photograph, who introduced me to a simplified version of existentialism 
through pinching my arm to discuss pain. Visually, one of the most prominent themes in the work, that is the 
depiction of the eye, starts towards the end of this section and segued this section to the next. 
 
The next part, Unfamiliar Worlds, is a small section that serves as a kind of a pivot point, and is a part where 
I directly quoted two seminal works, fiction and non-fiction: Antoine de Saint-Exupery on seeing and taming 
(from The Little Prince, 1943) and Baltic-German pioneer of biosemiotics Johann Jacob von Uexküll’s notion 
of the Umwelt,  the peculiar and particular self-world of each living creature. In 1912, he noted that Umwelt 
as a term that is frequently misused, and proposed the term Merkwelt to clarify Umwelt – “merken” in German 
means to remember, to feel or to realise. This part extends the visuals of eyes, and the text brings in other 
living creatures into the work mostly through the direct quotes and Uexküll’s description of a “stroll into 
unfamiliar worlds”. 
 
All Trees are Good Listeners recounts the worlds once I thought unfamiliar that I came in contact with, through 
narratives of my interaction with Ilham Aidit, my senior at architecture school, the son of Dipa Nusantara 
Aidit, the central committee leader of the Indonesian Communist Party (Partai Komunis Indonesia, PKI) who 
was assassinated when Ilham was just a boy. The realisation that Ilham and I might have shared a common 
world only came years after the fall of Suharto and the beginning of my research on 1965 Indonesia. This 
section intertwines several narratives with the story of my interaction with Ilham, who I came in contact again 
a while after I began my research on 1965 Indonesia. One narrative is about my grandfather, a BAPERKI 
activist and treasurer of the Bali chapter of the organisation, who was forcefully disappeared during the US-
backed 1965-66 mass killings because of BAPERKI’s proximity to PKI (and allegedly the People’s Republic 
of China, on the other side of the US during the cold war). Another narrative is the film Pengkhianatan 
G30S/PKI which also provides the visuals within this section. The work of Indonesian artist Agan Harahap, 
who utilises photoshop to recreate photos of historical figures in his series Membidik Sejarah (2013), 
particularly a photograph showing Indonesia’s first president Sukarno taking a picture of Ilham’s father, D. N. 
Aidit, with a camera that – according to Ilham before he found out that the photo was an artwork – was made 
in Moscow and was just given to Sukarno by Aidit. This section clearly questions the nature of evidence as 
assertion of memories and establishment of truth. 
 
All Trees are Good Listeners is followed by Solitary Truth as an Act of Violence in which I weave in narratives 
from my previous work A Thousand and One Martian Nights (2017) with parts from all the narratives in this 
suite of drawings, with an obscured reference to Joshua Oppenheimer’s The Act of Killing (2012), as well as 
the direct quotation from previous sections.  
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