
A grassroots initiative 
to harness the power 
of technology to better 
lives has transformed 
a sleepy hamlet in 
Indonesia into a cyber 
village, catching the 
attention of Facebook’s 
Mark Zuckerberg.
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WANDERLUST / Indonesia

Kampoeng Cyber (formerly Kampoeng 

Taman) was once a sleepy village 

situated near Taman Sari, an ancient 

garden that served as a royal retreat 

for the Sultan of Yogyakarta back 

in the 18th century. In the maze of 

winding alleyways that wrap around 

the former royal gardens, artworks 

celebrating the revitalisation of this 

village can be found. These include 

murals depicting the village’s famous 

batik industry, which has seen a 

revival thanks to e-commerce. 
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1. In 2003, local boy Heri Sutanto 

spearheaded a movement to 

revitalise his community by 

encouraging his neighbours to 

embrace the Internet and band 

together to secure affordable cable 

access. This initiative enabled 

the community to advance itself 

by connecting to the world and 

harnessing technology to grow 

their businesses. The success of 

the project propelled the village 

to fame, earning it the name 

Kampoeng Cyber or Cyber Village.

2. The cyber village has murals 

reflecting Javanese cultural arts 

like wayang kulit or shadow 

puppet theatre. In the centre of 

this artwork is the tree of life 

called kayonan, which always 

appears to begin and end wayang 

kulit shows, and is said to 

represent the realm of the gods. 

On the left is the clown Semar 

who imparts wisdom between 

jokes, while on the right is one of 

the five Pandawa brothers from 

the Hindu epic Mahabharata.

3. Facebook founder Mark 

Zuckerberg visited Kampoeng 

Cyber in 2014 to see how the 

Internet had transformed this 

hamlet into an incredible cyber 

village, where everyone was 

connected and many were 

successfully promoting their 

businesses online. This amazing 

revolution was not a government 

or philanthropic project, but a 

private, grassroots initiative by a 

few tech-savvy locals, supported 

by their tightknit community. The 

village honoured the techpreneur 

by naming a street after him. 

4. In the area of Taman Sari, 

gifted artists still carry on age-

old traditions such as crafting 

shadow puppets. This art form 

is passed down from generation 

to generation, and requires 

precision and patience, as after 

the buffalo hide is scraped and 

smoothed, the untanned leather 

is perforated and painted with 

elaborate patterns to form 

intricate puppets whose limbs 

are also designed to allow for 

movement. At Kampoeng Cyber, 

one can attend a workshop to 

craft these puppets and buy 

them as souvenirs too.  1
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Behind the 
Shadows

Wayang kulit pre-dates Islam 
in Indonesia and are the main 

transmitters of Javanese 
culture. Muslim preachers used 

wayang to spread Islam in the 
15th century and the sultans of 
Java employed it to narrate the 
history of their dynasties. Most 

of the stories told on screen 
are from the Mahabharata and 

concentrate on the battles 
between two related families, 

the Pandawas and the Korawas, 
for control of the kingdom of 

Astina. It culminates in a great 
war, the Bratayuda, in which 

the five Pandawa brothers 
confront their first cousins, the 

99 Korawa brothers. After 18 
days of fighting and thousands 

of deaths, the Pandawas 
win. To narrate this story, the 
puppeteer sits cross-legged 
behind a large, white cloth, 

and manouevres his puppets 
by the light of an oil lamp. The 

flat puppets cast shadows on 
the screen, dancing like moths 
flying across a beam of light. In 
olden times, the stories would 

last for hours, even days!
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An old street vendor takes a 

break in front of a faded mural 

depicting characters from the 

Mahabharata. On the right is 

Kresna, a consummate politician, 

diplomat and war strategist, by far 

the most brilliant character on the 

Pandawa side, but also a schemer 

who breaks the rules. Kresna’s 

attire features batik designs, which 

are also visible on the walls, as well 

as the vendor’s sarong.

Street 
Canvas, 
Bandung

AirAsia Indonesia recently 
collaborated with Indonesian 
mural artist ‘The Popo’ to present 
murals along Jalan Asia Afrika in 
Bandung. The artworks, which 
showcase top destinations in 
Asia-Pacific, are meant to inspire 
wanderlust and encourage people 
to strive to fulfil their dreams.
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Built on Batik
Kampoeng Taman has long been 
famous for batik production. Even 
in the 1960s, when cheap factory 
copies created fierce competition 
and considerably reduced demand 
for quality handmade pieces, 
the batik makers of Yogyakarta 
persevered, diversifying and 
experimenting with batik art. Their 
shrewd response created a whole 
new market and before long, they 
were in the export business. By 
1978, the village had over 50 home 
studios and 150 batik art galleries 
providing employment for more 
than 100 residents, and in the 
90s, batik was its main source of 
livelihood. However, the Asian 
financial crisis of 1997 caused 
cotton prices to skyrocket, and 
the market for high-value batik 
crashed. Subsequently, the fall of 
President Suharto in 1998 and the 
Bali bombings of 2002 impacted 
tourism, and Kampoeng Taman’s 
batik business suffered, with some 
businesses going bankrupt and 
forcing artisans to leave in search 
of work elsewhere. Fortunately, 
Heri Sutanto’s digitalisation project 
returned the village to its former 
glory. By 2008, the village was 
thriving, earning for it the name 
Kampoeng Cyber.1
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GETTING  

THERE

AirAsia flies to 
Yogyakarta from 
various destinations. 
airasia.com

1. This elaborately-sculpted 

entryway leads to Taman Sari’s 

central bathing pool, which 

was used by royal concubines. 

Local lore has it that the sultan 

would sit up in his tower and 

watch them frolic in the pool 

below. Construction of Taman 

Sari, which features 59 buildings 

including meditation chambers 

and a mosque, and 18 water 

gardens with pavilions and two 

lakes, began during the reign 

of Sultan Hamengkubuwono I 

(1755 -1792), the first sultan of the 

Yogyakarta Sultanate. Sadly, the 

complex was damaged during the 

British invasion in 1812, and again 

by natural disasters, eventually 

falling into disrepair. Restoration 

works began in the early 1970s.

2. Some murals in Kampoeng 

Cyber – like this one featuring 

disembodied heads and a 

black horse riding a bicycle – 

are quirky and surreal, often 

presenting social commentary 

and an opportunity for dialogue 

with locals on the meaning 

behind the cryptic imagery. 

3. Drawing on the richness of 

shadow puppetry, this mural 

depicts Petruk, a popular 

character from the Mahabharata. 

A clown who attends the Pandawa 

brothers, Petruk is also Semar’s 

second son. He is notable for his 

scrawny build, large mouth and 

long nose. Petruk loves practical 

jokes and delights the audience 

with outrageous antics. He is also 

a magnificent, if unscrupulous, 

fighter. Petruk is immortal and 

accompanies each generation of 

Pandawas on their adventures. 

4. This local artisan is making a 

batik sarong using a traditional 

method, whereby intricate 

patterns are drawn on fabric 

(usually natural materials like 

cotton or silk) in hot, molten wax 

using a canting, a pen-like tool 

with a copper spout and bamboo 

handle. Once the wax patterns 

are completed, the artisan dyes 

the cloth various colours in 

different stages.  
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