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A loose translation of “arus balik,” Return Waves is the Indonesian phrase 
used to describe the throngs of people traveling home from the Islamic high holidays 
and a phenomenon that inspired my procession painting “A Light on Lebaran.” The 
title also speaks to my continued investigation of the people, history, and crafts of 
Indonesia, and the fortuitous surf trip that began my project. I plan to make and 
exhibit works in Indonesia, sharing an American contemporary art practice in a 
country whose artistic expression was stymied by strict post-war authoritarian 
regimes. Though it has been seventeen years since the collapse of President Suharto’s 
New Order, Indonesia’s contemporary art community has grown and matured to 
fantastic proportions. Far more than just the practical education of indigenous crafts, 
there is much for me to learn from Indonesia’s voice in the nascent global mixed-race 
dialog. I want to give my artwork concerning my own personal notions of 
multiculturalism the chance to participate in, and be changed by, that sophisticated 
dialog as well. My artwork made in Indonesia will narrate and embody the now 
circular transnational experience I have had as an American-born, Dutch-Indonesian 
artist, as well as highlight Javanese cultural history, sculpture, and textile traditions.  

In considering the political history of the Indonesian archipelago, the region 
has long been a willful attempt at collecting disparate topographies and cultures into a 
hybrid one. Batik craft is a record of these circumstances, embodying the history and 
tastes of the innumerable people with whom it has come into contact. As an artist, I 
am yet another in a long line of interpreters, re-mixing its meanings, iconographies, 
and techniques to reach my own distinct ends. To do this, I am developing a hybrid 
painting language by translating naturalistic ‘Western’ compositions and 
contemporary art strategy into batik, making decisions with the medium that an 
Indonesian artist might never try. Like the painstaking craft of batik, my artistic 
process requires time. Time to study, think, and make, but most importantly, time to 
foster new relationships with artists and scholars investigating the legacy of Dutch 
and American colonialism in the region from an Indonesian perspective. Receiving a 
Fulbright research grant will afford me time and resources to immerse myself in the 
rich artistic communities of Yogyakarta, Indonesia (Jogja) and produce an ambitious 
body of work for audiences in Indonesia and the United States.  

With a Fulbright research grant I will move to Jogja to create a series of batik 
paintings that exemplify my questions about cultural authenticity. I will investigate 
opportunities to use sarongs—their histories, shapes, and motifs—as fodder for 
artwork about identity. I plan to set up a studio, study traditional Javanese batik textile 
design and wood carving with local master craftspeople, and make new artwork 
incorporating these methods and materials into my preexisting painting practice. By 
studying the impact of colonialism, militarism, and tourism on these traditional craft 
and sartorial forms, I will have an opportunity to address my mixed Indonesian-
Dutch-American ancestry and how that ancestry shapes my participation in the world. 
I am eager for experiences during this project to uniquely transform my art practice 
and set a strong foundation for a new trajectory in my career.  

Batik is an indigenous Javanese textile tradition that predates written history. 
It employs a hand-drawn, wax-resist dyeing technique that enables intricate patterns 
and a variety of colors. For the Javanese, batik serves as more than sartorial 
decoration, it reveals local identities; patterns and motifs often betray statements of  
life and philosophy. In 2009, UNESCO declared Indonesian Batik an important 



Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. It is an ideal medium with which to trace 
the complicated colonial narrative of the archipelago, extant in my own ancestry and 
resonating with other mixed-race individuals in the region, which I will explore in this 
body of work.  

Jogja is Indonesia’s epicenter of contemporary art and batik research and 
production. For these reasons, I traveled to Jogja last summer on a three-month artist 
residency at the non-profit gallery, Rumah Seni Cemeti. I was introduced to a 
renowned and generous contemporary art community who helped facilitate my 
research and discover new ways of painting that could address my Indo hybridity. My 
residency organizers introduced me to a range of batik producers, from the more 
industrial outfits of the famed Batik Winotosastro, to the Brahma Tirta Sari Studio, 
that uses batik as a purely fine art medium. Eventually, I settled in with a batik and 
wood carving company, Kelik Studio, with whom I produced various painting 
experiments in batik with carved teak frames. The craftspeople at Kelik expressed 
their enthusiasm to share their ancient methods with a passionate student.  

As immutable anchors of Indonesian craft and folk art, synthesizing batik and 
wood carving with watercolor and oil paint offers me an opportunity to moor my 
colonial Indonesian ancestry to my existing painting practice. I am encouraged by 
these early experiments; the artworks that have resulted are decidedly unique. I am 
confident that continuing this investigation, for a lengthier duration and with the 
deliberate goal of making works that promote an artistic exchange reframing 
conversations about ‘tradition versus innovation’ for my distinct context, will produce 
my most ambitious and sophisticated work to date. My own cultural hybridity 
presents an embodied opportunity to question both aesthetic vocabularies and 
presumptions of postcolonial power and belonging.  
 
Project Timeline:  

I plan to move to southern Jogja in September 2016 and set up a live/work 
studio space. During the first three months of the fellowship I will apprentice at Batik 
Winotosastro and create traditional Javanese sarongs using ancient painstaking 
methods as a way to better understand the origins of the medium and improve my 
dexterity with its exacting tools. From December through February I will work again 
with Kelik Studio, transforming my watercolor sketches of my observations and 
experiences in Jogja into batik paintings and carved wood reliefs. After six months of 
research in these studios, I will work independently to reflect on my transnational 
experience resulting from the Dutch-Indo diaspora, integrating my newfound 
techniques with my more established Western painterly approaches, to build a body of 
large-scale artworks that use batik sarongs, wood carving, and painting in chorus--
hybrid paintings by myself-as-cultural hybrid. In the final month of my time in Jogja I 
will host a public exhibition of the best of this series at the Indonesian Institute of the 
Arts, Yogyakarta, and will also present that show at the 2018 Critical Mixed Race 
Studies Conference at De Paul University. 

  Learning a craft is a hands-on experience; my tutors at Kelik and I naturally 
followed a model of demonstration and mimicry. In the context of studio work, our 
basic communication was sufficient. Last summer I took private Bahasa Indonesia 
lessons and my language skills are presently at a novice level. To build upon this 
foundation and allow expression for an increasingly nuanced conceptual and aesthetic 
vocabulary, I will take advantage of the Critical Language Enhancement Award and 
enroll in an intensive course at the Indonesian Language and Culture Learning Service 
at Gadjah Mada University.  


