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Melati Suryodarmo – I am a Ghost 
in My Own House 
 
The Bonnefanten is proud to present Melati 
Suryodarmo (b. 1969, Surakarta, Indonesia) as 
the eleventh winner of the Bonnefanten Award 
for Contemporary Art (BACA). I am a Ghost in 
My Own House is Suryodarmo’s first major solo 
exhibition in Europe and in the Netherlands. 
Suryodarmo is a versatile artist, but it is her 
compelling performances that stand out in 
particular. In her work, she expresses sharp 
socio-political insights in a poetic, physical 
visual language. Awarding Melati Suryodarmo 
the BACA is a welcome opportunity for the 
Bonnefanten to present her work to the Dutch 
public and to pay tribute to one of the pioneers 
of performance art. 
 The Indonesian Melati Suryodarmo began 
to use her body as a medium for her artistic 
work as a student in Germany. The Butoh 
dancer and choreographer Anzu Furakawa 
taught Suryodarmo about the inner world of 
the body, the organs and their functions. For 
Suryodarmo, this meant taking an artistic 
path in which her body became a bearer for 
life and memory. The complex entanglement 
of artwork and creator, and their vulnerability 

Previous page: Melati Suryodarmo, Transaction of Hollows, performed  
at Lilith Performance Studio, Malmø, 2012. Photo courtesy of the artist.  
Photographer: Petter Petterson



formed both a point of departure and a 
destination for the artist. This could be 
called an animistic conception of personality 
in order to escape the European tradition 
of oppositions between subject/object and 
nature/culture, which make the human 
being the sole measure and the centre of 
the universe. Suryodarmo does not regard 
her body as a fixed identity confronted with 
relationships and coincidences, but as an 
archive and a landscape. What is important 
here is how this embodied knowledge, created 
through interaction with the environment, 
with changes in society and with old spiritual 
memories, has survived traumatic periods of 
rupture – colonialism, authoritarianism and 
migration. Melati Suryodarmo, who has lived 
both in Indonesia and Germany and travelled 
extensively around the world, has discovered 
that her rootedness exists more in her 
body than connected to a specific physical 
environment. Her body is her trusted refuge, 
a greater constant than any physical space. 
 Artistically, Suryodarmo taps freely 
into various traditions, drawing on elements 
of Javanese spirituality, Buddhism, Islam, 
Christianity, indigenous customs from 
Sulawesi, Japanese Butoh dance, European 

performance and other specific examples 
from Western and Asian art history, such 
as the Independent Performance Group, 
founded by her mentor Marina Abramovič, 
and the Black Market International collective. 
By combining all these influences in her own 
artistic work and her activities as a curator, 
she skilfully plays with the boundaries 
of national and globalised contemporary 
trends in the areas of animistic customs 
and (indigenous) spiritual knowledge, while 
also continuing to express criticism of the 
recurring primitivisation of indigenous 
artistic practices and their spaces.
In doing so, she questions both her own 
appreciation in an international context and 
her mobilisation for a national community. 
 Suryodarmo lives and works primarily 
between two major cultural spheres of 
influence: Indonesia and Germany. Her 
work is often about feelings of distance, 
displacement, migration and alienation, 
and how to come to terms with conflicting 
aspects of her identity. But as an artist, she 
is also aware that her work has a much longer 
cultural history than just the experiences 
of her personal migrant existence, starting 
with the 19th-century European performing 



artists who absorbed elements of Javanese 
culture. These artists, including the infamous 
Mata Hari, conceived, fantasised and 
projected ideas about Javanese indigenous 
traditions in order to develop hybrid, modern 
and exoticising works. This happened mainly 
in dance and music, but also in poetry and the 
visual arts. Although this involved a history 
of the exoticisation of Indonesian indigenous 
traditions, Suryodarmo sees these artists as 
one of the many sources for her work, mainly 
because of their ‘collage’ method. She has 
also deliberately taken an eclectic position 
since the beginning of the Reformasi period 
(after the fall of Suharto’s dictatorship) in 
Indonesia in 1998, developing her work ‘in 
conversation’ with other artists and cultural 
movements, both near and far in time and 
place. 
 It was out of a sense of urgency, 
directed against the consumer-end media 
society’s devastating effects on civilisation, 
that Suryodarmo, under the impetus of 
Abramovič, embraced long-durational 
performance from the very beginning of 
her artistic development. This is a practice 
that, in turn, has inspired her other work, 
such as video installation, photography and 

choreography. In addition to her focus on the 
body, the organisation of time, and therefore 
attention, is central to her art. Time becomes 
essential as a main theme of her work and 
the experience of it, as it transforms the 
performer, the audience and the space. 
Moreover, not only the strength, but also the 
vulnerability of the performer, with whom the 
audience shares a (mental) space, ensures 
complicity between artist and audience as 
a collective subject, as opposed to aimless 
consumption. The duration, slowness, 
observation, introspection and participatory 
aspects of the work transcend the short, 
distracted attention span. Suryodarmo – 
like other performance artists – expects an 
active attitude from the viewer that makes 
them part of the artwork. This is a different 
approach from ‘passively’ viewing a painting 
or sculpture.



Melati Suryodarmo. Foto: Harry Hartantio

Next page: Melati Suryodarmo, Sweet Dreams Sweet, 2013, video documentation, 
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Room 2.04
Sweet Dreams Sweet* (2013) is a two-hour performance 
carried out by twenty-eight young female artists in 
identical white clothing. They move in pairs, walk, lie down 
and sit. They dip their feet in a blue liquid and stain their 
white stockings. The performance invites the audience to 
reflect on the opposition between uniformity and plurality 
in terms of the individual and the group in society. Social 
pressure often forces people into a state of homogeneity 
and can create discomfort when they perceive themselves 
as too different from their community.

 

Room 2.17
During the twelve-hour performance I’m a Ghost in My 
Own House* Suryodarmo uses a stone mortar to crush 
charcoal on a table. As she pounds away, her immaculate 
white dress and face become more and more smeared 
with soot. She exhausts herself and pulverises the energy 
potential of the charcoal, a fuel that, in the southern 
hemisphere, is widely used for heating and preparing food. 
Her performance is stunning, but also comes across as 
astonishingly absurd. While Suryodarmo exhausts herself, 
the audience is tempted to see themselves mirrored in the 
artist’s introspection. For Suryodarmo, the charcoal and 
her literal fatigue and physical exhaustion represent an 
allegory of her struggle to deal with being uprooted and 
with the national social, political and cultural context that 
she encountered after her return from Europe to Indonesia. 
Hence the title I’m a Ghost in My Own House.

Melati Suryodarmo, I’m a Ghost in My Own House, 2012, video documentation, 
single-channel HDV, 30m 30s. Courtesy of the artist: * For this work the artist will carry out a performance. Check our 

website, www.bonnefanten.nl, for times and dates of the performances.



Room 2.18
Timoribus (2018), a recent video installation, is a 
choreographed representation of the various gestures and 
movements of a furious mob and its victims in an unspecified 
garden. It allows for some absurdity, despite – or, in fact, 
because of – the solemnity of the soundtrack, including an 
ominous bell. Timoribus, Latin for ‘fears’, is primarily an 
allegory of the power of fear as a motivation for individuals, 
groups and communities to survive. What is often overlooked 
because of the negative connotations associated with fear is 
the fact that it is essential to human existence, an inherent 
warning moment that allows us to weigh things up and 
distinguish between risks and opportunities. In Timoribus, 

—

Melati Suryodarmo, Timoribus, 2018, 
video, single-channel HD, stereo, 12min. 
Courtesy of the artist

fear also mobilises the forces that help ward off dangers, 
prompt people to flee or withdraw, to take preventive 
measures and to develop collective support mechanisms. This 
is embodied by a group of dancers without props who give 
a performance in a garden, using physical mime techniques 
and very specific movements that can also be traced back to 
certain mimetic techniques from the Japanese Butoh and 
the European pantomime. In Timoribus, Melati Suryodarmo 
presents vague images of performing bodies as a contrast to 
the pornography of the visible, of exposing everything.
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Head Piece (1997) is a video work that Suryodarmo made 
when she was being taught by the artist Marina Abramović. 
While Suryodarmo presses her fists to her ears, we hear 
Meredith Monk’s ‘Chinook Whispers’ from the album Facing 
North (1992), based on the vocal sounds of an indigenous 
people in Canada. Suryodarmo teasingly displays her 
South-East Asian heritage as she responds to sounds from 
Canada, half a world away.

Melati Suryodarmo, Head Piece, 1997, video in loop, single-channel 
S-VHS, digitised, 1m 38s. Courtesy of the artist



Room 2.19
Other works with charcoal, paper ‘rubbings’ with the 
titles of Faust, Limerence and Klamauk (all from 2018) are 
reminiscent of I’m a Ghost in My Own House: once again, 
the charcoal is crushed with force, but this time with her 
hands in thick, wet paper. The long history of drawing with 
charcoal also comes to mind, including as a tool popular in 
art education for quick and simple sketching, as it allows 
for easy corrections. The definitive nature of Suryodarmo’s 
rubbings is in contrast with this. 

In the performance Eins und Eins (2016), Suryodarmo 
wears a black dress and white shoes while holding a 
container of black ink. She dips her head into and sips 
from the basin, and then she spits out the black liquid. Her 
face is splashed, and she moans deep, guttural sounds of 
despair. Eins und Eins was inspired by Melati’s comparison 
of a nation to a human body with functioning organs, where 
repressive circumstances can cause the body to hold on 
to aggression and discomfort before it eventually purifies 
these emotions physically, in the form of nausea, vomiting 
and excretion. The ink is spat out by the artist onto the 
white, paper-lined space, and she seems to write in a mime 
gesture. In this way, she refers to the Asian tradition of 
ink painting and, more specifically, calligraphy and its 
relationship to language.

Melati Suryodarmo, Limerence 3, 2018, charcoal powder on handmade STPI 
paper. Courtesy of the artist & Singapore Tyler Print Institute, Singapore

Melati Suryodarmo, Eins und Eins, 2016, ink on paper rolls, video 
documentation, single channel, 29m 21 s. Courtesy of the artist & 
ShanghART Gallery, Singapore
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Room 2.20
An Afternoon with Powang Matoa Haji Saidi (2020) is a 
documentary about Powang Matoa Saidi, the last high 
priest of an ancient Indonesian spiritual order among 
the Bugis people of southern Sulawesi. This community 
recognises five gender identities: makkunrai (feminine 
woman), oroané (masculine man), calalai (masculine 
woman), calabai (feminine man) and bissu (transgender 
shaman).

Room 2.21
In the film Memory of Water (2021), the camera moves 
through the remains of Suryodarmo’s father’s house, now 
uninhabited, dilapidated and partly taken over by lush 
vegetation. A character, the artist herself, is dressed in a 
paper costume with a hood that hides her face. She finds 
some eggs in an old cupboard and carefully carries them 
with her, and other characters, who are also dressed like 
her, appear and wander around the house. They seem to 
want to get in touch with the ‘soul’ of the house through 
their gestures, such as waving and touching. Dream and 
reality are intertwined in Memory of Water: characters 
sing and make music on a found instrument, they exchange 
water in transparent teapots. A male character runs 
through the garden with a bamboo stick, seeming to make 
contact with the grass in a kind of dance. Then Suryodarmo 
and a younger character, now no longer anonymous, hold 
up blank pieces of paper and start tearing them up. The 
younger dancer uses the shredded paper as a kind of 
mask and dances with angular movements in the garden. 
Suryodarmo then joins him, rolling on the ground among 
sheets of blank paper and spinning around. It seems as if, in 
this ‘ritualised film’, the artist is passing on her experience 
to a younger generation in a social choreography that blurs 
the line between dreaming and waking.

Melati Suryodarmo, An Afternoon with Powang Matoa Haji Saidi, 2018, 
documentary, mini DV PAL, single channel, 28m 17s. Courtesy of the artist

Next page: Melati Suryodarmo, Memory of Water, 2022,  
single-channel video installation, 30m. Courtesy of the artist
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Room 2.22

”
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Melati Suryodarmo, Prestige, 1988, video, 1m 51s. 
Courtesy of the artist

Melati Suryodarmo, Sombre, 2008, video, mini DV PAL, single 
channel, 5m 23s. Courtesy of the artist

The video work Sombre (2008) shows a blurred image of 
the head and hands of the artist imitating despair with, 
in the background, incantations from the sound healer 
Astarius. In contrast to the exhibitionism of modern media, 
anything that is blurred, vague, or hazy ironically frustrates 
the desire for availability. Precisely by distancing herself 
from it, in this case by using blurred images, Melati 
Suryodarmo makes us aware both of the existence of such 
exhibitionism and of the fact that we are voyeurs by nature. 

 

In 1998, the year of the fall of the dictator Suharto and 
the beginning of the Reformasi period, Suryodarmo made 
Prestige, a video of less than two minutes in length, in 
which she urinates on letters made of sugar that together 
form the word ‘prestige’. The letters disappear in the 
stream of liquid that flows between the artist’s thighs 
and calves – a contrast to the vertical curves of male 
urination. The work alludes to a history of artworks 
involving urination but also defies the patriarchy, aligning 
itself on the female side of such images while resisting 
the humiliating male voyeuristic depiction of a urinating 
woman by displaying the artist’s legs and feet in combative 
red high-heeled shoes and erasing the concept of prestige. 
What is being urinated upon is humiliated in an irreverent 
yet elegant act, literally taking the piss.



Room 2.23
In her triptych Self-portrait, the artist appears three 
times in multiple-exposure shots of the same room. 
The composition and colour are reminiscent of classical 
European portraiture and the clothing refers to Japan, 
an allusion to her lengthy study of Butoh dance. The 
artist seems to fall (also a recurring theme in her work), 
to scream and to assume a very self-assured pose. The 
multiple exposures suggest movement and remind us that 
she works mainly in performance. 

Membran is another self-portrait in a triptych, in which 
we see the artist dancing in a dress whose loose folds are 
animated by energetic movement. The artist’s face is 
painted white as an indication of a mask. The entirety is 
reminiscent of painting from both the Western and Asian 
traditions, like the many depictions of dance in the work of 
Edgar Degas, or the dynamic clothing of young women in 
classical Chinese painting.

Melati Suryodarmo, Self Portrait (Triptych), 2018, digital C-print. 
Courtesy of the artist

Next page: Melati Suryodarmo, Membran, Lambda print on 
aluminium Dibond. Courtesy of the artist
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In the performance The Promise, which Suryodarmo first 
presented in 2002, she refers to the mother figure and 
the familiar pose of the Madonna and Child and connects 
this to the Indonesian culture. Suryodarmo is dressed in a 
bright red robe and is dragging eleven metres of thick, black 
hair behind her. Lovingly, she nurses a bloody cow’s liver. 
Suryodarmo is referring here to Durga, a goddess from 
the Mahabharata epic, and in Java the liver traditionally 
alludes to introspection. It is the organ in which you store 
everything that you do not openly express to others 
(hence the expression makan ati: ‘eat your own liver’ or 
‘swallow your own pain’). The absurdity with which the 
artist combines such contrasting elements in her staging 
is related to societal expectations, especially of women, 
and the silent sacrifices they must often make in order to 
conform to others’ expectations.

Room 2.24

Melati Suryodarmo, The Promise, 
2002, video documentation, mini 
DV PAL, single channel, 28m 24s. 
Courtesy of the artist

Melati Suryodarmo, Exergie - Butter Dance, 2000, video documentation,  
mini DV PAL, single channel, 6m 27s. Courtesy of the artist & Associação 
Cultural Videobrasil, São Paulo

Suryodarmo studied the slow movements of the Pakarena 
dance of the Bugis people in South Sulawesi for what is 
probably her most famous performance: Exergie – Butter 
Dance (2000). Accompanied by the sound of drums, she 
brings an indigenous tradition to life, as if the movement 
has been learned through messages from ‘elsewhere’. 
Suryodarmo presents this performance in a way that wins 
over the audience, with her repeated falls as she tries to 
dance in high heels on a pile of melting butter. Despite the 
absurdity, the performance acquires a solemn and ritual 
aura. This goes beyond entertainment, although it clearly 
shares some characteristics with it. The audience feels 
empathetic and emotionally connected to her or at least 
increasingly identifies with her continuous floundering to 
accomplish an elegant and graceful movement.



Room 2.25
In the video installation Dancing Under the Black Sky 
(2019), Suryodarmo explores the history of Reog 
performances, which are influenced by a Javanese spiritual 
tradition that consists of a mixture of animist, Buddhist, 
Hindu and Sufi beliefs and practices. Reog is believed to 
have originated as a satirical art of resistance and criticism 
among the Ponorogo people of East Java, aimed at a 
Majapahit king who, in the 15th century, gradually lost his 
authority in the days before Islam became a major force 
and dominated the coastal region of Java. Reog involves 
various kinds of political satire and elements of violence. 
These are presented in a performance in which physical 
attraction and beauty and their relationship to the soul 
of the traditional culture unfold like various subtle layers 
of a political body. According to tradition, Reog Ponorogo 
dancers perform in a trance-like state. The dancers are 
expected, both physically and spiritually, to follow strict 
rules, rituals and exercises. Dancing Under the Black Sky 
shows dancing bodies of boys in a sweaty close-up on four 
flat screens that are rhythmically arranged on the wall and 
suggest sound.

Melati Suryodarmo, Dancing Under the Black Sky, 2019, video 
installation, HDV, four-channel, 5min. Courtesy of the artist



In her three-hour performance Alé Lino (2003), Suryodarmo 
uses meditative techniques from various cultural sources. 
She stands on a high pedestal and leans her midriff on a four-
metre pole, which presses uncomfortably and painfully on 
her solar plexus, a source of strength, but also a vulnerable 
point of the body, which is often chosen as a target in martial 
arts. The solar plexus is the control centre of various nerves 
in the body, and a direct hit on this vulnerable spot can prove 
fatal. This performance is reminiscent of the rituals of the 
Bissus of Sulawesi, known as ma’giri’, in which they stab 
themselves in various places of their body with a sword, or 
kris, without injuring themselves, in order to prove that they 
are possessed by spirits.

Melati Suryodarmo, Alé Lino, 2003-2005-2007, video still. Courtesy of 
the artist, photograph by Reinhard Lutz

Room 2.26
Pass to Converse (2004) documents a performance in 
which the artist hangs upside down dressed in a revealing 
black top while listening to three different singers. They 
interpret sounds including the Islamic call to prayer, songs 
from I La Galigo (the origin myth of the spiritual Bissu 
tradition), and a Javanese song from the art of Sintren, 
a trance dance experience. As in many of Suryodarmo’s 
works, whose elements range from the contemporary art 
world to indigenous spiritual traditions, the profane and 
the sacred, she explores forms of connectedness while 
questioning the universalising tendencies of Western 
aesthetics. 

Melati Suryodarmo, Pass to Converse, 2004, video, 23m 52s. 
Courtesy of the artist



Room 2.27
Melati Suryodarmo carries out the recent long-durational 
performance Transaction of Hollows (2017) among the crowd, 
and not in front of the audience, as is the case with many of 
her other performances. Transaction of Hollows is reminiscent 
of meditation and exercises in discipline. Dressed in white and 
armed with a Javanese bow, Suryodarmo shoots hundreds 
of arrows into the white walls of a specially constructed 
space in which the audience is also present. The arrows whizz 
through the air and bore into the walls. The impact makes a 
loud, hollow sound. Like a highly focused archer, Suryodarmo 
aims her arrows at nothing in particular for hours. During the 
performance, she meditates on our society, the directions 
it can take and the possibilities within it. According to 
Suryodarmo, society is imbued with and governed by something 
that is called jiwa in Indonesian, related to the notion of 
the soul, as the energy that forges relationships between 
things, an inspirational principle that is present in individuals, 
societies, non-humans and nature, and which animates 
them. Transaction of Hollows turns out to be a meditation on 
the importance of points of view, approaches, opinions and 
attitudes. Attention and concentration are conditions that 
the artist must maintain during the performance in order to 
determine the path of the arrow, far away from a world full of 
distractions. Suryodarmo is aware of the tradition of Javanese 
archery, Jemparingan, which means ‘exercise for both the 
soul and the body’, a life lesson where the emphasis is on the 
process rather than the goal. She proposes experiencing and 
shaping the moment instead of losing ourselves in pursuing or 
even demanding utopias that cannot be achieved.

Melati Suryodarmo, Transaction of Hollows, performed at  
Lilith Performance Studio, Malmø, 2012. Photo courtesy of  
the artist. Photographer: Petter Petterson
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