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Abstract 
Through the Kebaya is a Video Performance based research project 

undertaken in Indonesia and Australia. It utilizes the kebaya - traditional 

blouse for women in Indonesia - as a tool for an exploration into 

constructions of cultural identity and change, in particular in relation to 

aspects of the 'feminine'. Constructions of feminine identity are 

examined within a number of different cultural contexts and geographic 

locations within both Indonesia and Darwin (Australia). 

The kebaya can be said to personify a certain ideal of 'femininity' within 

Indonesian consciousness. As the choice of national costume for women 

beginning during the Sukarno era of the 1940's, the kebaya has come to 

symbolise a particular construction of female identity signifying traditional 

values and roles for women. In addition to being the national dress for 

Indonesian women, the kebaya also functions as formal dress for occasions 

ranging from weddings to graduation ceremonies across Indonesia. It is the 

choice of daily dress for the elderly urban and rural poor in Java and is the 

ceremonial blouse for Balinese women, constructed from sheer netting and 

outlining the contours of the body in a way that challenges definitions of 

propriety of other cultural groups within Indonesia and abroad. 

Video Performance is used to drive this action-research based study and 

forms the structure for a social space in which a series of public 

interactions take place. A diverse group of individuals of mixed - cultural, 

socio-economic, religious and aged - backgrounds interact with the kebaya. 

They 'perform', moving through a process of self-recognition, reflection, 

criticism and re-construction, revealing the multiple meanings and nuances 

that lie beneath the kebaya. The kebaya begins to operate as a 'doorway' 

for an examination of femininity in relation to cultural, personal and 

collective identity. It becomes a tool for both expression and evaluation of 

cultural change of a specific time and place. 
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Glossary 

baju kurung 

Bali Arts Festival 

ban jar 

Batavia 

benang merah 

bevlbeth 

CAA 

Dharma Wanita 

encim (kebaya) 

Galeri Lontar 

jamu 

Xll 

knee-length loosely fitted long-sleeved shirt/blouse 
kurung means 'enclosed'; often worn as 
replacement for kebaya; also traditional dress for 
Malay Muslim women in Malaysia 

Pesta Seni Bali - annual arts festival held in 
Denpasar, the capital of Bali; focuses mainly on the 
performing arts, featuring traditional Balinese 
performing arts but also art forms from other parts 
of Indonesia and international acts, including 
contemporary performance 

local neighbourhood association which is the 
smallest unit of (civil) control in Bali, excluding the 
family; it is responsible for all matters regarding 
adat and agama- custom and religion 

former name for Jakarta during the Dutch Colonial 
Period 

link to the past [literally- 'red thread'] 

bridge or cross-panel of cloth which connects the 
front panels of the kebaya bodice, and by which the 
kebaya is fastened; feature of the kutulputu baru 
kebaya 

Community Aid Abroad 

Association for the Wives of Civil Service established 
under the New Order; membership was until 
recently compulsory; renamed Dharma Wanita 
Persatuan in the post-Suharto era 

old Chinese style of kebaya worn early 20th century; 
usually made of light-weight voile with deep and 
intricately embroidered edges; apparently 
popularised again in the 1970's first by Australian 
hippies on the beaches of Kuta, Bali 

the gallery is part of the Utan Kayu Community - see 
Utan Kayu Community 

traditional herbal medicine 



Jejaring 
Artnetworkers 

jilbab 

kain 

kain-kebaya 

kampung 

Kartini (kebaya) 

Kartini Day 

kebaya panjang 

kembenl kemban 

kerudung 

worldwide networking art initiative group based in 
Bandung 

Muslim Dress for women; refers to the general 
concept of Muslim dress for women which is to 
conceal the body; sometimes used to refer to the 
separate head-dress or veil that covers the head, 
neck and shoulders; sometimes used also when 
referring to the kerudung 

unstitched length of cloth wrapped around the 
lower half of the body of a woman or man; often 
(incorrectly) referred to as sarong by English
speaking non- Indonesians 

traditional outfit of kebaya and kain combined with 
all other required accessories for traditional dress 
for women 

1. name for a traditional village in Java, usually in a 
rural or semi-rural setting 
2. residential area for the lower classes in towns or 
cities ('class' here refers to rank within the 
hierarchical class system that is still operative in 
Java, those from the lower classes often form part 
of the lowest socio-economic group) 

type of kebaya based loosely on the original style of 
kebaya worn by Raden A. Kartini and women of her 
class and era; usually of white cloth, and lacking a 
bevlbeth is fastened at the centre of the bodice 
where the two font panels meet 

Hari Kartini is a national day held on 21 April 
commemorating the birth of Raden A. Kartini; young 
schoolgirls across Indonesia wear traditional 
costume of kain-kebaya or other ethnic traditional 
dress depending on the region and locality 

long kebaya, popular in Sumatra 

Javanese breast cloth wrapped several times around 
upper torso of the body, from the hips to above the 
breasts; functions also to hold the kain in place 
a length of cloth or scarf draped over the head and 
shoulders for Muslim women; can also refer to the 
scarf tied under the chin that completely conceals 
the hair 
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konde 

kos/kost 

kutulputu baru 

chignon/hair piece worn by Javanese women when 
wearing traditional dress for official occasions 

also rumah kosi kost; inexpensive and very basic 
housing complex, in which single rooms are 
contracted out on a monthly or annual basis; 
functions as share accommodation for students and 
often entire families live in one room 

type of kebaya which has a cross-piece, known as 
beth or bev that connects the two front sides of the 
bodice; this panel is usually fastened with brooches, 
clips or safety-pins and can be adjusted for fit; 
commonly worn by older women in traditional 
settings/occupations in Java; still quite popular 
style in Bali, although becoming less so with the 
younger generations 

Lengkong Cilik Theatre and Arts community in Semarang, central 
Java; hosts regular programme performances, 
exhibitions and discussions; also support writers and 
produces a publication 

Nationalist movement Nationalist consciousness came to the forefront with 
the establishing in 1908 of Boedi Oetomo, a group of 
intellectuals and scholars who met regularly to 
discuss the importance on Nationality. In 1928 a 
number of youth groups agreed to unification under 
the Youth Declaration Sumpah Pemuda: One 
Country, one Nation and one Language of Indonesia. 
The struggle was later lead by the young Sukarno 
and Mohammad Hatta with the proclamation of 
independence of Indonesia in 1945, and Sukarno 
becoming the first President of Indonesia. 

New Order Orde Baru 1966-98, period of Suharto as President of 
Indonesia 

NGO Non-government organisation 

norak considered bad taste, vulgar 

Old Order Orde Lama 1945-65, period of Sukarno as President 
of Indonesia 

XIV 



PKK 

Raden A. Kartini 

rasukan panjang 

rok muslim 

Ruangmes56 

Rumah Proses 

sabuk 

sanggul 

sarong 

STKIP (Singaraja) 

Sunda 

Pemberdayaan Kesejahteraan Keluarga (Family 
Welfare Empowerment Movement); women's 
organisation set up during New Order aimed at 
carrying out social programmes (health, education 
etc) at the village level 

National heroine of Indonesia; considered the first 
feminist of Indonesia in her struggles against 
feudalism and colonialism; born 1879 into 
aristocratic Javanese family, forced into a 
polygamous marriage and died young at the age of 
25 during childbirth; see Kartini Day 

type of kebaya worn in Java during the late 19th 
century; usually made of heavy fabric and worn over 
kemben 

Muslim dress for women - long, ankle-length loosely 
falling dress worn with headscarf; first popularised 
in Malaysia and influenced by Arabic dress 

Artist/photograhpers community and exhibition 
space; situated in residential kost in Yogyakarta 

Artist space and community in Bandung; English 
translation - process home/house; hosts programme 
of exhibitions and workshops, often working in 
collaboration with particular sections of the 
community and neighbourhood 

means 'belt' but in Bali used to refer to the 
Javanese kemben 

Indonesian term for konde 

similar to kain, but stitched to form a tube 

Sekola Tinggi Keguruan dan llmu Pendidikan 
(Institution for Education and Sciences Training) 

Area of West Java; the Sundanese are an ethnic 
group speaking "Basa Sunda", and inhabit the so
called Parahyangan cultural area, mostly in the 
province of West Java - in Sukabumi, Bogar, Cianjur, 
Bandung, Tasikmalaya and Ciamis; Cirebon is part of 
West Java, but excluded from Sunda or the 
Parahyangan area 
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tulis type of highly motifed kain that has been hand
painted and dyed in several stages using batik 
techniques of wax and dye resistance 

UPI Universitas Penditikaan Indonesia, Bandung 
(University of Education Indonesia) 

Utan Kayu Community Centre in Jakarta that supports the pursuit of 
artistic, literary and intellectual ideas through its 
regular programme of exhibitions, theatre, film and 
discussions; comprised of a gallery (Galeri Lontar), 
theatre, bookshop, radio station, as well as being a 
terminal for NGO's 
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Preface 

In referencing the names of Indonesian persons I have used the standard 

convention of 'Surname/Family name' followed by 'Given name'. I am 

aware that many non-Western cultures do not use the standard Western 

referencing convention (above) but have their own conventions that do not 

always contain Family names. This is also the case in Indonesia where 

Family names do not exist within all cultural/ ethnic groups. However, 

after having done some research on methods used for referencing 

Indonesian authors I was unable to find any one standard approach. 

therefore made a decision to opt for the standard 'Western' method. 

Normal font of 12-point is used for the main body of the study. Text/s 

appearing in italics are either English translations or original English text/s 

of the actual dialogues/texts produced by persons who are the performers 

in the workshops. These are in the first person. Original texts by 

performers in Bahasa Indonesia (the National language of Indonesia) appear 

in both bold and italics. 

Plates are numbered sequentially and refer to my artworks, documentation 

of my work and my own research documentation. Illustrations refer to 

artworks by other artists, photographs and other material from external 

sources. A different font is used for the labelling of plates and 

illustrations. 

Footnotes utilise a different font. 
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THROUGH THE KEBAYA 



Introduction 

/like wearing this kebaya because ... 
in my opinion ... it makes us look more feminine and elegant 

Victoria Cattoni, Kebaya M2x Video performance, Sukawati, 
Bali, 2003 Plate 1 
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graceful 

... beautiful 

... refined 



Through the Kebaya 

Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Through the Kebaya is a video performance based research project which 

utilizes the kebaya - traditional blouse for women in Indonesia - as a tool 

for an exploration into constructions of cultural identity, in particular in 

relation to aspects of the 'feminine'. It examines constructions of feminine 

identity not only within different cultural contexts and geographic locations 

within Indonesia where the majority of the research takes place, but also in 

Darwin, bringing a further cross-cultural layer to the study. 

The kebaya, through its multiple aesthetic forms, functions and meanings, 

operates as a 'doorway' for self-examination in relation to cultural 

identity. It leads into a space that can provoke reflection, awareness, 

criticism and inspiration. It becomes a tool for both expression and 

evaluation of cultural change of a specific time and place, leading to an 

increased comprehension of the changing roles and status of women in 

certain parts of Indonesia. 

To enable this shifting work to have constructive relevance across very 

diverse cultural groups, a principal question underlies the entire project: 

How is it possible to engage critically and creatively with different publics 

while still activating meaning? I will demonstrate how the stimulating of a 

transcultural space allows this to occur. 
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Introduction 

Saya suka pakai baju kebaya ... 
rasanya ... anggun ... cantik ... bagus ... 

/like wearing the kebaya .. . 
it makes me feel ... refined ... beautiful ... nice ... 

The kebaya can be said to personify a certain ideal of 'femininity' within 

Indonesian consciousness. As the choice of national costume for women 

beginning during the Sukarno era of the 1940's, the kebaya has come to 

symbolise a particular construction of female identity signifying traditional 

values and roles for women. In addition to being the national dress for 

Indonesian women, one of the kebaya's other functions is as ceremonial 

blouse for Balinese women, constructed from sheer netting and outlining 

the contours of the body in a way that challenges definitions of propriety of 

other cultural groups within Indonesia and abroad. 

As a symbol, the kebaya is laden with paradoxes: it has long come to 

symbolize the emancipation of women in Indonesia through a 

representation linking the kebaya to the 19th century "proto-feminist" 

figure of Raden A. Kartini (Hasan 2003 np. ). In an annual celebration 

commemorating the life of Kartini, young schoolgirls across Java and other 

regions of Indonesia wear traditional costume, which include the kebaya. 

In this use of the kebaya we see the blouse simultaneously representing 

both 'progress' and 'tradition'. 

Among the many uses of the kebaya is its choice as daily dress for an older 

generation of women - the elderly urban and rural poor across Java and 

Bali. It also functions as a component of formal dress for functions 

including wedding ceremonies and receptions, graduation and other civil 

ceremonies, and is a work uniform for women employed in the tourist and 

hotel industries. 
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Through the Kebaya 

Organisation of the thesis 

The thesis begins with an introduction to the kebaya. An outline of the 

history of the kebaya in Indonesia will be provided, with a focus on the 

garment on the islands of Java and Bali. It is on the islands of Java and Bali 

where the kebaya has operated as traditional dress and where it is still 

most visible today. The various functions of the kebaya as it is worn today 

will be examined. Attention will be paid as to how the blouse - in its 

various forms and functions - operates as a symbol and conveys meaning 

within broader national contexts as well as within particular social and 

cultural groups. A diversity of sources will be used to support the 

information and propositions. 

Visual sources form the basis of the literature review of Chapter 3. 

Artworks and exhibition documentation including catalogues and reviews 

will comprise the major body of source material. Notes from informal 

interviews with artists will also inform the review where appropriate. 

The particular artists and their artworks have been selected based on key 

issues deemed relevant to my study. I open with a Puerto Rican-born artist 

whose practice for many years has been based in public and community 

projects in the USA. This follows with an examination of the work of an 

Australian artist. Her photographic work deals with colonial 

representations of indigenous women in the Philippines. Both these artists 

take differing approaches to challenge common views and mainstream 

representations of identity of particular cultural/social groups. The three 

Indonesian artists whose work I will examine all use or refer to a particular 

cultural artefact in their work. The first two represent and/or re-fashion 

their chosen cultural icon through painting, sculpture and installation. The 

third artist that I discuss deals actively with social and political themes, 

directly incorporating the kebaya into her performance art to address 

issues around 'gender'. All three artists position themselves critically in 

relation to their socio-cultural traditions. 
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Introduction 

In examining artworks and practice of the artists mentioned, I intend to 

demonstrate how and where my approach differs or concurs with theirs. As 

an artist working largely outside the comfort zone of my own culture, I will 

argue for a practice that avoids positioning myself at the centre of 

interpretation of 'another's' culture, while simultaneously opening up a 

broader discussion concerning ideas of cultural ownership. will also 

demonstrate how, in contrast to most of the artists I cite, my own 

methodology presents an alternative case for artistic ownership and the 

production of meaning. 

Following on from the Literature Review, Chapter 4 will provide an 

overview of the development of the project by mapping its movement and 

change across various cultural, social and geographic boundaries. The 

second section of this chapter will include an examination of the role of 

video and of the 'participant>performer' within the workshop. It also 

examines my own role in this interaction. 

methodology. 

This constitutes the 

The methodological approach is action-research driven and uses new 

media 1• This consists of a programme of real events that include 

workshops/public interactions and presentations/ exhibitions. Digital video 

within an interactive context is used across all stages of the study creating 

the video performance aspect of the work. The dialogues/performances 

produced during the interactions form the main texts around which the 

study is structured. Additional supporting material will consist of informal 

interviews, journal entries, books and publications, photographs, the mass 

media including television programmes and newspapers, electronic sources 

- the internet and websites, and artworks. 

1 I use the term 'new media' to refer to art media that utilises teclmology in a way that positions the 
audience/viewer/participant within an interactive relationship that stimulates new frames of reference 
for relating to 'artwork' -I.E. self-reflective, reconstructive 
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Through the Kebaya 

The study is undertaken in a number of sites within Indonesia: Bali, Central 

Java2
, Yogyakarta, West Java and Jakarta. The research also extends to 

Darwin, Australia. The differing publics and local conditions - social, 

cultural - vary enormously between the various selected sites, not only in 

relation to the two geo-political territories of Indonesia and Australia, but 

also within the different locations in Indonesia. 

Chapter 5 Tamasya Kebaya, focuses on the stage of the project carried out 

in Darwin. This includes a detailed description of the workshop and 

exhibition of the same title. The chapter draws on the Darwin stage of the 

project, contextualising the work to argue for the value of cross-cultural 

exchange. It also highlights the transcultural nature of the project in 

which the work is constructed in a way that diminishes notions of 

separateness concerning the cultural 'other'. 

Whose kebaya, anyway? Chapter 6 examines the substance of the research, 

focusing on personal narratives within the Indonesian works to define the 

key topics of the discussion. The various themes arising from these 

narratives/texts/performances, including identity and issues of cultural 

ownership, direct us to some of the issues and paradoxes surrounding the 

kebaya today in Indonesia. While it is clear that definitions of 'femininity' 

as contained 'within' the kebaya lie at the foundation of the study, the 

chapter also includes the voice of the male performer where appropriate. 

In concluding the thesis, I discuss the continuity of such a project beyond 

its formal framework and time-line. I look at the questions that remain 

unanswered, and imagine where the work might journey from here. 

2 Indonesia's most populous island is the island of Java, which comprises several provinces including 
Central Java, DI Yogyakarta, East Java, West Java (Sunda) and Jakarta. The meaning of the term 
'Javanese' however, refers to the ethnic groups of peoples of Central Java, DI Yogyakarta and East 
Java. This does not include West Java or Jakarta. The term 'Javanese' therefore will be used to refer 
specifically to the cultural and ethnic groups of peoples of Central Java, DI Yogyakarta and East Java. 
Otherwise the term 'island of Java' will be used. 
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The Kebaya 

I think this black kebaya makes me look 
more elegant... 

Victoria Cattoni, Whose kebaya, anyway? Digital Photograph [Video still], 
Singaraja, Bali 2003 Plate 2 
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Through the Kebaya 

Chapter 2 

The Kebaya 

Kebaya ... 
when a woman wears it 
she looks alluring ... 

A person wearing the kebaya 
is setting an example of refinement which ought to be followed ... 

Whenever I wear the kebaya 
most people tend to show me more respect... 

or they're more friendly to me 
... more polite than if I wear ordinary clothes ... 

I'm not sure if it's the image of the kebaya as something 
'charming' ... 
or because of my own image that makes it feel strange ... 
maybe it's something to do with the image of the kebaya itself ... 
it's not right for me because it has its own character .... 
it just makes me feel strange ... 

... tells us at once that the kebaya establishes a certain code of behaviour, 

of being, of becoming. Is it the form of the garment? The history, culture 

or mythology it carries with it? 

We give meaning to the kebaya, but the kebaya also gives meaning to 
us ... (Suryakusuma 2003 np. ). 
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The Kebaya 

Origins and etymology 

Derived from the Arabic word kaba meaning "clothing" and introduced via 

the Portuguese language, the term kebaya has come to refer to a garment 

whose origins appear to be a blouse first worn in Indonesia at some time 

during the 15th and 16th centuries (Lombard 1996 ). This garment was likely 

to be similar to what is described as a "long, fitted, flared kebaya known as 

kebaya panjang, worn in the 16th century by Portuguese women arriving on 

the south-western coast of Malaysia (Centre for Korean Studies 1996 ), 

situated across the Malacca Straits from Sumatra, in north-western 

Indonesia. Many sources also cite Chinese influences on clothing of the 

time, one source comparing the kebaya to an open-fronted long-sleeved 

tunic worn by women of the Ming Dynasty (Hoon). 

According to Denys Lombard, the emergence of fitted clothing3
, including 

kebaya for women and trousers for men, was part of a larger social and 

cultural transformation occurring in Indonesia at the time - in part, the 

result of Islam (Lombard 1996 ), and in part the arrival of Europeans in the 

Indonesian archipelago in the sixteenth century, the Portuguese followed 

by the Dutch (Ricklefs 1991 ). Taylor (1997) points out that the covering of 

the body that was occurring appears to be the result of two major 

historical processes - Islamic and European. The generic kebaya then, that 

Indonesians know and recognize today, most likely evolved from a long, 

semi-tailored blouse of Arabic origins (Cattani 2002c), but which was also 

shaped by both European and Chinese influences. 

Origins of the form today 

The most dominant form of kebaya worn on the islands of Java and Bali 

today, can be visibly traced to the kebaya worn in Java and Sunda from the 

late 19th - early 20th century onwards. Many of the easily recognizable 

features of today's kebaya - a fit designed to signify, if not enhance the 

torso of the woman; the fold-back collarless neck and front opening; long 

sleeves; and the type of semi-transparent fabric - are evident in the 

3 As opposed to unstitched and loose cloth wrapped around the body. 
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kebayas of the past century. Photographic records and paintings depicting 

famous women in kebaya - royalty and the wives of important military 

personnel - from the late 19th century on, provide us with visible evidence 

of this4
• 

A Javanese Princess, 
before 1890, 
Illustration 2.1 

Victoria Cattoni, Untitled, 
Video still, Bandung 2003 Plate 3 

4 The Musewn Ullen Sentalu in Kaliurang, north of Yo gyakarta (Java), has a collection of paintings 
and photographic records of royalty and important dignitaries dating from 1877. 
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These kebayas are in stark contrast to the longer and looser-fitting baju 

kurung worn today by some Muslim women. The form of the baju kurung 

more closely resembles the original Arabic blouse from which the kebaya is 

believed to be derived, and can be interchangeable with the kebaya5
• 

The rasukan panjang kebaya worn in Java during the late 19th century 

(Cattani 2002b), was a knee-cap long, open-fronted shirt of heavy fabric, 

usually fastened with brooches, and worn over a kemben. The top of the 

kemben was just visible beneath the over-blouse/jacket. This, according 

to internationally-acclaimed Indonesian Batik Designer lwan Tirta (Cattani 

2003d), was the fore-runner to the shorter, front-panelled kutulputu baru 

kebaya still worn today in Java and Bali. The over-jacket was eventually 

disposed of, and a new model of kebaya came into existence. 

Yogyakartan-based Batik designer Ardiyanto (Cattani 2002c), claims that 

when discussing the kebaya today, we are referring specifically to the 

blouse from the 1800's and not prior to this. Given these claims, it is 

coincidental that the first photographic studio in Indonesia opened in 1857 

in Batavia (Taylor 1997): our visual records of the kebaya being thus limited 

to this date. Photographic records then enable us to more easily compose 

a genealogy of the styles of kebaya in use since the mid-1800's. 

Over time kebaya length shortened; new fabrics became available through 

new trade links; new styles evolved reaching the stage and coming into use 

via public figures and the printed media. Compared, however, with the 

more radical fashion changes affecting other items of clothing during the 

past century, key characteristics that define the form of the kebaya have 

endured, suggesting that it has become a 'classic' garment. The kebaya 

retains something of its 'essence' even when worn with jeans, as it is first 

reported to have been worn by Australian hippies on the beaches of Kuta, 

Bali in the 1970's (Cattani 2003d). 

5 This is discussed in more detail in Chapter 6. 
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... the kebaya is the kebaya! 

Sundanese Woman in kain-kebaya, Date unknown - circa early 20th century, 
Illustration 2.1 

Victoria Cattoni Through the Kebaya Video performance, Bandung 2003 
Plate 4 
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Indigenous dress in the 'Making of a Nation' 

Considering the enormous historical - political and social - shifts that have 

occurred in Indonesia during the last century, the form of the kebaya, has 

remained relatively unchanged. Its function and meaning however, in 

contrast to its form, have seen major changes in colonial and post-colonial 

Indonesia, operating to meet different groups' political agendas, social 

needs and aspirations. 

During the 19th century, and prior to the Nationalist movement of the early 

20th century, the kebaya had enjoyed a period of being worn by Indonesian, 

Eurasian and European women alike, albeit in their designated styles. As 

Taylor states "Distinguishing class and status was important, and produced 

variants of the basic costume" (1997 p.1 05 ). These stylistic variations are 

further detailed by Taylor in the following: the kebaya of the Javanese 

royalty were constructed of silk, velvet and brocade; Javanese women 

belonging to the commoner class wore figured cottons; the kebaya worn by 

Eurasian women was of white cotton trimmed with handmade European 

lace during the day, and of black silk in the evening; while for Dutch 

women there was a shorter white kebaya. It was even possible for Dutch 

women planning to travel to the Dutch East Indies to purchase their kebaya 

in the Netherlands prior to leaving (Locher-Scholten 1997). It was 

customary to combine the kebaya with kain - a length of unstitched cloth 

worn on the lower part of the body, often (and incorrectly) referred to in 

the English language as sarong. 

14 

Kain kebaya means a costume for women composed of an uncut 
length of cloth wound around the waist and falling to the ankles, and 
a long-sleeved blouse extending to the hips. This blouse was 
fastened with brooches rather than buttons and buttonholes. It 
became the costume of all classes of women in the nineteenth 
century, Javanese and Eurasian. When Dutch women began 
migrating to the colony after 1870, it became their costume too .... 
(Taylor 1997 p.103). 
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By the 1920's however, and with the full emergence of the nationalist 

struggle in Indonesia, European women had all but stopped wearing the 

kebaya because it was identified with notions of 'indigenousness' (Locher

Scholten 1997). For the European colonizers, 'indigenousness' had become 

associated with Indonesian nationalism. 

For the nationalists however, indigenous dress was synonymous with 

traditionalism - "with non-progress" (Nordholt 1997 p. 15 ). Independence 

was framed within ideals of modernity and progress, with traditionalism 

signifying colonial oppression. At a time when the Dutch perceived a clear 

connection between indigenousness and nationalism, the nationalists 

themselves associated indigenousness with traditionalism. What is clear, is 

that traditional dress induced negative associations for both the Indonesian 

nationalists and the Dutch colonisers. Indigenous or traditional dress, 

including the kebaya, had begun to acquire political baggage, engendering 

different meaning for different groups. Nordholt, quoting Beynon, states 

that during the period of the Japanese occupation of Indonesia (1942-

1945 ), educated Indonesian women prisoners-of-war chose to wear kain

kebaya rather than the western dress allocated to them as prison dress 

(Nordholt 1997 p.17). A different set of political conditions produced a 

reversal of meaning. In this situation the women employed a cultural code 

(of traditional dress) to assert their political position, differentiating 

themselves from their European 'sister' prisoners-of-war. 

It is paradoxical then, that given the Nationalists' position on indigenous 

dress and how it came to be identified with all the negative implications of 

traditionalism, we find traditional dress for women - kain-kebaya - being 

designated a special place in the formation of the State of Indonesia. 

With the proclamation of Independence by the new President Sukarno on 

August 17 1945, a pivotal image transformed the kebaya from mere 

traditional dress, elevating it to the status of national costume of Indonesia 

for women. Taylor (1997) describes how the only woman standing amidst 
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the nationalist leaders on this momentous occasion marking the making of a 

nation - Dutch-educated activist S. K. Trimurti - presented herself in kain

kebaya. Both Taylor (1997) and Suryakusuma (2001) have investigated the 

framing of Indonesian identity at this historically significant event through 

the specific choices of national dress for women and men. According to 

both Taylor and Suryakusuma, men, through the costume of western suit, 

came to signify progress and a vision of the future. This vision of the 

future could not, of course, take shape nor go ahead without some firm 

foothold on the past. In this overall picture a 'traditional' and essentialist 

representation of women was needed to balance the scales - one that 

contextualised tradition within an image of the Indonesian woman. 

Indonesian woman, in kain-kebaya was to symbolise the "essence of the 

nation" (Taylor 1997 p. 114 ). 

Interpreting the symbolic meanings of the kebaya within the social or 

political contexts however, should not be at the exclusion of acknowledging 

that outside of the political discourses operating at the time, individuals 

continued to wear traditional dress, women continued to wear kebaya. 

The reality that must be acknowledged is that there were those who did 

not view their choice of dress as a sign of active or passive participation in 

any political discourse, but who wore traditional dress for other reasons, as 

a matter of habit, or conversely through lack of any other alternative. The 

factor of personal choice, of agency, cannot be left out of the picture. 

The kebaya under the New Order and onwards 

I have discussed the kebaya within the historical and political context of 

the period of the Old Order (1945-1965), since the kebaya came to take on 

significant meanings, often contradictory, during the period preceding and 

marking the era of Sukarno as President of the newly formed Republic of 

Indonesia. In contrast, the period of the New Order (1966-1998) under 

Suharto saw no significant changes to the meaning of the kebaya except 

perhaps in its new function as the uniform for newly established Dharma 

Wanita - an organisation established in 197 4 for the wives of public 
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servants6 and whose membership was, until recently, compulsory (Robinson 

& Bessell 2002). The 'uniformising' of the kebaya for Dharma Wanita was 

in keeping with what is seen as the New Order's politicising of women's 

organisations and the use of women as political tools (Baso & ldrus 2002). 

Suryakusuma, who has written substantially about the social construction of 

womanhood under the Indonesian New Order (1991) (1996) goes so far as to 

describe Dharma Wanita as an organisation whose roots are embedded in 

"military thinking" and whose "behaviour and image is strictly controlled" 

(1996 p. 99-1 00). The actual Dharma Wanita kebaya is a rather drab-looking 

plain fabric blouse of salmon pink worn still today (Apriadi 2004), with 

kain. Stylistically it somehow does resemble a uniform, especially if 

compared to the 'sexy' transparent lace brocade and figure-enhancing 

kebaya favoured by many women in Bali. 

Bali's kebaya 

In Bali, the kebaya has a much more recent history. The Dutch, whose 

occupation of Bali began as late as 1849 in the north of the island, and 

whose direct rule did not begin until 1882 (Ricklefs 1991 ), are believed to 

have enforced the wearing of the kebaya. At the time Balinese women's 

breasts were uncovered7
, except for formal and ceremonial occasions, 

during which a sabuk might be wound tightly around the upper torso, 

covering the breasts but leaving the shoulders and arms exposed (Jennaway 

2003). The women of Buleleng, the regency of northern Bali, therefore 

would have been the first to adopt the kebaya. Singaraja was, at the time, 

not only the capital of Bali, but also the major port with trade links to 

other areas of Indonesia, China and India. 

6 The organisation is still active today although its members are more relaxed about what they wear. 
Some women still continue to wear kain-kebaya, but many wear instead more practical versions of the 
uniform such as blouse and skirt, although still in the salmon pink. 
7 Even today, in villages outside the main urban and tourist centres of Bali, it is not so unusual to see 
elderly women wearing kain without a top. 
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Photographic sources however, do not locate the kebaya being in use until 

the early 1920's8 by which time it was in full use inside the palaces. It is 

via the royalty and the palaces that the kebaya appears to have been 

disseminated out into the community. New dress codes adopted by 

members of the royalty returning to Bali from Java were passed down 

through the caste system9 (Cattani 2002a). Yet despite the fact that 

clothing is often used to separate class, there seems to be no evidence of 

the time to indicate that there were any rules delineating styles of kebaya 

according to caste. Differences in kebaya cloth were more likely to be an 

outcome of differences of wealth status. 

Royal Family of Karangasem at Karangasem Palace, East Bali, 1922, young 
women and girls seated are wearing kain-kebaya, 1922, 

Illustration 2.3 

8 It is possible that earlier photographs exist but this is the earliest photographic evidence I have been 
able to locate. 
9 Bali, then, and now, operates on a caste-tier system of four different levels. Royalty and nobility in 
Bali make up the two highest castes, the Brahmana and the Ksatria. The highest caste, the Brahmana 
has historically exercised considerable customary, religious and political power. Today however, with 
new levels of wealth amongst some of the lower castes in Bali, this distribution of power is beginning 
to be challenged. 
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In the English-subtitled foreign-made film Legong: Dance of the Virgins 

(1935 ), produced in Bali in 1935, one can see the central female 

character's metamorphosis being depicted through her clothing. 'Poutou', 

who initially appears bare-breasted, reappears throughout the narrative, 

moving from a loosely draped scarf across her shoulders and breasts, to 

wearing a semi-transparent and loosely fastened kebaya, which is finally 

worn over an undergarment. The female protagonist commits suicide in 

the final dramatic ending, but the transition from her uncovered upper 

torso to her fully clothed and 'decent' body, must be seen as a conscious 

device for representing ideas of 'progress' and 'mobility', utilising the 

kebaya as the means to achieving this. 

The film, which employs both real and staged scenes, includes an actual 

religious ceremony. In this ceremony most of the women attending are 

wearing kebaya. This is confirmed by informal interviews that I have 

conducted with a number of elderly Balinese women who relay their own 

personal memories of the first appearance of the kebaya around the same 

time. Yet despite its relatively recent introduction into Bali, the Balinese 

vigorously claim the kebaya as belonging to their cultural heritage. In fact, 

the kebaya in Bali is more visible than anywhere else in Indonesia today. It 

has been adopted with a vengeance10
, taking certain features of the 

garment to the extreme: the Balinese kebaya in more recent years, has 

become the most transparent of its kind, provoking much debate and 

bringing a new moralistic dimension to the discourse on dress codes for 

Balinese Hindu women 11
• 

10 Retail outlets specialising in kebaya cloth and other traditional dress items and accessories have 
multiplied in Bali over the past five years, signalling a growth in fashion consciousness that comes 
with new wealth. It is may also signal a new ethnocentricity and growing 'Hindu' consciousness 
amongst certain groups of Balinese. 
11 This is discussed in more detail in Chapter 6. 
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Batungsel, Bali 2003 

I prefer wearing a transparent kebaya like this ... 
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The President's kebaya 

When, in her official capacity as President of the Republic of Indonesia, 

Megawati Sukarnoputri dons kain-kebaya, what is she signifying -

Nationhood? Tradition? Javanese hegemon/ 2? Femininity? Is she making a 

fashion statement? In the days prior to the 2002 annual Bali Arts Festival, 

which was to be opened by Megawati, there was much gossip about what 

colour kebaya the President would be wearing. As it turned out, the 

President wore a mid-shade of turquoise blue. Excerpts from two web 

news articles on July 30 2001 - the day when the first democratically 

elected President of Indonesia, Abdurrahman Wahid, was impeached and 

replaced by his vice Megawati - provide an indication of the significance of 

the new President's appearance and choice of dress. In the first of these 

news articles (Wahid to refuse to leave palace if impeached 2001 ), 

reporting on a potentially volatile moment in the history of Indonesia, we 

find the following attention paid to the President's attire: 

Megawati smiled throughout the session and was seen as signalling her 
readiness to be sworn in as new president by wearing a violet 
'kebaya', a Javanese traditional costume for women that is usually 
used when attending very formal occasions ... 

The second story (Indonesia assembly ousts Wahid, Megawati takes over 

2001 ), posted the same day, again focuses attention on the attire of the 

new President-to-be: 

Megawati wore a white 'kebaya', a traditional Javanese costume for 
women, and a violet scarf when she was taking the oath ... 

When interviewed about the kebaya, lwan Tirta (Cattani 2003d), pointed 

out that the President did not wear her kain-kebaya correctly. As a 

Javanese woman, and with her particular body-shape, it was more 

appropriate for President Megawati to adopt the slim and straight 

12 While kain-kebaya is the national costume oflndonesia, it is the traditional dress of the Javaese, 
Sundanese and Balinese only. 
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(Javanese) line, rather than the more curvaceous silhouette of the 

'Sundanese woman'. 

Ascribing importance and passing value judgements on the way that female 

public figures present themselves through their choice of clothing, is 

neither new, nor limited to Indonesia. So when the most important female 

public figure in Indonesia, President Megawati Sukarnoputri, represents 

herself through the kebaya, there is bound to be a flurry of overlapping and 

conflicting messages, with the kebaya as the repository for cultural, socio

political and fashion value judgements and differences of opinion. 

From the palace to the street > popular and 'traditional' images 

While the kebaya is worn by a diversity of women from the President to the 

jamu street vendor, the kebaya could never be claimed to operate as a 

social leveller. Women who sell jamu (traditional herbal medicine), from 

young to old, and right across the islands of Java and Bali still today wear 

kebaya. Jamu labelling also employs this 'traditional' image of the kebaya

clad woman to sell its product. In fact, in Indonesia the image of 'woman 

in kebaya' sells a variety of products from traditional herbs, to Betadine, to 

fried chicken. As an icon for the sale of jamu, the woman adorning its 

packaging in her 'traditional clothing' - kebaya - sells tradition and all the 

purity and goodness belonging to cultural traditions. Perhaps she also 

evokes an element of nostalgia for urban consumers, (although it's harder 

to see what the connection between traditional values and fried chicken 

might be). 

'Traditional', as a way of life, is often less about the differences between 

rural and urban settings, than about socio-economic and class distinctions. 

For a generation of women aged 50 and over, whose occupations and way 

of life come to distinguish them as 'traditional', traditional clothing of 

kain-kebaya is their choice of daily dress. These women, the majority of 

whom belong to the lower socio-economic group, often work in traditional 
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settings such as markets, are employed as house servants or work in the 

agricultural sector. 

Jamu packaging, Woman in kebaya, Illustration 2.4 

Advertisement 
for Betadine, 
Woman in 
kain-kebaya, 
Illustration 2.5 
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Kutu/putu baru kebaya with kerudung 

Victoria Cattoni, 
Ba~i sti~~s 

Video, Bali 2002 
Plate 6 

it's too out-of-date 
for today's fashion 
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Victoria Cattoni, 
Kebaya Press Body Video performance, 

Semarang 2003 Plate 7 
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The kebaya most often worn by these women is the kutu I putu baru 

mentioned earlier, or a version of kebaya based loosely on the Kartini 

style. For those of the urban-dwelling younger generation, a grandmother 

who still wears kain-kebaya daily embodies tradition, but also signals the 

portentous loss of cultural roots. 

When my grandmother wears a kebaya 
she looks beautiful ... 

Wearing this kebaya ... 
reminds me of my grandmother who was gentle and caring ... 
I feel like I should be like my grandmother 
if I wear a kebaya like this ... 

I've never bought a kebaya because the kebaya 
hasn't been part of my life ... 
I know about the kebaya from my mother ... 
my mother didn't always wear a kebaya ... she only wore it 
to wedding ceremonies or to her husband's office parties ... 
but my mother's mother ... my grandmother ... 
wore a kebaya all her life 

Within twenty to thirty years it is highly likely that the kebaya worn as 

every-day wear by these older generations of women will disappear, thus 

reflecting the dynamics of cultural change. 

When is a kebaya not a kebaya? 

For middle and upper class urban women, the kebaya has fashion status. 

Models appearing in the fashion pages of the country's major newspapers 

and women's magazines regularly wear the latest adaptations of kebaya 

from the country's leading fashion designers. One of the younger 

generation of designers based in Jakarta, Ghea Panggabean, has been 

experimenting with the kebaya since the 1990's, creating garments that 

stretch the formal concept of kebaya. Produced for an elite market, the 

kebayas of this ilk, constructed from silk organdies and other luxurious 

cloth, appear to rupture the kebaya's traditional function by combining it 

in diverse ways with other items of clothing. 
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'Tradition' is carried onto the catwalk clothed in 'fashion'; young educated 

women who are conscious of their distance to tradition, choose 

contemporary adaptations of the kebaya to wear with jeans or trousers; 

young girls across Java celebrate Kartini Day, paying homage to Indonesia's 

first proto-feminist while constraining their bodies in corseted kain-kebaya; 

an elderly woman (Cattani 2003a) shows me a blouse which - apart from 

the lace brocade fabric from which it is constructed - bears little 

resemblance to what I know as kebaya, telling me that this Muslim 

blouse/jacket - baju kurung - can sometimes 'function' as a kebaya if the 

circumstances warrant. Contradiction sits in harmony with itself. 

Victoria Cattoni, Baju kurung worn by woman standing, Video still, 
Bandung 2003 Plate 8 
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contemporary kebaya, 
Newspaper clipping, 
Koran Tempo, 2003, 
Illustration 2.6 
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If it's visual clues we're looking for to define what a kebaya is in an 

absolute way, it may prove difficult to fix on certain characteristics that 

apply to all kebayas, across all functions, socio-economic class, age groups 

and culture I ethnicity. Nonetheless, it is possible to make some 

generalisations about the kebaya today. A lot of kebaya fabric is lace

brocade. Most kebaya fabric uses a floral motif either printed or woven 

into the textile and it's length can fall somewhere from above the waist to 

below the knee. It usually, but not always, has long sleeves. It is usually 

fastened at the front, and if not, then gives a semblance of doing so. 13 And 

so it continues, stretching its formal boundaries. 

13 Some 'modem' kebayas have buttons at the front, giving the impression of being fastened at the 
front, but actually have a hidden zipper in the back of the blouse. There are two reasons for this. One 
is practicality, and the other is that it is more suitable for large women- I.E. it prevents gaping at the 
front. 
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If we can return to the baju kurung as an example, we see how what 

appears to be a long, loose, nondescript blouse can 'become' a kebaya. 

The blouse's function in this case overrides its form. Information such as 

how, when and where the kebaya is worn, and the accessories or items of 

clothing that are combined with it, may be just as valuable in providing 

clues to define what is a kebaya. 
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Chapter 3 

Literature Review 

Other artists and their artworks are the primary source for the Literature 

Review. I have restricted the selection of artists to those still living and 

working in the contemporary milieu, the majority of whom are Indonesian 

artists. Two non-Indonesian artists have been also included. The chapter 

will begin with an examination of the two non-Indonesian artists, a Puerto 

Rican and an Australian artist. The enquiry will then focus on the artists in 

Indonesia. 

In examining the artists and artworks, the scope of the discussion will be 

limited to a number of key areas that I have determined are relevant to my 

study. One of these areas of consideration involves examining authorship 

and the position of the artist within the production of meaning (or 

knowledge). This leads onto a discussion of the inter-relationships between 

audience, artwork and artist in relation to both the production and 

'ownership' of artworks. It will involve discussing the various modes of 

practice and 'critical' positions of the artist. In addition it will take into 

consideration the position of the artist in relation to the culture and 

cultural artefact/symbol with which she/he is working. 
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Outside Indonesia > inside the culture 

The discussion will begin with the work of Puerto Rican-born video, 

installation and performance artist, Pepon Osorio (born 1955 ). The work 

being examined is a community-orientated project of 1-2 years duration 

that was carried out in a Puerto Rican neighbourhood of Hartford, 

Connecticut (USA). The project En Ia barberia, no se llora (No crying 

allowed in the barbershop) (Osorio 1994), was a site-specific work, 

constructed in a long-term vacant building which had once been used as a 

church and beauty salon (Lopez 2000). 

In terms of specific cultural context, Osorio could be considered the artist 

most distant to my own project. En Ia barberia, no se llora however, 

demonstrates most clearly what I believe are shared global14 concerns. 

These can be described as an emphasis on personal and collective voice and 

expression in the production of meaning; the use of a social space and 

sociological action to construct work; and a commitment to bringing what 

might otherwise be distanced cultural spaces and communities into contact 

with each other. His project, like mine, is also predicated on examining 

one's presumptions around identity. Osorio's approach though, is much 

more activist orientated and explicitly politically driven than my own. 

En Ia barberia, no se llora, which deals with representations of masculinity 

within 'Latino' culture, was a collaborative work involving various groups 

from the local community in which the project was located. Workshops 

were conducted not only by the artist, but were also generated from within 

the community. An initial set of workshops was conducted with one group 

of men, who then worked with the artist to conduct further workshops with 

new groups in the community. Even though a 'Latino' man himself, Osorio 

acts strategically in handing over agency to the community and in doing so 

he moves beyond his own personal experience and voice. 

14 By 'global' I mean' total, or relating to the whole', rather than 'global' in the sense of the 'world'. 
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Video was used throughout the project, connecting the different individuals 

and groups in a way that Lopez describes as "a springboard for building 

community" (Lopez 2000 p.322). Video was employed in the initial stage 

recording the conversations of older men discussing the effects of 

'machismo' on their lives. These videos were then used to stimulate 

further dialogue about masculine identity. A combination of video works 

dealing with 'machismo' were finally installed in the 'barbershop' along 

with a camera which monitored and simultaneously screened those 

entering the installation. Viewers were thus implicated as participants in 

the framing of identity and producing of meaning. The work, as described 

by Lopez, "literally brought the communal body into the work, facilitated 

community outreach, and instigated social change" (2000 p. 326 ). 

Outside Indonesia > outside the culture 

Woven Threads: Picturing Tribal Women in Mindanao, is the title of an 

exhibition of photographic works by Australian artist Anne Zahalka (born 

1957). This exhibition was the result of a Community Aid Abroad project 

undertaken in the Philippines during 1996-1997. Of all the artists to be 

discussed in this review, Zahalka is the only other artist beside myself who 

references a culture that is not her own. A number of factors however, 

distinguish her work from mine, not the least of which is her claiming of a 

post-colonial position as underlying theory to support her work concerning 

'the other'. 

The work consists of a series of large photographs and smaller scale 

photographic postcards, depicting mostly single images of Mindanaoan 

women in traditional dress against digitally added 'exotic' and tropical 

landscapes. Superimposed onto the larger full colour photographs are texts 

describing the occupation, and/or other biographical information about the 

life and habits of the women standing in the photographs. Each woman is 

also named in this text. While the images of the postcards and the larger 

works appear to be the same, the overlaying text in the latter 

differentiates them. The function of the text, in Zahalka's words, is to 
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offer "further information about their (the women's) position and place 

within the community which the photograph is unable to provide" (Zahalka 

1997 p.26 ). Zahalka does not directly mention her purpose for naming the 

women, but this could perhaps be seen as a device to underscore the 

history of ethnographic representations and the 'exotic' postcard. She is 

well aware of the history of ethnographic representations of indigenous 

peoples using the photographic medium. Her inclusion of several different 

photographically-based versions of the one image are her attempts to 

reference this colonial past and deal with the problems of stereotyping 

'traditional' groups (Zahalka 1997). Problematic in the work however, is 

the third person voice of the text, which clearly indicates the authorship of 

the artist, and subdues the women as the silent subject, being spoken for 

and about, not 'speaking' themselves. It is clearly someone else's 

description. This runs the risk of further "re-presenting the native as the 

passive "gazed at"" (Carruthers 1997 p.2) and re-affirms the authority of 

the photographer /artist/author. What is also problematic is that the 

photographs appear to have been limited to being exhibited in Australia 

(and so intended for a first world audience only). Cleary's claim that the 

work can help "to bridge the gap between us and them" (Cleary 1997 p.2), 

would have had more resonance if somehow the project could have 

included the work being presented within its site of production. 

As already indicated, Zahalka is the only artist in this study beside myself 

who sit 'outside' of the culture within which she is working. In developing 

Through the Kebaya I have consciously sought to extend the dynamic of 'us 

and them' and the so-called "gap" that Cleary refers to (1997). This has 

been achieved by re-situating and re-constructing the work within both 

Indonesia and Australia and by actively bringing different groups and 

publics directly into the work. The workshops and direct interaction assist 

in triggering self-reflection in relation to the gaps of perception among and 

between different individuals and groups. This, I believe can be far more 

effective in bridging any perceived 'gaps'. 
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Anne Zahalka, Adi~ita Ma~i~ong, Bagtok, Photograph from Woven Threads: 
Picturing Tribal Women in Mindanao, 1997, Illustration 3.1 

Inside Indonesia 

In Indonesia the kebaya-clad woman as subject matter is, and has been 

used primarily by painters to place women within a social commentary 

and/or to depict them in traditional roles in critical and uncritical ways. 

Two of the Indonesian artists being discussed utilise the kebaya, both in 

critical ways, both offering socio-cultural commentary. The third artist 

uses another cultural artefact - the Javanese konde. The discussion will 

begin with Nindityo Adipurnomo (konde), followed by Astari Rasjid (kebaya) 

and Arahmaiani (kebaya). 

A number of factors distinguish my work from the artists I will be discussing 

in this section of the chapter. The most fundamental difference lies in the 

way that both Adipurnomo and Rasjid form 'representations' of their 

respective cultural artefact/subject matter - konde and kebaya. The 
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cultural symbols are crafted into objects of art, into three-dimensional 

works including sculpture and installation, and/or paintings. In contrast to 

this, my own work utilises the kebaya as it already exists, as a real 

functioning object. There is never an intention to create a 'new kebaya'. 

Nindityo Adipurnomo (born 1961) takes a critical stance in relation to his 

(Javanese) culture through his use of the Javanese konde. The konde is a 

knotted hairpiece or chignon for women, usually worn with kain-kebaya for 

official occasions and which Adiprunomo describes as being "like a prison" 

(Art and Human Rights: Witnessing to Silence 2003 Nindityo). According to 

the artist, the konde, in his works has become a cultural discourse 

(Suprianto 1996 p. 91 ). Within this discourse, the object operates as an 

idiom, reflecting the artist's own personal struggle with what he perceives 

as the main burden of 'his' culture - what he claims to be its 'introversion' 

(Suprianto 1996 ). 

Nindityo Adipurnomo, 
Portraits of Javanese Men, 
6 Photos, 2001, 

Illustration 3.2 
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The artist deconstructs the konde in a variety of ways: wearing the 

hairpiece himself; depicting the konde in his self-portraits; or re

contextualising it by collaging it along with other elements into sculptural 

and installation works. He refashions the konde into stone, rattan and 

other materials, attempting "to break through the artist's position of 

authority as the central creating figure by collaborating with craftspeople" 

(Jaarsma 2000 p.37). However successful Nindityo may be in this attempt 

to shift the focus away from himself as the author through his collaborative 

approach in which the object of art is crafted by others, the creative result 

will nevertheless place the artist at the centre of meaning. Furthermore 

whether the artist places either these re-formed konde-objects/sculptures 

or the actual (original) object within an installation, the konde itself 

becomes rarefied, its use-value negated, its function lost except 

symbolically. 

Javanese painter and sculptor Astari Rasjid (born 1953), has used the 

kebaya, usually in the context of kain-kebaya in her paintings and 

sculptural works since the late 1990's. These works, often depicting 

women in traditional Javanese dress, utilise kain-kebaya as a metaphor to 

communicate a very specific idea derived from her own personal 

experience and cultural surroundings, that of being a woman of the upper 

Javanese classes. Focusing on gender relations and taking a very critical 

stand in relation to 'her' culture and traditions, she creates work that 

expresses what she sees as the restrictive roles assigned to Javanese 

women, likening the kebaya to a (cutural) 'uniform' (Rasjid 1999). 

Her work is a critique aimed towards a particular socio-cultural 

construction of Javanese woman, that of the upper classes of Javanese 

society of which Astari is a part of. Astari uses the site of personal 

restriction as her starting point. She represents the kebaya in her painting 

and creates new expressive forms of the kebaya in her sculptural works, to 

depict the constrained bodies of women trapped within the conventions of 

Javanese (High) culture. 
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Astari Rasjid, Abandoning Viri~ity, Oil on canvas, 1998, 
Illustration 3.3 

Both Rasjid and Adipurnomo in the end create artworks that will be 

admired for their skill and artistry, and that place the artist at the centre 

of the production of meaning. Their respective symbols - kebaya and 

konde - are interpreted from their own personal experiences, which are 

then expressed to take particular critical positions in relation to their 

society and culture. The viewer /audience is circuited back to the artist, 

via her /his 'knowledge'. This can be effective if audience and artist share 

the same cultural language. The cultural translation can be problematic 

however when the audience lacks the cultural vocabulary and 

understanding to de-code and read the work. Adipurnomo acknowledges 

the difficulty of negotiating different cultural territories in a question he 

poses to himself: "What means can I use to elevate such specific (cultural) 

phenomena to a more universal level of conceptual relevance?" (Suprianto 

1996 p. 91 ). 

The question actually highlights one of the broader problems of using 

cultural objects by their 'owners' or by others. Cultural artefacts whether 
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re-configured/re-contextualised by artists or unadulterated from their 

original form within museum collections/ exhibitions, are bound, in varying 

degrees, to become commodified or exoticised. I am acutely aware of the 

risk of further exoticizing an already 'exotic' object/ cultural artefact such 

as the kebaya by transforming it into a new art form, as I am equally 

mindful of creating the kind of situation where the cultural artefact can do 

more than be (passively) admired at a distance. 

While I share Nindityo's concern in challenging the voice of authority and 

the position of the artist at the centre of creativity, what essentially 

separates his approach from my own, is his focus on artistry and the 

transformation of the cultural artefact into an art object. In contrast to 

both Rasjid and Adirpunomo, there is no intention on my part to objectify 

or rarefy the cultural artefact, by separating it from its lived reality, to 

'artify' it. Even when placed within the exhibition context, the kebaya (in 

my own work) is hung as a blouse, on a hanger, to be touched, removed 

and worn. Rather than representing it, re-forming it, or re-constructing it 

symbolically, metaphorically or realistically, I am interested in its realities. 

The realities that I wish to explore are the realities of how the kebaya 

operates as symbol, icon, dress in the experiences and lives of women 

today, and what it can tell us about cultural change. 

Returning to the kebaya, it is important to reiterate that the blouse is an 

object belonging to the material culture of Indonesia. It is a cultural 

object, a symbol or icon, and a living and practical item of use. It is 

embedded into the history and culture of parts of Indonesia, but in itself, 

has engendered little interest by either cultural anthropologists or 

historians, let alone visual artists. Literary sources discussing the kebaya, 

usually do so within the context of its component kain, in which it is worn 

as traditional costume - kain-kebaya. Indonesian artists who refer to the 

kebaya, either through depiction or direct use, do not deviate from this 

position. They refer to the kebaya almost exclusively as a component of 

traditional dress, worn together with kain. In fact, it has been virtually 
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impossible to locate any sources on the kebaya as a garment or icon in 

itself. The kebaya does not carry with it the same kind of mystique that 

other garments or cloths such as batik kain, for example does. The kebaya 

is not in the sole ownership of the aristocrac/ 5 or other elite social groups, 

but is used across class, socio-economic and ethnic/ cultural groups, albeit 

in different forms. It is not considered to require the same levels of 

craftsmanship or skill that a woven piece of textile might entail16
, and does 

not usually carry the maker's or artist's name in the same way that 

designer kain might17
• In an interview with the chief editor of one of 

Indonesia's leading women's magazines (Cattani 2003f), it became 

impossible to discuss the kebaya as an object or garment in itself, outside 

the context of kain-kebaya. Almost all references position the kebaya 

more or less as accessory to kain. Through the Kebaya focuses on the 

kebaya itself: this is also a relevant point that distinguishes my work from 

others who incorporate the kebaya into their work. 

Arahmaiani (born 1961) is perhaps Indonesia's most well-known and 

internationally exposed contemporary woman artist. She has been working 

predominantly in the areas of performance art since she was an art student 

in Bandung in the early 80's. Her work is actively engaged in social and 

political issues concerning "democracy and injustice, power and violence, 

women and gender, religion and ideology" (Hasan 2003). One of 

Arahmaiani's central concerns - the position of women within Indonesian 

society and culture - is the motivation for her performance work Dayang 

Sumbi Refuses Status Quo (Arahmaiani 1999). In the performance, the 

artist wears traditional dress of kain-kebaya, offering her body as a site for 

public intervention, providing pens and inviting the audience to write or 

draw on her, to mark her flesh. In the process, she is partially undressed 

15 Particular motifs were associated with particular classes and were used in the past to define a 
person's social position and origins. 
16 Even though the kebaya is usually tailor-made to the person, the procedure for taking measurements 
and the equations produced from these measurements to cut the garment that I have witnessed in Bali, 
would bedazzle most garment cutters/designers. 
17 While many designers include the kebaya within their collections, with some even focusing on the 
kebaya, the blouse is still second-sister to its component kain .. 
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and re-dressed, as individual members of the audience initially remove, 

then replace the kebaya. 

Arahmaiani, 
Dayang Sumbi RefUses 

Status Quo, 
Performance, 

Bandung, 1999, 
Illustration 3.4 

The kebaya, along with kain, in the first case, operates as (traditional) 

costume for the performance artist. In the second, it acts both 

metaphorically and physically as one of the many layers that define the 

female gendered subject, provoking a dialogue concerning traditionally 

held values of women within mainstream Indonesian consciousness. 

Arahamaiani (Cattani 2003b) claims that when she first performed this work 

in 1999, she was very clear about her ideological and political position, and 

of how the kebaya (kain-kebaya) would assist in conveying a particular 
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reading of woman as subordinate within systems of thought of local culture 

and tradition. She explains that she has been recently developing her work 

within a rural community in a mountain village in Java, where the kebaya is 

still part of many (elderly) women's daily dress. She reveals how, while 

working within this community, her ideological position has been 

challenged by the women she previously claimed to represent. One 

example she cites is of how delighted the local women are when she 

herself, wears the kebaya. This has challenged her on many levels, 

including her reading of the kebaya. She says that as she works with these 

women, the 'choices' in their lives, including choice of dress, indicate a 

level of personal agency, a point, which she says can get easily buried 

beneath the 'broader' socio-political and gender issues. These women, 

when wearing the kebaya, clearly do not perceive themselves as slaves to 

or victims of explicitly or implicitly enforced cultural codes. 

The matter of personal agency as recognized by Arahamaini in her current 

undertaking, is relevant to my own project. From the initial inception of 

the study, I have never aimed to present a particular ideological position 

concerning women and gender. The absurdity of it seemed apparent from 

the start- of what value would 'my' reading of the kebaya, be to a project 

like this, my own personal slant? This is particularly so since I am, to a 

certain degree an 'outsider' to the cultures within which I am working, and 

therefore I do not consider myself privileged to speak on their behalf. My 

central concern is to give voice to others' experiences and opinions, 

histories and narratives. 

The kebaya, as it exists today, is used in a myriad of forms, in multiple 

ways by diverse groups and individuals in different cultural and social 

contexts. My work aims to stimulate some of those groups and individuals 

to disclose the meanings of the kebaya, and in the process, bring public 

recognition to their agency in the production of that meaning. 
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Chapter 4 

Methodology 

This is an Action Research based study, in which a programme of artworks 

as 'interactive' events, generate the direction of the research. The 

interactions take place through the medium of digital video, which acts as 

more than a conventional data collecting tool. The medium of video, in 

actuality, facilitates the participation - the interaction and 'performance'. 

It is the video performance then that motors and clarifies the themes to be 

investigated. Supporting data includes conventional sources such as 

informal interviews; print sources such as books and journals; mass media, 

including television, the web, newspapers and magazines; photographs and 

advertising material. 

The methodology will be discussed under two subheadings. The first part, 

Map of the Project, provides an outline of the development of the project 

by mapping its movement and change across various cultural, social and 

geographic dimensions. An actual map/diagram provides a summary of the 

main themes and issues raised in each workshop during the course of the 

project. This should not be seen as defining the only possible readings of 

the kebaya as it is used and understood in those contexts, but rather 

provides a 'picture' of what was revealed through my particular study. 
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The second section of this chapter, Video & the Participant>Performer, 

outlines the role of new media, examining the 'interactive' aspect in 

relation to the use of digital media (video). I discuss the role of video in 

respect to the 'participant' as 'performer' within the interaction firstly, 

and in the second instance my own role in that interaction. 

4.A Map of the Project 

Through the Kebaya has moved between Australia and a number of 

Indonesian provinces 18 on the islands of Java and Bali. Exhibitions at 

various points have marked the public outcomes of the project, which have 

been fed by an on-going programme of interactive-based workshops 19
• 

The map 

In selecting the locations for the fieldwork we return to the premise of the 

research, for although the kebaya is in fact worn in other regions of 

Indonesia other than Java, West Java and Bali, this project is focused on 

those areas specified. The scope of the research has been limited to these 

areas because it is in these regions, on the islands of Java and Bali, that 

the kebaya is today, still most visible. 

'Fieldwork' in the case of an art study must be differentiated from the 

conventional sense of the term in which subjects are examined by the 

researcher for later analysis. The 'field' in this study exists outside of a 

specific location or space or time. It is best described as a continuum of 

social and cultural spaces that are activated through the construction of an 

interactive artwork - a video performance workshop and exhibition. It is 

non-static, and is constructed and re-constructed knowingly by those taking 

part. 

18 See Maps- pp.l06-107. 
19 A complete list of workshops and exhibitions is detailed in Appendix B, p.l09. 
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Choices regarding specific locations for the programme of workshops were 

made so as to represent a broad range of settings and environments within 

the regions and cultures being focused on in the research project. These 

included differences such as urban/rural, city/village, cultural 

centre/industrial centre and other variants. It was also limited to my 

capacity to connect with individuals and organisations that were 

enthusiastic about the project and were able to offer assistance and 

support20
• The following cities, towns and villages were the locations for 

the project. Jakarta, as the capital and largest metropolitan centre of 

Indonesia, draws together perhaps the most diverse socio-economic, 

religious, ethnic and cultural population of the country. Bandung, in West 

Java is the major centre of industry, technology and education in 

Indonesia. Semarang, a major trade port in central Java, contrasts with 

Yogyakarta, the cultural centre of Java. Yogyakarta and Bandung are also 

important centres for contemporary art. Bali, on the other hand, is the 

heart of international and domestic cultural tourism in Indonesia. In Bali, 

tradition is considered valuable in defining the so-called 'unique' identity 

of the Balinese. And, crossing the sea to the south-east, sits Darwin, itself 

unique in the geography of Australia, being the closest port to Indonesia. 

The shape 

Decisions regarding the groups of people with whom I work are not always 

made independently of the location of the workshop or exhibition. In 

Jakarta, at Galeri Lontar for example, the group comprised mostly of 

people directly involved in some way with the immediate community or 

working in the vicinity, their family and friends, as well as visitors and 

passers-by. The cross-section of professions included management and 

staff of the restaurant, front office staff, cleaners, security guards and 

parking controllers, journalists, artists and gallery staff, and a celebrated 

writer. There was a random element involved, since I was unable to 

predict who exactly would arrive that day to participate in the workshop. 

20 By this I mean practical support (not financial), which has been crucial in undertaking the 
fieldwork. 

43 



Methodology 

Conversely, some consideration was given to arranging to work with 

specific groups of people in order to represent a diversity of - age, ethnic 

and cultural background, religious orientation, educational experience, 

class, socio-economic status and occupation, and in the case of Bali, caste. 

This again however, was to an extent, action-driven, and based on seeking 

out communities or groups that appeared to be under-represented as the 

project progressed. 

In a classroom of the local elementary school in the village of Batungsel, 

situated in a rural area of central Bali, I worked with a group of young to 

middle-aged married women who were gathered together under the local 

PKK organisation. Prior to this, a workshop had taken place over two days 

with a group of literature and education-major university students on 

campus at STKIP - the major tertiary education-training institution in the 

northern Balinese port of Singaraja. Most of these young women were also 

active within the university's theatre company. An art gallery, situated 

within the manager and owner's family compound in Sukawati, a town in 

southern Bali noted for its traditional arts (handicraft) market, was the 

location for a further workshop involving extended family members and 

other women from the local banjar. 

Three workshops were undertaken in Bandung, capital of West Java. The 

first was held at one of the city's many universities, UPI, in a performance 

hall with a mixed-gender group of students and academic staff. The 

second and third workshops were conducted within the actual exhibition at 

Rumah Proses, a non-conventional gallery space and headquarters of an 

artists' community, situated in a middle-class urban neighbourhood. 

worked with groups of elementary-aged children (girls) under the 

supervision of their teachers and parents over the duration of a morning, 

and then in the afternoon and evening with people from the neighbourhood 

and visitors to the exhibition, that included children, adolescents, and 

young through to elderly women. 
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Victoria Cattoni Membaca Kebaya: 
Reading the Kebaya 
Exhibition and workshop, 
Rumah Proses Bandung 2003 
Plate 9 
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Other contexts included working with a small number of quite elderly 

women in one of their homes in the traditional village setting of a kampung 

in Godean, Central Java. And in the cultural and contemporary arts centre 

of Yogyakarta, the workshop was conducted in a kos that operates as the 

home and artspace of a young artists' (photographers) community. Here 

the workshop took place with the artists, other residents of the kos, and 

also residents of the kampung21 in which the kos was situated. 

Victoria Cattoni, Workshop, Godean, Yogyakarta 2003 Plate 10 

Obvious gaps appear in the representativeness of the groups. However 

what must be stressed is that this research project is constructed around a 

series of artworks, and is not intended to be a scientific study. 

21 See glossary for two meanings of kampung 
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4.B Video and the Participant>Performer 

In this section, I examine the conceptual scope of the study. I focus on the 

'interactive' aspect of the methodology in relation to the use of new 

media, looking at how and why digital video is the most effective medium 

for all stages of the research project. In particular, I will outline the role 

of video in respect to the 'participant> performer', and my own role within 

that space. 

The use of digital video 

If the kebaya operates as the 'doorway' in this research project, then video 

could be seen as the means. But it is more: it is both the language and 

resulting dialogue. As Pink points out in her discussion of the use of video 

in (ethnographic) representation, "video is not simply a 'data collecting 

tool', but a technology that participates in the negotiation of social 

relationships, and is also a medium through which (ethnographic) 

knowledge is produced" (Pink 2001 p.138): 'ethnographic' could be 

removed, to also imply other kinds of knowledge and meaning. Video, in 

this study, is one of the devices by which data is collected. It is the 

recording means through which the participants produce meaning and 

knowledge in the interactive workshop space, and it is also the 'art'. It 

transports, and translates meaning. It facilitates in the production of 

meaning and as well, produces meaning. 

Digital video has been used in all stages of the project, from the workshop 

through to the public outcome of the exhibition. In the first place video 

acts as a device for recording the event of the workshop, which is then 

screened for those performing in the workshop/interaction. A recorded 

video such as this is then later screened for a new group participating in a 

workshop, prior to their own interaction/performing with the kebaya. In 

this instance the video is used as an introductory tool from which the 

performers-to-be can take their cues or begin to shape their own ideas. 
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There is the simulation of a workshop through the screening, then the re

construction via the interactive workshop (which is recorded), followed by 

the screening of the new videowork. As well as sub-titled and edited 

videoworks resulting from the workshops, the video also 'captures' 

fragments of the event, presenting them as a series of digital photographs. 

When one or more of these videoworks are then screened within the 

exhibition space, the event of the workshop and the screening become the 

compound of a new, potentially interactive event. Within the exhibition 

space the screening of the videowork is juxtaposed with the actual kebayas 

that exist within the shared space. This sometimes provokes a further 

interaction with the kebaya by the public. 

Video operates as the documentation of an actual event, it acts within that 

event, and it relays the event to a public audience that may include some 

of the original performers. 

throughout the project. 

These processes are further recycled 

The performing participant and artist/researcher 

In addition to the immediacy of digital video, the medium is also being 

employed because of the way it can extend the scope of communication, 

both in terms of who it communicates with, and the nature of the 

intercommunication occurring between the video and the participant. 

When the video camera is set up to record the gestural and verbal response 

to the kebaya, it is more than just a static and lifeless prop, documenting a 

set of actions. The video itself, also acts upon the participant. The 

participant steps into a 'performative' space, with the camera, mirror and 

facilitator (myself), offering/imparting knowledge, expressing her/himself, 

and creating meaning. Video in this context operates as the interface 

between personal expression and the production of meaning. 

Not only do I facilitate the workshop, but I also guide the dialogue to 

varying degrees. This is, as far as is possible, negotiated beforehand with 

the individual performer - the extent to which she/he wants me to direct 
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the conversation, for example by asking questions. I remain mindful that 

the interactive space that is set-up can never be neutral for any of us 

involved, and that the texts produced by the performers are also mediated 

to a degree by the very conditions of the workshop. The question put to us 

by the performer "What do you think?" is a self-consciously posed question 

by an individual who knowingly performs for herself, for her peers, for 

myself, and for an anticipated audience. 

Victoria Catt 
Kebaya Mix 
Video performance, 
Sukawati, Bali 2003 
Plate 11 

What do you think? 

Throughout the discussion, the participant will be referred to as the 

'performer' to indicate the more active role of the individual. This is, 

after all an artwork, in which all who are involved perform. My own role 

therefore, within the interaction, must also be seen as performative. 

Whilst my audible voice or visible presence is all but absent from the 

artwork, my presence, as is yours, is none-the-less implied. 
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Victoria Cattoni, Tamasya Kebaya Video installation performance, 
Darwin 2002 Plate 12 
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More than a Demographic Journey > 

The Movement and Exchange of Culture 

Through the Kebaya 

Chapter 5 

This chapter will discuss the stage of the study carried out in Darwin. 

Included is a detailed description of the exhibition and workshop Tamasya 

Kebaya. Individual narratives/texts resulting from this work will be used to 

elicit a number of sub-themes. From these themes, personal narratives 

and gestures, a number of subtexts begin to surface. These relate to 

perceptions of ourselves in relation to others, and presumptions regarding 

others in relation to the forming of identity. 

Fifty-odd kebayas journey from various parts of Indonesia to Darwin, 

Australia - with the garments, the cultural credentials, identifiers, 

signifiers. Darwin - twenty-odd adults, women, one child, and one man, 

clothe themselves momentarily in the 'exotic' garment of our neighbours 

from the north. 

I just love the way the Indonesians, 
those neighbours of ours dress ... 
and their culture ... 
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Avoiding the tendency to merely shift art as a 'package', freighting it from 

one site to another, materially and conceptually intact across diverse 

cultural contexts and geo-political territories, Through the Kebaya is 

instead, a progressive work, acquiring momentum and re-generating itself 

through its re-construction in each specific cultural context and site. The 

kebayas operate as more than exotic cultural artefacts for consumption by 

those outside the 'owner cultures'. They are rather the interface and the 

repository for a series of cross-cultural interactions. These interactions 

have the capacity, I believe, to operate and act upon us transculturally. 

For while there is a recognition of cultural difference, separateness, 

specificity, there simultaneously arises the possibility of a crossing of 

cultural boundaries. In MacDougall's discussion of the transcultural in 

reference to ethnographic film, he reminds us that "cultural difference is 

at best a fragile concept, often undone by perceptions that create sudden 

affinities between ourselves and others apparently so different from us" 

(MacDougall 1998 p.245 ). It is those "affinities" that reveal themselves, 

and are created in the journey of the kebayas with their multiple wearers. 

A journey 

'Tamasya' translates as - an excursion, a pleasure trip, a performance or 

spectacle, something beautiful to be seen. Tamasya Kebaya, then might be 

considered the performance journey of the kebaya. Tamasya Kebaya, the 

exhibition and workshop held in Darwin in November 2002, marks the first 

stage of the research project Through the Kebaya. The catalogue to the 

exhibition describes the video installation performance: 
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Enter a space somewhat resembling a fashion boutique: rows of 
kebaya in an assortment of colours and sizes, for children through to 
adult women. In one corner hangs a wide mirror. Close-by a TV 
monitor screens video documentation of Balinese models wearing the 
kebaya in a variety of poses and situations. With Victoria's 
guidance, visitors go through the motions of fitting themselves into 
the kebaya while facing this apparatus. A camera monitors their 
dressing movements ... (Murti 2002 np.) 



Victoria Cattoni, 
Ba~i sti~~s 

Video, Bali 2002 
Plate 13 

Through the Kebaya 
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The video documentation referred to is a short video - Bali stills (Cattani 

2002). It is a 2-minute loop containing still images of women of mixed -

ages, body-types, and socio-economic and cultural backgrounds, wearing 

the kebaya in a number of functions and scenarios. The video moves 

quickly through the images, allowing the viewer enough time to register 

differences in colour, texture, mode of wear. Functioning primarily as a 

body of reference for the 'visitors', it provides factual information about 

how the kebaya is worn today in Bali. They are motivated by the existing 

examples. It also performs a secondary and strategic function, which is to 

draw the visitor or potential performer into a more intimate and personal 

dimension by simultaneously triggering memory22 (of Bali or other parts of 

Indonesia) or imagining (of the other) . 

.. .in Bali when I saw women wearing it as a daily garment 
I was quite jealous 
because their arms were covered from the sun ... 
I wanted to wear one, but I didn't know where to buy one ... 
I actually felt a bit shy ... 
I wasn't sure the Balinese would like it if I wore it... 

The 'visitors' referred to in the excerpt, are members of the public who 

are participating in a workshop. Individuals are invited to select one of a 

number of kebayas to try on, and standing before a mirror respond to the 

experience. The performer faces a mirror, video camera (on tripod) and 

myself. A dialogue, both verbal and gestural, begins. The camera, 

positioned between the mirror and myself, is in full view of the performer. 

The dialogue, verbal and gestural, between the performer and kebaya, 

performer in kebaya and her/his mirror image, performer and screened 

video, performer and myself and others in the space, is both a 

performative and creative act. The camera (with myself as camera 

22 The kebaya is not totally unfamiliar to some of the participants, and indeed to many residents of 
Danvin. Danvin has a sizeable Indonesian population, and until recent events, Bali was the first 
choice of destination for inexpensive holiday package tours for many Australians. It is therefore 
likely that some of the participants, while perhaps not ever having previously worn the kebaya, would 
at least recognize it or associate it with Indonesia from their own personal experience. 
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operator) does more than passively 'document' the event. The camera 

acts in the creative agency of the performative event. 

The actual kebayas form a collection of forty to fifty pre-worn and 

borrowed garments that has been transported back and forth from 

Indonesia to Australia at various stages of the project. The collection 

includes - kebayas donated by friends, friends of friends' and neighbours; 

those bought from street stalls of used clothing; and a number of the latest 

model kebayas that are borrowed. Although not antique garments, many 

are old and bear the markings of wear and tear of their personal histories. 

Styles vary, but are generally representative of kebayas worn by women in 

the areas in which the research has taken place - Bali, Java, Jakarta, 

Yogyakarta and Sunda. The kebayas go on their own journey across land 

and sea. 

Speaking through the kebaya 

What happens in that performative and creative act? Is it mere dressing 

up? If, as Julia Suryakusuma (2003) suggests the kebaya 'makes' us, then 

for those responding to an alien cultural artefact - an item of clothing of 

another culture - what is it that the kebaya is 'making'? What, precisely, is 

it constructing, revealing, referring to? Does it direct its reference back to 

the culture of origin, or does it absorb the distance, and in addition come 

to reflect something of ourselves?23 Does it boomerang - triggering hosts of 

meanings, and with a little dust return to its original place? If the response 

from the Darwin participants is a "counter-commentary towards a 

reference on the 'original' owners and uses of kebaya" as Hujatnikajennong 

claims in a later catalogue essay of the project (2003 np. ), then it is also a 

commentary directed towards ourselves as spectators and makers of 

meaning not only of the other, but of ourselves. Commentaries 

reverberate back and forth, referencing lndonesia/ns, returning to 

reference ourselves. This case study clearly demonstrates the forming of 

23 I use 'ourselves' to refer to those of us outside the cultural groups who 'own' the kebaya. 
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affinities over the investing in difference. The kebaya may lose something 

of its original meaning and significance, but what does it gather, 

accumulate instead? 

Pressed bodV4 

When performers speak of the garment being 'beautiful', 'feminine', 

'restrictive', they are doing more than describing the fit of the garment. 

They are alluding to, and coming to reveal (to themselves and spectators) 

through the process of wearing, cultural attributes of the kebaya. 

It feels a bit restrictive ... 

I don't have much movement... it just fits 
Is it supposed to be that tight? 

Is it worn tight like that, very fitting? 

although my breasts feel a bit squashed! 

Victoria Cattoni, Tamasya Kebaya Video performance, Darwin 2003-3 Plate 14 

24 The term 'pressed body' is a term usually applied within the automotive industry, which refers to 
the body of a car and how it's been produced. In Indonesia you often see stickers on the rear windows 
of cars with the text "Full Pressed Body". The term has jumped to fashion and is used to refer to a 
kebaya that is fitted to the body like a glove. I am unaware of the term being applied to other 
garments/clothing for women. 
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To state the obvious, the kebaya reveals itself as being a garment that, if 

worn correctly, restricts one's movement, that squeezes the torso, the 

breasts, belly - that 'presses' the body. The kebaya delineates the curves 

of a woman, revealing her 'femininity': revealing particular cultural 

definitions of femininity that are also shared across cultures. In a later 

workshop held in Bandung (West Java), one of the performers makes this 

clear. 

It's just that worn in the traditional way 
your waist had to be squeezed in ... 
I think it was the same in Europe 

Wearing the kebaya reveals perceptions of beauty, elegance, and other 

traits (held) of Indonesian women. Where gaps of knowledge exist, we (the 

performers, those outside the 'owner cultures') do our best to construct, 

create an image, filling in the gaps. 

what /like about those cultures. 
love how 

Indonesian ladies ... 
so gentle ... 

look so cool 



Tamasya Kebaya 

Victoria Cattoni, Tamasya Kebaya Video installation performance, 
Darwin 2002 Plate 16 
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Crossing over 

Performers come face to face - themselves with their mirror or screened 

image - with concepts of femininity not only of their (our) own cultural 

codes but also with the cultural codes of other cultures. They begin to 

interact with other cultural codes of femininity as they 'fit' themselves 

into this feminine and 'exotic' garment. A visible transformation begins to 

take place, performed before the mirror - monitored and captured by the 

video camera. In viewing the video performance Tamasya Kebaya, one 

sees tangibly a stature and body change in individual performers as they 

gather themselves into the garment, as they enter the space of the kebaya. 

This is a transformation that is a kinaesthetic, felt and deeply personal 

experience. From this, a sense of introspection arises, in which an 

engagement with the body, identity, culture (of one's own and of the 

imagined or known other) is sounded and gestured. 

I'm just really amazed! 
... not only because of the lace 
which I wouldn't normally wear ... 
But... I was thinking ... 
the ideas we have of fashion here ... 
we wouldn't normally go for ... 
it's just crossing over 
and it does actually look really good ... 
It's quite amazing ... 

This process, the state of being in-transformation, allows for multiple 

possibilities to arise. The kebaya facilitates a re-construction of oneself. 

The video captures it. The video screens the 'captured' re-construction 

and in the process re-constructs the work, creating a state of suspension in 

which re-construction is forever implied. 

This is demonstrated post-workshop when the new video becomes a new 

component of the exhibition, occupying the space along with the original 

Bali stills video and the actual kebayas hanging on their racks. Performers 

are present in real time in the new video, and present in reality in the 
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space of the gallery as audience25
• The kebayas hang ready to be 

interacted with - every element of the video installation performance 

operates through those kebayas. 

Individuals are given the opportunity to value the personal experience over 

the general in-so-far as interacting with other cultures through the cultural 

artefact of the kebaya. The value of this cannot be underestimated when 

far-reaching and generalised rhetorics continue to invade our personal 

spheres and undermine our ability to form our own opinions and value our 

own expereince. Through the interactive process of this project, 

perceptions and value judgements under challenge are not enforced from 

the outside but are reached via an introspective and reflexive process. 

Journeying meanings 

Returning to the question: does the kebaya suffer a loss of meaning without 

its cultural signifiers? If the performances/ commentaries of the resulting 

videowork Tamasya Kebaya are considered the gauge by which to answer 

this question, then the reply must certainly be 'No'. Rather than the 

kebaya losing any of its 'original' meaning/s the kebaya accumulates a new 

set of meanings. We might see how the 'we' in Suryakusuma's claim that 

"we give meaning to the kebaya" (2003 np.) may also include the new 

wearers/performers in Darwin. I would like to further suggest that 

Tamasya Kebaya demonstrates that there is more than a de-coding of the 

"shared values of the kebaya" occurring as described by Hujatnikajennong 

(2003 np. ). There is rather an encoding taking place, even a re-coding. 

25 On opening night of Tamasya Kebaya in Danvin, and unanticipated layer to the work unfolded. 
Unplanned, members of the audience taking their cue from the video installation performance, 
removed kebayas from the rack and tried them on, further activating the space and inserting 
themselves into the work. 
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More than an exchange of culture, this is culture making - it demonstrates 

in an emphatic way how it is we all add value, create meaning, construct 

identity. We see ourselves. We are brought into a (liminal) space of 

affinity with others; physically - through wearing the same kebayas that 

others have worn, wear and will wear; metaphorically - by becoming the 

'other; and imaginatively by re-constructing, re-creating ourselves. 

We also reveal aspects of ourselves, admitting the tenuousness of our own 

cultural origins and what we claim to be ours . 

... the Indonesians ... we've got a lot that we've pulled out... 
like the ginger that we've picked up and use in our everyday life 
... and without that we'd still be eating fish and chips 
down the shop every Friday night... 

We see ourselves implied in the process of constructing meaning and 

affording value. We neither know nor 'own' the kebaya, yet we are moved 

through it- in odd ways. 

The material feels all crunchy ... like ah ... breakfast cereal 

and 

It feels very glamorous ... maybe I look less fat in this 

It makes you feel very ... regal 

It feels special! 

It's beautiful! 

They're very feminine ... 
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beautiful ... 
especially 
the lace ... 

a bit crunchy ... 
Cornflakes 

I feel a bi funny with my 
st hanging out! 

about it 

Victoria Cattoni, 
Tamasya Kebaya 

Video performance, 
Darwin 2002-3 
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Chapter 6 

Whose Kebaya, anyway? 

The 'Cultural Owners' > 

Personal Narratives in the Indonesian Works 

Which of us is not familiar with the kebaya? It might surprise us 
though to realise that the kebaya is something that is loaded with 
contradictions depending on the context of where and how it is 
used ... (Suryakusuma np.) 

This chapter looks to Indonesia, where the main body of the research has 

been undertaken through a series of workshops and public presentations 

(exhibitions) on the islands of Bali and Java. Quite apart from the practical 

reasons for confining the study to the islands of Java and Bali as outlined in 

the methodology (Chapter 3), it is within these regions that the kebaya is 

most visible and used today. The discussion looks to the 'cultural owners' 

of the kebaya, while at the same time raises questions concerning cultural 

ownership. This is not to totally subvert the notion of cultural ownership, 

but rather to see it as part of a process subject to an ongoing cultural ebb 

and flow. The kebaya with its changing forms, functions and meanings 

proves to be a fitting metaphor for such ideas, and for reflecting cultural 

change in society. 

Personal narratives resulting from the workshops are used to direct the 

themes of the discussion and raise the contradictions and paradoxes 

embedded within the kebaya. A number of workshops will be described in 

63 



Whose kebaya, anyway? 

more detail. These are Whose Kebaya, anyway? (Singaraja and Batungsel, 

Bali), Kebaya Press Body (Semarang, Java) and Reading the Kebaya 

(Jakarta)26
• These descriptions will provide a background to the discussion, 

further demonstrating the centrality of the workshop to the study, and 

consolidating my decision to look to the wearers and cultural 'owners' of 

the kebaya to provide meaning and substance to the research. It is through 

these personal narratives and texts that we see the kebaya operating as a 

'doorway', as a stimulus, and as a device for gaining insight into the 

thoughts, practices and cultural dynamics contained within it. 

A number of the themes that surface throughout the study emerge across 

differences of location, social or cultural contexts. Some themes, on the 

other hand, are quite specific to particular sites, urban for example. The 

thrust of the study is not to draw a comparative picture between the 

different cultural groups and location. It is useful however, to consider 

where themes overlap and resurface in drawing an overall map27 of cultural 

change as reflected and enacted through the kebaya. 

While it is clear that definitions and understandings of 'femininity' through 

the kebaya are central to this work, not all the participants who have been 

involved in the project have been women. As mentioned earlier in the 

methodology, men have also performed in the videos. Since this is not 

specifically a gender study, their texts/views will not be separated from 

those of the women, except where a particular issue or theme is raised 

only by them. 

Whose kebaya, anyway? workshop 

Bali has already been discussed as being the place in Indonesia where the 

kebaya today is most visible. It is not unusual for a young woman to have a 

collection of twenty kebayas upwards. In fact, the wardrobe of a young 

fashion-conscious woman in one of the more wealthy southern centres of 

26 See Appendix B, Schedule of Events- p.llO, for precise dates. 
27 See Map of the Project- p.l07. 
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Bali may contain fifty or more ranging in style and colour. Styles change 

quickly, and there is a ready market for an upwardly growing economic 

group, if the increasing number of traditional clothing and kebaya fabric 

outlets are any indication. Of course the demographics change from north 

to south, places which are tourists centres from those that have no tourist 

industry, and generally from urban to rural. Age, strangely enough seems 

to be a less significant factor. Kebayas are often handed on to less well-off 

members of a family, staff and siblings. It is not so uncommon however for 

women to retain a collection spanning many years. When I was discussing 

the kebaya with an elderly neighbour, the proprietor and owner of my local 

warung, I was astonished to see that her collection contained kebayas from 

her early years of marriage. This woman subsequently offered me more 

than twenty of her blouses, which went on to form part of the collection 

used in the workshops28
• 

Whose kebaya, anyway? is a series of digital video stills produced as digital 

photographs that resulted from the first workshops conducted in Bali, 

following my and the kebayas return to Indonesia from Darwin. The two 

workshops were conducted away from the most populous areas of Bali, in 

the north of the island. These were undertaken in two rather different 

sites with two contrasted groups of individuals. The first included a group 

of fifteen young female university students at STKIP in Singaraja. The 

second was made up of a smaller group of women from the local PKK in the 

village of Batungsel, a rural community about an hour from the city of 

Singaraja. The first group included young educated women. Women of 

mixed ages whose primary tasks were domestic duties including the 

provision of care for their immediate and extended families comprised the 

latter. 

28 In almost every workshop women have offered as a gift one or more of their own personal kebayas 
to be added to the collection. I would go so far as to say that this implies a kind of collective 
ownership of the kebayas and the work- the 'gift' keeps it alive. 
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I will describe the procedure of the workshop with the women from STKIP 

that took place in a hall of the university, since in many ways this was an 

ideal situation. The workshop was conducted over two days, and was 

broken down into three stages. During the first stage, the introduction, a 

basic brainstorming29 of the kebaya using photographs and actual kebayas 

was used as a stimulus to uncover 'passive' knowledge of the blouse. The 

kebaya is not of course something new to the women, and in wearing it 

regularly and 'owning' it, there is a presumption that they 'know' it. 

Brainstorming set out to explore and share the young women's accumulated 

local cultural knowledge of the kebaya. What ensued was a lively 

discussion in which cultural knowledge (and myths) surrounding the kebaya 

were challenged and to some extent deconstructed due to the diversity of 

views available. For while the women shared age and academic status, 

their religious, caste (for the Balinese Hindus), ethnic and socio-economic 

backgrounds were surprisingly diverse. To complete this initial stage the 

edited and sub-titled video performance Tamasya Kebaya from Darwin was 

screened. There were two objectives. The first was to provide an example 

of the video outcome of a previous workshop and introduce one stage of 

the digital video process. The second, and more important aim was to 

trigger a dialogue concerning cultural 'ownership', by presenting non

lndonesians, non-Balinese wearing and responding to the kebaya. In the 

process of observing others - those outside the culture of the participants -

acting as agents in the representations of the kebaya as seen in the video 

(Tamasya Kebaya), the possibility of a new dialogue begins to emerge: a 

dialogue that might inspire reflection and consideration of the 

presumptions within one's own culture concerning firstly the kebaya itself, 

and secondly concerning constructions of 'femininity' as translated through 

the kebaya. 

The workshop proper followed with - as with the Tamasya Kebaya 

interaction - individuals being invited to select a kebaya to try on. Some of 

29 Teaching method of triggering and eliciting information and ideas that it is assumed the 
student/client may already possess about a particular theme. 
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the young women had also brought along kebayas of their own or those of 

their mothers' to be used in the workshop. Individuals were encouraged to 

choose a kebaya other than that which they would normally wear: a style 

for example, usually worn by elderly women or their grandmother, 

otherwise a colour such as bright yellow, red or pink, considered 'norak' (in 

this context, completely out of date and associated with village life, not in 

the best taste). During the actual interviewing, performing, my role moves 

between facilitator and provocateur, dependent very much on the 

particular dynamic between the performer and myself. As outlined in the 

methodology, the study is action research based. The shape and outcome 

of the workshops therefore are very much guided by the kind of conditions 

created. I can only describe the process as an intuitive one, being sensitive 

to the comfort level of the individual, while at the same time attempting 

to further stimulate a mood of introspection and self-reflection in relation 

to the kebaya. The same can be said of my position, remaining in a 

mindful and self-reflexive state. It's like 'fishing' for dialogue, for 

information, while simultaneously following cues from the performer and 

allowing her /him the room to self-direct the dialogue and performance. At 

the commencement of the performance, individuals are asked if they 

prefer that I provide questions in a more conventional interview process, or 

allow them to initiate dialogue. Most generally choose the latter. 

Individuals are also informed that a non-verbal interaction is also possible if 

they do not wish to speak. While this is not generally the case, it is 

nevertheless important in establishing an atmosphere of comfort for all. 

The dynamics within the group [and between myself and the group] are 

critical to a fruitful outcome: a situation both comfortable and playful, but 

also provoking. 

In the final stage of the STKIP workshop, the re-construction, the group 

viewed the new video of themselves. As well as providing a transparency 

to the process and demonstrating the real time nature of the medium, the 

viewing provoked some of the women to perform again as a response to 

performances/ dialogues by their peers. It also encouraged newcomers to 
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participate. It is at this point that we see the project or 'research' 

extending well beyond any arbitrary parameters that I have set for the 

study. Hujatnikajennong, in his essay from the exhibition catalogue 

Membaca Kebaya: Reading the Kebaya comments that the "project would 

not seemingly end as a 'work of art' because the work is more like a 

cultural research that has to be carried out continually" (2003 np. ). 

Working with the women in Batungsel provided a dynamic, yet challenging 

counterpoint to the STKIP workshop. The women, of mixed ages and with 

low levels of education, were all mothers and wives with domestic demands 

and so had tight time constraints. Here the workshop was limited to 3-4 

hours. This meant taking an alternative approach and condensing the 

workshop with only a very brief introductory discussion and launching 

quickly into the actual interaction. Flexibility, in terms of workshop format 

has been essential. Even with the schedule and format pre-arranged and 

designed to take into account local variabilities - time, site and people 

involved - it has usually been necessary to adapt quickly on-the-spot and 

create the best solution for everybody. At times this has meant sacrificing 

artistic or aesthetic merit in favour of creating an all-round environment of 

ease and comfort. Noise control - background noise or conversation within 

the workshop space - has continued to be one of those factors that I have 

been unable, and largely unwilling to exert too much control over. It has 

never been my intention to try to achieve a cinematic effect in the way I 

use video. Background noise for example, while making some dialogues 

almost inaudible, is also part of the local environment. To set up the 

workshop in a noise-controlled environment, a studio for example, was not 

a desirable alternative and would have changed the entire nature of the 

enlivened workshop. Working with groups and communities within their 

local environs has meant being able to create a simulated-real situation 

that is effective in increasing meaningful dialogue, individual and collective 

spirit. 

68 



Through the Kebaya 

The transparan30 kebaya 

Transparency is an aspect of the kebaya that surfaces again and again 

across the demographic face of the study. As one of the women from 

Semarang points out: 

I don't like the transparency, but then again 
most kebaya fabric is transparent... 
I don't know why that is ... 

Most kebaya fabric is lace brocade, which is in varying degrees transparent, 

but then the kebaya cloth favoured by many elderly women, while not 

lace, is also semi-transparent. Perhaps it's the climate and a need for air 

circulation or light-weight fabrics. Lace-brocade is one identifying feature 

of the kebaya that remains firmly in place, even across religious 

differences. For while for many Muslim women transparency is not an 

option, a simple adaptation of lining the lace of the kebaya solves the 

problem. The motif of lace-brocade is almost always floral, as is with the 

plain fabrics. Perhaps the one constant in most kebaya fabric is the floral 

motif. 

The floral motif is fine for women ... 
It's so feminine ... 

In Bali, transparency has taken on new heights. Reactions to this vary. 

Material abounds in the mass media and more specialised 'Hindu31
' 

publications, ranging from advice to more direct coercion, all directed 

towards informing Balinese women on how to best 'be Balinese'. 

Commonly referred to derogatively in some local media as 'jala ikan' -

30 Transparan is a relatively new addition to Bahasa Indonesia, one of many words derived from other 
languages. 
31 The main religion in Bali is Hinduism. This varies however from Hinduism as practised in India, 
and is a syncretism of many sources including the earlier Animistic beliefs of the Indigenous Balinese. 
In recent years there has been a visible move towards re-claiming connections with the source of 
Hinduism in India, and paralleling this, an emphasis on Hindu dogma. 
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'fishing or cast net32
', the transparent kebaya arouses a bit of heat. 

Considered unethical and risking "disturbing the (thoughts) of other people 

praying in the temple"(Wijaya 2000 p.28), young women are advised or 

warned, depending on the tone, against falling victim to fashion trends in 

favour of ethics. Some even go so far as to say that the continued use of 

transparent fabric is capable of lowering the ethical standards of the 

general public (Wijaya 2000 p.28). 

While the debates in some of these 'Hindu' and wider publications continue 

to push the point that transparent kebayas are not appropriate for temple 

dress, many young Balinese Hindu women, and women not so young are 

making their own choices and justifying their decisions. 

If you feel comfortable, then it doesn't matter ... 
being transparent isn't necessarily negative 
it depends on you ... 

There's nothing wrong with wearing a transparent kebaya 
to pray at the temple ... 
the important thing is that you're in a state of purity 
So if others feel disturbed ... 
then the problem must be in their own minds ... 

The sacred confronts the sacrilegious. I have participated in discussions 

concerning transparency where it has been stated that it is acceptable to 

wear even very transparent kebayas to the temple as long as it isn't too 

often. Transparency is appropriate for secular occasions, but usually not, 

or 'not too often' for spiritual contexts. The collision of newly imposed 

codes of morality from ultra-conservative Hindu factions with the personal 

and fashion choices of women, might be seen as a re-emergence of earlier 

dress codes for women. Prior to the kebaya being introduced, women did 

not cover their upper torsos when undertaking secular duties, but wore 

sabuk to the temple when in spiritual role. On the other hand the ultra-

32 Perhaps not unlike our 'fishnet' stockings. 'Fishing/Cast net' in this sense however has a much 
more negative implication. The livelihood of fishermen and the fishing net are still very visible along 
most of Bali's coastline, and fisherman are not among the wealthy of Bali. 
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conservative position might also be interpreted as a non-Balinese set of 

protocols onto dress for women: a protocol that seems somehow much 

more 'protestant', and which does not quite fit the myth (or truth) of 

Balinese women being beautiful sensual beings. 

For the Balinese women who like to wear the sheer kebaya, looking 'sexy' 

is not necessarily problematic, even when in spiritual communion. Neither 

is the tight fit, the 'pressed-body' mentioned earlier, that almost always 

goes hand in hand with transparency. 

/like this kebaya because of the 'pressed body' ... 
I would wear this to religious ceremonies 
to pray at the temple .... 

It looks better with transparent fabric. .. 
so that you look a little sexy ... 

Victoria Cattoni, 
Kebaya Mix 
Video performance, 
Sukawati, Bali 2003 

Plate 18 
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And yet according to other performers, the issue is not 'transparency', but 

rather adequately representing the elegance, the refinement of the 

Balinese woman - all qualities constituted as belonging to 'femininity'. 

I don't like transparent kebayas because ... 
the kebaya should make us look elegant and feminine ... 
and it doesn't have to be transparent to do so 
the kebaya itself is already elegant... 
so being transparent doesn't make it any more elegant 
than it already is ... 

It shows the elegant nature of Balinese women ... 
also their femininity ... 

Actually ... wearing the kebaya brings out the charisma ... 
the charisma of a woman ... 

But such a definition of 'femininity' is not always desirable. 

In my opinion ... 
wearing a kebaya makes you look feminine 
and I don't feel comfortable wearing a kebaya ... 
because it's not me ... 
and because you have to behave well 
For me, it doesn't feel comfortable at all ... 

There is no question about 'femininity' being an essential part of being a 

Balinese (and Indonesian) woman: more contentious is whether 'sexiness' is 

also part of being feminine. In her opening speech to Membaca Kebaya: 

Reading the Kebaya in Jakarta in August 2002, Julia Suryakusuma 

acknowledges that while femininity is considered a positive trait for 

(Indonesian) women, sexiness implies something rather more controversial 

(2003 ). 

Sexual politics and the body 

Kebaya Press Body, the workshop undertaken in Semarang, Central Java 

with a small group of university students, produced an animated discourse 

around sexual politics and the body. This workshop took on its own 
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momentum, with lively debate between the young women about the 

meanings and readings of the kebaya. Individuals entered the interactive 

stage and after observing each other performing, took up commentaries 

expressed to investigate the kebaya further, before entering the 

interactive stage again. There was a visible process of exploration that 

produced commentaries and counter-commentaries, centred largely around 

femininity, 'sexiness' and the body. 

The kebaya is always identified with 'sexiness' ... 
and personally 
I don't feel comfortable being seen as 'sexy' ... 
in a 'pressed body' ... 
or transparent kebaya ... 

~· . ..----- .. 
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If I wear a tight-fitting kebaya 
I feel my sensuality is being exposed ... 
my femininity ... exposed .. . 
when I say 'femininity' .. . 
I mean femininity in the negative sense 

If we talk about a woman's sexuality or femininity 
it's not just about the body ... 
it's also about her 'inner beauty' ... 
or her intelligence ... 

The narratives - shared, overlapping, contradicting - reflect the multiplicity 

of views and cultural and social values operating today in relation to dress 

codes and the representation of women. Again, it seems important to 

acknowledge that consensus in matters of 'femininity' may be an 

impossible task, even within a small group of women who share age, social 

and cultural background, education, religion and ethnicity as was the case 

with the Semarang workshop. The discussion that took off during this 

workshop33 especially, provides a microcosm of the complexities of even 

using terms such as 'feminine' and 'sexy' in relation to women and the way 

they present their bodies. 

I know that I feel more ... more sexy ... more beautiful ... 
more like a woman ... 

The kebaya exposes your body ... 
but it doesn't mean it exploits your body ... 

I look ... sexy ... beautiful 
I feel ... different to just wearing a T-shirt 
It's like ... 
I can't explain it with words ... 

sexy ... it's complicated ... wearing this clothing ... 

33 And resulting in the edited and sub-titled video performance work Kebaya Press Body. 
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Plate 20 
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Reading identities - kebaya and jilbab 

No-one would claim that the kebaya is a sentient being. However, more so 

than any other symbol in Indonesia, it links concepts of the feminine with 

notions of womanhood, historically to the present. No one believes for one 

moment that the kebaya will ever disappear or become extinct, and the 

evidence to date seems to support this. Ongoing adaptation of form, 

function and meaning, may ensure its existence as it has done to date. 

Opinions vary about classifications of what constitutes a kebaya, and are 

not always related to form as mentioned briefly in Chapter 2. This is 

especially so within communities where the signs of Islam via dress codes 

seem to operate more strongly. In Bandung three workshops were 

conducted with university students and academic staff, young elementary

school girls, middle-aged and elderly women. Many of the women wore 

jilbab or kerudung and so the topic of dress codes and combinations of 

dress for Muslim women was very much part of the conversation. Over and 

over again, the point was made that the looser-fitting baju kurung favoured 

especially by married and elderly women, while physically retaining little 

resemblance to the classic kebaya, could easily function as a kebaya. In 

this case it is clearly the function that defines the kebaya, and not the 

form. "When I wear this (baju kurung), I'm not thinking about it being a 

kebaya or not, but if I go to a formal occasion such as a wedding, or 

reception and the dress code is kebaya then I'll wear a more elaborate 

version of what I'm wearing now ... " (Cattani 2003f). And so the baju 

kurung 'becomes' the kebaya. 

When women who wear Muslim dress also wear the kebaya the discussion 

inevitably turns to the former and its relationship to the kebaya. 
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Victoria Cattoni, Whose kebaya, anyway? Digital Video Still, 
Singaraja, Bali 2003 Plate 21 

This kebaya suits my headscarf ... 
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As far as the headscarf that I'm wearing is concerned ... 
it's just like the kebaya ... 
it's just a choice of clothing ... nothing more 

Many readings are possible from the texts produced by these women. 

Religious orientation does not necessarily prevent the wearing of the 

kebaya. The expression of cultural identity through the kebaya in 

combination with religious identity through the jilbab does not produce any 

perceived conflict. In the catalogue essay to the exhibition Tamasya 

Kebaya Krisna Murti aptly describes this as "the negotiation between 

cultural identity and religious observation ... " (2002 np. ). A pragmatic 

approach is played out whereby the links with cultural identity - Javanese, 

Sundanese etc - continue to be invested with value and meaning with 

religious orientation also providing one of the many layers to identity. 
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it's not a problem ... 
as long as it suits what you're wearing 

Victoria Cattoni, Through the Kebaya Video performance, 
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Reading the Kebaya workshop and exhibition 

Membaca Kebaya: Reading the Kebaya was the exhibition and workshop 

held at Galeri Lontar in Jakarta, following on from the workshops in Bali 

and Semarang. As is evident in the background wall of the resulting video 

performance work Reading the Kebaya, the workshop was held in the 

actual exhibition space of the gallery. The decision to conduct the 

workshop within the gallery space was a strategy to bring the performers 

into the space of the exhibition: in other words, to blur the boundaries 

between a static 'exhibiting space' and an active 'performing space'. 

Implicit in this is the notion that the public has the power to move in 

between and across these spaces. 

Perhaps the situation at Lontar best demonstrates the fracturing of 

boundaries between audience and artwork, bringing interaction and post

interaction into a new interactive dimension. The unedited footage of the 

preceding day's workshop was the key component to the video installation 

performance. Individuals, who one day had performed with the kebaya, 

were present in the exhibition virtually, as part of the video, as well as in 

their real physical presence the following day, inside the exhibition. 

This also provides a real experience of generating and exhibiting 'art' in 

which the notion of public ownership of the work is also enhanced. 

Public space and ownership 

When I speak of the term 'public space', I mean in the sense of ripples of 

movement of the public/s acting, interacting and moving through the 

space, rather than the space as a fixed physical place. This is helpful in 

considering conceptually the relationships between the gallery and the 

public/s who are part of the work (as performers) and the audience (as 

spectators). The gallery in itself can be considered a public space or place. 

The existence of the workshop aims to do more than simply extend or 

diversify the make-up of those publics that enter the gallery. It's more 

than bringing people from other communities into the space: it's about 
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them 'creating' that space, 'forming' that space. The flow of (spoken and 

performed) texts that are brought into the gallery via the workshop, that 

form in the gallery through the exhibition, and that are carried out of the 

gallery via the public/s is a public space in-flow. This is even more so the 

case when the 'gallery space' is in a non-conventional space, because here 

the frameworks that 'make' the gallery (an institution) are also in-flow. 

Identities - imagined and real 

Galeri Lontar is located close to central Jakarta. The gallery is part of the 

Utan Kayu Community that is comprised of a number of organisations 

including a bookshop, theatre, cafeteria and also NGO's. It is close to one 

of the main arterials into the city centre and within walking distance of 

canals and the streetlife of Jakarta. There are warungs on the footpaths, 

various modes of passing public transport and it's as noisy, polluted and 

active as many Southeast Asian large metropolitan centres are. So while 

the gallery is part of an educated and 'artistic' enclave, it is not physically 

isolated from the public face of Jakarta. 

The workshops conducted at Lontar included gallery staff, cafeteria staff 

and management, administrative staff from local organisations, traffic 

controllers, security officers, and their wives, husbands and friends. The 

outcomes of both the Jakarta and Bandung workshops reveal particular 

idiosyncrasies, which could be claimed to reflect many of the impacts of 

living in such densely populated urban environments. Certainly the 

'performance' element was very strong. Individuals were generally more 

direct, confident and opinionated than with previous workshops. They 

were also more conscious of their distance with their cultures and places of 

origin 34
• 

The kebaya is like a 'benang merah' ... 
a thread ... that connects us to past traditions ... 

34 A considerable proportion of the population of Jakarta is comprised of residents who have migrated 
from other villages, towns, cities and regions of Indonesia. 
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I've been in Jakarta for six years now ... 
wearing this kebaya reminds me of my hometown ... 
where it's safe ... and mild ... 

This kebaya reminds me of when I was a little girl ... 
I'd try on my grandmother's kebayas 
and stand in front of the mirror ... 

Wearing this kebaya ... 
reminds me of the day I got married ... 

It feels ... as if I belong to a bygone era .. . 
perhaps living in the palace of the king .. . 
and maybe one of his wives ... 

Nostalgia runs back and forth along the benang merah of the kebaya, the 

thread to the past, the thread to traditions. Nostalgia for an imagined 

past. Nostalgia for a real past, perhaps re-constructed, re-created in the 

light of the challenges of contemporary living. Projection onto an imagined 

past and projection onto an imagined future. 

I've never bought a kebaya ... 
because it's not part of my life ... 
I'm not part of that tradition 
I know about the kebaya from my mother 
My mother didn't always wear one ... 
she only wore it to wedding ceremonies 
or to her husband's office parties ... 
But my mother's mother ... my grandmother ... 
wore a kebaya all her life .. . 

When I see young women who still like wearing the kebaya 
I feel so happy that our culture will not disappear ... 
Hopefully the kebaya will continue to be worn 
by our children and our grandchildren ... 
so that the kebaya doesn't become extinct 

And then there is the projection and longing of men who imagine 

themselves in different ways through the kebaya. 

I'm wearing this kebaya so that I can imagine 
what it feels like to be a woman ... 
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Actually /like wearing a kebaya .. . 
It's just a pity it's not for men .. . 
maybe I could get away with wearing it... I don't know 

I've chosen this kebaya because the style is so feminine .... 

It even makes me look beautiful .. . 
even though I'm a man .. . 

Victoria Cattoni, Through the Kebaya Video performance, Bandung, 2003 
Plate 23 
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Personhood - control and ownership of identity 

The matter of personal agency has already been raised briefly in Chapters 2 

and 5. My intention to argue for the 'personal' against a socio-political or 

feminist approach, is not because the work has not been at all informed by 

these positions. It is rather because an ideological or political reading and 

language would, I believe, consume the personal experience and narrative. 

During the exhibition of Membaca Kebaya: Reading the Kebaya in Jakarta, I 

spoke briefly with a visitor to the gallery. 

Yesterday afternoon a very elderly woman (86 years old) came to the 
gallery ... She was wearing a blue floral kebaya and kain tulis -
Javanese style ... She told me that when she had reached about 60 
years of age, she and her husband had discussed her choice of 
clothing, and how, what she described as her mini or short skirts and 
dresses, now seemed inappropriate for a woman of her age. She had 
considered wearing longer dresses/skirts but felt it would have been 
too old-fashioned. Her husband had suggested kebaya and kain as an 
alternative ... Since then she has worn kain-kebaya every day for 
more than 20 years now. She told me she likes to wear it very much, 
and can't really explain why ... (Cattani 2003h np.) 

As she herself says "I just like wearing it. I don't know why ... " (Cattani 

2003c). To reduce this woman's words to a claim that she is merely 

upholding a tradition that belongs to patriarchy and which is a symptom of 

a political regime wishing to control the behaviour and representations of 

women, would be to diminish her personhood and personal agency. It is to 

deny the negotiative acts of individuals and to relegate persons to the 

status of victims of oppression - patriarchal, political, social etc. To bring 

recognition and value to her/his 'truth' and understanding of her/his 

reality is to give ground and significance to the personal narrative and 

experience. 

Somewhere there exists a convergence of personal agency over identity 

with that of broader (and often seen to be the more dominant) 

'controlling' national or cultural identities. 
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Victoria Cattoni, 
Kain-kebaya worn by visitor to 
Exhibition 

Membaca Kebaya: 
Reading the Kebaya 

Jakarta 2003 Plate 24 
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As discussed earlier in Chapter 2, Sukarno may have been responsible for 

creating an enduring image linking concepts of 'nationhood' and femininity 

through the kebaya by defining kain-kebaya as the national costume of 

Indonesia for women. During the following era of Suharto which saw 

further subordination of women, and in which according to Lev, women 

were defined "essentially as wives and mothers" (1996 ), the kain-kebaya 

did not lose any of its potence in terms of linking traditional identity with 

the national in the representation of women. What then can we 

determine of the relationship between political and socio-political 

intentions and what is (f)actually felt on the ground by the women who 

wear the garment? How are broader notions of 'nationalism', 'national 

identity' and 'Indonesian-ness' actually enacted and understood? 

We in Indonesia have at least two special 
occasions to wear the kebaya ... 
the first is Kartini Day ... 
and Independence Day on which people 
like to wear their nationalistic identity ... 
in a positive way ... 

While there is the implication here that Nationalism can contain both 

positive and negative meanings, dress, and the kebaya in this instance is 

perceived as expressing the 'positive side' of Indonesian nationalism. 

Perceptions of 'lndonesianness' through the kebaya emerge in several of 

the workshops, which is not surprising given that the blouse is part of the 

national costume. The complexities however of being perceived as 

'Indonesian' and the multiple understandings of what that might mean, are 

revealed through a negotiation of identity, which sees definitions and ideas 

of national identity both implicitly and explicitly questioned, and 

occasionally subverted. 

I imagine that if someone wears a kebaya 
they will certainly look beautiful ... 
totally 'Indonesian' ... 
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I decided that I wanted to combine 
the kebaya with something different... 
so I decided to wear this 'knitted' bra top ... 
but the image of the kebaya is still so clear ... 

Even though the kebaya is combined 
with something completely different... 
I sti II look so much like an 
'Indonesian' woman! 

... people will think 
'Wow! It looks great!' 
... they wi II automatically 
associate the kebaya with a particular 
region ... with my country ... Indonesia 
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The kebaya can be said to be a genuine item 
of Indonesian clothing ... 

but precisely which 'Indonesian' are we talking about? 

... people in Kalimantan don't wear it 
and in Irian Jaya it's not worn ... 

Victoria Cattoni 
Through the Kebaya 
Video performance, 

Bandung 2003 
Plate 27 

it's strange to claim that the kebaya is the national costume 
.. .it's complex ... 
How can it be our national dress 
if it's not worn by all Indonesians? 
The kebaya as National dress? 
In my opinion ... it's a forced concept 
women in Java wore it... and so it became the national dress ... 

As indicated above, while the kebaya is the national dress for women in 

Indonesia, it is traditional dress on the islands of Java and Bali only. Other 

provinces have their own form of ethnic/traditional dress. At the same 

time though, the kebaya has taken on local characteristics in some of these 

other provinces and within other cultural/ ethnic groups, indicating the kind 

of refiguring that can occur to new cultural artefacts as they are absorbed 

into their (new) cultures. It is however in Bali and Java where the kebaya 

remains most visible, reflecting a link between the cultures of Bali35 and 

Java and the kebaya that seems mutually and historically inclusive and not 

35 Bali has already been discussed earlier in the Chapter and also in Chapter 2. 

87 



Whose kebaya, anyway? 

under threat. In Bandung and Jakarta, both large metropolitan centres of 

commerce where 'traditions' are not as visible, 'lndonesianness' and 

national identity was expressed far more often than any ethnic/ cultural 

predisposition, even though the kebaya is also the traditional dress of 

Sunda, of which Bandung is the capital. In contrast the Javanese women 

who performed in the workshops in Java, referred frequently to their 

cultural/ ethnic identity - exploring what it can mean to be a 'Javanese 

woman'. 

When the Javanese wear it you can see their 'inner beauty' ... 

... apparently /look just like a true 'Javanese woman' in it! 

I feel like a 'traditional woman' and it 
makes me feel 'Javanese' ... 

It's strange ... whenever I wear a kebaya 
I feel/ have to behave in a particular way .. . 

like a Javanese woman .. . 
I have to bow ... be submissive ... and I can't speak out 

'Javaneseness' does not always evoke positive meanings as seen above. 

Many women, especially those younger and educated, while still wishing to 

respect their cultural inheritance, are acutely conscious of cultural codes 

that they perhaps no longer find desirable. 

Negotiations between cultural and national identities are played out, as are 

the dilemmas between individual and cultural identity. The woman seen as 

Indonesia's first feminist, Javanese Raden A. Kartini, struggled with the 

cultural codes imposed upon her. Born in the late 19th century, Raden A. 

Kartini was a young woman of the Javanese nobility who came to 

prominence through her letters that sought to question socio-cultural codes 

and injustices suffered by women of her class. The images of Kartini that 
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persist until today are replete with contradictions (Tiwon 1996 ). She was 

known as "mother of the nation" (Locher-Scholten & Niehof 1992 p. 7) while 

simultaneously coming to represent women's emancipation. Her image has 

been used to represent the ideal wife and mother although what she 

actually sought according to a recent re-reading of her letters by Tiwon 

(1996), was singledom and freedom from marriage altogether. Kartini's 

name has been inscribed into the kebaya and its accompanying notions of 

feminity. She is indelibly linked to the kebaya through what has become 

popularised as the 'Kartini' style kebaya, and on 'Kartini Day' young girls 

across Indonesia don traditional dress36 in honour of the national hero . 

... the little Kartinis of today wear kain, two yards of batik cloth, 
wrapped correctly to form a narrow and constraining skirt, high
heeled shoes, and their hair is done up with a battery of pins, 
hairpieces, spray, and jewellery, until the child can barely walk ... 
(Sears 1996 p. 37) 

The thing is ... that we 
hardly ever wear the kebaya ... 
if we wear it... 
it's for 'Kartini Day' only 

Victoria Cattoni, Through the Kebaya 
Video performance, Bandung 2003 Plate 28 

36 In the past this meant kain-kebaya, although today children often wear the traditional dress of their 
particular ethnic/cultural group. 
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For me personally ... 
wearing the kebaya ... is torture! 
I remember being a child and having to wear 
a kebaya to school on Karti ni Day ... 
and it was so uncomfortable! 
Having to wear it in the middle of the day in the hot sun ... 
with your hair in a high bun ... with a tight kebaya ... 
it was so difficult to walk ... 
since then I have never wanted to wear a kebaya! 

Victoria Cattoni, 
Through the Kebaya 
Video performance, 
Bandung 2003 

Plate 29 

It looks neat... and feminine ... like 'Kartini' 
... she was active in the emancipation of women ... 
so I feel proud to be a woman ... 
just like 'Kartini'! 

Texts from the workshops point to some of the paradoxes surrounding 

representations of Kartini. It is unlikely the Kartini herself wore the same 

highly corseted kebaya that children wear today in her honour. For many 

she has come to epitomise feminist struggles while simultaneously 

symbolising femininity. For most young girls today however, the annual 

day of honouring Kartini may provide the only living link to wearing the 

kebaya. 
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It is possible to read the kebaya as just another example of Javanese 

cultural dominance or hegemony. It may though, prove more interesting to 

look at where cultures intersect in terms of defining or re-constructing 

(new) models of femininity and female identity with identities that are 

seen to have been 'imposed' from above. Perhaps the kebaya in Bali best 

exemplifies this, where as national costume it sits in happy marriage with 

the kebaya as Balinese ethnic and religious symbol. Viewed from the 

Balinese perspective, there is no question about the kebaya belonging to 

their culture and expressing a certain ideal representation of Balinese 

woman. The blouse has been embraced to such an extent that the Balinese 

consider themselves custodians and cultural owners of the kebaya. We 

witness a negotiation occurring at the intersection of political and cultural 

and local identity forming. 

Cultural change through the kebaya 

Reading the kebaya through its forms, functions and meanings might offer 

some kind of theory of cultural change. A 'traditional' life has not given 

way to a completely 'modern' or contemporary existence. Modernity and 

traditionalism are interwoven and overlap. The kebaya somehow embodies 

that continual process of negotiation - historical, cultural and social. 

Actually I really like wearing the kebaya because ... 
if your compare wearing a kebaya with ordinary 
everyday clothes .... 
you look more beautiful ... more interesting ... in a kebaya ... 
your appearance is completely different! 
There's no comparison really! 
Unfortunately though, it's so time consuming if you 
wear it in the traditional way ... 
you have to wear your hair up in a special bun ... 
you have to have the right make-up 
whereas if you wear it just like this it's more practical ... 
I really like modern kebayas 
because they're quick to put on ... they're practical ... 
and my husband doesn't have to wait so long 
for me to get dressed! 

91 



Whose kebaya, anyway? 

The modern and practical kebaya slips on like an ordinary blouse. 

Pragmatism ensures the continuity of the kebaya. 

These days it's already possible for young women 
to wear it with trousers ... or with jeans ... 

/like wearing this kebaya ... the 'encim' kebaya ... 
/like wearing it because it's casual ... 
you can wear it with jeans 

Fashion-conscious young women confront the realities of contemporary life

styles while not wanting to completely throw away the past traditions. The 

process is ongoing. 

If you wear a kebaya then you should wear your hair 
set in a bun ... but if you have short hair like this ... 

how are you supposed to do that? 

When I wear a kebaya ... I feel something different... 
maybe it's because I hardly ever wear one ... 
it makes me feel an inner connection to the past 
We feel a responsibility to the past... 

A young woman processes the distance she lives in relation to her 

traditions. She acknowledges the heritage of tradition and what she sees 

are its implied responsibilities. She reflects upon how she will navigate 

between the past and the future. 
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When you wear a kebaya ... 
the feeling's different... 
different to wearing ordinary clothes ... 
I'm not sure why that is ... 
is it something to do with our customs? 
We feel a kind of responsibility ... 
a responsibility to preserve what's sacred .. . 
but the kebaya itself isn't a sacred thing .. . 
so why do we feel sacred when we wear it? 
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A middle-aged woman tells us that -

The kebaya ... for Indonesian women ... is merely habit... 

- but perhaps a 'habit' that will not quickly disappear. 

These days ... 
there are so many outside influences in fashion 
that the kebaya could get left behind ... 
it can be modi though ... 
and can sti II be fun to wear and ... 
totally cool! 
... but the basic concept 
of the kebaya wi II not change 

Victoria Cattoni, Through the Kebaya Video performance, Bandung 2003 
Plate 30 
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'Cultural ownership' appears to be a flimsy thing, couched in between 

shifting identities and on-going socio-cultural adaptation and change. 

'Whose kebaya is it?' might receive a simple enough answer clearly in-line 

with the ethnic/ cultural groups that claim the garment as belonging to 

their own traditions. It might also invoke a response that is more transitory 

than fixed in which the question is not so much about authenticity of 

ownership but is more about the act of wearing the kebaya, which no-one 

would claim is the sole privilege of Indonesians or the cultural groups 

within Indonesia closest to the kebaya. 'Cultural ownership', like cultures, 

cannot be easily mapped or contained. 'Cultural ownership' is not static. 

It is in state of continual ebb and flow. 
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the study clearly establishes the depth of meanings and 

symbolisms associated with the kebaya in Indonesia. The interactive 

processes of the project facilitate the ability to uncover and identify the 

meanings of the kebaya in circulation today not only for those inside the 

cultures of use and 'ownership', but are also able to provoke meanings for 

those outside the 'owner cultures'. 

Inherent in the project lies the notion of stimulating the existence of a 

transcultural space in which the creating of affinities (MacDougall 1998) 

might override notions of difference or 'otherness' amongst the different 

participants and audiences. While the work has been structured through 

cross-cultural interactions, in a broader sense, the work I believe, 

successfully triggers a sense of transculturality as defined by MacDougall 

and mentioned above. It was this initial search and drive to enable some 

kind of transcultural space to occur that led also to creating a methodology 

that would allow for the work to have meaning across diverse cultural and 

geo-political territories. More than creating greater senses of 

understanding of cultural difference through cross-cultural exchange, the 

study has the potential to undermine apparent difference through 

challenging the processes of how presumptions of ourselves and of others 

are formed. The rather simple technique of wearing the blouse of the 

kebaya in the interactive workshop facilitates this. 
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Through the Kebaya provides a theory of cultural change of a particular 

time(s) and place(s) using the kebaya as a living cultural artefact. This is a 

non-absolute and non-generalised theory that is articulated and formed 

through and from multiple and moving individual dialogues/texts. These 

texts (of persons involved) have the potential to challenge our perceptions 

of those persons, who are themselves challenged by others' (including our 

own) perceptions. This process not only brings recognition to the individual 

voices and personal narratives of the particular groups involved, but also 

brings awareness to the agency involved in the production of the resulting 

meanings. 

Further continuation and re-construction of the work is likely to occur. An 

exhibition and further workshop is scheduled for Yogyakarta in August 

2004, and negotiations are underway for the work to continue in some form 

to tour several regional galleries in Australia. The possibility of involving 

schools in the project in Australia would provide opportunity for the work's 

strong educational as well as cross-cultural application to be maximised. In 

addition, individuals from a number of other regions outside of the islands 

of Java and Bali have expressed interest in me conducting workshops in 

their localities. While this is beyond the current of scope of this study, it is 

also unlikely to occur however due to funding difficulties. 

Aside from the formal future of the work as mentioned above, the project 

has the capacity to work well beyond the scope of my study, in forms and 

trajectories far from any stake I personally have in it. [The interactive 

workshops with the kebaya could be applied by anyone, and do not require 

my presence.] The methodology I have developed offers possibilities not 

only in terms of the Visual Arts, but could also be valuable to the 

disciplines of cultural studies including cultural anthropology I ethnographic 

practice. It could be applied to other cultural items, artefacts and clothing 

as Julia Suryakusuma suggests: "This very simple technique of Victoria's 

could also be used to find other meanings, those associated with other 
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objects found in everyday life such as weapons, chairs, uniforms, 

newspapers, money - anything whatsoever that has symbolic value" (2003 

np.). 

Further research emanating from this particular study could take a number 

of directions. One of the points that was not discussed at length was the 

theme of Muslim dress that arose during many of the performances of 

women wearing Muslim dress with the kebaya. Many of the dialogues and 

personal views expressed by these women have the capacity to challenge 

non-Muslim Indonesians' and other non-Muslim nationals' views concerning 

the veil and Muslim dress for women. This could contribute to current 

discourses on women, dress and Islam in Indonesia and facilitate a 

discussion about the historical, contemporary and ongoing negotiations of 

religious and cultural identity in Indonesia, that moves beyond a purely 

political reading. 

Whilst it has not been my decision to place the research within the area of 

Gender studies, this does not preclude a gendered reading. This could also 

include a discussion emanating from the male voices in my study 

contributing to cultural readings of 'masculinity' (in relation to 

'femininity'). 

As mentioned in Chapters 2 and 3 no detailed historical study on the kebaya 

in any of the regions of Indonesia exists. This also could be taken up for 

further research. During the time of my research I often spoke with people 

who bemoaned the fact that information on the kebaya was rare and 

patchy, and that a comprehensive study on its history and development 

would be welcomed. 

While I have undertaken this study as a visual artist and the thesis should 

be approached as a Visual Arts research project, I feel that my work 

functions within a broader discourse than the visual arts. I am conscious of 

the work moving between arts practice and ethnographic methods/ cultural 
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anthropology. This may be perceived even more so when working in a 

place like Indonesia, which has been mined by the Western anthropologist 

for more than a century. As a work of art Through the Kebaya makes a 

case for working beyond definitions of visual arts, and implies an inclusive 

yet non-intrusive direction for working effectively with members of 

different communities and publics. 

If the kebaya can tell us anything about cultural change it is that cultures 

are constantly and forever in adaptation and circulation, as are definitions 

of femininity. Whilst a threadbare lace kebaya worn by a young woman in 

Bali may challenge others' culturally-predisposed perceptions of femininity, 

we should remain mindful of applying one cultural code to understand 

cultural constructions of another time and place. 

Femininity, in its different understandings and permutations, is linked to 

women in Indonesia through the kebaya. This is perhaps no other item of 

clothing that so successfully comes to symbolise this in Indonesia. We in 

Australia, speaking from the position of a white European influenced 

background, do not possess any equivalent cultural artefact or costume 

that transcends socio-economic position and age and that can be said to 

personify 'femininity'. Yet we are able to read 'femininity' across cultural 

differences when we clothe ourselves in the kebaya. 

When the videowork Tamasya Kebaya was shown in Indonesia, in almost 

every instance viewers were intrigued. During some discussions 

participants were challenged to review their perceptions of 'Westerners' in 

the same way as we are challenged by some of our presumptions 

concerning 'Indonesians' through our own participation in the workshops 

and dialogue with the videoworks. 
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We interact with the kebaya. We are provoked to reflect, reconsider and 

reconstruct ourselves. We are challenged to rethink the shape and 

manifestation of notions of 'femininity' within and outside of our own 

cultures today. We are challenged to look beyond our so-called cultural 

boundaries. 
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Appendix A 

List of Works 

1. Tamasya Kebaya Video performance> 12'20" > Darwin 2002-2003 

2. Whose kebaya, anyway? Digital photographs x 22 (Video stills) > 

Singaraja and Batungsel, Bali 2003 

3. Kebaya Press Body Video performance > 24' 11" > Semarang, Java 

2003 

4. Kebaya Mix Video performance> 10'12" > Sukawati, Bali 2003 

5. Reading the Kebaya Video performance> 21 '06" >Jakarta 2003 

6. Through the Kebaya Video performance> 21' 37" > Bandung, West 

Java 2003 
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Appendix B 

Schedule of Events 2002-2004 

• November 2002 > Charles Darwin University Gallery, Darwin > 

Exhibition & interaction > Tamasya Kebaya 

• February 2003 > STKIP, Singaraja, Bali >Workshop 

• February 2003 > PKK, Batungsel, Bali > Workshop 

• March 2003 > Lengkong Cilik, Semarang, Java > Workshop & 

discussion 

• April 2003 > Paras Gallery, Sukawati Bali > Exhibition & workshop > 

Whose kebaya, anyway? 

• August 2003 > Galeri Lontar, Jakarta > Exhibition, workshops x 2 

discussions> Membaca Kebaya: Reading the Kebaya 

• October 2003 > Rumah Proses, Bandung, West Java > Exhibition, 

workshops x 2 > Membaca Kebaya: Reading the Kebaya 

• October 2003 > UPI, Bandung, West Java > Workshop & discussion 

• December 2003 > Universitas Diponegoro, Semarang, Java > 

Exhibition & workshop> Membaca Kebaya: Reading the Kebaya 

• December 2003 > Godean village, Java > Workshop 

• December 2003 > Ruangmes56, Yogyakarta >Workshop 

• July 2004 > Charles Darwin University Gallery > Exhibition > 

Through the Kebaya 



Appendix C 

Documentation and Enclosures 

I. Publications related to Research Project 

Asti Musman, 2003, 'Tawarkan Eksotika lewat Kebaya', Bali Post, 27 April. 

Brigitta lsworo, 2003, 'Kebaya di Mata Perempuan Berbagai Bangsa', 
Kompa,s 27 April, pp. 17. 

Jean Couteau, 2003, 'Other ways of looking at Balinese feminism', The 
Jakarta Post, May 8. 

Krisna Murti, 2003, 'Realitas Dalam Video dan Performance', Kitsch, 
Edisi#4, Mei-Juni, pp. 6-7. 

Seno Joko Suyono, Dwi Arjanto & Endah W.S., 'Gerilya "Melawan" TV', 
Tempo, Edisi 14-20 Juli, pp. 92. 

Carla Bianpoen, 2003, 'Artist Victoria Cattani's reading of "kebaya"', The 
Jakarta Post, August 19, pp. 19. 

Kompas, 2003, 'Perempuan Membaca Kebaya', 23 August, pp. 33. 

Hardiman, 2003, 'Kebaya, Tubuh, dan Video', Gatra, no. 41, Tahun IX, 30 
Augustus, pp. 18. 

Debbie Sumual, 2003, 'Kataku tentang kebaya', Her World Indonesia, 
Oktober, pp. 206-207 

Suara Merdeka, 2003, 'Membaca Kebaya, Membaca Budaya', 15 Desember, 
pp. 5. 
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II. Enclosures - Exhibition Catalogues 

1. Tamasya Kebaya, 2002, Victoria Cattani, Darwin 

2. Whose kebaya, anyway?, 2003, Victoria Cattani, Denpasar 

3. Membaca Kebaya: Reading the Kebaya, 2003, Victoria Cattani, 
Denpasar 

Ill. Enclosures - Documentation of Thesis 

1 x CD [Powerpoint presentation] 

Extensive documentation of thesis including reference material, artworks, 
exhibitions and workshops. 
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