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Geobsedeerd door de nacht en geïnspireerd door  
zowel haar voorouders als het Javaanse schimmenspel Wayang, 

gaat de in Surabaya (Indonesië) geboren Grace Ellen Barkey  
in haar performatieve installatie MALAM / NIGHT een dialoog aan 

met het obscure en zoekt naar de verbeelding 
 van haar herinnering.





“Al jaren kijk ik ‘s nachts naar de planten in mijn tuin. De structuren, het licht 
van de straatlantaarn of de maan, de schaduwen, het mysterieuze glinsteren als 
het geregend heeft. Ik observeerde ze zo lang dat die structuren als het ware de 

mijne werden. 

In Wayang (Javaans poppenspel) zie je dezelfde organische vormen en het spel 
met licht en schaduw. Ik ben de Wayang speler - de Dhalang. Ik creëer de nacht 
van mijn observatie en verbeelding, maar ook de nacht van mijn herinneringen 
en mijn ouderlijk erfgoed. Steeds dieper in de lagen van de nacht, eer ik mijn 

geschiedenis, de verhalen van mijn ouders, grootouders, voorouders.

 Elk verhaal verbergt de hele koloniale geschiedenis en haar wonden. Het is 
opmerkelijk in dit overzeese verleden dat vrouwen worden gebruikt, opzij worden 
gezet om vervolgens vergeten te worden. Als eerbetoon heb ik besloten om mijn 

naam te dekoloniseren en de naam te dragen van mijn grootmoeder ‘Tjang’”.





UNDER THE COVER OF THE NIGHT 

A portrait of Grace Tjang 
by Kathleen Weyts

MALAM / NIGHT

Grace Ellen Barkey is a woman, a granddaughter, a daughter, a  
sister, a wife, a mother, a grandmother, a Javanese, an Indonesian, a 
woman of the former Dutch East Indies, an Indonesian-Chinese, an  
Indonesian-Chinese-Dutch, an Indonesian-Chinese-Dutch-Belgian, a 
woman from Amsterdam, from Brussels, a fighter, a princess, a warrior 
princess, a survivor, a dancer, a performer, an image maker, an artist.

Grace Ellen Barkey is a nightbird.

At Mill in Molenbeek she works for weeks on a new installation/ 
performance, in complete solitude. Her loved ones, friends, colleagues 
work in the same building. She retreats to her studio and gives shape 
to her interpretation of the night. The night that is so familiar to her.  
Insomnia has taught her to embrace the night, to contemplate the  
world that manifests itself in the dim glow of a streetlamp. The front 
garden of her house is her observatory, her night world. The plants, the 
natural elements, the pale light and the night shadows appeal to her 
imagination. They take her to another continent, where organic shapes, 
light and shadow form the basis of an age-old puppetry called wayang. 
The nocturnal spectacle unleashes the past in her, a family history that 
carries all the wounds and scars of this century and the previous ones. 
A history of men and women, especially women. The granddaughter, 
daughter, performer, artist creates a tropical tingling poetic universe of 
shadow and light, she honours all that preceded her. 

Grace Ellen Barkey is now Grace Tjang.

We have to make sure, above all, that our mind is not halved by a horizon.
- Amartya Sen, Identity & Violence. The Illusion of Destiny.

→



Little stories, a great history

Two men of Dutch origin conceive a child out of wedlock in the Dutch 
East Indies, one a son, the other a daughter. The men do not know each 
other, but the life path of their children will intersect. 

‘My family is a family in transition. There’s a lot of melancholy. We came 
from Indonesia. I was two when we left the country. When my mother 
died, I wanted to dig into my origins. I went looking for the stories. They 
are many, but in one small story lurks a whole history, a history called 
colonization.’

Grace makes a performance. Grace is the granddaughter of Tjang 
Afung. She rummages in her parents’ past, looking for nourishment 
for her art, for her soul. An Indonesian girl in the Netherlands, later in 
Belgium, anxious to find pieces of the puzzle distilled from the lives that 
precede her. Lives that took place in the Dutch East Indies. 

Between Sumatra and Borneo lies the island of Banka, the island of 
the tin mines. Since the 18th century, cheap and technically skilled  
workers, descendants of Chinese coolies, have been extracting the 
crystalline silvery-white metal from the soil, first for the sultan, later for 
the Dutch rulers. There, in 1923, the Chinese Tjang Afung gives birth 
to a boy. The father, perhaps named Leonard, is a Dutchman. Three 
more children follow, but no marriage. The boy is nine when his father 
decides to move to Europe. He takes the children, drops them in an 
orphanage on another island and leaves. None of them will ever see 
their mother again.

Grace’s father tells her a story about a drink his mother gave him so that 
he would forget her. ‘But daddy! Such a drink, that is not possible at all, 
it does not exist!’ Grace’s reaction is spontaneous and cruel, her father 
is distraught. By asking questions, Grace, the (grand)daughter-who-is-
now-a-mother conjures up memories. It takes time. The mementos are 
scarce. Tjang Afung was Buddhist, she took her children to the temple. 
There was a niece who often helped her, the father of the niece was a 
woodworker... She lived and died in Banka. She gave her children a 
drink to forget about her. That’s about all Grace knows. 

Grace’s father sees his father again once, just after the war. It feels un-
comfortable and their lives quickly drift apart again. Years later, in the 
Netherlands – Grace is ten or twelve – the (grand)father, who feels the 
end of his life is approaching, requests to meet. It remains a one-off 
visit. Leonard – if that was his name – did not leave the Indies alone, he 
was in the company of Mrs Kilian and another man. A ménage à trois. 
He dies and none of his children wants to inherit a penny from him. His 
eldest son visits Mrs Kilian out of politeness. She appreciates it and 
wants to go with him to Paris, the deceased father exchanged for the 
son.

‘My father was 17 when the war started, as soon as he became 18 he 
was called to fight against the Japanese. His defence of the motherland 
involves only one day. With the gun on his shoulder, he guards a small 
airfield. The next day he is locked up in a Japanese prison camp. His 
father didn’t give him much, but he did give him a name: Barkey. That 
name was registered as Dutch and even though my father looked any-
thing but like a Dutchman, his name made him end up in that camp. My 
mother was locked up in a similar camp. But that’s another story.’

Over the years Grace blends the family stories, in small chunks she 
pieces together the past and in the meantime, she leads her life. She 
follows a dance training, creates performances, she works hard, her 
mother dies, she dives into the library of the Tropical Museum and  
teaches herself the techniques of Javanese dance, she meets Jan, falls 
in love, they set up a company together, she moves to Brussels, she 
gives birth, she gets sick, critically ill, she fights, she performs, she →



travels from stage to stage, from country to country... but never to  
Indonesia, never to Banka.

After the war, Grace’s father makes a number of decisions. He  
follows his heart and becomes Indonesian, he marries a woman without  
papers, without a family name. The turbulent after-effects of the war 
and the struggle for independence make him long for a different  
existence. The Netherlands is repatriating its citizens. In 1960, the 
young family attempts the crossing. An illegal act. Indonesia doesn’t 
mind getting rid of the bastard children of Dutch rule. The dream of the  
fledgling family comes with a struggle for non-existent rights. The 
Dutch government must perform a post-colonial act. The names of  
those who are being pardoned are published in the Official Gazette. The  
undocumented Indonesian gives up his recently acquired nationality, 
from now on he and his family will go through life as Dutch citizens. 
The topic is never mentioned again. The young father, new-fangled  
European, traces the origin of his name to 1500. The Barkey family tree 
has its roots in Germany, branches out via England to South America 
and fans out to Indonesia. The history of the progenitors was written 
by European migrants and settlers. The origin of the Chinese (grand)
mother remains irrevocably shrouded in mystery.

‘October 2020. My father is 93 and doesn’t survive COVID-19. I write a 
text to say goodbye and look back on his extraordinary life. A life mar-
ked by a mother who was erased from memory with a drink. It’s time to 
save her from the folds of oblivion. To honour her. To heal our broken 
bond. I’m working on NIGHT / MALAM and I decide to decolonize my 
name. I’m now Grace Tjang.’

→



Mother

‘My mother’s father lived his life on two islands. On one he lived with his 
legitimate wife and their eleven children. On the other he stayed with 
my grandmother, with whom he fathered three more children, who did 
not get his name. My grandmother and her children are locked up in the 
infamous Japanese women’s camp of Surabaya. My mother is only a 
child, she has malaria and is therefore not put on the transport that will 
take her mother to another camp. The truck leaves. The child-who-later-
on-will-be-my-mother is lifted up by an unknown woman and thrown 
into the arms of her mother.’

The Japanese are notorious for their torture techniques. Unlike the 
father-with-two-lives, mother and children survive the madness. She 
has to start looking for a new home. The widow-concubine becomes a 
nanny and after a while again a concubine. No photos of her have been 
preserved.

‘I know these stories from my father. My mother is silent. All her life 
she would never say a word about her mother. I only understood her  
silence when I read ‘Bezonken rood’ by Jeroen Brouwers. ‘I thought at 
the time: now I want another mother because this one is broken.’’ The 
child who witnesses the dehumanization of his mother in the camps 
has a broken mother image for the rest of his existence. ‘I was born 
with the melancholy that settled in my parents’ lives, with the scars of 
the trauma that marked these children of the colony at a very young 
age.’

Parting is part of life. But in Grace Tjang’s life, parting takes on a 
new dimension. Like a snake, it squirms through her family history,  
ruthless, raw, leaving deep scars. The mother’s parting comes un-
seemly early. Grace is almost graduating from the dance academy in  
Amsterdam. She creates a performance that will receive a lot of acclaim, also  
outside the academy. Her mother will never see Grace shine on that 
stage, or on any stage for that matter. Her mother is ill and dies. The girl 
becomes wife and mother of Victor Afung and Romy Louise, a king’s 
wish fulfilled. The snake stealthily slips back into her life, and this time it 
bears a name: Lynch. Lynch is a killer. He ravages the DNA and attacks 
first the grandmother, then the mother, and a little over a decade later 
also the daughter. How do you say goodbye to your young children? 
How do you say goodbye to life? To a loved one? A father? How do 
you live when death manifests itself in your body? If no future beckons, 
no plan? It sets you free. Freed from all obligations, life goes on until it 
stops. What the f***! Tomorrow, next month, next year, you may not be 
here anymore. Lynch rages like wildfire, up to four times it unleashes its 
demons in her body, in her intestines, in her womb, in her breasts and 
again in her intestines. But Grace is a warrior princess— a survivor.

‘My mother was a very melancholic woman. It was very difficult for her 
to live in the Netherlands, far from her family, her friends, her familiar 
surroundings. She left with only one possession, her wedding dress, 
which did not survive the crossing.’ →



MALAM / NIGHT

Grace Tjang sets up screens, she shifts projectors, puts drawings and 
shapes under lamps, creates a temple, a jungle, a shimmering rustling 
universe. Layer by layer she adds light, colour, sound, images... The 
installation invites you to wander, get lost, dream. A deer pops up and 
lures us into the forest.

‘I’ve been drawing all my life. No one has ever encouraged me to do so, 
I still think I’m not really good at it. I can’t make anything without first 
visualizing it, looking for a shape, sampling material. I make videos with 
my iPad, obsessive, meditative. I like to take my time for things. I like to 
create very precise settings. But my time is limited. I want to do every-
thing now. Performing comes down to creating an image. Choreograp-
hy is of secondary importance. I create movements and personages, 
like the Javanese princess. By doing so, I add small comments, little 
gestures’. Grace the dancer/performer likes to be surrounded, to share 
the stage with others. But more and more the solitary studio beckons. 
Where new images emerge from the world within.

‘My background is very much political. There is so much violence, the-
re are so many injuries. People today look back to the past en masse. 
Those who stayed behind look differently than those who left. Their lives 
were different, their memory coloured the events differently. Sukarno is 
a hero or a criminal, depending on the perspective. The Netherlands 
apologizes for colonization. My young Indonesian niece dabbles with 
the liberation of Indonesia. But for an entire generation, that liberation 
ushered in an era of oppression and extreme violence.’

‘My family from Indonesia, and me and my family here, are looking for 
mutual recognition. To what connects us. I bear a responsibility for my 
parents’ history. Fortunately, my children still knew my father, so his 
world, my world is not completely foreign to them. But the differences 
will fade. Over the generations, the Indonesia inside us will fade. Indo-
nesians have a tough time talking about the past. But their children and 
the children of their children are outraged and angry today. They ask 
other questions. The world is now ready to talk about colonization and 
what followed.’

‘We are not just Indonesians. We are mixed, of mixed descent. Hakka 
Chinese-Indonesian-Dutch. We didn’t belong anywhere, not there, not 
here. We found ourselves in between all those worlds. My parents and 
their parents were found guilty because they exist. Leaving the Japane-
se prison camp, they were locked up in another concentration camp, 
built by Indonesians. Anyone with a little foreign blood was locked up 
in there.’

Grace carries within her the melancholy of her origins. The blood of the 
colonizer is also her blood, and so is the blood of the Hakka Chinese 
and the Javanese. Life was added to the blood and, via illness, death 
was added too. Grace is not a storyteller. She is an image maker. Each 
image begins with a temple, a refuge, a place where people dance,  
stories are depicted and everything flows harmoniously together.

→



‘I grew up in a poor but warm nest. My parents didn’t judge. In our 
house there were all those beautiful sounds and nice smells. I always 
felt very protected. I’m grateful for the stories I’ve been given. They feed 
me as a human being, as a mother, as an artist. I smuggle them into my 
installations, into my productions. Without words.’

DNA nourished with poverty, trauma and illness does not necessarily 
lead to anger, violence, hatred, bitterness. In the face of death, in the 
face of night, in the here and now, everything we fight for on the razor’s 
edge, fades. That is what Grace Tjang teaches us as she invites us into 
her world, generously, lovingly, poetically. She immerses us in the sto-
ries that colour her life, shapes them into images and sound, gratefully 
using the mystery of the night.

Text by Kathleen Weyts, translated by Luc Franken
This text appeared in Hart magazine (now exists under the name Glean) on 4 January 2022. 





MALAM / NIGHT

Performative installation MALAM / NIGHT by Grace Tjang

Installation, drawings, costumes and performance Grace Tjang
Videos Grace Tjang (except ‘Deer’ in collaboration with Emma van der Put)
Sound installation, ‘Imaginary landscapes’ Rombout Willems
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Technical development Tijs Michiels, Marjolein Demey, Ken Hioco, Astrid Vansteenkiste
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