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Hendra Gunawan Pengantin - Revolusi (Bride of the Revolution), 1957 
 



	
	

 
 
 

This email exchange is the result of conversations between Miko Veldkamp and 
Jeanette Bisschops about their relationship to the Dutch positioning in the (art) 

world, around themes such as identity and history. The artist and curator 
emailed each other about Revolusi! in the Rijksmuseum, an exhibition about the 

Indonesian struggle for independence (1945-'49) “seen through the eyes of 
people who lived through it.” 

 
Jeanette Bisschops: 
Dear Miko, 
 
We met on Instagram in the summer of 2020. Covid kept us in, and few felt more urgent than the 
Black Lives Matter demonstrations and the discourse surrounding them. Change was in the air, 
or maybe we were just hoping for it. In the vacuum of successive lockdowns and without the 
distraction of everyday life, I thought no one would have an excuse not to face our colonial past 
and the resulting systemic racism. However pretentious or naive this may sound, I truly believed 
that a revolution was on the way, and that we as artists and curators could play a part in it. But 
“the revolution will not be televised,” and on Instagram at least it wouldn't happen. 
 
I thought of this time, and of you, when I saw the exhibition 'Revolusi!' a few weeks ago. visited in 
the Rijksmuseum. The exhibition is about the Indonesian struggle for independence, “seen 
through the eyes of people who lived through it.” It is a continuation of the exhibition on slavery 
and the Dutch role in the trade in enslaved people that they put together in 2021, also then 
focused on personal stories. 
 
I walk through the halls, and the discomfort surrounding the violent Dutch history is almost 
tangible. The introduction to the exhibition begins with the revolution, and reduces the colonial 
past to a short sentence: “After more than three centuries of colonial occupation by the 
Netherlands, Indonesia declared itself an independent country in 1945.” The various stories lack 
depth and provide a fragmented picture of a time when the Dutch still have so much to learn 
about. The word 'violence' hardly occurs in the hall texts. It is more often used in relation to the 
attacks by Indonesian militants on (Indo-) European, Chinese and Moluccan civilians (also known 
as 'bersiap'), than to refer to the violence that the Dutch used in all those centuries and during the 
revolution to to keep the Indonesian population under control. 
 

But isn't it precisely the colonial violence that the Dutch are not yet confronted 
with enough, the cruel acts of their, our ancestors, that we have to learn to 

accept and the inconvenience that comes with it? 
 
But isn't it precisely the colonial violence that the Dutch are not yet confronted with enough, the 
cruel acts of their, our ancestors, that we have to learn to accept and the inconvenience that 
comes with it? I am thinking of the reception of Gloria Wekker's book 'White Innocence', and 
how, in response to her story, mainly discomfort and denial bubbled up in Dutch society. And 
anger, a lot of anger. While enough people in the Netherlands are confronted with racism and 
discrimination on a daily basis, many people in our country also live in a bubble that keeps 
discomfort at bay. I can still remember the short circuit in my own head when after my move to 
Amsterdam I got into discussions about Zwarte Piet, usually with international friends. The  



	
	

 
 
 
acknowledgment of my prolonged ignorance felt painful, It's the same kind of embarrassment 
and discomfort that also creep up when I see and read the personal stories in Revolusi! † I think 
of my grandfather, who was sent to Indonesia when he was 18. Hoensbroek, the Limburg village 
where he grew up, had been liberated since September 18, 1944 by the US 2nd Armored Division 
'Hell on Wheels.' In 1945, he was called up and boarded a boat to Jakarta, with the idea that he 
would liberate the Indonesian population from Sukarno and his rebels, just as they had been 
liberated from the Germans. 
 
I think of the Russian soldiers who are currently being sent to Ukraine with similar insane ideas. 
How do I relate to the fact that my grandfather fought in this war that should not be called a war? 
Does it matter that he gave five years of his life to a war he ended up disagreeing with? That 
during the last years of his life he could no longer push away the memories of the traumatic 
violence, and that during sleepless nights he relived everything over and over again? Because he 
too had tried to erase the atrocities during the Indonesian revolution, if only because he thought 
he could survive that way. 
 
Now that it seems inevitable for museums and curators to tackle this hidden history and process 
it collectively, I wonder if we - the art world - are able to fulfill this task. Can museums take on the 
responsibility of telling a more complete story about the complexity of Dutch history, and can 
they bear the visitor's discomfort and emotions? The fact that the Rijksmuseum still chooses not 
to name the violence speaks volumes as far as I'm concerned. To change the narrative of our 
history, we need a new set of questions and tools that an institution, and in a sense a state 
apparatus, such as the Rijksmuseum, may not be able to provide. Should the responsibility for 
educating the Dutch population then remain on the shoulders of people of color, such as Jerry 
Afriyie and Quinsy Gario who together started the 'Zwarte Piet is Racisme' movement, thinkers 
such as Gloria Wekker, politicians such as Sylvana Simons? Does the future lie with new 
initiatives such as The Black Archives, which were invited by Documenta this year to participate 
in their five-yearly exhibition? 
 
Miko, it's not fair of me to ask you these questions. And yet I write to you. The revolution, are we 
far from it, or are we right in the middle of it? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

INDONESIA. Jakarta. Independence. 1949. The day before Independence, three hundred portraits of Dutch governors 
being moved out of the Governor's residence (later known as Istana Merdeka or Palace of Freedom). 



	
	

 
 
 
 

 
 

Miko Veldkamp Navigators, 2021 Oil, acrylic and ink on canvas 76.2 x 91.4 cm 
 
 
There is a stereotype in America about European academics that when they come 

to the US for research, they - confronted with the political reality in your face - 
either radicalize and become politically active, or, on the contrary, retreat into the 

ivory tower of their field. . 
 

Miko Veldkamp: 
Hi Jeanette, 

Thanks for the letter, the wall texts, and the images from Revolusi! It seems far away, the summer 
of 2020. Especially the idea that there would immediately be a political landslide now, looking 
back, seems naive. At the time, there seemed to be an enormous awareness of systematic 
racism and its interrelationship with colonialism, capitalism, patriarchy, and even the  



	
	

 

 
environment, but power and money are more concentrated than ever, and police and military 
budgets have historically increased. 

There is a stereotype in America about European academics that when they come to the US for 
research, they – confronted with the political reality in your face – either radicalize and become 
politically active, or, on the contrary, retreat into the ivory tower of their field. . You will 
undoubtedly recognize this shock. You and I both grew up in the Netherlands. Europe is a 
beautifully idyllic continent. The Dutch polder has been immortalized in countless Golden Age 
paintings, and the Rolling Hills of Flanders have been made iconic by van Gogh. Europe is the 
most photographed continent for a reason. It is an incredible privilege to be away from all that 
beauty for a few hours. But Idyll is a fantasy. It is the illusion of some kind of harmless prosperity 
appearing "suddenly", a kind of magical realistic landscape, from which we can reap the benefits 
without being complicit. The Dutch polder, the canals, the Amsterdam canal houses are all built 
with the wealth from the colonies. And how else can we live with that without the idea of idyll. 

A recurring theme in conversations I have with artists who have worked or studied in the 
Netherlands is that the Netherlands hardly seems to see itself as a colonial country. Visitors say 
with disbelief that they heard Dutch people say things like “we have become rich because of our 
Calvinist frugality”, or “in the Golden Age we were mainly a trading nation”. We live in the wake of 
colonialism, but in the Netherlands, it sometimes seems as if the colonial past never 
happened. And if it's discussed at all, it's about a single isolated incident here and there, a long 
time ago. Things that have taken place there in Suriname or Indonesia. When the relationship 
between those incidents and the Netherlands is discussed, it comes too close: it punctures the 
idyllic bubble. 

For my Surinamese family, I am Javanese or Boeroe (white Surinamese), or I am both. But in the 
Netherlands, mixed backgrounds are more often discussed in terms of halfness, or “caught 
between two cultures”. That gives a kind of lack, a kind of loss, and it keeps the two “cultures” 
separate. But it is not a strong position to work from as an artist. I prefer to work from a 
perspective that I am all I could be, at the same time. I am Dutch, Surinamese, American and 
Javanese. That gives the viewer who wants unambiguity a creative problem and it gives me the 
opportunity to explore historical relationships. How are we connected? 
 
 
Where to start when everyone is silent? Revolution! at least chooses the subject 
so that the Netherlands is involved, but the focus on fragmented personal stories 

seems to be a way not to investigate the relationship. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



	
	

 
 
 
 

 
Miko Veldkamp Piano player, 2021 Oil, acrylic and ink on canvas 121.9 x 76.2 cm 

 
Where to start when everyone is silent? Revolution! at least chooses the subject so that the 
Netherlands is involved, but the focus on fragmented personal stories seems to be a way not to 
investigate the relationship. Also showing both sides of the conflict suggests a kind of neutral, 
apolitical presentation. But is it apolitical not to mention the death toll (100,000 on the Indonesian  



	
	

 

 
side, 5,500 on the Dutch side)? Is it neutral if we represent an asymmetric armed conflict (the 
Dutch fought in Indonesia, not the other way around) symmetrically? And is a Dutch perspective 
on Indonesia necessary at all, if the Rijksmuseum and the Amsterdam canal belt itself are already 
the Dutch perspective on Indonesia? I did not expect something as radical as the omission of a 
Western perspective in the Rijksmuseum, but neither is the literal adoption of what appears to be 
official policy of the Dutch government in 1945. “The Dutch government is sticking to what it sees 
as its responsibility to decide the future of Indonesia and to protect its interests. Since 1945, 
Dutch policy has been aimed at armed reconquest.” 

My mother taught me little about the Javanese language and traditions, because it was a burden 
to her in an environment where you were supposed to hide your background. I ask her about 
traditions and stories, often things that I vaguely remember from my childhood in Suriname. So 
I'm trying to salvage some of her knowledge. I am estranged from my Javanese background, but 
it haunts me like a shadow. You also inherit what you do not inherit. What does it tell if your 
background has been erased, but you can always tell what that background is from your physical 
appearance? I had from Revolusi! simply hoped to learn a little more about Indonesia, and maybe 
a little less what I already knew about the Netherlands. 

How did you have Revolusi! experience in that regard? Have you learned a lot about Indonesia or 
the Netherlands? Did you feel the influence of the Indonesian curators, or could you have missed 
that involvement in “face value”? Can you expect something as radical as the omission of a 
Western perspective from the Rijksmuseum? 
 

 
 

Miko Veldkamp Mirror Stage, 2021 Oil, acrylic and ink on canvas 137.2 x 121.9 cm 
 



	
	

 
 
 
I like how through personal stories; Indonesian lives are shown and the players are 
humanized. That's important, because beauty is political. Beauty tells us what to 
protect. Western museums are full of beautifully realistic to abstract painted white figures, rich 
poor, man, woman, humanized and celebrated. It is no coincidence that seeing white suffering 
mobilizes us for change, but the suffering of black and brown people “what can we do about 
it?” produces reactions. That a painting like Kawan-kawan revolusi 1947 by Sindu Sudjojono, with 
19 beautifully painted expressive heads full of determination, hangs between the Rembrandts 
and Vermeer in the Rijksmuseum, touches me in a different way. 

As a painter, I love to unpack and reassemble memories, spaces and ideas. Keeping what I find 
valuable, and adding what's missing, is a way to engage in conversation with art history. I paint 
harmoniously like Les Nabis, but an imagined utopia, not a white upper-middle class in Paris. I 
paint self-portraits, but connected, not individualistic. My work is playful and neat, but not 
"genius" or "naive". I paint women as subjects, not as sex objects or muses, but as personal role 
models. The dialogue is perhaps the most important reason I paint. It gives meaning. I do not 
believe that idyll, neutrality, universality or objectivity exist in the literal sense, but that the politics 
surrounding them are very real and ubiquitous. race, gender and sexuality are deeply intertwined 
with colonialism, imperialism and European identity. They are big ideas that have been part of 
Western culture for centuries, with a real effect on everyone's life and circumstances (a very 
positive effect for some people). The idyll is wanting to look at the Rijksmuseum and the canal 
belt without seeing a relationship with Indonesia, Africa, white supremacy or Dutch violence. This 
relationship is obvious to non-Europeans, but Europe tempts to think idyllically. The idyll is 
wanting to look at the Rijksmuseum and the canal belt without seeing a relationship with 
Indonesia, Africa, white supremacy or Dutch violence. This relationship is obvious to non-
Europeans, but Europe tempts to think idyllically. The idyll is wanting to look at the Rijksmuseum 
and the canal belt without seeing a relationship with Indonesia, Africa, white supremacy or Dutch 
violence. This relationship is obvious to non-Europeans, but Europe tempts to think idyllically. 
 

 
 

Miko Veldkamp Rain screen, 2021 Oil, acrylic and ink on canvas 101.6 x 152.4 cm 
 



	
	

 
 
 
You ask whether we as artists and exhibition makers should educate the public? I don't think right 
away. Educating is just one of the things art can do. Art must convince. This can be done through 
seduction, provocation and training, and best through a combination. Seduce against the idyll, 
provoke against objectivity, train against imperialism, etc. It can be with a foot in the door, or a door 
in the face. I also think that the responsibility for a cultural shift rests with everyone, not just black 
people, the LGBTQI community or women. The famous (but not famous enough) quote, from the 
Combahee River Collective Statement, reads: “if Black women were free, it would mean that 
everyone else would have to be free since our freedom would necessitate the destruction of all the 
systems of oppression. You can add marginalized identities to “Black women”, such as gay, 
transsexual, rural or tropical south, but it provides a good logic for how to organize in a fluid and 
intersectional way, and an ideal that everyone could work towards, regardless of race, gender, 
sexuality, origin, nationality. Not every man for himself, and not white-man-straight central. 
 
An exhibition about the colonial past is a temporary apology that most likely does 

not change the underlying structures. 
 
Jeanette Bisschops: 
Hi Miko, 

I think you have a good point here, if you want to show history outside the central white-man-
hetero view, then you have to decentralize knowledge, access and representation, a 
responsibility that lies with everyone. A difficult contradiction in this age of Twitter, Instagram and 
TikTok, where the true purpose of institutions is no longer primarily curatorial but PR, it is 
reputation management. An exhibition about the colonial past is a temporary apology that most 
likely does not change the underlying structures. And that, unfortunately, is how this exhibition 
feels. If you ask “Can you expect something as radical as the omission of a Western perspective 
from the Rijksmuseum?” Then I say yes. We get to see personal stories, but still through the filter 
of the Rijksmuseum that, 

Perhaps we are witnessing the first step in the right direction. Inviting an artist to respond to the 
material, as the Rijksmuseum did with Timoteus Anggawan Kusno, may well open the door, 
symbolically and practically. For the installation Wonden en Gif van Kusno, the Indonesian artist 
was given access to banners and blank frames of governor portraits from the museum's 
collection, which were hidden from view from visitors after the recognition of Indonesian 
independence. But here too we see an art installation through the filter of the curators involved. 
For example, why was this installation not installed in a central place of the museum, such as the 
lobby? It is highly probable that this work will also be neatly stored in the depot of the museum 
after this exhibition. And if the museum doesn't find new ways to open the doors to all of painful 
history to a decentralized community, then the question of the structural and violent power 
systems too will be easily put to rest. For the time being, we will have to keep the critical 
conversation going outside the institutes, in alternative spaces run by artists, thinkers and 
activists, but also on the terrace, on social media, and on platforms such as Mister Motley. 
 
 
 
 
 



	
	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Miko Veldkamp Ancestors Club, 2021 Oil, acrylic and ink on canvas 76.2 x 121.9 cm 
 
 
 

Jeanette Bisschops is an independent curator, art critic and writer, living in New York and 
Amsterdam. From 2019 to 2022 she worked as a Curatorial Fellow at the New Museum, New York 

and between 2016-2019 as Curatorial Assistant Time-Based Media at the Stedelijk Museum 
Amsterdam. She has a master's degree in Psychology from Maastricht University and a master's 

degree in Art History from the University of Amsterdam. 

Miko Veldkamp (Paramaribo, 1982) is a visual artist who lives in New York. He received an MFA in 
painting from Hunter College in 2021, was a Hodder Fellow at Princeton University, a resident at 

the Rijksakademie van Beeldende Kunsten, and has a BFA from Willem de Kooning Academy. His 
work has recently been shown at Workplace Gallery in London, Swivel Gallery in NYC and the 

New Wight Biennial of UCLA, LA. 
 


