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ABSTRACT		
Women’s Contribution to Timor-Leste’s Art and Culture 

 
Over the last few decades, a visual arts movement has emerged in Timor-Leste, 

which encourages contemporary artistic expression to exist alongside traditional 

craft based practices.  

 
The principal concern of this thesis therefore, is to examine and reflect upon the 

changes and development of Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural discourse from its pre-

colonial origins to the present day. This analysis contributes to, and provides a 

broader perspective and understanding of, the relationship between the traditional 

arts and crafts and the current practices of East Timorese contemporary visual 

artists. Close consideration will be given to the influence and contribution of East 

Timorese women, particularly in the areas of textiles, basketry, ceramics and the 

performance arts industries. In addition, it closely investigates changes in the roles 

women have occupied since Indonesia invaded East Timor, and the critical function 

female visual artists play in the cultural practices of Timor-Leste. Significantly, this 

research illustrates the longevity of traditional creative industries, and their 

reimagining in Timor-Leste’s contemporary arts.  

 

The research is conducted from the researcher’s active position in these 

developments as an East Timorese female visual artist. As a consequence, it 

provides a new perspective on the existing discourse, which to a certain extent has 

sidelined the artistic practices of female contemporary visual artists from the 

country’s arts and cultural discourse. 
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GLOSSARY			

 
Language 
Both Tetun and Portuguese languages1 are occasionally used in this thesis. It is 

therefore, necessary to provide English translations. Unless otherwise specified, all 

of the translations (Tetun to English and vice versa and Portuguese to English and 

vice versa) are provided by me and, at times, with the help of friends and family 

members.  

	

Glossary   
(T) Tetun word 

(P) Portuguese word 

(BI) Indonesian word 

(M) Mambai word 

(BK) Baikeno / Baiqueno word 

 

Tetun (T) / Tetum (P) is the lingua franca of Timor-Leste.  

In this thesis I will apply the Timorese word ‘Tetun’, instead of the Portuguese 

‘Tetum’.     

 

Mambai is one of the main ethno-linguistic groups of Timor-Leste, and they are 

concentrated mainly in the west and central mountainous regions of the country like 

Aileu, Ainaro and Ermera.  

 

Baikeno / Baiqueno is the main spoken language in the district of Oecusse. 

 

The essence of femininity: In this thesis, the essence of femininity, the feminine, 

or femaleness, is attributed to the notion that the centre of Timor-Leste’s cultural 

identity is female; that the current tangible (i.e. textiles, ceramics, basketry, etc.) and 

intangible (i.e. the spiritual, animist and sacred traditions and ceremonies) arts and 

cultural practices, discussed in chapter 2, are highly influenced by the arts and 

cultural practices created by women in Timor-Leste. 

 

																																																								
1 Timor-Leste is a multilingual country, where Tetun (co-official language along with Portuguese) and other 19 
national practices coexist. Indonesian and English are defined as working practices by the East Timorese 
Constitution.  
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Fingerprints of Timor-Leste’s foremothers / foremothers’ fingerprints is a term 

that I use as a metaphor for traces of inherited making/knowledge which is evidence 

of the women and female elders working with their hands producing traditional arts 

and crafts.  

 

I started to use this term after September 2012, when Narelle Jubelin, Fiona 

MacDonald, Victor De Sousa and I carried out field research (see chapter 5) to 

explore the arts and culture of Timor-Leste particularly the textiles (tais) industry. 

During the visit to Ilat Lau, a small village in the central district of Bobonaro, we 

noticed the similarities between the tais that were produced. So we asked the 

weavers how they recognised which tais they had produced and one of the weavers 

replied: “Ne’e ami nia liman fatin. Ami hotu hatene ida idak nia liman fatin, Ami 

aprende husi bei-ala abó feto sira nia tempu” (T) (this is our fingerprints. We all know 

and recognise each others’ fingerprints, which we learned from our foremothers). 

Since then, I have applied this term to describe and emphasise the impact and 

influence of East Timorese women in the country’s arts and cultural practice and 

discourse. The use of this term is evident not only in this thesis but also in my arts 

practice. In 2014 for example, I produced a painting entitled Foremother’s 

Fingerprints, which is discussed in detail in chapter 7.     
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CHAPTER	ONE:	INTRODUCTION		

	
In April to May 2005, I realised a long held dream when I had my first solo exhibition 

in the newly independent Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste2, at Hotel Timor in Dili 

(figs. 1-3). The event was accompanied by great excitement because it was an 

unprecedented occasion and it was arguably the first time a ‘solo’ fine arts exhibition 

had occurred on Timor-Leste’s soil3. There is evidence, which I discuss more fully in 

chapter 5 that a group of students4, taught by the Portuguese scholar, 

anthropologist and researcher Rui Cinatti5 (1987), exhibited artworks in the 1950s. 

However, these all seem to be group exhibitions and there is no other evidence 

indicating that any solo exhibition ever took place in the country.   

 

Prior to the exhibition opening, I was actively teaching as a volunteer at Arte Moris6 

(T) (Living Art), the free art school in Dili, which encouraged the emerging artists to 

show their support by advertising and promoting the exhibition (mostly via word of 

mouth) to their families and friends. Due to the long-standing absence of art schools 

and institutions, the students did not mention me as their ‘art teacher’ as such a 

term (similar to others like ‘school’ and ‘institution’) never existed. Instead, they 

referred to me as their mestre (T and P) (directly translated as master but I 

perceived it as ‘senior teacher’), which created bewilderment and confusion 

amongst some family members, friends and the local public. This is firstly because 

the notion of ‘master’ is associated mainly with male teachers/educators; and 

secondly, according to Timor-Leste’s traditional society, most public events were 

and are predominantly carried out by men. Even though the audience on the 

opening night deemed the exhibition a great success, some members of the public 

were concerned, particularly the families associated with the students in Arte Moris, 

by the fact I was a ‘female’7 visual artist. Indeed, after the opening and the media 

coverage in the local newspaper8 the main feedback that I received from the public 

was: “but the artist is a woman!”  

 

																																																								
2 Portuguese Timor is now refered to as East Timor or Timor-Leste.    
3 So far, there has been no other evidence or indication (written or visual) to confirm if any solo exhibition have 
taken place in Timor-Leste prior to this. For information regarding my exhibition, see appendix 1.1.  
4 There is no visual evidence of the artworks, but according to Cinatti (1987) those students included: José Martins 
Branco, Daniel Peloi, Sequito Calsona and João Soriano. 
5 For more infrmation about Ruy Cinatti see appendix 1.2. 
6 Arte Moris is discussed in chapter 6. For more detailed information about the school see appendix 1.3.  
7 In this thesis the term ‘female’ is used to mean the same as ‘woman’, that is, female artists, or women artists. 
8 The exhibition was reported in the local paper Timor Sun, dated 25 April – 1 May 2005. It made front-page news, 
with a detailed article regarding the exhibition on page 10 (see figs. 2 and 3).  
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This reaction and outcome was surprising. I have always considered myself simply 

as a visual artist, and never as a ‘female artist’, a notion that only occurred to me 

then. This unexpected feedback gave me new insights, and forced me to question 

and look deeper into the issues concerning the emergence of East Timorese female 

visual artists. 

  

 
Fig. 1: Opening of the exhibition, presided by the then First Lady of Timor-Leste Her Excellency Kirsty 

Sword Gusmão in Hotel Timor, Dili, 2005. Photography by Angelo (Gil) Madeira. 

 

 

        
Figs. 2 and 3: These are the articles about the exhibition published in the local newspaper Timor Sun. Fig. 2 is the 

front page, and Fig. 3 shows further information on page 10 regarding the show, which was held in Hotel Timor, Dili, 

2005. 
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Not surprisingly, I found myself for the first time questioning my place and the 

positioning of the female visual artist within the local and international arts scenes, 

especially with reference to present-day artistic practices in Timor-Leste, where the 

concept of ‘woman/female visual artist’ has hardly been considered, discussed or 

written about. In addition, I was delving into unknown territory, not knowing what I 

was going to encounter, or how to respond.  

 

Consequently, when I started to think about undertaking postgraduate studies, the 

decision to research Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural identity – particularly the impact 

and influence of East Timorese female arts and crafts practitioners, and their 

contemporary practice – was not hard to make. 

 

Throughout this thesis, the word ‘Timor-Leste’, will interchange with ‘East Timorese’. 

At times, depending on the sentence, I may use either ‘Timor-Leste’s arts and 

cultural identity / Timor-Leste’s visual art(ists/istic) practice’, or ‘East Timorese arts 

and cultural identity / East Timorese visual art(ists/istic) practice’. This is because 

even though East Timor became officially known as Timor-Leste after the country’s 

independence, the term ‘East Timor’ is still widely known and applied to describe its 

people and culture.  

 

During the course of my study, there has been a growing interest from national and 

international communities regarding Timor-Leste’s present arts and cultural identity. 

Accordingly, there have been more progressive developments, resulting in the 

increase in the number of exhibitions and cross-cultural projects, many of which will 

be mentioned and examined throughout the thesis. This development means that 

the present visual arts are being considered and written about, although still only to 

a minimal extent. Further, the introduction of an art school (although unofficial)9 such 

as Arte Moris; the Timor-Leste’s Government’s plan to set up a National Academy of 

Creative Arts Industry in Dili; and the release of the Online Educational Resource by 

the National Directorate of Culture, Timor-Leste in partnership with the Museum and 

Art Gallery Northern Territory, in 2008, are all recent signs of the improved provision 

of art education facilities. Most importantly, changes are starting to take place. As 

such, it is important to acknowledge that perhaps my current outlook – one that is 

strongly associated and concerned with the ‘neglect and the lack of attention’ 

regarding the endeavours and practices of East Timorese female visual artists – will 

																																																								
9 I consider Arte Moris to be an ‘unofficial’ art school because it is not accredited or recognised as an ‘official’ 
educational institution by Timor-Leste’s Government.   
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shift as recognition and visibility improve over time. This understanding is based on 

several events that include, for example, a series of recent exhibitions by Mrs. 

Gabriela Carrascalão Cid10 in Portugal, which highlights the growing presence of 

Timor-Leste’s women in visual arts practice. Moreover, the scholar Fiona Lindsey 

Crockford draws attention to East Timorese female voices. This is evident in her 

doctoral thesis “Contested Belongings: East Timorese Youth in the Diaspora” 

(2007), where she examines and discusses the works of two female artists Mrs. 

Albertina Viegas and Mrs. (Dona) Verónica Pereira Maia from the exhibition Tuba 

Rai Metin (Firmly Gripping the Earth).  

 

The shift to a more positive outlook was further reinforced by two recent incidents. 

The first was the exhibition entitled Konsolidarte, which was advertised by the 

organisers to be the “1st Conceptual Art Exhibition of this kind in Timor-Leste”11; the 

second is the unexpected invitation12 that I received in June 2017 from the Museu 

da Resistência (P) (The Resistance Museum) of Timor-Leste which read ”we have 

initiated a new cycle (round) of exhibitions at the Resistance Museum, next in place, 

is an exhibition about the art produced by the women of Timor-Leste … not only do I 

want to invite you, but I would also like to count on you to select and accompany the 

production and creation from other women whom you consider to play 

important/influential roles in the artistic entity of  your country” (Facebook message 

from Ricardo Gritto, received 1 June 2017). 

 

These two incidents indicate the current issues faced by all visual artists from Timor-

Leste. The notion of 1st (i.e. the first exhibition/artist/event/to …) is a frequent and 

continuing occurrence in almost every aspect of the country’s present-day social, 

political and cultural history. Some examples start with Timor-Leste being the first 

country of the present millennium to proclaim its independence13; the first President 

Kay Rala Xanana Gusmão was elected; the first East Timorese Olympic team was 

introduced at the Sydney 2000 Olympics; and the list goes on. Apart from claims 

that Konsolidarte and my solo exhibition discussed at the beginning of this chapter 

are the first conceptual art exhibition, and the first solo exhibition to be held in the 

country respectively, there are many other related claims applicable to artistic 

practice such as Arte Moris being the first art school in the country. I think this trend 
																																																								
10 I discuss the work of Mrs. Gabriela Carrascalão-Cid in chapter 7. For further information about the exhibitions see 
appendix 7.2, chapter 7. 
11 For further information about the exhibition, see appendix 1.4. 
12 The original message is written in Portuguese, part of which I have translated into English. For further content 
about the original message, see appendix 1.5. 
13 Following a successful referendum held in September 1999, the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste was 
declared in May 2000 and the country became the 191st member state of the United Nations. 
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will continue and the notion of ‘being the first’ will still be claimed (some of which will 

be mentioned in this thesis), with future projects and events to come. If, for example, 

the exhibition proposed by The Resistance Museum is to go ahead, it would 

certainly mean another ‘first’, in this case ‘the first all-female visual arts group 

exhibition’ to occur in Timor-Leste’s history.  

 

I am not going to dispute these claims of ‘being the first’; instead, I am using these 

examples to highlight the critical need to carry out further research and scholarly 

studies regarding this subject. This is fundamental because in the context of Timor-

Leste’s existing arts and cultural dialogue, we (the East Timorese artists, as well as 

other artists and arts educators in general) are the first-hand eyewitnesses to a very 

critical period of Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural development: the birth and the 

beginning of a new artistic discourse in the history of the country – the foundation of 

a new, distinctive and innovative contemporary visual artistic practice, which will be 

elaborated in the following chapters. Moreover, I contend that even though there 

has been a growing interest and positive shift in favour of Timor-Leste’s arts and 

cultural practice, there is still much to be done. As such, it is paramount to create 

awareness and understanding regarding this issue in terms of providing accurate 

and factual information, to educate, and encourage the current and the future 

generations to learn, appreciate, recognise and preserve the value of Timor-Leste’s 

arts and cultural identity.  

 

The main objective of this research, therefore, is to document, record, critically 

analyse and provide in detail the evidence of the significant role and influence that 

East Timorese women play in Timor-Leste’s contemporary visual arts.  

 

The methodological approach taken for this research has been qualitative and 

participatory (Kratz 1993; Katz 1994; Nast 1994; Rees 2003; Guterres 2006; Khan 

and Hyati 2012; Velthuizen 2014) in that, it engaged the local population, East 

Timorese visual artists, art curators and directors, national and international NGOs 

and East Timorese Government institutions. Additionally, the nature of this research 

also revolved around collecting and analyzing various forms of data such as in-

depth and open-ended interviews, intensive visual research, textual analysis and 

visual documentation of artefacts, craft works, the creative arts industry and oral 

histories.  

 

The qualitative and participatory approaches employed were chosen to “enhance an 
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understanding of issues” (Guterres 2006, 48) and to create an awareness of Timor-

Leste’s arts and cultural development. This approach was the most suitable way of 

increasing my knowledge and understanding about the experiences of East 

Timorese women, in particular the creative endeavours of craftswomen and 

contemporary female visual artists. I found these methods appropriate because like 

Ellsberg and Heise note: “(a)lthough you cannot say your results are true for 

everyone, you can reveal multiple layers of meaning for a particular group of people” 

(Ellsberg and Heise, 2005 quoted in Khan and Hyati 2012, 11). Hence, I considered 

that it was fundamental to use this method to reveal specific traditions, values, ways 

of thinking and perceptions associated with Timor-Leste’s people. 

 

As Timor-Leste is predominantly an oral culture, most of my research relied on 

intensive field research and visual investigation. In this context, the notion of oral 

culture is defined as a culture that “has no texts [where] sustained thought … is … 

tied to communication” (Velthuizen 2014, 23). Similarly, Vansina defines it as “oral 

traditions [are] documents of the present inheriting a message from the past, 

encompassing all verbal testimonies concerning the past” (Vansina 1965 quoted in 

Velthuizen, 24). Consequently, I had to refer to the oral traditions, histories and 

accounts recorded in a series of interviews, films and photographs obtained over the 

last few years14. I relied heavily on informal conversations and on my observations 

whenever possible to, as Velhuizen states, “access the knowledge of lived 

experiences embedded in the oral culture” (Velthuizen 2014, 19) of Timor-Leste.   

 

As the research involved in-depth communication with East Timorese people (local 

communities, visual artists, artisans as well as NGOs and government institutions), I 

was drawn to the “feminist, postcolonial and post-Marxist” (Rose 1997, 305) concept 

of situated knowledge (Haraway 1991; Harding 1991; McDowell 1992; Madge 1993; 

Kobayashi 1994; Gilbert 1994; Mattingly and Falconer-Al-Hindi etc.) In particular the 

following two terms: “feminist”, which I identify as a vehicle for the empowerment of 

women and “postcolonial”, which I see as upturning the cultural legacy of 

colonialism through the acknowledgement of alternate points of view. In this respect, 

the current participation of women in Timor-Leste’s contemporary art scene provides 

a voice for women, who may have been previously overlooked or exploited during 
																																																								
14 Throughout the field research, all the interviews, films and photographs obtained were done and conducted under 
the Curtin University Ethics clearance. This study was approved by the Curtin University Human Research Ethics 
Committee (Approval Number HR 149/2009). If required, verification of approval can be obtained either by writing to 
the Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee, c/- Office of Research and Development, Curtin 
University of technology, GPO Box U1987, Perth, 6845 or by telephoning 9266 2784 or by emailing 
hrec@curtin.edu.au. 
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colonial rule. I understand that situated knowledge is based upon the idea that “all 

knowledge is marked by its origins” [and] “… that the sort of knowledge made 

depends on who its makers are … “(Rose 1997, 307). As such it was critical for me 

to acknowledge that the research participants are the holder of specific and partial 

knowledge and reflexively consider my position, which mirrors Rose’s view, as a 

“means of avoiding the false neutrality and universality of so much academic 

knowledge” (Rose 1997, 306). In this way, recognising the role and influence of 

female visual artists is not about identifying a feminist movement as such, but rather 

about recording what is known and how this knowledge reflects my understanding, 

situation and perspective as a native from Timor-Leste, who is both a woman and 

visual artist. Clare Madge extends this view stating: 

 
When situating knowledge it is crucial to consider ‘the role of the (multiple) “self”, 

showing how a researcher’s positionality (in terms of race, nationality, age, gender, 

social and economic status, sexuality) may influence the “data” collected and thus 

the information becomes coded as “knowledge” (Madge 1993, 296).   

 

In accordance with Madge’s argument, within this context of situating knowledge it 

was crucial to “consider the role of the (multiple) “self”. For example, as an East 

Timorese woman I was raised to follow the traditional patriarchal and customary 

ways of my ancestors. As a female visual artist, I was required to learn and interpret 

my position vis-à-vis the traditional practices of Timor-Leste’s craftswomen (i.e. tais 

weavers, ceramicist and basketry makers), but also through the practices of other 

East Timorese visual artists like Ms. Albertina Viegas, Mrs. (Dona) Verónica Pereira 

Maia and Mrs. Gabriela Carrascalão Cid15. As expressed by McDowell: “we must 

recognize and take account of our own position as well as that of our research 

participants, and write this into our own practice” (1992a, 409). Given that there 

have been few studies carried out about the emergence of Timor-Leste’s 

contemporary female visual artists, it was fundamental to reveal accurate 

information from the sources. It is critical and beneficial to convey the correct 

information so that future generations can learn and refer to, and as Donna 

Haraway suggests in the book Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of 

Nature: “learn how to see faithfully from another’s point of view” (Haraway 1991, 

190).  

    

																																																								
15 In this thesis, Ms. Albertina Viegas, and Mrs. Gabriela Carrascalão Cid, are also addressed and referred to by 
their surnames Viegas and Carrascalão Cid. Mrs. Verónica Pereira Maia is also referred to as Dona Verónica, a 
name by which she is better known – or as term of endearment, if you like. 
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My research therefore, focused on interviewing and speaking with several female 

artists and artisans particularly those who are still active and proud about their 

artistic and creative activities. Whilst considering the nation’s history of Portuguese 

colonisation, Indonesian invasion and its subsequent independence in 2002, the 

main emphasis of this research is centred on an analysis from an artistic 

perspective, based on the artistic practices and endeavours of Timor-Leste’s current 

female visual artists. As such, I examine the visual arts practice of Viegas, Dona 

Verónica and Carrascalão Cid. The question that has guided this research is: What 

and where is our place within Timor-Leste’s contemporary art sphere, from our 

position as female visual artists? I also add: How do all these issues and research 

relate to ‘our’ accomplishments as female visual artists? Although later I state that I 

am not able to speak for everybody, in this instance I use the term ‘our’ because I 

feel that it is necessary to address and incorporate other female artists as part of a 

collective community understanding. Additionally, I understand this to be significant 

as part of the cultural notion of ‘female community’ whereby in speaking for one, I 

am also speaking for all due to the collective invisibility16 that has occurred, which I 

will discuss in chapter 7.  

 

A fundamental issue that I could not ignore in this study was my personal 

observation concerning the arts and culture of Timor-Leste principally from the 

viewpoint of my creative expression. The lack of written and visual resources, and 

the consequent search to understand the positioning of East Timorese female visual 

artists within Timor-Leste’s existing arts and culture discourse, has become one of 

the most significant reasons underpinning why I have chosen to undertake 

postgraduate study. I write this thesis to get a clearer perspective in regards to my 

‘sense of belonging’ either in Timor-Leste or abroad; but most importantly to find 

some answers, or at least get a glimpse into who I am and where I (and other 

female artists) stand as visual artists within Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural society.  

 

Apart from the limitations of a lack of written materials, there is also an absence in 

the archives of visual arts imagery, especially from female artists. Thus, apart from 

my own artworks, I was not able to acquire more examples other than those 

illustrated in figures 83, and 89 to 92 in chapter 7. Even though a few female 

references and voices are provided in this thesis – from scholars, researchers, 

curators such as Joanna Barrkman, Sue O’Connor, Sara Niner, Natali Pride, Fiona 

																																																								
16 By collective invisibility, I mean the minimal attention, support, and regard for Timor-Leste’s female creative 
expression, particularly the existing visual arts practice.  
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Crockford, Elisabeth G. Traube, Cynthia Enloe, Jo Holder and so on – such voices 

are sourced from a Westernised viewpoint. These written materials only surfaced in 

the last 15 years or so, but more importantly, they were created predominantly from 

a Western perspective, which in turn highlights the critical deficiency and absence of 

East Timorese female voices and perspectives. Consequently, the lack of study or 

literature by East Timorese women concerning their involvement in, or about the 

creation of contemporary visual arts in Timor-Leste means that much of the written 

materials and quotes used in this thesis are largely sourced from female scholars 

outside of Timor-Leste. This position is also supported by male scholars and 

academics such as Professor James Clifford, Professor Terry Smith and scholar 

José (Josh) Trindade, to name just a few. For instance, according to Clifford: 

 
Our job as artists is to go beyond, which implies a love of change, [always 

accomplished with] traditions in mind, by talking to the elders of the tribe and by 

being with your grandparents. The stories they tell are just amazing. When you 

become exposed to them, everything becomes a reflection of those events. There is 

a great deal of satisfaction being an artist of traditions (Clifford 1988, 251).  

 

I am not able to speak on behalf of the other East Timorese visual artists because 

such issues have never been discussed amongst us even though I perceive their 

artistic expression to ‘fit’ within Clifford’s conception of “being an artist of traditions”. 

In terms of my own work, Clifford’s observation has reinforced my acceptance in 

being an ‘artist of tradition’. In particular, I have used traditional imagery, symbols 

and items like textiles and basketry crafts that are borrowed from Timor-Leste’s 

ancestral heritage to convey my views from a contemporary perspective through 

paintings, sculptures, installation works drawings and so forth17. As an artist and 

researcher, my main objective and passion has always been to go beyond a love of 

change. With traditions in mind, I spoke to the elders of my family. I spent time with 

my parents, uncles, aunties, great uncles and great aunties, listening to the amazing 

stories that were recounted. When I was exposed to such stories, everything 

became a reflection of my being and my connection to the historical, political, social 

and cultural events that have unfolded and continue to unfold before me; events 

which have inspired me to create works that show positive links between the past 

and the present. Consequently, in this thesis I speak from a woman’s perspective 

																																																								
17 Apart from the artworks discussed in the following chapters, there are many more artworks (I have also added 
some solo exhibitions), which I have listed in appendix 1.6.  
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and as an ‘artist of tradition’. After spending many years in exile18 away from Timor-

Leste, I was able to acquire valuable formal studies19, which proved crucial in my 

distinctive artistic approach to the art and cultural history of this country; firstly, from 

the researcher’s active position in these developments, and secondly, as an East 

Timorese female visual artist in the Diaspora, which is elaborated in chapter 7.  

As an artist undertaking research in this field, I was able to study and learn about 

the various symbols, patterns, colours and objects such as the kaibauk (T), a 

traditional East Timorese head ornament, tais (traditional woven cloth) and the 

practice and concept of betel nut chewing, which are all widely used in Timor-

Leste’s arts and cultural society. Importantly, in my analysis of Timor-Leste’s art and 

cultural identity, one of my main concerns has been to enlighten, empower and 

provide a woman’s voice to the current art and cultural practices, focusing on the 

emergence and development of the contemporary visual arts scene.  

 

I think that it is extremely important to speak out and create an awareness 

concerning the impact, contribution and influence of East Timorese women in Timor-

Leste’s society. It will hopefully help bring an end to this ‘culture of silence’, and start 

to acknowledge the valuable role women have played over the centuries, 

particularly in recent times. By ‘culture of silence’, I mean that female contemporary 

visual artistic practice is hardly spoken or written about, and that contemporary 

female artists are often overlooked in regards to art exhibitions and events.  

 

Crucially, the emergence and advancement of female artistic practices have 

become a catalyst in pushing the label or concept of “feminism” (Johnson and Lloyd 

2004; Haan 2013; Ryan 2013) and “feminist perspective” into the vocabulary of East 

Timorese female voices and perceptions. While this shift has resulted in, as 

Griselda Pollock’s suggests, “encouraging women to voice or represent their 

particular and personal experience – speaking with a gendered voice” (1986, 93), 

the use of the term feminism itself is treated with suspicion in Timor-Leste. As a 

patriarchal culture, Timor-Leste women often play a secondary role to the men, 

which I discuss in chapter 4. Consequently, during my research I did not use the 

term with participants like Viegas, Dona Verónica and Carrascalão Cid, who could 

be interpreted as expressing feminist ideas, because female artists do not view their 

actions or their work as feminist. Due to Timor-Leste’s patriarchal stance, we simply 
																																																								
18 After the Indonesian invasion in 1975, my family and I fled to Portugal where we lived in an impoverished refugee 
camp in the outskirts of Lisbon, before migrating to Australia in August 1983. 
19 Over the years, I have gone on to complete three University qualifications: a B.A. Fine Arts (Visual Arts) Degree 
from Curtin University in 1991, a Graduate Diploma of Education (Major in Art) from Curtin University in 1993, and a 
B.A. in Political Science from Murdoch University in 1996. 	
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do not acknowledge this term. For example, during my interviews and casual 

conversations with Viegas, Dona Verónica and Carrascalão Cid, the words 

“feminism or feminist” were never mentioned.       

 

As such, I agree that some of the artworks generated by Timor-Leste’s female visual 

artists do demonstrate a type of feminist perspective as described by Pollock. My 

creative endeavours and practices, for example, have been described as 

“conceptually feminist” (Holder 2017, 31). I understand the term “conceptually 

feminist” to mean that some of my work aims at empowering East Timorese women 

to become more outspoken, assertive and involved with Timor-Leste’s society, more 

specifically with the country’s current arts and culture discourse. Hence, even 

though there has been little interaction (in terms of exhibitions and artistic events) 

involving female artists, I consider that the above description by Pollock does 

resonate to a certain degree with what I understand to be some of the main issues 

and concerns undertaken by female artists. For example, most have produced 

artworks that speak with a gendered voice and relate to their personal experiences, 

which I will elaborate on in chapter 7.  
 

Similar to many indigenous cultures, the arts and culture of Timor-Leste has 

endured, developed and passed through many changes. These include: 

approximately 500 years of colonisation by Portugal, the invasion by Indonesia in 

1975, and its independence in 2002. Although the concept ‘culture’ is discussed 

more in detail in the next chapter, it is important to state that the arts and culture of 

Timor-Leste are considered a living culture, with the concept of “it’s in the doing” 

(Clifford 1988, 251) a dominant feature. In this thesis, the notion of culture is drawn 

from what Trindade and Castro (2007, 16) characterise as the “long-term”, which is 

associated with the idea of fluidity and the absorption of new values. This is strongly 

associated with Timor-Leste arts and cultural discourse, especially in regards to the 

arts and crafts industries, which will be discussed in detail in chapters 5, 6 and 7.  
 

Scholars have written about Timor-Leste’s art and culture over the years, but 

principally from a linguistic, anthropological or archaeological perspective. The 

Portuguese linguist Artur Marcos (1995), for example, comments upon the animist 

origins of the East Timorese people’s beliefs through to the present day. The late 

Professor George J. Aditjondro (1994), on the other hand, writes about the various 

settings of Timor-Leste’s culture; the environmental, political and economical 

impacts of the Indonesian occupation; as well as the religious issues of the 
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Indonesian State versus the Catholic Church. In addition, writers such as James 

Dunn (1983) have documented issues such as the land and its people, the historical 

background, the invasion, occupation and resistance, and so forth. Furthermore, 

linguistic experts such as João Paulo Esperança (2001), and Geoffrey Hull (1993) 

have written extensively on the topic of language practice from the standpoint of its 

origins, changes, development and significance to East Timorese contemporary 

society.  

 

Yet, while various scholars have written about some historical aspects of the 

creative arts industries and practices, as will be shown in chapter 2, there have 

been only few scholarly and academic studies that consider the influence of the 

creative arts industry on the current visual arts of Timor-Leste. In truth, very little 

have been written on the subject of visual arts, such as paintings, sculptures and 

installation works, particularly in regards to East Timorese female contemporary 

artists. However, since the country’s independence, due to growing interest from 

national and international communities, recent attempts have been made to record, 

document and research this subject. Sue O’Connor, an anthropologist and expert on 

Timor-Leste’s rock art, for example, published in 2003 on “Nine New Painted Rock 

Art Sites from Timor-Leste, East Timor in the Context of the Western Pacific 

Region”. In this article she mentions that prior to this:  

 
Only six painted rock art sites were known from East Timor. These were recorded by 

the Portuguese anthropologists Cinatti and Almeida in the early 1960s, and by Ian 

Glover during the course of his doctoral fieldwork in 1966-1967 … The preliminary 

descriptions contained herein are the first rock art descriptions undertaken for 25 

years. The nine new sites located brings the total number of art sites known for East 

Timor to 15 and indicate that many more sites will probably be found with systematic 

survey (O’Connor 2003, 249).  

 

Besides these studies by Crockford and O’Connor other curators, artists and 

scholars are also helping with their recent contributions. Marisa Ramos Gonçalves 

(2012), for example, describes the visible artistic perceptions found within murals 

and graffiti as a form of resistance and celebration of Timor-Leste’s cultural heritage 

and identity in her article entitled “Beyond the Visible: Perceptions of Human Rights 

on Timor-Leste Street Art”. This topic was also covered in Chris Parkinson’s book 

Peace of Wall: Street Art From East Timor” (2010), where he suggests that street art 

has become a significant platform for East Timorese visual artists who want to voice 
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their concerns and advocate for peace and harmony in the country. The curator 

Joanna Barrkman also comments on various East Timorese artists, in particular 

noting how “Art became an expression of the desire for freedom”, (2008, 48) in the 

exhibition catalogue entitled Husi Bei Ala Timor Sira Nia Liman (T) (From the Hands 

of Our Ancestors: The Art and Craft of Timor-Leste). She continues to research in 

this field and contributes another catalogue The Sculptures of Atauro Island (2017) 

accompanying an exhibition of the same name in Darwin. The exhibition from 15 

March to 15 July 2017 was presented by Charles Darwin University Gallery in 

collaboration with the Secretariat of State for Arts and Culture, Timor-Leste, and 

Timor Aid. The filmmaker, graphic designer and researcher David Palazón20 has 

also written about East Timorese visual arts and artists in the catalogue Akademia 

Arte no Indústria Kriativa, Timor-Leste. The catalogue was produced for The 

National Academy of Creative Industries conference that occurred in July 2011 in 

Dili, Timor-Leste. Further, inclusions of contemporary art practice are also evident in 

his book: Timor Runguranga: A Photographic Journey Through Timor-Leste (2016). 

The most recent contribution is from the curator Jo Holder in her book/catalogue 

Elastic / Borracha / Elástico (2017). This book/catalogue accompanied an art 

exhibition of the same name, and included Australian female artists (Fiona 

MacDonald and Narelle Jubelin), East Timorese female artists (Dona Verónica and 

myself) and one East Timorese male artist (Victor De Sousa). In this book, Holder 

presents additional insight into the Tuba Rai Metin exhibition, as well as an 

extensive database regarding the visual art, architecture and culture of Timor-Leste.  

 

It is imperative to acknowledge, however, that the vast majority of the artists 

mentioned in most studies associated with Timor-Leste’s present-day artistic 

movement and practice are male21. Noticeably, whenever such studies focus on 

female creative artists, most of the scarcely available literature or written materials 

are focused mainly on Timor-Leste’s long-established traditional and cultural 

creative arts industries such as ceramics, basketry and textiles. As far as I am 

aware, apart from the literature mentioned above, there has never been any 

academic or thorough research carried out specifically regarding the present day 

artistic practices of Timor-Leste’s ‘Female Visual Artists’ even though my previous 

research22 and investigation uncovered some influential female traditional and 

																																																								
20 For more information about David Palazón, see appendix 1.7. 
21 Throughout my research, I encountered only a handful of female visual artists including those mentioned above; 
the vast majority of artists are male, which is an issue discussed in chapters 6 and 7. 
22 Between March 2009 - March 2010, I was the assistant researcher, interpreter/translator and cultural advisor for 
the project called Tatoli Ba Kultura (T), which means Messenger for Culture. The project was lead by Professor 
Tony Fry from Queensland College of Art, Griffith University in Brisbane in collaboration with the Secretary of State 
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contemporary artists, like Carrascalão Cid, Viegas and Dona Verónica, who have 

played a pivotal role in the development and advancement of Timor-Leste’s 

contemporary visual arts. I discuss in detail the contribution and impact of these 

female artists in chapter 7. 

 

Over the years I have taught, carried out workshops, and worked with groups similar 

to Arte Moris, and throughout most of these experiences I was the only female in the 

room. Significantly, as far as I know, I am currently the ‘first and only’ qualified art 

teacher (male or female) in the history of the country; only one of fewer than ten23 

visual artists to have completed a fine arts degree. I am currently the first and only 

East Timorese (male or female) to have pursued postgraduate studies in the area of 

visual arts. This reality emphasises how critical the development of artistic and 

cultural identity of Timor-Leste is, not just because of numbers, but also in terms of 

how education may be used to empower the female voice. Importantly, it also 

highlights the influence and contribution of women toward the future of Timor-

Leste’s arts and cultural identity.  

 

As the following chapters will demonstrate, the overall intent of this thesis is to focus 

on the changes and development of Timor-Leste’s visual artistic practice from its 

pre-colonial origins to the present day, principally from a female/woman’s artistic 

viewpoint. This thesis will therefore be divided into two parts. Section one (chapters 

2 to 5) is dedicated to Timor-Leste’s ancestral customs, such as animist beliefs and 

traditional ceremonies, while section two (chapters 6 to 8) is associated with the 

present-day artistic practices. In this latter section I concentrate on Timor-Leste’s 

existing visual arts, focusing primarily on women’s creative and artistic points of 

view.   

 

In chapter 2, I introduce and consider the traditions and long-established customs of 

Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural identity. I comment briefly on the country’s culture 

that is noted amongst the locals as ‘simply a way of being’, and focus on the 

traditional, artistic, cultural and animist beliefs of the East Timorese people. I 

discuss the issues pertaining to the notion of the Uma Lulik (T), (Sacred House). 

Linked to this concept of Uma Lulik is the high status and significant role of the Lian 

																																																								
of Culture and the Director General of Culture in Timor-Leste, and funded by AusAID. For more information about 
Tatoli Ba Kultura, see appendix 2.3, chapter 2. 
23 I am aware of at least three other visual artists who have pursued graduate and postgraduate studies in visual 
arts: Mrs. Gabriela Carrascalão Cid, Ms. Albertina Viegas, and Tony Amaral from Arte Moris. There are also some 
recent additions. An example is a young male artist named Inu Bere, who is curently studying fine arts at the 
Instituto De Ciências Sociais da Universidade De Brasília in Brazil.   
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Nain (T), which means Elder, Speaker, Story Teller, or “literally Owner of Words” 

(Erkizia et al. 2009, 102). I explain the central role that a Lian Nain plays in Timor-

Leste’s long-established animist and traditional cultural identity. I also discuss 

sacred ceremonies such as Barlaki or dowry system; Sama / Tebe Hare or rice 

harvesting ceremony and Hakoi / Hader Mate or burial rituals. I analyse the 

discourse regarding the conception and meaning of ‘culture’, as perceived by other 

academics and scholars. Most importantly, I focus on the scholars José Trindade 

and Bryant Castro’s (2007,16) viewpoint regarding the notion of ‘short-term’ and 

‘long-term’ culture. I describe the arts and crafts such as textiles, ceramic, basketry 

and performance arts, which I consider to be the main avenue in helping to advance 

the fundamental impact and contribution of East Timorese women in relation to 

Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural identity. I focus specifically on the textiles industry 

(tais) to create awareness about this significant item and its crucial role in the 

current growth and development of Timor-Leste’s visual arts culture.  

 

In the following chapters 3 to 5, “The East Timorese Social Relations in Retrospect”, 

I discuss and analyse the contribution and influence of female creative practices in 

Timor-Leste’s existing arts and culture. In chapter 3, I address “the traditional and 

cultural perspective”, where I introduce three different outlooks that lead to what I 

understand as being the materialisation of the essence of femininity24 in relation to 

the country’s cultural identity. Firstly, I examine Professor Tom Therik’s perception 

regarding “Wehali The Female Land”,  (2004, xvii). Secondly, I discuss the notion 

and theory behind the sacred domain called the “Lulik Circle” (Trindade 2008, 14). 

Lastly, I analyse the most well-known traditional song entitled “Ina Lou”, meaning 

Dear Mother Earth because of its association with the concept of “birth and death” 

(Hicks 1988, 4), which is considered to be one of the most significant events in 

Timor-Leste’s cultural identity.  

 

Chapter 4 is dedicated to the “social, religious and political perspective” where I 

consider the main catalyst in hindering the progress and advancement of female 

contribution and participation in Timor-Leste’s cultural identity. I comment on the 

social constraints and the secondary role that women play within Timor-Leste’s 

patriarchal and male-dominated society. For example, I draw from the scholar P. L. 

Thatcher’s viewpoint in regard to the woman’s fundamental obligation towards 

“raising children, as well as looking after household chores” (Thatcher 1992, 87). I 

discuss the role and impact of the Catholic Church, in particular the notion of 
																																																								
24 See my interpretation of the meaning ‘essence of femininity’ in the Glossary.  
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obedience (that is, the wife obeying the husband and performing domestic duties), 

which was reinforced due to the introduction of Catholicism by the Portuguese. 

Additionally, I present a political perspective where I offer an insight into the 

dramatic change of role for the women of Timor-Leste after the Indonesian military 

occupation in 1975.  

 

In chapter 5 “outside influences on Timor-Leste’s existing artistic practice” I start 

setting the scene of contemporary practice in Timor-Leste’s artistic and cultural 

discourse. I discuss the impact and influences of Western ideals in Timor-Leste’s 

traditional cultural values. I examine and analyse the notion of ‘contemporary art’ in 

the context of the country. To do so, I will be focusing on two distinctive viewpoints. 

One is Professor Terry Smith’s perspective regarding the conceptions of 

‘contemporary art’, but more precisely in terms of what he refers to as “its 

contemporaneousness … being at the same time as the other beings, including 

other art” (Smith 2009, 3). The other is the concept of ‘eternal time’ associated with 

Timor-Leste’s ancestral traditions. Here, I refer to Professor James Clifford’s notion 

of “it’s in the doing” culture, (1988, 251). I attribute this notion of “it’s in the doing” 

culture to what many locals in Timor-Leste consider – that the culture of Timor-Leste 

is a ‘living culture’ and that the people maintain the “it’s in the doing” position.  

 

Critically, I explore the role of women in the contemporary arts and culture of Timor-

Leste. I analyse and investigate how the current artistic practice is highly influenced 

by the arts and crafts industry. I concentrate mainly on the textiles industry to 

express my perceptions in regard to the impact of Portuguese colonisation, that is 

from the introduction of Christian iconography (Barrkman 2009, 22) on the overall 

development of Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural identity. I go further and propose that 

abstract contemporary practice has already existed since ancestral times. This is 

evident, for instance, in what I perceive as abstract contemporary practice25, found 

within the imagery depicted by the Kemak people26 who reside in Ilat Lau, a small 

village in Marobo, in the central district of Bobonaro. I extend my viewpoint by 

concurring and discussing in detail the visual indications of Western influence that 

are also evident in other areas such as the Uma Lulik. 

 

In chapter 6, I examine the emergence of Timor-Leste’s present-day creative and 

artistic discourse, focusing mostly on contemporary visual arts. I illustrate how the 
																																																								
25	See figures 47 and 48, which respectively illustrate a tais weaver and geometric symbols found in a Marobo tais. 
These images were taken in Ilat Lau, Marobo Bobonaro.  	
26 Kemak people are the indigenous local inhabitants from the central region of the district of Bobonaro. 
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surfacing of the current creative and visual arts practices is filled with the 

‘fingerprints of Timor-Leste’s foremothers’27. Next, I describe how these fingerprints 

are highly noticeable in the artistic expressions and mindset of Timor-Leste’s 

emerging and established visual artists. Finally, and most significantly, I illustrate the 

impact of traditional creative practices on the present-day artistic practice, which is 

an amalgamation of traditional and contemporary arts practice, a union that is 

developing and flourishing as I write. In this case, I present various different 

perspectives such as the men’s artistic practices (street art, for example) that 

surfaced as a form of resistance during Indonesian occupation. The negative and 

positive impact of Western society is also analysed. The overall idea is to illustrate 

and confirm that Timor-Leste’s current artistic expression and practice display a 

successful merger between Timor-Leste’s traditional past and the present. This 

union and association is evident in all areas of visual arts, particularly the artistic 

expressions of emerging and established East Timorese contemporary artists.    

 

Chapter 7 deals with the female artists of Timor-Leste and the key female/women’s 

craft practices. I consider these female practitioners as the forerunners in bridging 

the gap between generations and the diverse cross-cultural dialogues between 

Timor-Leste and the rest of the world. I introduce the female visual artists who have 

been contributing and influencing the present-day visual arts in Timor-Leste namely, 

the artistic practices of Mrs Albertina Viegas, Mrs. Gabriela Carrascalão Cid and 

Mrs. (Dona) Verónica Pereira Maia, as well as my own practice. This chapter is 

divided into three parts. In part one, “Survival in the Diaspora”, I explore the 

emergence of Timor-Leste’s female visual art practice where I argue that the 

surfacing of ‘all’28 female visual arts practice occurred in the Diaspora, mainly to 

Australia and Portugal. Here, I attribute the rise and influence of the female visual 

arts movement to Smith’s notions of the “second current”, and the “postcolonial turn” 

(Smith 2009, 210). In part two, “Male and Female Artists: Two Different 

Perspectives”, I discuss the major dissimilarity in terms of artistic approaches and 

the artworks produced by the male and female visual artists. In part three, “The 

Traditional and the Contemporary”, I refer to what Clifford (1988, 251), proclaims as 

being an “artist of traditions”. Here, I argue for the successful merger between the 

contemporary and the traditional, whereby many of the artworks generated 

showcase a thriving collaboration between contemporary, (i.e. installation work) and 
																																																								
27	See my interpretation of the ‘fingerprints of Timor-Leste’s foremothers’ in the Glossary.  
28 Evidence shows that the emergence and advancement of all contemporary female artistic practice occurred in the 
Diaspora. Ms. Albertina Viegas and Mrs. Carrascalão Cid fled as refugees and lived in Australia, whilst Mrs. 
Verónica Pereira Maia and myself fled Timor-Leste in 1975 as refugees to Portugal before migrating to Australia in 
the early eighties.  



 34 

the traditional (i.e. traditional and sacred symbols). The main objective of this 

chapter is to create awareness about East Timorese female visual artists and draw 

attention to the significant role they play in the development of Timor-Leste’s 

contemporary arts practice.  

 

Finally in chapter 8, I address the outcome of my study through the analysis of the 

following two exhibitions:  The Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation 

(Comissão de Acolhimento, Verdade e Reconciliação) or CAVR Chega! (Enough!) 

exhibition, which was shown at the Balide Prison, in Dili, 2008, and the Elastic 

(Borracha) Mobile Residency exhibition that was shown at the Chan Contemporary 

Art Space in Darwin and at the Cross Arts Projects in Sydney, 2014. I conclude this 

chapter with some recommendations and avenues for further research. 
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CHAPTER	TWO:	Art	and	Culture	of	Timor-Leste	-	A	Brief	Historical	

Background	
 

Since its emergence in the 1980s, Timor-Leste’s contemporary arts community has 

grown in numbers, and is now flourishing. I argue that in terms of concepts, ideas 

and imagery, Timor-Leste’s current artistic practice finds its voice from a 

combination of the ancestral forms like traditional arts and crafts, and the 

contemporary aspects of living such as mass production and economic security. 

Most significantly, I consider that this growth and development is largely due to the 

influence, participation and impact of East Timorese women in the arts and crafts of 

Timor-Leste. 

 

In this chapter I introduce some examples of traditional practices that have been 

fundamental in influencing and contributing to Timor-Leste’s contemporary artistic 

expression. These include customs such as the concepts surrounding the traditional 

Uma Lulik29(T), (Sacred House) the highly respected role of the Lian Nain (T), 

(Owner of Words; Story Teller), and the impact of arts and crafts, specifically, the 

textiles industry (tais making), which has been one of the main factors influencing 

and shaping Timor-Leste’s contemporary cultural identity.  

 

 
Fig. 4: Map of Timor-Leste. Courtesy of the United Nations 

 

Timor-Leste is a small nation comprising the eastern half of Timor Island and the 

enclave of Oecusse, which is situated to the west and abuts Indonesian territory 
																																																								
29 Uma = building, house, descent group; lulik = sacred, set apart, prohibited. Another term by which the building is 
denoted is uma lisan (lisan = ceremony, usage, custom) (Hicks 2008, 179). 
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(see fig. 4). The country has a total population of approximately 1.2 million people 

and is divided into 13 administrative districts. Though small, it is a country that 

prides itself on having a long history of rich culture and tradition. Due to its natural 

resources such as sandalwood, marble, honey and wax, it attracted Chinese, Malay 

and other Indian Ocean Rim traders in the thirteenth century, and later the 

Portuguese missionaries in 1512, whom occupied and colonised the island. The 

consequence of these trading networks together with colonisation resulted in 

intermarriages and many different ethnic influences. These added to the existing 

artistic, cultural and regional diversity of Timor-Leste and significantly enhanced the 

richness of the island, which can be perceived as being “very complicated, with 

many different language groups” (Anderson quoted in Trindade 2008, 3).  

 

Close analyses by academics like anthropologist David Hicks (1996, 2008, 2014), 

and Professor Andrew McWilliam (2002, 2007, 2012) reveal that the East Timorese 

belong to many different ethno-linguistic groups. Nevertheless, “there are more 

commonalities than differences” (Trindade 2008, 3). Within this habitual belief 

system, there are many distinctive features: for example, all East Timorese family 

clans belong to a Sacred House – an Uma Lulik in Tetun (the main language of 

Timor-Leste, now one of the official languages alongside Portuguese. Most people 

practice traditional sacred ceremonies such as Hader / Hakoi Mate (T), or the 

funeral and burial rituals, most chew betel nut (Mama Bua Malus) (T), and most 

local communities are active in the production of arts and crafts such as ceramics, 

basketry, performance arts, the textiles industries and so forth. Further, every East 

Timorese community generally holds on to their ancestral and traditional beliefs 

drawing on an animist belief system that is in many instances today overlaid with 

Catholicism, (Carey 1999; McWilliam 2001; Pride 2002; Dunn 2003; Hicks 2008; 

Niner 2011). According to Professor Harry Garuba: 

 

Animism is often simply seen as belief in objects such as stones or trees or 

rivers for the simple reason that animist gods and spirits are located and 

embodied in objects: the objects are the physical and material 

manifestations of the gods and spirits (Garuba 2003, 267). 

 

Garuba’s observations about animism also fit within the context of Timor-Leste. In 

this respect, most of the local population widely believe and perceive that objects 

such as rocks, trees and personal belongings (i.e. belts, jewellery) are the physical 

and material manifestations of the god and spirit. Additionally, such concepts are 
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closely related to the sacred and ceremonial events associated with the Uma Lulik, 

which is elaborated on in the following pages. 

 

Historically, every East Timorese belongs to an Uma Lulik, (see figs. 5-8) where 

each family clan traces its history and customs back to the ancestors. I belong to the 

Sacred House of Railako Kraik in the west central district of Ermera, where my 

paternal ancestry originated. My maternal ancestry is originally from the Sacred 

House of Laisorilai, in the sub-district of Quelicai, which is situated in the eastern 

district of Baucau. Because of its prominence and the fundamental role it plays in 

Timor-Leste’s social, political, religious and cultural identity, the concepts pertaining 

to the Uma Lulik have been researched, studied and analysed by many 

anthropologists. This is evidenced by McWilliam (2005, 30) in the journal article 

“Houses of Resistance in East Timor: Structuring Sociality in the New Nation”, which 

offers an overview: “Traube … writing on Mambai social life, Renard-Clamagirand 

… on the Ema (Kemak), Hicks … on Tetum-speaking peoples in Viqueque, and 

Lameiras-Campagnolo … on Fataluku domestic structures in far eastern East Timor 

are cases in point”. More recent studies include: Cinatti et al. (1987), writing about 

the different architectural styles of Uma Lulik, David Hicks (2008) on the existing 

and continuous relationships between human beings and their Uma Lulik, and Josh 

Trindade (2008), who writes about the significance of the Uma Lulik binding 

communities and family clans together. 

 

Uma Lulik are usually collectively built and are the ultimate symbol of Timor-Leste’s 

culture, representing a society that is clustered and ordered according to hierarchy. 

For the East Timorese, the Uma Lulik is the main expression of ‘local identity’ 

(Trindade and Castro 2007). It personifies the values of communal unity and the 

binding relationships between the people, the land and their ancestry. For this 

reason, the locals believe that any East Timorese who does not have or belong to 

an Uma Lulik is labelled or considered to have no roots, or abut laiha (T): as 

observed by Loch “No Uma Lulik, no identity” (Loch, quoted in Trindade 2007, 19). 

Hence, the abut laiha person has a low status in society, an indigenous wanderer 

without culture or traditional identity. Without Uma Lulik, it is believed that East 

Timorese would “live like wild animals, with no rules, regulations or moral standards” 

(Trindade 2007, 19). 
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Fig. 5: Uma Lulik – Uma Kain Marobo, Ho Hulu, in                                  Fig. 6: Details inside an Uma Lulik from  

Fatubessi, Maubisse, Ainaro. Photography by David Palazón.                 Ainaro. Drawings by Elena Tigliani. 

  Photography by David Palazón.     

          
Fig. 7: Uma Lulik in Quelicai.         Fig. 8: Uma Lulik in Moro, Los Palos. 

Photography by David Palazón.           Photography by David Palazón.    
 

The people of Timor-Leste therefore consider and place great importance on 

belonging to a Sacred House. Apart from the traditional and spiritual values, the 

Uma Lulik is also a physical place used to store “sacred long-deceased ancestral 

heirlooms” (Hicks 2008, 174). It is the primary site for animist events, where long 

and intense sacred ceremonies are carried out with the cooperation and 

participation of all family clan members, and most of the people living in the village 

and the surrounding areas. This ancestral tie is significant as it binds all people of 

Timor-Leste to their culture and ancestry. It is very important for every East 

Timorese person to know exactly where he or she was born, as this determines 

which traditional ancestry and lineage they originate from. It is the basis of their self-

identity. According to the locals, East Timorese are bound to their roots, and if this is 

ignored, most are not able to succeed in life (Trindade 2008; Barrkman 2017). If this 
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connection is broken, part of us will die or roam aimlessly towards the abyss where 

the fundamental essence of our self-identity will perish forever.  

 

Central to the notion of the Sacred House is the “Lian Nain” (T) (Elder, Speaker, 

Owner of Words, or Story Teller), (see figs. 9-12), often a descendent of the 

previous Lian Nain, or the chosen one from each family clan. Due to Timor-Leste’s 

deeply rooted oral culture, this person plays a pivotal role in the culture of the 

country, and is usually a master in storytelling, having spent many years learning 

the art, and the true history of his people and surroundings. The villagers perceive 

this form of storytelling as a quasi-religious task. Most importantly, the Lian Nain is 

highly respected nationally, especially by his family clan and the surrounding 

villagers. In the Multimedia Archive Database District of Liquiça - Timor-Leste, 

Erkizia et al. (2009, 102) describe the Lian Nain as follows:   

 
Lian Nain (lit. Owner of words) is one of the most important traditional characters of 

the Timorese ancient culture. Traditionally Lian Nain's main competence is to keep 

the collective memory of the village or the valley (aldeia) where he lives alive, 

transmitting and receiving orally all these memories generations by generations. For 

that reason Lian Nain is also a kind of oracle and lawyer at the same time, and if 

people from the village had a problem they would ask him to find a solution. Usually 

they use a semi-poetic oral form to speak in public, based on a system of paired 

concepts that mixes word speaking with singing. Lian Nain also has the ability to 

speak and listen to the spirits, and then translate all this information to the 

inhabitants that eventually would organize a ritual as an answer. Nowadays his role 

is still important in the Timorese society and even some public institutions have their 

own Lian Nains, but during recent years Lian Nain's functions are being limited to a 

folk character as modern institutions allow people to choose their authorities 

democratically (Erkizia et al. 2009, 102). 
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Fig. 9: Mr. Eugenio Sarmento, President of     Fig. 10: Mr. Francisco Magno, Lian Nain in Mau Ulo  

Lian Nain, and Lain Nain in Soibada, Manatuto.    Hau Tio, Maubisse, Ainaro. 

Photography by David Palazón.     Photography by David Palazón. 

 

                        
Fig. 11: Mr. Jose Barros, Lian Nain from Laktos,             Fig. 12: Mrs. Casimira Barros, Lian Nain  

Fohorem, Suai, Covalima.            Uma Lulik Mau Ulo, Hau Tio, Ainaro.    

Photography by David Palazón.           Photography by David Palazón. 

 

During my field study, I met a female Lian Nain called Mrs. Casimira da Conceição 

Barros, (fig. 12). This was an extremely rare occasion because most Lian Nain are 

male. The meeting took place in an area called Hau Tio, in the central district of 

Ainaro, where Mrs. Barros is an active Lian Nain member from the Uma Lulik Mau 

Ulo. Whilst a Lian Nain is identified as possessing various roles and abilities 

described in the previous quotation, Mrs. Barros revealed that her work, much like 

that of the other rare female Lian Nains, was limited to teaching the younger 

generation dancing and singing for customary ceremonies and organising their 

participation in these ceremonies. She also participated in events such as receiving 

dignitaries or attending meetings with government officials. It seems that although 

Mrs. Barros is highly acknowledged and respected by her peers, her role as a Lian 

Nain is still limited and restricted to accommodate the cultural and traditional 

responsibilities surrounding her position as an East Timorese woman. More 

specifically, her role as a child-bearer, child-rearer and child-socialiser limits her 

from accessing the full responsibilities of a Lian Nain. This limitation will be 

elaborated on in the next chapter.  

 

In her dissertation entitled “The Timor-Born in Exile in Australia”, the scholar Patsy 

L. Thatcher clearly illustrated this point when outlining Timor-Leste’s perception of 

women in the public arena: 

 
They had ‘no public face’; the only roles they had outside of the family were those 
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prescribed by customs. They had certain roles and responsibilities with regards to 

traditional rituals and rites of passage ceremonies. These included the preparation 

and serving of food, the making of gifts of exchange and provision of music for ritual 

dances (Thatcher 1992, 87). 

 

Throughout my research, I noticed evidence of women participating in numerous 

sacred ceremonial events. During these instances, the female involvement was 

focused primarily on accommodating and providing services such as entertainment 

and serving food to the visitors and dignitaries.  

 

Apart from the concepts and beliefs regarding the Uma Lulik and the critical role of 

the Lian Nain, there are many other important aspects of Timor-Leste’s profoundly 

rich cultural history that have proven to be key sources in the development of its 

current artistic practices. These manifest in various areas such as the traditional and 

sacred ceremonies, the arts and crafts, and the performing arts.  

Before continuing further analysis about Timor-Leste’s cultural identity, I will 

consider the diverse perceptions and interpretations of what culture is, in order to 

identify with and understand the positioning and standpoint of Timor-Leste’s cultural 

identity within a wider international sphere. In this instance, I refer to sociology 

professor Chris Jenks’ argument that “to understand the culture concept we need to 

locate it within traditions of thought and appreciate its political and ideological 

bases” (2004, 1). Similar to Jenks, I suggest that in order to understand and 

appreciate East Timorese cultural identity, one needs to examine its history, 

traditions, customs and ideological/political values. Anthropology professor Ruth 

Finnegan agrees: “’culture’ as a whole, is any established way of doing things … the 

process of handing down practices, ideas or values”, (1992, 7). Throughout my 

research and most of the casual conversations that I participated in, the most 

common sentiment I heard concerning the traditions and cultural practices was: 

“Ne’e mai husi bei-ala sira. Ami nia abó feto no abó mane sira maka hanorin. Sira 

hanorin ami nia inan no amam, e sira hatudu fali mai ami” (T) (This comes from our 

ancestors. Our grandmothers and grandfathers taught it to our parents, and they 

transferred this knowledge to us). From such statements, I can concur that every 

aspect of the traditional, animist and cultural practices – including the productions 

within the creative arts industries such as textiles and ceramics, or the performative 

arts such as dance and music – were handed down from generation to generation 

over the centuries. This is evident within music, sounds, images, symbols and 

patterns that are seen and expressed around the country today.  
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Professor James Clifford offers the following perspective in The Predicament of 

Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art:  

 
‘Cultures’ are ethnographic collections. Since Tylor’s founding definitions of 1871 the 

term has designated a rather vague ‘complex whole’ including everything that is 

learned group behaviour from body techniques and symbolic orders (Clifford 1988, 

230).   

 

I consider that “learned group behaviour,” in terms of acting in unison, is another 

customary approach that is highly noticeable in Timor-Leste’s long-established 

ceremonial events. At such events, one can clearly witness the emphasis and the 

importance of group behaviour and body techniques in various forms, especially 

within the performing arts (like dancing), and rituals (like chanting in sacred animistic 

ceremonies), as well as other religious practices instituted by the Catholic Church, 

which are discussed in the following chapters.  

Whether Timor-Leste’s cultural identity is perceived as being “within traditional, 

political and ideological bases” (Jenks 2004, 1), or manifests through the process of 

“handing down practices” (Finnegan 1992, 7), or within “group behaviour” (Clifford 

1988, 230), its ancestral past is always present in the people’s daily activities. These 

customary animist beliefs are still flourishing, highly respected or practised 

(Trindade 2008; Barrkman 2008, 2017; Hicks 2004, 2008), and “remain persistently 

strong” (McWilliam 2001, 91). Timor-Leste’s past traditions concerning foremothers 

and forefathers, for example, is right here with us. This notion is well illustrated in 

Clifford’s quotation of Ralph Coe’s interpretation in Lost and Found Traditions: 

Native American Art 1965-1985: 

 
A long chapter on “tradition” resists summary, for the diverse statements quoted 

from practice artists, old and young, do not reproduce prevailing Western definitions. 

“Whites think of our experience as the past”, says one of a group of students 

discussing this topic. “We know it is right here with us” (Coe quoted in Clifford 1988, 

250).  

 

Similar to Native American traditions, Timor-Leste’s current artistic and cultural 

beliefs, are fostered with the notion of being eternal and everlasting, or more 

precisely, “right here with us”. All the elders and some of my family relatives speak 

about the forefathers and foremothers as existing living entities. They would say for 

instance: “ne’e bei-ala sira la simu” (T) (this is not accepted by our ancestors). 

Similarly most East Timorese, regardless of where they are in the world, are often 



 43 

told and advised to visit the Sacred and Traditional House to meet, talk, ask for 

guidance from those who left long ago but are eternally here, alive in spirit, to 

always assist the current generation in their daily endeavours. Some of my family 

members, for example, always feel the need to be in touch with the ancestors, as 

they are considered to be our guides and our connection to the afterlife. If at any 

time something goes wrong or we need help, we resort to our Uma Lulik, or pray to 

our ancestors and ask them to take our messages to God for help. The two belief 

systems Christian and ancestral, will be discussed in the following chapters. 

 

I perceive this notion of the past being experienced in the present, for example, 

“right here with us” is reinforced by the reality that certain aspects of Timor-Leste’s 

animist core values and customs have remained strong. Some of its oral history, 

folklore, traditional ceremonies, myths and sacred objects are a part of Timor-

Leste’s real lived experience. Cases in point are the Sacred Statues and Totem 

Poles.  

                               
Fig. 13: The sculptures of ancestors                 Fig. 14: Sacred Statues from Fatumean in the Covalima District, 

Lepu-Hmoru and Baku-Mau, placed as                   Suai. Photography by David Palazón.   

gravemarkers upon stone mounds in the  

Mau-Bonok plateau in Maquili, Atauro.  

Photography by Alessandro Boarccaech. 

 

The Eztatua Lulik (T) or Sacred Statues have been part of these local cultures since 

the time of their ancestors, and still play a fundamental role in maintaining and 

perpetuating the local cultural and animistic identity. Figure 13 shows the sculptures 

of ancestral figures named Lepu-Hmoru and Baku-Mau from Maquili in the Island of 

Atauro, and figure 14 shows the Sacred Statues from the sub-district of Fatumean in 

the district of Covalima, Suai. According to the locals in Fatumean, a special 
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ceremony is performed at this site at least once a year to offer gifts and food to the 

ancestors as a way of thanking them for their protection and help throughout the 

year. The same happens in Atauro Island whereby 

 
… much of the culture of the Atauroans, including their sculpture, is rooted in the 

adoration of the original founders of Atauro communities. Prior to Christianisation, 

clan leaders memorised extensive ancestral genealogies that reached back to their 

establishment. The recitation of the oral histories perpetuated communal memory of 

each clan’s history. Atauroans venerated their ancestors in order to maintain cosmic 

balance and give thanks for life, to seek protection, ensure the fecundity of clans, 

crops and seas upon which they depended (Barrkman 2017, 16).  

 

This connection with the ancestral world, particularly to preserve and ensure cosmic 

balance as well as seeking protection, is also associated with other animist 

components such as the Hanak Lulik (T) Sacred Altar, Fatuk Lulik (T) Sacred Stone, 

Tula Dikur (T) (Sacred Buffalo Horn Totem Pole), as well as the Ai Toos (T) (Totem 

Pole) (see figs. 15-18 respectively). Just like the Sacred Statues, these objects are 

revered and considered to be fundamental in connecting with the ancestral spiritual 

world.  

 

              
Fig. 15: Hanak Lulik (T), Sacre Altar in Fad Locar,                   Fig. 16: Fatuk Lulik (T) Sacred Stone in Hiut Lel  

in Ainaro. Photography by David Palazón.     Ainaro. Photography by David Palazón.    
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Fig. 17: Tula Dikur (T) Sacred Buffalo Horn     Fig. 18: The sacred Ai Toos (T) – Totem Pole from Uma   

Totem Pole, from Uma Lulik Fad Locar      Lulik in Ho Hulu, Maubisse, Ainaro. Photography by David  

In Hato Builico, Ainaro.                                               Palazón. 

Photography by David Palazón.     

 

According to the Lian Nain of Huit Lel and Mau Ulo, the Sacred Altar is used to 

place the food and offerings for the ancestors; the Sacred Stone is to kill animals, to 

place and prepare the food offerings like animal parts to the ancestor (Hicks 2008); 

the Sacred Totem Pole is also crucial to any sacred ceremonial event because all 

food offerings have to be hung on this object during the ritual process before it is 

taken inside the Uma Lulik. The Sacred Buffalo Horn Totem Pole is also a 

permanent feature. Every time traditional sacred ceremonies such as the dowry 

system or the burial of a prominent family member occur, animals such as buffalos, 

cows, pigs, goats and so forth are killed to feed the population and the ancestors. 

The buffalo horns are then placed one on top of the other until it is considered 

enough to satisfy the spirits and the ancestors. Over the years the collection of 

horns increases and becomes a symbol of strength and unity amongst the different 

family clans and the locals. 

 

Due to their prominence and high status in the core of Timor-Leste’s cultural 

identity, some locals often perceived these ancestral beliefs, heirlooms and animist 

ceremonies as strict and unchangeable. In most of my encounters, during my field 

trips or as I travelled to explore and discover more about my cultural identity, I have 

noticed that there was always a perception about traditional culture’s inflexibility and 

stagnation, especially amongst the younger generation. Most young people that I 

spoke to, for example, expressed that they preferred going to a cinema or nightclub 

instead of going to a ‘boring’ traditional events such as barlaki (T) (dowry system) or 
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sama / tebe hare (T) (rice harvesting ceremony). I perceive this outlook to be mostly 

associated with the lack of awareness and understanding about the foundations of 

the tangible and intangible traditional culture, which stems from the Lulik (Sacred) 

centre (discussed in chapter 3), or the core of the East Timorese ancestral and 

animist beliefs. As observed by Trindade: “Many Timorese today only understand 

the concept of Lulik from its surface, what is beyond it they have no idea” (2011, 1). 

Thus, even though some East Timorese characterise these cultural practices as 

stagnant and inflexible, I argue on the contrary that while these ceremonies are 

long-established traditions, they can adapt to the present. Hence, they are ‘’long-

term”, able to adjust and integrate with new environments.  

 

My perception and understanding of culture is best illustrated in Trindade and 

Castro’s analysis in which they discuss the notion of the “short-term”, being 

perceived as more inflexible and stagnant; and the “long-term”, which is geared 

more towards the idea of fluidity and the absorption of new values: 

 
Culture changes because it is enmeshed in the turbulence of history, and 

because each act, each signification, each decision risks opening new 

meanings, vistas and possibilities. In the short-term culture may take on 

an inflexible structural character that shapes individual and group actions. 

In the long-term, culture is fluid and malleable, able to absorb new values 

(Trindade and Castro 2007, 16).     

 

I acknowledge that Trindade and Castro are not wrong in their consideration of and 

emphasis on the “long-term”, for even under the best of circumstances, and under 

extremely strict animist values, things can and do change to absorb new values. In 

the barlaki (T) (bridal price) exchange ceremony, for example, traditionally the 

male’s family clan used to travel on foot to the bride’s family home or village, which 

could take days, even weeks. Then, the bridal price consisted mainly of animals 

such as buffalos, cows, goats and pigs. This was in addition to sacred objects such 

as tais and surik (T) (traditional sword), and other pieces of jewellery such as 

mortein (T) (traditional necklace). Nowadays the travels are done with other modes 

of transportation such as motorbikes, cars and buses. And the bridal price is paid 

mainly with money, cars, homewares and furniture. Importantly, the tais, surik and 

mortein are still being used, but to a lesser extent, because the absence of such 

items can be compensated with monetary value. Hence, the principle and essence 

of the event is the same, that is, for the groom to pay the dowry price, but the 
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methods and materials used have changed to accommodate the living standards of 

today’s materialistic society.   

 

Another indication of the malleability of tradition is found in the carvings and statues 

(fig. 13) from the Island of Atauro. According to Barrkman:      

 
Against the odds, sculptors from Atauro Island have held on to their sculpting 

traditions and they continue to create distinctive wooden sculptures during the 21st 

century. They have responded to the various influences that have affected their lives 

by incorporating these into their contemporary sculptures and in doing so have given 

new impetus to this increasingly rare artistic practice (Barrkman 2017, 9). 

 

Just like the changes to accommodate the existing influences in the bridal price 

exchange described beforehand, in Atauro the sculptors merge their traditional 

practices with various influences like electric carving tools and bright colours to 

create more contemporary works. Some other examples, which I discuss and 

illustrate in chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6, include the impact of Portuguese colonisation, 

evident in the introduction of embroidery to the traditional tais weaving industry by 

the Catholic nuns; the bestowing a Portuguese name Estado (P) (State) to a very 

prominent Uma Lulik; and the use of modern and commercialised materials in the 

construction and the decoration of other Uma Lulik. Additional examples include 

more innovative techniques, use of materials, and design patterns evident in the 

textiles industry (Pride 2002; Niner 2009, 2011; Barrkman 2009, 2017), and the 

existing visual arts, which I discuss in chapter 6. 

 

I suggest, therefore, that in the context of Timor-Leste’s cultural identity the most 

fitting attribution is the connotation of the “long-term” notion of fluidity and 

adaptability. Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural practice exists in the long-term, as a 

fluid entity “able to absorb new values” (Trindade and Castro 2007, 16). This fluidity 

and adaptability is positioned within the vicinity of both ‘tangible’ and ‘intangible’ 

spheres (Hicks 2008). The notion of ‘tangible’ means anything that is material and 

substantial that can be touched, or everything that the scholar Marilena Vecco 

(2010, 179) describes as “real and not imaginary, as something that can be shown, 

touched, or experienced”. In this case, I attribute the ‘tangible’ specifically to the 

creative industries, such as, textiles, ceramics, architecture, silversmithing and 

metal work, basketry, woodcarving and so forth, all of which sits alongside a 

contemporary visual arts practice. And by ‘intangible’ I mean anything that cannot 



 48 

be touched; anything that is indefinable, and vague – or as observed by Vecco: “the 

practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, and skills” (2010, 179).  

 

When related specifically to Timor-Leste, this notion of the ‘intangible’ is linked to 

anything associated with the spiritual, animist and sacred traditions, particularly in 

the realm of the sacred animistic events and ceremonies. This is significant 

especially when one takes into consideration the idea that according to local 

folklore, the ancestry and spiritual world is perceived as being always present in 

people’s daily lives. We can still witness events and sacred ceremonies, such as the 

Barlaki (T) (bridal price) exchange, or the Serimónia Hakoi / Hader Mate (T) 

(Ceremony for the Funeral or Burial of the Dead), discussed in chapter 3, in which 

such intangible traditions are prevalent and performed on a regular basis.  

 

I am therefore in complete agreement with Trindade and Castro’s perspective on the 

“long-term” notion of culture having the fluidity, adaptability and ability to absorb and 

respond to new values, particularly in relation to the tangible and intangible nature of 

Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural discourse.  

 

Since primordial times, traditions have allowed women to play a strong and pivotal 

role in the foundation of Timor-Leste’s crucial cultural industries, particularly within 

the area of arts and crafts. These long-established creative arts industries still 

maintain a stronghold in Timor-Leste’s current artistic and cultural language. To 

promote understanding and create awareness concerning the female contribution 

within Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural development up to the current day, I will 

analyse the arts and crafts that the women have been heavily involved with. The 

main objective is to describe the various types of creative industries as a point of 

reference for later discussions, to illustrate how these features have impacted, 

moulded and shaped the current representation of Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural 

identity, especially from the standpoint of visual arts.  

 

Ceramics  
Ceramic ware (figs. 19 and 20) is widely produced and found mainly in the central 

district of Manatuto. Most of the objects produced are limited to household cooking 

items such as kitchen utensils, traditional tableware and kitchenware. Latest 

developments like the growth of the tourism industry and interest from international 

communities have propelled this industry to produce more commercialised items 
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such as animal figurines (see fig. 69), and to use striking colourful patterns and 

motifs in items to be sold locally and internationally.  

 

             
Fig. 19: The production of ceramics in Manatuto.                    Fig. 20: The traditional firing process of ceramics in          

Photography by David Palazón.                       Manatuto. Photography by David Palazón. 

 

Even though the production of ceramics is found mainly in Manatuto, they are also 

produced in other districts like Bobonaro, Ermera, Viqueque and Oecusse. The 

designs and images on these objects are generally flowers or geometric patterns, 

and are usually black and red in colour. The firing is done underground with hot 

rocks, or outdoors with firewood (fig. 20), and in many places cow dung is used. 

There are no signs of complex glazing techniques. Being an industry produced 

mainly by women, the input of men is limited to helping with gathering the materials, 

which are found and produced locally. All of the production from the initial stage of 

processing the clay, to firing, and the final end product, is organised and controlled 

by the women, as it is considered women’s work by the entire society.  

 

Basketry  
Basketry (figs. 21 and 22) is another well-known product made only by women 

throughout the country, but mostly in the districts of Dili and Liquiça. Made from 

natural fibres found locally (palm fronds, palm leaves and bamboo), this product was 

originally produced and used exclusively for traditional and sacred ceremonial 

events, such as the dowry system, to welcome guests, and in other animist rituals 

where the betel nut is stored, carried and used to worship our ancestors. The 

traditional designs, colours, patterns and shapes vary according to their 

functionality.  
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Fig. 21: The production of basketry in               Fig. 22: Basketry products for sale in the market in Maubara  
 Maubara Liquiça.                                    Liquiça. Photography by David Palazón.               

Photography by David Palazón. 
 

Similar to the ceramic industry, this trend has changed and shifted due to the tourist 

industry, commercialisation and the growing interest from the local and international 

markets. As a consequence, most of the items are now produced for everyday use, 

varying between floor mattresses, beds, to baskets for storing and carrying food. 

Like ceramics production, men help with gathering the materials but their assistance 

stops there, as most of the process from the beginning to the end product, is done 

by groups of women from the family clans and friends.  

 
Performance Arts  

          
Fig. 23: Young girls performing the traditional dance          Fig. 24: Two male dancers performing traditional dance 

‘Tebedai’ in Merkadu Lama in Dili.                    from the district of Oecusse. Photography by David 

Photography by David Palazón.                                          Palazón.  
 

In this complex cultural belief exists a strong component of performance art (figs. 23 

and 24), evident in the traditional, sacred and animist ceremonies which are carried 

out around the country throughout the year. There is clear indication showing that 

the vast majority of teachers and tutors involved in this area are female. For 



 51 

example, in the district of Ainaro, sub -district of Hato Builico, the traditional singing 

and dancing groups are under the leadership and full responsibility of the Lian Nain 

from Mau Ulo, Mrs. Casimira da Conceição Barros, who was introduced earlier in 

this chapter. Similar trends are also established and noticeable in other districts 

such as Baucau and Suai where I found that all the teachers allocated this role were 

and are women. Just like many other aspects of Timor-Leste’s culture, dancing and 

singing relates mainly to the traditional, animist and sacred ceremonial events. 

These performances can be heard and seen especially during harvesting, 

engagements, burial ceremonies, and when receiving or welcoming dignitaries and 

government officials. Apart from the Serimónia Hakoi / Hader Mate (Ceremony for 

the Funeral or Burial of the Dead) (which is discussed in detail in chapter 3), there 

are other significant traditional ceremonies as illustrated below.   
 

The Barlaki is the dowry system or bridal price leading to the wedding ceremony in 

East Timorese culture. On this occasion, the allocated members from the families of 

the young couple negotiate among themselves in order to find an agreement that 

satisfies both families. Typically the groom's family pays the bride's family some 

money or other goods, as traditionally the bride will move to her future husband's 

house to work with and for his family. Barlaki is still one of the most important 

ancient ceremonies alive in Timor. 

 

The Sama / Tebe Hare is one of the main harvesting ceremonies in Timor-Leste, 

which requires family clans or locals to gather together up to three times a year to 

harvest the rice. The ceremony can take days, even weeks until all the harvesting is 

completed. During the day, most of the work is focused on and dedicated to picking 

the new crop. In the evening, when the harvesting is done, everyone sings and 

dances. The celebrations can go on all night, where one can witness various 

traditional singing and dancing such as the Tebedai, which is a style of song and 

dance that women used to play to welcome their warriors. Today it is played during 

most of the ceremonies and special events in Timor. Women usually play the music, 

but often there is a man or a pair of them playing traditional drums, singing or 

dancing amongst the women. A metal gong called Gongo or Dadir, and a small 

hand drum called Babadok accompanies such performances. Most of the Tebedai 

songs sound quite similar to an untrained ear, but there are different rhythms such 

as: Miria mina lai, Kukura, Tibak badak, Suku motain and Kontinênsia. 
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Tara Bandu (T) (Hang the Forbidden) is a traditional ceremony widely used to stop 

or control the population in overdoing or under-doing their duties in the fields or the 

surrounding neighbouring areas and villages. Based on local law, this ceremony is 

conducted as often as necessary throughout the year. It is highly respected and 

followed by the locals and everyone in the village. Many local villagers consider this 

practice to be one of the main forces in ensuring that all live in peace and harmony 

with each other and the natural surroundings.  

 

One can find equal numbers of male and female members in every performance 

group, who proudly participate in any ceremonial event. In this so-called “living art 

and culture” (Clifford 1988, 251), where performance retains a stronghold, one can 

encounter a display of complex and interactive processes between the male/female 

dancers and singers. In most cases, the songs and the dances performed require 

the males to sing or dance and the women to respond accordingly and vice versa. 

Even though the role of the performance artists is distributed fairly between the 

genders, and most of the teachers and tutors are women, it is essential to note that 

nearly all of the performance groups have a male leader or spokesperson. This 

illustrates once again the cultural and social dominance of men over women in East 

Timorese society, whereby the skills, expertise, experiences and efforts carried out 

by women remain voiceless in the public arena; that, in most cases, one is only able 

to see, hear and understand the significance and meaning of such performances 

through male vocal chords.  

In October 2011, for instance, a dancing and singing group called Dima Balos went 

to represent and showcase traditional East Timorese songs and dance in the 

Festival da Lusofonia (The Lusophonic Festival) in Macau. This performance group 

comprised of ten female dancers and one male dancer. Even though most dancers 

were women, I noticed that during the entire festival (which lasted ten days) not one 

female dancer was interviewed; this was instead allocated to three male 

spokespeople sent by the Secretariat of State and Culture of Timor-Leste to 

exclusively execute this significant role. It is important to mention, however, that in 

these instances, the role of women is always mentioned and acknowledged, 

especially because most performances require items such as the tais and basketry, 

which are predominantly produced by women as part of the costume. During the 

presentations or descriptions of the performances, for example, the spokesperson 

often describes and thanks the women for the traditional items and costumes that 

are produced and presented in the show. Often the audience members also discuss 
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the outfits and objects focusing specially on the origins and sources of these 

products.    

 

Over the last few years, particularly after Independence, there has been a 

noticeable increase in the number of animist, traditional and sacred ceremonies 

(Hicks 2008; Kingham 2006; Barrkman 2017). This is perhaps due to independence, 

and the freedom to expose and communicate Timor-Leste’s arts and culture identity, 

both on a national and international level. Such events are likely to grow even more, 

as the population are encouraged to improve farm and agricultural activities; as 

attempts to create awareness about the customary ways of local ancestry are 

encouraged; as Timor-Leste Government’s plan to revive and preserve its traditional 

arts and crafts is reinforced, whilst providing facilities and programs that are crucial 

to create awareness and control over environmental and local issues.  
 

Textiles 
The most documented and well known of these crafts is the traditional hand-woven 

fabric called tais, (see figs. 25-27). This cloth is of great importance and plays a 

fundamental role in Timor-Leste’s cultural identity. In this section, I present a short 

introduction to tais, to create awareness and demonstrate the enormous impact and 

influence this item has had in the development and expansion of Timor-Leste’s 

current creative and artistic discourse, most particularly within the visual arts.   

 

Various scholars have written and presented diverse viewpoints about Timor-Leste’s 

textiles or tais making industry. Mrs. Cecilia Da Fonseca30, for example, wrote about 

different kinds of tais making in a thesis entitled: “The Primacy of Cloth: the 

Timorese Experience” (n.d.). Sara Niner (2009) wrote a journal article entitled 

“Sacred Cloth and Development in Timor-Leste” in which she illustrates why craft 

development, namely tais making, is significant and crucial to the economic, social 

and cultural development of Timor-Leste’s society. Natali Pride also approached this 

subject in her thesis entitled: “Weaving the Country Together: Identities and 

Traditions in East Timor”. Here, she addresses the “imbalance and bias in current 

approaches to East Timorese histories through the medium of textiles” (Pride 2002, 

iii). Additionally, several local and international Non Profit Organisations such as 

Moris Rassik, Feto Kiik Servisu Hamutuk (FKSH), the German NGO, Deutsche 

Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ) and AusAID have carried out 

																																																								
30 Mrs. Cecilia Da Fonseca is currently the General Director at the National Directorate Secretariat of State for Art 
and Culture in Timor-Leste. 
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research regarding the tais industry. However, according to Niner “none of these 

programs consider the industry holistically or are tailored to craft producers solely” 

(2009, 9). In her view, “customised training programs have been carried out most 

successfully by local NGOs, Asian Pacific Support Collective (APSCT-L), FKSH, 

Timor Aid and Alola Foundation” (2009, 9). Hence, Non Profit Organisations such as 

Alola Foundation and Timor Aid31 have examined textiles through extensive 

research, as well as the documentation, preservation and exhibition of such items. 

Further, in July to September 2009, both organisations collaborated to document 

and catalogue work and carried out an exhibition entitled From Light to Dark: The 

Art of Futus32, which showcased some of their textiles collections. 

 

Tais is produced in two main styles, male and female. The tais mane (male) is a 

large piece of cloth worn in sarong-style around the man’s waist; and the tais feto 

(female) has the ends of the cloth sewn together into a long tube which a woman 

steps into and wears like a dress. The manufacture, production and use of this cloth 

is prominent throughout the country and has been around for centuries. Many of 

these textiles are considered Lulik (Sacred) to the locals, and are produced for 

special occasions such as traditional sacred ceremonies or the bridal price, where 

the tais depicts the history of the families whom the marriage has brought together. 

During these occurrences, quality and customarily produced tais are in high 

demand, with master weavers holding an esteemed place within communities in 

recognition of their skills.  

 

                                 
 Fig. 25: Tais Mane and Tais Feto                    Fig. 26: Tais Mane and Tais Feto from the district                                   

from the District of Viqueque. Courtesy of Timor Aid.  of Los Palos, Lautem. Courtesy of Timor Aid. 

 

																																																								
31 For information about Alola Foundation and Timor Aid see appendix 2.1. 
32 For information about the exhibition From Light to Dark: The Art of Futus see appendix 2.2. 
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Fig. 27: This image illustrates the Tais Mane and Tais Feto from the District of Suai (Covalima). Courtesy of Timor 

Aid.   

 

The symbols, images and patterns expressed in these cloths can sometimes tell a 

story or record an event. The anthropomorphic motifs (Pride 2002; Alola Foundation 

2009) (see figs. 28 and 29), for instance, found on the Oecusse textiles, in this case 

from the Atoin Meto People, contains geometric patterns with non-gendered figures 

that are part animal and part human to represent and preserve their mythical, 

ancestral and cultural identity. In Pride’s words, “The ancestors themselves are 

frequently portrayed, either as recognisably human figures with arms and legs 

extended, or as anthropomorphic shapes depicted in a stacked or ‘nesting’ 

configuration, suggested to portray the cycle of generations” (2002, 28).   
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Fig. 28: Bet ana (BK), Tais Kahe (T), sash        Fig. 29: Beti naek (BK), Tais Mane (T) men’s cloth wrap  

Atoin Meto People, Oecusse.                Atoin Meto People, Oecusse. Timor Aid Collection. 

Fundasaun Alola Collection. 

 

The women take their time to produce these items, and the production routine is 

rotated between making the tais and agricultural activities. It is generally a time-

consuming activity, often requiring a minimum of approximately eight months to two 

years to make each tais, depending on its significance and purpose. In the old days 

the tais was meticulously made by hand with local products such as handmade 

cotton and locally produced natural dyes, which were extracted from plants, barks, 

flowers and mud. In some areas these were produced with natural fibre such as 

palm fronds and leaves, which were collected and processed locally. Some of these 

methods are still being practiced today. For instance, in an area called Marobo 

(Alola Foundation 2009), in the central district of Bobonaro, there is evidence 

showing the utilisation of plants and other natural materials such as indigo and mud 

to dye the cotton for production of tais.  

Crucially, during our research (which was to collect and record all the creative arts, 

and cultural productivity and consciousness of Timor-Leste) in 2009, fellow 

researcher David Palazón and myself came across what was perceived to have 

been a lost practice – tais making in the island of Atauro, in the isolated mountain 

village of Makadade (see figs. 30-32). This finding came as a surprise because 

before going to Atauro we were explicitly told by many East Timorese that such 

practices were non-existent within the island. During the field trip, however, we 

discovered that traditional tais making is still practiced and alive in this remote area. 

To record this historical find, I wrote the following excerpt, in the “Tatoli Ba Kultura” 



 57 

33 (T) (Messenger for Culture) archives to accompany the following images captured 

by Palazón.  

 

            
             Fig. 30: Tais from the village of Makadade in the Island of Atauro. Photography by David Palazón. 

 

                     
Fig. 31: Tais from the village of                Fig. 32: Tais from the village of Makadade in the Island 

of Atauro Makadade in the Island of Atauro.                         Detail. Photography by David Palazón. 
Photography by David Palazón. 

 

These weavings were done by: Mrs. Adele Soares and Mrs. Maria Gomes; the only 

two surviving experts in Atauro Island, who are still practicing the craft, that they 

have learned from their mothers, and grandmothers. In the local dialect of Makadade 

(Raklun), this particular cloth is called 'Rapin Hirik'. It is made with local organic fibre 

called: ‘Tali Hirik’. They are only made in 3 colours: off white, red and black. Most of 

the colour is in white and the other 2 colours are dyed from a native plant. It normally 

takes from 6 months to 1 and a half years to complete a tais, given that a lot of the 

times this task is shared throughout the year with the women sharing the job of 

weaving with their work on the field farming. The tais feto (seen above) was made 

																																																								
33 For more information about Tatoli Ba Kultura, see appendix 2.3. 
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traditionally as skirts for the local women, which only covered from the waist down. 

The women remained topless until the introduction of western clothing in the 1950s. 

Crucially, both artists/artisans are willing to pass on their knowledge to the younger 

generation, with the hope to preserve and maintain the local cultural identity 

(Madeira, field notes, 2009). 

 

Encounters such as this confirm that women still use natural fibres and traditional 

methods as well as designs to produce this item. In regard to the images and colour, 

these vary from district to district. Each has its own specific colours, designs, motifs 

and cultural associations. As a result, the designs, symbols, motifs and patterns 

(crocodile, arrow, flowers, geometric shapes, etc.) vary from place to place. Each 

also portrays its own storytelling roots. Some of the symbols are sacred to certain 

local areas, family clans and districts, and as such, they are not allowed to be used 

by other family clans. In several western and central districts like Ermera and 

Bobonaro, the tais are mostly black in colour, while in other eastern districts such as 

Manatuto, Viqueque, Baucau and Lautem they have brighter, more colourful and 

intricate designs. Many of the motifs, images and symbols around today were 

designed prior to or during early Portuguese colonial times. Evidence of these 

historic designs have been researched and discussed by scholars, academics and 

organisations such as Pride (2002), Crockford (2007), Niner (2009), Alola 

Foundation (2009), Timor Aid (2007) and Holder (2017). In the district of Oecusse, 

these items exhibit motifs such as the gecko, teak and taro leaves (Pride 2002). 

These characteristics are distinct and connected to each district and demonstrate 

the environmental, cultural and linguistic differences between the districts and the 

communities that dwell in them.  

 

All the above interpretations, which reflect the meaning of culture through ‘tangible 

and intangible’ conceptions can be noticed in Timor-Leste’s culture and traditions, 

even though to an East Timorese person, ‘culture’ is simply a “way of being” 

(Clifford 1988, 251). I suggest that to an East Timorese the way of being is simply 

“that which allows them to be” (Heidegger, quoted in Hass 2005, 10). It is based and 

embedded in Timor-Leste’s society since the beginning of time, and all that is 

learned artistically and culturally is derived from home, family members, elders of 

the clan and sacred ceremonial events. These learning processes originated from 

the times of the ancestors. Every aspect of the art and culture taught and produced 

today has been passed down from generation to generation (Finnegan 1992; Jenks 

2004; Clifford 1988; Barrkman 2009, 2017). It is evident in any interpretation of 
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culture in East Timorese society that it is something that is passed on. It is learned 

group behaviour that is both inflexible and fluid in its various aspects and 

permutations. With such a strong influence, it is not surprising that these customary 

practices play a major part in conserving and maintaining the local traditions. In 

particular, this occurs when such customs are regularly performed, providing 

constant exposure and creating awareness amongst the local younger generation. 

But true to Trindade and Castro’s (2007, 16) observations, I consider that in the 

“long-term” culture is fluid, malleable and able to absorb new values. This is evident 

in the case of Timor-Leste due to the external influences imparted by the 

Portuguese colonisation, the Indonesian invasion and the country’s independence. 

This course of action has had a great impact on and played a pivotal role in Timor-

Leste’s arts and cultural development. It is clearly evident within the textile 

production and aesthetics, particularly after the arrival of the Portuguese and their 

increased presence, as well as the recent turbulent history of this country, which will 

be discussed in chapters 3 to 7.   

 

In conclusion, the expansion and progress of Timor-Leste’s present-day artistic and 

cultural practices stem from ancestral times. In order to grow, these practices have 

reached out and learned from the past. Whatever is produced and expressed today 

is greatly influenced by the different aspects, customs and behaviours drawn directly 

from Timor-Leste’s ancestry stained with the fingerprints of the country’s 

foremothers34. In this chapter I argue that Timor-Leste’s current artistic language 

finds its voice from ancestral traditional trends and the contemporary aspects of 

living. Significantly, this growth and development has been strongly influenced and 

impacted by the contribution of East Timorese women in the arts and crafts of 

Timor-Leste, specifically the ceramic, basketry, textile and performance art 

industries. It is precisely this bond and relationship between ancestral beliefs and 

current development and progress that I will examine, elaborate and discuss, 

particularly in relation to contemporary visual arts practice, where one can find 

evidence of Timor-Leste’s past enmeshed with current innovative visual artistic 

language, as the following chapters will demonstrate. 

 

	

	

																																																								
34 For an explanation of fingerprints of Timor-Leste’s foremothers, see the Glossary. 
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CHAPTER	THREE:	TIMORESE	SOCIAL	RELATIONS	IN	RETROSPECT:	

A	Traditional	and	Cultural	Perspective	
 

There are several reasons that led me to pursue my postgraduate studies, but none 

more so than the impact and contribution of women in relation to Timor-Leste’s arts 

and cultural practices, especially because it is a matter that is hardly acknowledged 

in Timor-Leste’s society. This lack of visibility became even more noticeable 

because within the chaotic efforts of rebuilding and revitalising Timor-Leste as a 

newly independent country, much of its fundamental artistic and creative 

accomplishments, such as the participation and contribution of women, have been 

completely ignored or hardly discussed. As a female artist, I consider this lack of 

interest and acknowledgement to be negligent and problematic, especially for a 

country that prides itself on being artistically and culturally teeming with diversity. In 

this respect, by undermining the influence and contribution of East Timorese women 

in the existing artistic language and by perpetuating a culture that is void of full 

knowledge, awareness and understanding of its ancestral past, the bulk of art and 

culture produced in Timor-Leste presents an inauthentic or one-sided reality, 

particularly for the younger generation. I maintain that such disregard for the 

contribution of women in the development of Timor-Leste’s art and culture will lead 

to the loss or even extinction of a significant aspect of this country’s cultural history 

and identity. As such, it is paramount to create an awareness of women’s roles, and 

to voice this as a fundamental characteristic of Timor-Leste’s cultural identity for 

future generations to reflect upon and refer to. I am striving to communicate such 

issues to the younger emerging artists particularly the women, who I feel have more 

to lose if these concerns are not discussed or brought to attention now.                    

 

I previously commented on the central role that women have played in the arts and 

cultural development of Timor-Leste particularly through the ceramics, basketry, 

performance arts and textile industries. Yet, I consider that the impact of these 

influences is much more profound, burrowing deeper into the heart, core and 

concepts associated with Timor-Leste’s mythical and animist ancestral beliefs. In 

this chapter, I examine in more detail the impact and influence of women in Timor-

Leste’s culture and society. Most importantly, this detailed analysis will offer an 

understanding and demonstrate my conviction regarding the significance of the 

deep influence and impression of femaleness in the culture of Timor-Leste – a 

theoretical perspective that emphasises my belief in the fundamental view that 
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current art and culture practices are deeply rooted in the essence of femininity in 

Timor-Leste’s society. To argue my point, I will separate this chapter into three 

sections: the traditional cultural perspective; the social, political, religious 

perspective; and the contemporary perspective. 

 

The Traditional Cultural Perspective 
Earlier I mentioned that the Uma Lulik (Sacred House) is a fundamental symbol in 

Timor-Leste’s culture as it is the main expression of cultural and local identity. To 

associate this concept with the presence of femininity within the sphere of a Sacred 

House, I attest that the essence of femaleness, as well as the pivotal role women 

play in all aspects of this intangible cultural existence, is resiliently connected to the 

core of Timor-Leste’s self-identity. To support this argument, I will draw on examples 

from the following sources: firstly, Tom Therik’s depiction of the myth surrounding a 

small settlement of the female land called Wehali; secondly, the perspective and 

analysis from my research fieldtrip to Hau Tio in the central district of Ainaro; thirdly, 

Josh Trindade’s portrayal of the Lulik Circle; and lastly, I focus on the significance 

and meaning of the words in a very prominent traditional song called “Ina Lou”, 

which literally means, Dear Mother or Dear Mother Earth. 

 

Wehali, The Female Land               
Although Timor-Leste is predominantly a male-dominated society, there are still a 

few districts and some villages within the country that are dominated by women. In 

the central district of Covalima, which lies alongside the southern coast of the 

country, there is a small settlement called Wehali. As noted by Therik (2004, 21), 

Wehali occupies a narrow area within the 300.000-hectare Whehali-Wewiku plains 

that lies on the border of West Timor. Here remains a very strong matriarchal 

society where women have a prominent voice, are held in the highest regards, and 

even rule many aspects of everyday living. During a fieldtrip to this area in 

November 2009, and again in September 2012 (see chapters 3 and 5), I observed 

different structures of power between men and women. In this setting, women were 

the decision makers but stood behind the men, who were the visible speakers. This 

observation of different roles inspired my exhibition “Quietly Speaking”, which is 

discussed in chapter 3. In the book Wehali The Female Land: Traditions of a 

Timorese Ritual Centre Tom Therik (2004, xv), suggests that Wehali refers to itself 

“as the centre (laran) (T) of the Island of Timor”. According to him, the locals 

perceive this area of country as being Rai Feto (T) (Female Land), surrounded by 

the ferocious southern sea known as Tasi Mane (T) (Male Sea). Due to its 
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geographic location and the mythical beliefs of the locals, Wehali is interpreted as 

being under the protection of the surrounding male territory and the ocean that 

contains it. Wehali is therefore considered entirely as a female-centred area. As 

Therik notes: 

 
All land, all property, all houses belong to women and are passed from one 

generation of women to the next. […] Wehali traces its origins within its sphere 

exclusively through women … And just as Wehali did not defend itself but left all 

defence to its surrounding male-orientated domains, so, too, Wehali had all the 

attributes of a ‘silent’ centre (Therik 2004, xvii).  

 

This belief of female values versus the male values ties in well with Trindade’s 

picture of the Lulik Circle (fig. 33) expressing this concept of dualism (Trindade 

2008, 14), whereby the laran centre layer holding the female values is meant to be 

protected and guarded by the outer second layer representing the male values.  

 

The Lulik Circle 

The concept of the Sacred Domain called the Lulik Circle35, is described in detail by 

Jose ‘Josh’ Trindade in “Reconciling Conflicting Paradigms: An East Timorese 

Vision of the Ideal State”36 (2008) and “Lulik: The Core of Timorese Values”37 

(2011). Trindade illustrates that the Lulik Circle shown in the diagram below, has 

several layers portraying the delicate cultural elements that contain guiding 

principles which channel and direct the identity of East Timorese people.  

 

																																																								
35 For explanation of diagram regarding the traditional Lulik Circle see appendix 3.1. 
36 Paper presented at “Democratic Governance in Timor-Leste: Reconciling the Local and the National’ Conference, 
Charles Darwin University, 7-8 February 2008. Paper published as part of a book titled Democratic Governance in 
Timor Leste: Reconciling the Local and the National (Trindade 2008).  
37 Paper presented at the Communicating New Research on Timor-Leste 3rd Timor-Leste Study Asscociation 
(TLSA) Conference on 30 June 2011. Paper also presented at Creative Industry Conference on 16 July 2011. See 
Trindade (2011). 
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   Fig. 33: Traditional Lulik Circle as interpreted by the scholar Josh Trindade. 

 

For the purpose of expressing my own understanding and point of view on this 

matter, it is appropriate to analyse the author’s perception in three separate parts. 

To start with, I draw on the explanation about the meaning and significance behind 

the theory of the ‘Circle’, followed by the notion of respecting the value of this belief, 

and finally, the consequences and impact associated with disregarding the ways of 

East Timorese ancestors. In terms of the meaning and significance of the values 

within the Lulik Circle, Trindade explains: 

 
A domain (or kingdom) always has a space called the laran (centre) (layer 1), which 

is viewed, as the most sacred (lulik) place in a domain. This place is inhabited by the 

ancestors and is the source of rules, regulations and moral standards in East 

Timorese society. The centre is where all rituals are conducted. It is a place where 

the real world and the spiritual world are connected and communicate with each 

other. The lulik centre is weak, but at the same time it is very powerful. It represents 

female values, the source of fertility and prosperity for society… The second layer is 

inhabited by the landlord, who holds ritual power, which represents male values to 

protect and guard the female values at the center (layer 1). Therefore, in dualism 

concept the center (layer 1) represents female values, while the second layer (ritual 

power) represents male values. However, second layer (ritual power) will become 

the female values in its relationship to layer 3 (political power). In another word, ritual 

power (layer 2) acts as the male values to lulik (center) and female values to political 

power (layer 3). The third layer is inhabited by the newcomer (the immigrant), who 

holds political power because the newcomer is perceived to be connected with 

knowledge (matenek) and ability to rule or administer the land and the people. In its 
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relationship with the other two inner layers (layer 2 and 1) it represents male values 

while the other two layers represent female values (Trindade 2008,14). 

 

From my understanding the terms “Domain and Kingdom” in the above quote are 

meant to signify the nucleus, the core or heart of Timor-Leste’s society. Trindade’s 

assertion about the role of female values accurately expresses my perception and 

strong belief of how women have always been a fundamental and central element in 

Timor-Leste’s traditional and cultural history. During my research, I noticed that 

women have been instrumental, and played very important roles in all the aspects of 

Timor-Leste’s society, particularly in relation to the practices surrounding sacred and 

traditional ceremonies. Apart from dominating within the household arena, most 

women are responsible for organising and preparing all the sacred and ceremonial 

events. Such participation, as noted in the previous chapter, ranged from organising 

the guest list, to producing decorative traditional and sacred items and clothing, 

preparing food and accommodation, organising and preparing acts for traditional 

entertainment, as well as looking after and serving the guests during the entire 

event. It literally becomes the core area as suggested by Trindade as the laran, the 

central layer of the domain, referred to as the sphere encompassing the “female 

values”.  

 

On such occasions, males contribute by helping with the preparations, especially 

with the guest lists, by gathering materials for construction and decorations, and 

food stock for women to prepare the catering for the festivities. These tasks are 

clearly related to the second layer, referred to as representing “male values”, whose 

main responsibilities are clearly depicted as: “the landlord, who holds ritual power … 

to protect and guard the female values at the centre (layer 1)”, or he is also 

perceived as being the ‘outsider’ who is sent away to find food and wealth to be 

brought back to the centre for the benefit of all the people who inhabit layers 2 and 3 

(Trindade, 2008, 15). Here, I am interpreting the ‘outsider’ as being the male entities 

that reside ‘outside’ the laran, which is associated with ‘female values’; ‘food’ clearly 

as food stock; ‘wealth’ as money and materials for construction and decorations; 

and ‘benefit of all the people who inhabit layers 2 and 3’ as the sense of pride and 

joy that the hosts and locals will be experiencing during the ceremony, especially if 

the entire event is successful, abundant with plenty of food and rich entertainment, 

to fill all the senses. This is very significant because in Timor-Leste’s society if 

visitors and guests are not happy and satisfied during these events, it can bring 

shame, dishonour and even humiliation to the household members or family clans. 
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The majority of the local population commonly believe that such dishonour can even 

reach the spiritual realm of ancestral grounds, which might greatly affect the well-

being and richness of the current generation. It is therefore essential to always aim 

for positive and outstanding results on these occasions because such outcomes will 

benefit ‘all the people who inhabit layers 2 and 3’. These tasks are extremely difficult 

to maintain, as many of these ceremonial and traditional events can last up to 

weeks and even months, and can take up to five years to organise.           

 

In relation to the matter of appreciating and sharing the ideals of Timor-Leste’s 

ancestors, Trindade states that the concepts and values within this Lulik Circle 

should be respected and protected to ensure stability and prosperity. As he writes:  

 
If the ancestors and the cosmic world are respected and protected and balanced by 

proper behaviour in society by East Timorese individuals or groups, the central 

(inner) part in turn protects the outsiders around them … When there is no direct 

opposition found in this system between the insider and the outsider, social stability, 

tranquility and prosperity are guaranteed (Trindade 2008, 15).  

 

I agree entirely with the author because I accept as true the influence and 

contribution of my ancestors in my daily life. This is perhaps due to the animist and 

traditional influence in my spirituality as an East Timorese. For example, I have 

visited the Sacred House of my father’s (now mine) family clan to participate in a 

sacred ceremonial ritual to be spiritually introduced back to my motherland. I have 

also visited several sacred sites and localities to pay my respects to the spirits of 

this land: the earth, water, trees, animals and so forth. This belief is secondary to my 

Catholic faith, as I believe first and foremost in God and the teachings of Catholic 

doctrine. As such, I consider it extremely important to respect the spirit and the ways 

of my ancestry because they have travelled to another dimension and are closer to 

God. Hence, they are able to communicate or take our message to the Almighty, to 

help us here on earth. Again, this is in the core or the central layer of the Lulik 

Circle, as described by Trindade: “It is a place where the real world and the spiritual 

world are connected and communicate with each other” (Trindade 2008, 14). 

 

Most East Timorese who practice and have strong connection with their profoundly 

deep-seated animist customs worship and offer their prayers and sacrifices to a 

‘Higher Being’ or ‘Creator’ of all things on earth. This concept of the ‘Higher Being or 

Creator’ within the animist tradition can be interpreted as ‘God the Creator’ within 
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the Catholic and Christian faith. This view is related in Tom Therik’s book Wehali, 

The Female Land: Traditions of a Timorese Ritual Centre: 

  
As a ‘centre’, Wehali continues to be the residence of a figure of traditional authority 

on whom, in the 18th century, the Dutch conferred the title of Kaizer (Keizer) and the 

Portuguese, the title of Emperor (Emperador) of Timor. Known locally as the Nai 

Boot, ‘Great Lord’ or as the Maromak Oan, ‘Child of the Luminous’, this spiritual 

figure was the source of life from whom surrounding domains derived their prosperity 

(Therik 2004, xv).  

 

Grijsen in the Mededeelingen Omtrent Beloe of Medden-Timor (1904) also pointed 

out this perception in the writing of a much-cited monograph, in which he expresses 

the term Maromak Oan as follows: 

 
The highest authority was in the hand of Maromak Oan … He is the ‘son of God’ 

who is too high to involve in political matter; he only sits, drinks and sleeps. His 

faithful subjects (servants) will take care of other matters. The highest servant was 

the Liurai (Grijsen 1904, 22).  

 

Therik consequently interprets this observation in the same way I have always 

perceived the traditional viewpoint of the Higher Being (Nai Boot, Maromak) (T) as 

being the same as God in Christian belief. Therik reads Grijsen’s above citation as 

follows: “As clearly highlighted in this quotation, Maromak Oan was not only a 

supreme ruler, he had been understood in Christian terminology as the Son of God” 

(Therik 2004, 65). 

 

I have depicted this conception in a painting that was produced in 2009 entitled 

Sentido Único (P) (One Way Only), (fig. 34).         
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Fig. 34: Painting: One Way Only (Diresaun Ida Deit; Sentido Único) 2009. By Maria Madeira. Photography by 

David Palazón. 

 

In this painting I present my perception about pathways to Heaven. Here, the 

passageway associated with animist traditional beliefs (in this case the crocodile38 

figure) and the path of Catholic/Christian faith, is surfacing from two completely 

different sources; however, both paths are later merged into one as it reaches 

nearer to the land of God. It was my attempt to illustrate that even if the Higher 

Being - Creator is worshiped in different ways, and perceived differently within 

diverse traditions, customs and beliefs systems, the final destination is ‘One Way 

Only’, to only ‘One God, One Supreme Ruler’; that, at the end, the different/various 

forms of worship and pathways will lead to the one and only God the Creator, 

regardless of different values and rich diverse cultural backgrounds that exist within 

all societies. Hence, whether I am at an animist traditional ceremonial event, offering 

my respects to spirits of the land and of my ancestors, or I am praying in a Sunday 

Mass, my sole purpose and objective is to reach out to the ‘Higher Being’ the 

‘Creator of all things on earth’, God. I am in full agreement, therefore, that one must 

respect the ways of our ancestors as they have similar purposes as the Catholic 

Saints, who are able to take our messages and concerns to God to help us in our 

daily lives. This in turn will help us to achieve social, political, religious and cultural 

stability, tranquility and prosperity. 

 

																																																								
38 The crocodile is a sacred animal in the folklore of Timor-Leste, and the “Legend of the Crocodile” features 
strongly in the country’s oral traditions, which I elaborate on in chapter 4. 
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In terms of the ‘centre’ being perceived as the “male centre”, that is Nai Boot, ‘Great 

Lord’ or Maromak Oan, ‘Child of the Luminous’ or ‘Son of God’ as discussed 

beforehand, I argue that this perception is influenced by foreign ideals, particularly 

by the Portuguese colonisation through the introduction of Catholicism, which I 

discuss in the following chapter. I suggest that there are several reasons why the 

East Timorese accepted such foreign concepts and ideals, three of which I consider 

to be paramount. Both the Portuguese and the East Timorese have a similar notion 

of the ‘centre’, that being the place where the real and the spiritual world meet with 

the shared objective of reaching out to ‘Higher Being or Creator’ or ‘God the Creator’ 

described beforehand. Here, I identify the ‘centre’ as meaning the ‘core’ or the 

‘fundamental faithful’ beliefs of both societies. I consider both ideals to have similar 

objectives, which is to connect and communicate and be in continual contact, with 

the ‘Higher Being or God’ the ‘Creator’. The second account relates to the concept 

of the third layer of the Lulik Circle, which is described by Trindade to be “inhabited 

by the newcomer (the immigrant), who holds political power because the newcomer 

is perceived to be connected with knowledge (matenek) and ability to rule or 

administer the land and the people” (2008, 15). I suggest that because the 

newcomer is characterised as possessing knowledge and having the ability to rule, 

it has made it easier for the East Timorese to accept and absorb the foreign (that is, 

the Portuguese) perspective. Most importantly is the notion of a ‘lack of awareness 

and understanding’ about the foundations or the core of the East Timorese ancestral 

and animist beliefs (discussed in chapter 2), whereby most East Timorese “only 

understand the concept of Lulik from its surface, what is beyond it they have no 

idea” (Trindade 2011, 1). Such levels of perception mean that many East Timorese 

are not aware of the essence of femininity or the ‘female values’ that stem from the 

core of the Lulik Circle. This reality has facilitated and allowed for the reinforcement 

and strengthening of concepts such as ‘male values’ (Ospina and Hohe 2001; Hicks 

2008) by the Portuguese during colonisation. Academic Hilary Charlesworth 

observes this too: “Women in East Timor live within a patriarchal culture, where 

customary practices accord them a separate, and lesser, role in society. This was 

reinforced by centuries of Portuguese colonialism and Catholicism”, (2008, 8). 

    

In relation to disrespecting the principles established within the Lulik Circle, 

Trindade mentions that if such ideals are breached, disregarded or destroyed, 

“ancestral sanctions will strike society in the form of conflict and disaster, whether 

natural, social, or political” (2008,14). This in return will bring devastation, as well as 

impede development and prosperity within the land. He points to the internal conflict 
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that occurred in Dili, the “crisis of 2006”39 (Seixas 2006, 2005; Hicks 2007), when 

there was a clash between the police and defence force resulting in six casualties 

and posed a strong threat to national security of the country, as the result of 

“disregarding the ancestors” (Trindade 2008, 15). He states:           

 
If the centre is disregarded, society will be endangered because it upsets the 

ancestors who inhabit the centre. The logic behind this notion is that if people or 

society break their own rules and regulations determined by the ancestors, then 

society will be involved in war or conflict, which in turn hinders the growth of 

prosperity in society. Therefore, the East Timorese tend to interpret conflict, such as 

the 2006 crisis, as the result of ‘disregarding the ancestors’ (Trindade 2008, 15).  

  

I became aware that the vast number of East Timorese people frequently relate this 

kind of intangible thought process as reasons to justify or validate the origins of 

conflict and instability that takes place in the country. Some of my elder relatives, for 

instance, often carry out sacred ceremonies to please, appease and strengthen the 

ties between the spiritual and real worlds to ensure and encourage the longevity of 

such a relationship. This is extremely important as it penetrates right through to the 

very inner core and belief system (social, political, religious, etc.) of Timor-Leste’s 

identity. These same people share the view that if this centre or belief system is 

disregarded, it will destabilise or endanger its prosperity, growth and development, 

similar to the internal conflicts and clashes that occurred between the police and 

defence force.  

 

This insight and reverence about the Lulik Circle highlights my view that the source 

and most sacred foundation of Timor-Leste’s patriarchal society originates from the 

female mantle, particularly from the centre where: “all rituals are conducted … 

where the real world and the spiritual world are connected and communicate with 

each other. It represents female values, the source of fertility and prosperity for 

society” (Trindade 2008,14), thus further elevating the status of women in Timor-

Leste’s society, even though such status is not identifiable due to the lack of 

awareness and understanding by many East Timorese.   

 

It is precisely these observations that instill great fears in myself and other females 

because the continued negligence and total disregard for what the females 

contribute, or the value they add to Timor-Leste’s society, is likely to have an 

																																																								
39 For more information about the 2006 crisis that occurred in Timor-Leste, see appendix 3.2. 



 70 

ongoing negative impact. This fear is attributed to views associated with political, 

social, traditional and cultural understandings amongst the East Timorese, and can 

be interpreted or manifested in various ways. Cases in point are: the 2006 crisis 

stated in the quote above by Trindade; Barrkman (2017, 16), has mentioned the 

importance of venerating and not neglecting or disregarding the ancestors to ensure 

“productiveness of food supply, cosmic balance, and protection”, which I discussed 

in chapter 2; and David Hicks mentions that if the ‘traditional East Timorese myth 

and rituals that abound with masculine/feminine dualism and polarities’ is not 

respected, then “infertility, sickness and death may result” (1984, 11). In my view, 

this fear is also related to the arts and cultural identity. During my research, I have 

observed numerous fault lines in this area, especially in the current approach to 

revitalising Timor-Leste’s art and cultural identity, which is discussed and analysed 

in the following sections. I suggest that if the notions pertaining to the Lulik Circle, 

particularly its association with the essence of the feminine is neglected and 

disregarded, the nation will be faced with a crippled society whereby 

misunderstanding, lack of knowledge, awareness and appreciation is widespread. I 

argue that in the context of the existing visual arts scene, this is manifested by a 

male-orientated society partly ignoring and sidelining the practices of female 

contemporary visual artists from the country’s arts and cultural events. 

 

There are many other issues regarding this subject matter, which are examined and 

discussed in detail by researchers, scholars and academics. Apart from Therik, 

Trindade, and Hicks, there are others such as Gunn (1999), Ospina and Hohe 

(2001), Siapno (2006), Cristalis and Scott (2005), McWilliam (2005) and Traube 

(2007), all of whom suggest that Timor-Leste’s patriarchal society still dominates 

and undermines to a certain degree the participation and influence of East Timorese 

women in areas such as politics. Significantly, regardless of the different issues, 

whether they are social, political or cultural, the fundamental point remains that all 

the consequences incurred are due to the negligence, disrespect and disregard 

towards the laran (T), that is, the centre, nucleus or core of the Lulik Circle 

(Trindade 2008), and the Ritual Centre (Therik 2004), beliefs associated with the 

notions of female values, which is still visible in places such as Wehali.   

 

The Wehali attest that their domain lies within the nucleus of all domains; a belief 

that stems from primordial times when the earth was completely concealed by water 

and the earliest emergence of dry land; a mythical credence that is portrayed by the 

locals as “the first to dry” (maran uluk) (T) and “the last to dry” (maran ikus) (T) 
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(Therik 2004, 61). According to the locals, Wehali was the first dry land to ever 

appear on earth, becoming the ‘centre’ of all lands. This concept is associated with 

the view that such centrality or ‘central-periphery’ is the origin of all societies, 

granting Wehali superiority above all lands. Hence, Wehali is considered to be the 

centre of the Island of Timor, and this assertion has infiltrated all other societies. 

This claim is based upon two ideas. One is based on gender, namely the entities 

that resided in this area originated from female ancestry, and the other is based on 

temporality, the fact of Wehali being the origin of dry land.  

 

A fundamental feature of this perspective is the characteristic of ‘functionality’ in 

regards to the social and political systems of beliefs that lies within the realm of the 

central-periphery. As indicated previously from Grijsen’s extract, the highest 

authority within this overwhelmingly dominated female society is credited to the 

supreme ritual ruler (Maromak Oan). Therik further explains: 

 
In the Wehali diarchic political system, Maromak Oan is the supreme ritual ruler of a 

land called ‘the four corner land’. As a ritual ruler he is not involved in daily political 

affairs, but the fertility and well being of the land and its people are laid in his hands. 

In the myth, the status of this ritual ruler is elevated from political affairs to religious 

spheres. He is not simply the ruler of ‘the four corner land’ but also the ruler of the 

earth (raiklaran). By bringing the gift of homage to Maromak Oan, the ruler, people 

pay homage to Maromak Oan, the guarantor of life and fertility. In the same manner, 

the refusal to acknowledge the authority of the Maromak Oan, the ruler, means the 

refusal to acknowledge the authority of Maromak Oan, the source of life and fertility 

(Therik 2004, 185).   

 

Fascinatingly, even though this supreme ruler is male, “he is conceptually female” 

(Therik 2004, 223). As a representative of the earth, he is perceived as: 

 
… the one who eats reclining, who drinks reclining (mahaa toba / mabemu toba) – 

the opposite attributes of an active leader. He is also known as ‘the Female Lord’ 

and as a representative of the female attributes of the earth, he is – as is everything 

in Wehali – ‘feminized’. Embodied in his person is the fundamental Timorese idea 

that ultimate authority is defined as female (Therik 2004, xvi). 

 

Moreover, Trindade’s previous depiction of the conceptual system of dualism 

illustrates that this central layer is meant to be protected by the outer layer, the male 

values. Even though the supreme ruler ‘Great Lord’ possesses countless attributes, 
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not one is connected to the model of power. Instead, all the notion of power and the 

functionality of the protector are at the hands of temporal authorities, which retained 

the position of being the decision-making rulers of the central sphere. Therik (2004, 

76, 85) puts forward that, as such, these executive rulers were given the titles of loro 

(sun) or Liurai (above the earth); as the term suggests: “Liurai (derives from liu = to 

surpass and rai = land; Liurai = to rule the land)”. This concept is well captured in 

the following description: 

 
The function of the ‘protector’ in turn gives the outside societies some source of 

power. Being masculine in this society means having every right to talk in public. So 

it is the male Liurai (known as Liurai) who is authorised by the Female Liurai (known 

as Maromak Oan) to do the speaking. According to the South Tetum political 

concept, then, the power of the Liurai to speak stems from Maromak Oan, in the 

silent ritual centre (Therik 2004, 76).  

 

This explains why men dominate public life in Timor-Leste’s society, and this is 

exactly why I have encountered mostly male Lian Nain (Elder, Speaker, or Story 

Teller) (discussed in chapter 2) during my field research around the country (see fig. 

35).   

 

 
Fig. 35: Maria Madeira and David Palazón on field research recording an interview with the Lian Nain  

in Uma Lulik Estado, Hatu Mautei, Letefoho, Ermera. Photography by João dos Mártires (Uca). 

 



 73 

Although most of my communication was with the local males, I noticed that on 

various occasions while the male elders and story tellers were speaking, the women 

were sitting right behind them, whispering and quietly providing additional 

information to these elders, allowing them to speak continuously and effectively 

without hiccups. My immediate thought at the time was that even though the men 

predominantly carried out the oral traditions, it is essentially supported by the 

contribution and input of women. It inspired me to do an exhibition entitled Quietly 

Speaking, which opened in Dili, Timor-Leste, on 16 April until 30 May 2010. The 

main purpose and objective of the exhibition was to express this perception of the 

‘silent ritual centre’, where I tried to communicate how Timor-Leste’s largely 

patriarchal oral society contains the whispers and quiet voices of East Timorese 

women and foremothers.  

 

In addition, within the oral tradition is a reference to the Wehali land, particularly as 

the source and symbol of life and fertility, as well as metaphorically referring to this 

land as the “trunk, root” (Therik 2004, 61) of the earth. This metaphor originated 

from the myth of primeval time, when the umbilical cord of ‘the Only Woman on 

Earth’ (Ferik Hai’in Raiklaran) (T) wrapped and twisted within the roots of a banyan 

tree, which matured to become the first dry land, after giving birth to a daughter 

called Ho’ar Na’i Haholek (T). According to Therik: 

 
In botanical idiom, Wehali is the ‘trunk, root’ (hun, abut) of all the land; it is the place 

of ‘the first garden, the first palm tree’ (to’os ai fatik / tua ai fatik). In corporeal 

metaphors, it is the navel land’, the umbilical chord land’ (rai husar / rai bian ... 

Accordingly, once Ho’ar was born and her umbilical chord turned into the first dry 

land, a banyan tree (ai hali) grew on ‘this first land’. Drawing on the analogy of a 

tree, the myth depicts how the whole empire of Wesei Wehali is just like a tree. Thus 

the trunk was planted in the domain of Wehali while its leaves expanded to cover the 

surrounding territories (Therik 2004, 61, 63). 

  

I am drawn to the reference of the ‘umbilical cord’, (McWilliam 2001; Hicks 2004, 

2008), in this original myth because it still plays a very strong part in Timor-Leste’s 

current society. Most East Timorese still perform rituals related to birth and the 

umbilical cord. For instance, when all my siblings and I were born, our umbilical 

cords were buried under the oldest tree near our house to ensure the eternal 

protection of mother earth, and to keep our spirits deeply rooted to the land. The 

main idea of this belief is to reinforce the notion that we were born from motherland 
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and to her we shall return (Hicks 2008; Trindade 2008). The tree where our 

umbilical cords reside is still standing at our place of birth, and is always a sight for 

sore eyes for me because it is the physical evidence of my connection to my mother 

earth. To demonstrate how this conception is still alive and breathing, I recount the 

following story.  

 

In September 2013, one of my nephews, Neill Madeira, second son of my oldest 

brother, Jose Manuel Madeira, came to Timor-Leste to visit the birthplace of his 

father. Born in Perth, Western Australia in 1987, Neill has always had the desire to 

visit Timor-Leste from a very young age. Eager to show him his cultural background, 

some members of my family and I took him to Gleno, the birthplace of his father, in 

the central mountainous district of Ermera. As we were walking around the local 

market, we saw an old man called Lekoli who was our cook and guardian for many 

years during the Portuguese times. Excitedly, I presented him to Neill, and 

mentioned that he was Jose Manuel’s son. Overwhelmed with emotion, Lekoli 

hugged Neill for a second time and said: “O nia aman nia husar talin, ba dook, 

maibé, nia fila fali mai ona” (T) (Your dad’s umbilical cord has travelled far, but has 

come back to us again). It was somewhat strange that Lekoli referred to the ‘father’s 

umbilical cord’ and not the mother’s. The reason being simply that my nephew’s 

connection to that particular land was through his paternal grandmother. Hence, his 

connection to the land was through his father’s umbilical cord that is linked to the 

father’s maternal lineage, and the dear mother earth that keep the remains of his 

umbilical cord. This incident is one of many stories that demonstrate the perspective 

of femaleness, birth and fertility, or perhaps gender ambiguity, whereby the concept 

of male and female sometimes overlap as this example shows. Moreover, it 

highlights the people’s connection to the mother earth, and metaphorically depicts 

how this principle is so profoundly entrenched within Timor-Leste’s tangible and 

intangible culture.  

 

The Female Ancestors of Hau Tio  
Another sign of such belief regarding the female entity in Timor-Leste’s culture 

surfaced during my fieldtrip conducted between 25 to 27 November 2009 to an area 

in the central district of Ainaro called Hau Tio. Located in the Suco (administrative 

centre) of Mulo, this knua (T) (village) has four main Sacred Houses: Fad Locar (fig. 

36), Mau Ulo, Fad Dato and Manu Lor. According to the locals, the origins of East 

Timorese ancestry derived from two female spiritual beings. As narrated by the 

elders, this myth began during tempu nakukun (T) (dark ages) when two sisters 
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were roaming aimlessly around the earth. After a while, they came across two 

crocodiles, fell instantly in love, and got married. Soon they started a family creating 

descendants that became the first inhabitants and ancestors of this nation. This 

legend is revealed in the four Uma Lulik mentioned above, where female symbols 

are portrayed in the form of ‘two or four breasts’ dominating the Sacred Doors (see 

figs. 37 and 38) in the main entrance to these Sacred Houses. It is believed that the 

descendants and the families related to these particular Sacred Houses are all 

offspring of these two sisters. As a consequence, the locals and the surrounding 

neighbourhoods have always maintained that women should be highly revered and 

respected because they personify the mythology of these two sisters, and the 

continuity of the legacy of their foremothers. It is important to note that it is of no 

coincidence that this was the only place where I encountered a female Lian Nain, 

Mrs. Casimira da Conceição Barros (discussed in chapter 2, and see fig. 12).  

 

                  
Fig. 36: Uma Lulik Fad Locar in Hau Tio.                                  Fig. 37: Sacred Door depicting breasts as a symbol  

Photography by David Palazón                                     .           of Females. Uma Lulk Mau  Ulo. Photography by    

David Palazón. 

 

     
                                       Fig 38: Sacred Door depicting four breasts as a symbol of the two sisters. Uma Lulik Mau Ulo.  

                                       Photography  by David Palazón. 
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Another interesting fact we (the research team40) found out was that here the local 

women here did not produce any tais or other forms of arts and crafts. It appears 

that this tradition was disallowed from the time of the ancestors. According to the 

local population and the elders, any attempt to go against this decision would bring 

evil or bad luck to the families and their future generations. Consequently, if they 

were to have traditional ceremonies or inauguration of the Uma Lulik, “all artistic 

objects and offerings had to be purchased or commissioned by the locals just like 

their foremothers did” (Madeira, field notes, 2009). This was a remarkable and 

unusual finding because such activities are fundamental as a source of identity for 

every district. For many locals, such traditional objects and creativity demonstrate 

their distinctive characteristics and local identity (Barrkman 2008, 2017; Niner 2009; 

Crockford 2007; Pride 2002; Cinatti et al. 1987). For the people of Hau Tio, 

however, it is exactly this ban or prohibition to produce traditional arts and crafts, 

which has set them aside from other communities around the country. As far as 

some of the locals are concerned, it is what proudly characterises their distinctive 

local identity.  

 

It is unclear whether this thought process is related to the Lulik Circle metaphor, 

particularly regarding the second layer (the male values, for instance), where 

amongst other responsibilities, the focus is on helping by gathering materials, 

decorations, traditional items and food stock for festivities and sacred ceremonial 

events. I suggest that perhaps in this setting the conception of the Lulik Circle has 

minimal impact because such a concept was never discussed during our several 

interviews and casual conversations41. Still, it is crucial to mention that regardless of 

this observation, the fundamental issue here is the notion of the ‘female values’, 

which goes deep into the sacred and core beliefs, just like in the Lulik Circle.  

Similar to the strong evidence illustrated in the sacred doors above in figures 37 and 

38, this is also visible inside the Uma Lulik where the symbol of female breasts is 

positioned significantly alongside the Sacred Totem Pole (fig. 39), and in the Sacred 

Altar illustrated in figure 40. Significantly, when I asked the locals what was the 

process of gathering items and materials – in particular the traditional arts and crafts 

for the ceremonial events – I was told by both the male and female elders: “we 

organise it and we all follow our individual tasks to commission or purchase the 

materials” (Madeira, field notes, 2009). Hence, both women and men carry out 
																																																								
40 The research team at the time was composed of researchers David Palazón (filmmaker, graphic designer), Elena 
Tigliani (visual artist, arts educator) and Maria Madeira (visual artist, arts educator, cultural advisor and interpreter). 
41 After my initial field research with David Palazón for Tatoli Ba Kultura, I also had the opportunity to conduct further 
field research in September 2012 with Fiona MacDonald, Narelle Jubelin and Victor De Sousa for the “The Elastic 
Mobile Residency”, discussed in chapter 6. I also stopped over on several occasions for casual visits.    
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these undertakings. This setting presents a community where gender division is 

minimal, less structured, and not so restrictive. For instance, women are not allowed 

to make traditional goods, but are authorised to be Lian Nain and carry out ‘male 

roles’. This implies that perhaps in this area there is a greater sense of equality 

compared to other parts of the country.  

   

             
Fig. 39: Tula Dikur (T) Sacred Buffalo Horn  Fig. 40: Hanak Lulik (T), Traditional Sacred Altar from Uma   

Totem Pole, from Uma Lulik Mau Ulo   Lulik Mau Ulo, Hato Builico, Ainaro. Photography by David  

 Hato Builico, Ainaro Photography by David             Palazón.   

Palazón.   

 

The examples shown above reveal that the conceptual belief regarding the notion of 

femaleness and female values is extremely important to Timor-Leste’s art and 

culture. Apart from these perspectives, there are various other ways of exposing 

such mythical stories to the newer generation. Storytelling, carrying out sacred and 

traditional ceremonies, as well as teaching and showing through the production of 

objects such as the tais and basketry, are a few examples.  

 

Another very effective method to demonstrate the ways of Timor-Leste's 

foremothers is through traditional music. For me, it is one of the most powerful 

methods because it is what captivated and drew my attention to my traditional roots. 

My experience as a refugee and singer with the East Timorese choir Coro Loro Sa’e 

(which will be discussed later) was a fundamental factor because it enticed me to 

take a closer look at my East Timorese background, to discover who I really am. 

With this in mind, I turn my focus to the following citation by Hicks as well as a song 

called “Ina Lou”. Both capture well the issue that I will discuss, especially the 
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intangible concepts concerning birth and death in Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural 

society. 

 

The American anthropologist David Hicks summarises the belief of the Tetun 

religion:  

 
The first human beings are believed to have issued from the underworld, and to 

have returned there after death in a cycle reaffirmed symbolically in the rites of 

passage embracing birth and death. The baby exits its mother's womb (the 

underworld), enters the upperworld, grows up, dies, and is buried (that is, reinstated) 

in the underworld, a subterranean womb where dwell fertility spirits, souls of recently 

deceased persons, demons, and ancestral ghosts. It is unclear whether the Tetum 

believe in reincarnation, but this ‘cycle of life,’ beginning, as it does, in the 

underworld, situates life and death, as well as birth and burial, in the same location 

(Hicks 1988, 809). 

 

True to Hicks’ observation, the people of Timor-Leste believe that life and therefore 

death is generated from and taken back to our mother earth. So, regardless of the 

different lifetime experiences and pathways, it is to her that we will all eventually 

return. This symbolic union to mother earth is centred around the concept of the 

umbilical cord, which ties us eternally to her womb, allowing her to be ready to 

ultimately accept us back, at the time of our death. The various rituals, customs and 

ceremonies carried out to honour this perspective, such as the burial of the umbilical 

cord, diffuses into other areas of artistic expressions like storytelling and Timor-

Leste’s traditional music.   

 

Ina Lou – Traditional Song 
One of the most prominent traditional songs of Timor-Leste is called “Ina Lou”, 

literally meaning Dear Mother Earth. It is a spiritual mourning song, which speaks 

about birth, and the journey of life and death. Being one of the most popular and 

respected songs in East Timorese culture, it is often performed, sung, and is known 

by all, from the youngest generation to the oldest members of society. The song is 

written in Tetun Terik the original source of the contemporary Tetun Prasa one of 

the two official languages of East Timor alongside Portuguese. The words of the 

song are as follows:   

 
Ina Lou      English Translation 
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Verse one:    Ita ema sei moris             When we are born 
         Halo rai nia naran ina Lou                 We call the earth Dear Mother Earth  
                      Ai lai lai lai ina lou    Ai lai lai lai Dear Mother Earth  
                      Ai ita ema sei moris halo            Ai when we are born we call 
                     Rai nia naran betena    the earth for her responsibility  
 
Chorus:         Lai lai               Lai lai  
                      Ai lai lai lou ina lou ina lou             Ai lai lai Dear Mother Earth 
                     Lolai kole la let ona betena      while tired do not stray from responsibility  
                     Ai lai lai lai ina lou                 Ai lai lai lai Dear Mother Earth  
                      Ai kole la let ona betena                 Ai tired do not stray from responsibility  
Verse two:        Mate ona rai taka tilun                         When we die the earth will cover our ears 
                         Labe rona ina lou                  We can no longer hear Dear Mother Earth 
                         Ai lai lai lai ina lou      Ai lai lai lai Dear Mother Earth  
                         Ai Mate ona rai taka tilun                  Ai when we die the earth will cover our ears 
                         Labe rona betena                   We can no longer hear her responsibility 
 
Verse three:    Lolo liman la to’o              When we reach out and cannot touch 
            Matan been sulin Ina lou             Tears will flow Dear Mother Earth 
          Ai lai lai lai lou ina lou               Ai lai lai lai Dear Mother Earth  
          Ai Lolo liman la to’o     Ai when we reach out and can not touch 
          Matan been sulin betena                Tears will flow for her responsibility 
 

Verse one expresses birth. When we are born we call the earth Ina Lou (Dear 

Mother – Ai lai lai lai Dear Mother). This implies that the land becomes our mother – 

dear mother from the time when we are born. This perspective still resonates and 

echoes throughout the country, as most East Timorese often describe and refer to 

the land as ‘mother earth’ or ‘motherland’. This notion is fortified by the ceremonies 

and rituals that are performed after birth, such as the burial of the umbilical cord 

under a tree. It also relates to the heart and core of the central periphery and layer; 

the female values; the tree trunk; the mother earth: and the umbilical cord 

connecting us to back land, as previously portrayed by Trindade, Therik, and 

Lekoli’s words to Neill.         

 

The words in verse two speak about us dying and going back to the earth, to our 

motherland, or more accurately – to mother earth. The lyric “Mate ona rai taka tilun / 

Labe rona ina lou” (T) refer to how once we are dead, the earth will cover our ears, 

we are no longer able to hear, dear mother; that once dead and buried, the earth will 

cover and engulf us with a blanket of silence, disallowing us to hear. Thus, the 

mother earth will receive and welcome us back to her womb, where we will no 

longer be able to hear the cries of the living. In my opinion, this is one of the most 

powerful references in relation to our relationship to the essence of femininity and 

mother earth, which is well described by Trindade (2008, 15): “Whatever comes 

from the inside always returns to where it came from”. I perceive the “inside” as the 

inner core, womb, umbilical cord, and the symbol of birth, life and fertility, which are 

all related and attributed to the ‘central’ female values of the Lulik Circle.    
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The last verse talks symbolically about the impossibility of the living and the dead 

reaching out to one another. As the words describe: “Lolo liman la to’o / Matan been 

suli Ina Lou”: refers to when you reach out your hand and you cannot touch, your 

tears will flow dear mother; or as interpreted by Therik (2004, 179): in death, the 

living “cannot be reached by stretching out hands”. Mother earth has given us life at 

birth, and taken us back at the time of our death. By doing so, she has created a 

barrier, which has blocked us reaching out to the land of the living. Thus, the 

physical connection is forever lost.  

 

One might argue through the analysis of this song that the whole theoretical 

perception and belief regarding the connection and communication between the 

‘living’ and the ‘dead’ does not hold any substantial value. Rather, it contradicts and 

erases the entire belief system in regard to the notion of connection and interactive 

values amongst the world of the living and the spiritual world. For instance, the 

words of the song articulates that those who have passed away are totally ‘cut off’ or 

‘isolated’ from the land of the living, and therefore out of reach from the grasp of 

living relatives. In other words, they can no longer hear, touch or communicate with 

their existing relatives and loved ones. 

 

This outlook challenges and defies the very foundation and ideals behind the 

fundamental viewpoint and core belief of Timor-Leste’s ancestry, especially 

concerning the profound link between the living and the spiritual mystical worlds; a 

perspective that is still alive and manifested in various forms, such as traditional, 

sacred and animist ceremonies that are conducted yearly around the country. The 

central-periphery in the Lulik Circle, the original mythical traditions of Wehali land, 

and the conceptual belief regarding the umbilical cord are other examples.  

 

There is, however, an explanation regarding this discrepancy, which I will attempt to 

illustrate next. “Ina Lou” is a mourning song and thus only deals with the sadness of 

the physical departure of a loved one rather than the more complex issue of 

ancestry worship. The song only recites the initial phase and process of death. Or 

rather, it talks about the early ‘physical’ departure of a person, and the time of the 

funeral and mourning by the relatives and loved ones. The words express the notion 

of anguish and pain experienced by the living relatives and friends, whilst bidding 

farewell to the dearly departed. Consequently, this initial stage does not involve the 

relationship and connection that engages and revolves around the structure of 

interaction between this world and the next.  
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In order to reach the phase of communicating and interacting with the spiritual world 

of the dead, the remaining relatives, friends and local population will need to carry 

out several animist and sacred ceremonies throughout different times of the year. 

These extremely complex and sacred traditional ceremonies are considered to be 

some of the most important in Timor-Leste’s society. The main purpose is to ensure 

that the ancestors and spirit of the deceased has travelled well, is at peace within 

the sphere of the cosmic world, and most importantly, is with God. If all of the ritual 

stages are conduced correctly, then the passageway between the spiritual and living 

will finally open, allowing for the interaction and communication between both 

spheres. In order to achieve the ultimate positive outcome, all the following different 

stages have to be performed and fulfilled.  

 

Hader Mate – The Awake / Hakoi Mate – The Funeral 

This section of the ceremony is conducted from the day the person passes away, 

and takes up to a month to be completed. In this instance, all family members and 

friends gather in the house or, if possible, around the Sacred House, to mourn, pay 

their respects, and celebrate the life of the deceased. The deceased person is 

buried within the first 3 days. However, people still gather throughout the month to 

pray daily, show their respects, and offer comfort to the family of the deceased. It is 

a 24-hour event where people are present at all times of the day and night. The 

entire extended family is responsible to cater for this ceremony during the whole 

process by offering their time, flowers, money, and food products such as cows, 

pigs, goats, chickens, buffalos, rice, vegetables and so forth, for the visitors who 

need to be fed daily. Given that the society is predominantly composed of extended 

families and communal living this is not an easy task. The number of visitors can 

easily extend to the hundreds on a daily basis. 

 

In most cases, there are storytelling sessions and traditional activities such as 

animist chanting and the offering of gifts. For example, an elderly lady will perform 

what the East Timorese call Halerik Mate (T), which is a traditional chant or singing 

performance associated specifically with the dearly departed. This art form is 

learned and inherited from our ancestors, and it is a task allocated only to women, 

where they are asked to be in charge of the singing and lamenting the life story of 

the deceased. In my view, it is as though this woman has become a Lian Nain 

during this period. Further, it highlights the strong connection associated with the 

“cycle of life” (Hicks 1988, 809), where the mother earth and the women are central 

and responsible for the process of both birth and death. Unfortunately, nowadays 
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there are fewer and fewer such performances, especially due to the impact of 

Indonesian occupation, and the decrease in the number of elderly women who were 

experts in this field. Furthermore, the impact of Western influences like the Catholic 

Church has hampered the fostering and continuity of this art form amongst the 

younger generation. The practice of Halerik Mate (T), for instance has decreased, 

and it has been substituted instead by Rosary praying and Mass services, which is 

elaborated in the following pages.  

   

Aifunan Midar – Sweet Flowers 

This stage of the process takes place in the first week after the funeral. This is when 

the table where the deceased was placed is honoured even though he/she has 

already been buried. The main objective of this is to allow for those who have not 

had the opportunity to see the dead body and say their personal goodbyes to still 

honour her/him at the table of rest. For the family of the deceased, this is also an 

opportunity to thank everyone for all their help and support, particularly to those who 

gave a hand in welcoming and feeding the visitors. 

 

Aifunan Moruk – Bitter Flowers 

After two weeks, the Bitter Flowers practice begins where the table of rest is 

dismantled, and the flowers are taken to be placed at the cemetery. A Mass is 

offered, and everyone is invited to go to the cemetery afterwards with another 

chance for all to pay their respects, especially those who were not able to be at the 

funeral during the burial.  

 

Seremónia Fulan Tolu – Three Months Ceremony  

The general rule is as soon as someone dies, the immediate family (partners, 

children, grandchildren and the in-laws) and the close relatives such as uncles, 

unties, nephews/nieces and cousins have to Tau Luto (Wear Black) as a sign of loss 

and mourning. This is to honour and show respect to the deceased that he/she can 

be at rest as our loss is still being felt. During the three months ceremony, a Mass is 

offered, and flowers are then taken to the cemetery to remember the deceased 

person. Afterwards the family members and friends gather for a meal. In this 

ceremony, the relatives, namely, cousins are allowed to remove the black 

(mourning) colour clothes and start wearing their normal clothes. This is called 

Hasai Luto (T) or Desluto (P) meaning to undo the black, where the mourners are 

not obliged to wear black anymore. Not being part of the immediate family means 

that these relatives do not have to continue mourning publicly by wearing black 
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colour. This responsibility continues with the immediate members of the family, who 

continue to play the part for up to a year as demonstrated in the following pages.  

 

Seremónia Fulan Neen – Six Months Ceremony  

After six months, a Mass is once again offered, where family members and friends 

gather to take flowers and have a meal in memory of the dead person. The uncles, 

aunties, nephews, nieces’ brothers as well as sisters-in-law of the family have to 

participate in Hasai Luto or Desluto. It is important to mention that the above 

practices are the general rule. There are instances where some members within the 

society do not entirely follow such rules due to more contemporary influences and 

globalisation. In the case of my family, for instance, some follow it religiously, 

namely, those who are still living locally closer to their traditional roots, unlike the 

younger generation of the family, particularly those born overseas such as Australia 

and Portugal, who are not aware about such traditions and practices. 

 

Kore-metan – To Undo or Unwrap the Black      

Exactly one year after the funeral, the ceremony is completed with the 

commemoration of what we call the kore-metan (untying the black colour), where 

the life of the deceased is celebrated. In this ceremony a Mass is offered, followed 

by a dinner banquet and a party. All of the family clan generations, friends, family 

and neighbouring population are invited, and everyone is encouraged to participate 

by dancing, singing and chanting to remember the life of the deceased. It is an 

occasion celebrated by most East Timorese in the country as well as in the 

Diaspora. To many, this event is almost as important as the funeral itself. The 

crucial difference is that during the funeral ‘we mourned the loss’ and now we are 

‘celebrating the life’ of the dearly departed. During this process, all members of the 

immediate family (husband/wife, and children) are allowed to release the sign of 

mourning period by releasing (kore) the black (metan), the mourning clothes. The 

idea of having a big party and dancing is because the family members did not dance 

for a year, and now that the mourning and the burial cycle processes are complete, 

they are allowed to freely dance, which is one of the most loved activities in Timor-

Leste. As a result, most of the kore-metan celebrations are considered to be some 

of the biggest dance party events in the country.  

 

The concept is that the family has spent a year mourning, praying and respecting 

the dead person who needs to be guided in their passage to the afterlife. The step-

by-step events described above are precisely geared with this notion in mind. 
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Consequently, during the last year the family has been travelling with the spirit of the 

deceased assisting in their journey in the pathway to God and Heaven and now are 

celebrating his/her life with pride and joy, as now he/she is in the hands of God. 

Their life is, therefore, celebrated to remember the person’s love, goodness and 

memory, which will always be kept in the hearts and mind of the loved ones and the 

future generation to come.               

 

To finally cement the passageway of connection and communication between both 

worlds, some of the most precious or loved objects such as a belt, jewellery, glasses 

or even clothing items belonging to the deceased are collected and placed in the 

Uma Lulik for all eternity. As it has been done for centuries, and according to Timor-

Leste’s tradition, the deceased has left to join the ancestors, and having his/her 

belongings residing in the Sacred House will assure that he/she still lives there in 

spirit. Thus all the ceremonial events that were carried out throughout the year will 

fortify the notion of the spiritual being interacting amongst the living members of 

his/her family clan. This, in turn, reinforces the conceptual belief in the relationship 

between the living and cosmic world that is so profoundly embedded in Timor-

Leste’s culture and society.  

Similar to the notions of the ‘male centre’, which I argued at the beginning of this 

chapter was greatly influenced by the Portuguese through the introduction of 

Catholicism, here, too, one can find a blend of animist and Christian beliefs. Most 

funerals, for instance, always start with Christian prayers namely the Rosary, while 

preparations and traditional rituals are carried out at the Uma Lulik. The main 

objective is the same in both cases: for the dearly departed to reach and be in the 

kingdom of the ‘Higher Being or Creator’, or ‘God the Creator. Further, each step of 

the funeral rituals described above is carried out in conjunction with a Mass, which 

in my view highlights the acceptance and amalgamation of the East Timorese 

traditional ways and the Catholic beliefs. It is also worth noting that wearing of the 

black, Tau Luto was also introduced during colonisation by the Portuguese. Prior to 

this, the norm was for men to use a loincloth or hakfolik (T), which was made out of 

locally grown cotton and strung around the male loins. Women, on the other hand, 

wore the tais feto (T), made with local organic fibre that only covered them from the 

waist down. As such, the women remained topless (see chapter 2) until the 

introduction of Western clothing in the 1950s (Madeira, field notes, 2009).  

 

Although this association with Christian belief continues to grow, blending into a 

more contemporary hybrid form, I still claim that the essence and the role of the 
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feminine remain strong. This is evident not only in the spiritual and animistic beliefs 

and ceremonies such as those pertaining to funeral rituals, or the song “Ina Lou” or 

in reference to the umbilical cord, but also by the notion of praying the Rosary 

taught by the Portuguese. When there is a funeral wake, for instance, the East 

Timorese will usually say: hau/ami ba reza tersu (T) meaning I/we are going to pray 

the rosary, rather than just mention ‘I/we are going to pray’. Here, I want to 

emphasise the importance of the Rosary, because it is associated with Virgin Mary, 

Mother of Jesus. Hence, within the East Timorese animist belief, it is to the womb of 

Ina Lou, the Dear Mother Earth, that we shall return to as we journey to reach the 

kingdom of the ‘Higher Being or Creator’. In the context of Catholic beliefs, it is to 

Virgin Mary that we pray to in order to entrust the dearly departed as he/she 

journeys to reach the kingdom of ‘God the Creator’. More significantly, I refer to my 

earlier discussion regarding long-term culture (Trindade and Castro 2007, 16) in the 

context of Timor-Leste, where culture is perceived as being fluid and able to absorb 

new values. I suggest that even though there is a hybrid of local and imported 

values/beliefs, there is still a dominance of the feminine. By adopting and adapting 

foreign influences such as praying the Rosary to the Virgin Mary, the female role 

has remained crucial to Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural language. This, in my view, 

reinforces the position of maintaining the understanding of the feminine role in East 

Timorese society. 

 

In conclusion, all aspects of Timor-Leste’s traditions and customs are products 

derived from ancestral times. This outcome is due to factors such as the notion of 

the laran (T) – central, core, or nucleus – associated with the Lulik Circle, which is 

strongly connected to the female values. Other examples include the concepts 

regarding the Wehali land and the song “Ina Lou”. Additionally, this essence of the 

feminine permeates to other features of Timor-Leste’s identity, especially within the 

area of arts and crafts, where the influence, impact and contribution of women in 

Timor-Leste’s artistic and cultural discourse have become the cornerstone of Timor-

Leste’s existing creative and cultural way of living. The detailed analysis discussed 

in this chapter offers an understanding and demonstrates my conviction regarding 

the significance of the deep influence and impression of femaleness in the culture of 

Timor-Leste. This theoretical perspective emphasises my belief in the fundamental 

view that current art and culture practices are deeply rooted in the essence of 

femininity in Timor-Leste’s society. Importantly, it is vital to consider and respect this 

fundamental aspect of the country’s traditional culture, and make it known to the 

younger generation. For it is my hope that such awareness might spark a sense of 
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belonging, self-identity, understanding and pride that will light up pathways for the 

future generation to walk upon and flourish.  
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CHAPTER	FOUR:	TIMORESE	SOCIAL	RELATIONS	IN	RETROSPECT:	

The	Social,	Religious,	and	Political	Perspective	

 
The Social Perspective 
In the previous chapter, I described the essence of femininity in relation to Timor-

Leste’s cultural identity, and argued for the strong role that women have played in 

the arts and cultural practices over the centuries. Nevertheless, such reality is barely 

recognised and acknowledged today. It is a situation that can be described as a 

product of Timor’s predominantly male-orientated society, especially from the social, 

political, cultural and religious standpoint (Ospina and Hohe 2001; Hohe and Nixon 

2003; Pride 2002; Enloe 2004; Cristalis and Scott 2005; Niner 2009, 2011). Apart 

from their large involvement in the arts and culture industries and agricultural 

activities and development, women have always played a secondary role within 

Timor-Leste’s traditional social structure, whereby their position has never been 

equal to that of men. As it has been for centuries, under this social construction 

women have since “childhood, been under the authority of their father; after 

marriage, under the authority of their husbands and when they reach old age or 

become widows, under the authority of their oldest son” (Thatcher 1992, 86). This is 

one reason why during my research I was ‘authorised’ to interview and 

communicate mostly with the local male population. The women were certainly 

always present but, similar to the female Lian Nain, Mrs. Barros (see chapter 2), 

acted in their limited role to accommodate and provide services such as food, drinks 

and entertainment to the visitors, or merely as observers during these interactions. 

Under such circumstances, it is no surprise that even now, the vast majority of East 

Timorese women remain hidden and discouraged to sparkle and excel in the public 

eye. I consider that this culture of suppression stems from the fundamental principle 

that the family unit is the most important and valuable treasure to have (Hohe and 

Nixon 2003). True to the various aspects regarding the ‘symbol of life and fertility’ 

(Hicks 2004; Trindade 2008), illustrated in the previous chapter, the main role of 

women is that of child-bearer, child-rearer and child-socialiser. According to 

customary practices, females are socialised, equipped and expected from an early 

age to get married and have children, to fulfil their fundamental responsibility of 

raising children, as well as looking after household chores. As suggested by Patsy 

L. Thatcher:  
 

Concern for the family would come before all else and the woman would be 



 88 

responsible to raise her children to adhere to customs and tradition … At a very 

early age girls were socialised into women’s tasks within the family production 

process (e.g. rice was planted by women, harvested by men) and community life; 

and to expect to have lower status within the family and community in spite of the 

mother being regarded as the essence of the family (Thatcher 1992, 87). 

 

In this arrangement, the role of women is deeply embedded in the twinned concept 

of motherhood and housewife, thus limiting their contribution and influence to the 

sphere of the household, a position that is still strong and alive in today’s society, 

and experienced by women such as myself particularly during my younger years. 

Even today, everything I do is to a certain extent subject to the control and watchful 

eyes of my father, siblings and extended family and most importantly the family 

name – because within this framework, it is paramount to defend and maintain 

family honour (Thatcher 1992; Trindade 2008). Given that the nurturing and rearing 

of children is with few exceptions specifically the women’s responsibility, it adds 

extreme pressure for them to impose this filial devotion upon their children. This is 

more so with regards to the younger girls who are expected to carry on this motherly 

commitment.  

 

This kind of obligation and the expectation to play a secondary role within the 

society is, in my opinion, one of the main reasons the younger generation of women 

choose not to partake in activities that require some form of public involvement, 

such as contemporary art events. In all my years as an arts practitioner, most of the 

emerging artists I have come across in Timor-Leste are predominantly male.  

 

The most crucial aspect hindering the participation and, therefore, the growth and 

development of women in contemporary arts and cultural events is the notion of ‘no 

public face’, as claimed by Thatcher (1992). It is a position that does not allow for 

women to speak out and voice their opinions openly in the public domain (Joshi 

2005; Allden 2007; Kent 2016). This restriction, which originated from long-

established cultural perceptions, also filters right through other areas such as 

politics whereby “‘Culture’ is offered as the reason why women cannot participate in 

politics or why it is difficult to implement gender equality in East Timor” (Niner 2011, 

415). Equally, “some of the male leadership have patriotically promoted indigenous 

culture while denigrating international ‘gender equity’ policies as a foreign imposition 

which will destroy Timorese culture” (Niner 2011, 415). I have personally 

experienced such limitations on various occasions where I was asked to be silent 
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merely because it was not deemed appropriate for a woman to express any view or 

opinion in public. This perception is still very much alive and visible today. There 

have been numerous occasions where I witnessed similar occurrences amongst 

friends and other extended family members. In Traditional Power Structures and the 

Community Empowerment and Local Governance Project: Final Report, Sofi Ospina 

and Tanja Hohe write the following in regard to women’s position in society:  

 
Traditionally in East Timorese societies the decision-making process is the domain 

of the senior male of the existing social groups within the hamlets. Rural women are 

not supposed to be outspoken and to take the floor in public meetings. However, the 

‘ferik’ (senior women) have an important role in social exchanges and rituals (Ospina 

and Hohe 2002, 110). 

 

The idea of women becoming more outspoken, therefore more visible in the public 

eye, has understandably rocked the boat and created some trouble within the family 

unit. Ospina and Hohe note the complaints by husbands when their wives attended 

council meetings instead of concentrating on carrying out their wifely chores. A 

female representative of the Community Empowerment and Local Governance 

Project (CEP) from the Sub-district Council in Laga in the Eastern District of Baucau 

states: “Some men support their wives to participate in the activity or programme in 

the village but some men do not want their wives to go anywhere”	(quoted in Ospina 

and Hohe 2001, 141). Kent and Kinsella comment further on the political and social 

shifts that occurred during Independence:    

 
Although women played significant roles within the Armed, Clandestine and 

Diplomatic fronts, for the most part they have not been recognized as veterans 

within the veterans’ scheme. Instead, the scheme has reinforced perceptions of 

women's roles as wives, mothers, homemakers and widows, rather than as political 

actors, suggesting that the return to ‘peace’ in Timor-Leste has been accompanied 

by the strengthening of patriarchal traditions and the expectation that women return 

to ‘traditional’ roles (Kent and Kinsella 2014, 1). 

 

This concern by husbands to control and maintain order as head of the family is a 

customary trend expected to be followed and obeyed by all women, regardless of 

age, class and ethnic background. For the most important and crucial aspect within 

the family unit is to always maintain, preserve and honour the family name. To do 

so, women must always uphold their position as secondary to their fathers, 

husbands and brothers. Further, in this scenario, men’s ability to control women’s 
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behaviour within the family unit is a custom that is prized. A husband, for example, 

could be considered as weak and shameful if his wife is perceived to be the leading 

figure in the marriage, “with the man losing status with his peers if his wife was seen 

as dominant” (Thatcher 1992, 86). The vast majority of women connected to or born 

into East Timorese families generally accept such rules. It seems that centuries of 

social conditioning have encouraged and prompted women to unquestionably 

accept and acknowledge this dutiful role in society whereby: “Most women in rural 

areas are not even aware of their inferior position … Further, it seems for many rural 

women the idea of having to leave their roles is a rather frightening concept”	

(Ospina and Hohe 2001, 78). 

 

As a female visual artist, I am perceived by many friends and family as being 

outspoken and constantly in the public eye; but I still feel the urge to fulfil my female 

‘duty’ whenever possible, to be silent and quiet when in public, especially when I am 

in company of other older males. Further, when I was accepted into Curtin 

University to pursue my artistic career, it was one of the most significant and 

happiest days of my life. I clearly remember jumping and dancing around the house 

with the acceptance letter in my hand, which caught my father’s eye. So when I 

mentioned that I had been accepted to do “Fine Arts”, his reaction was uttering the 

sound “Oh” as he walked away. We have hardly spoken about my studies or artistic 

endeavours ever since. That was in 1989.      

 

What is more astonishing is the fact that I attribute my creative genes as stemming 

from my father one of the most talented and creative people I have ever known. 

Moreover, a lot of my artistic creations are produced with his help, especially from a 

technical perspective, and in relation to his vast knowledge and remarkable insight 

regarding the animist and traditional aspects of Timor-Leste’s art and culture. 

Although many of my artistic expressions particularly sculptural and installation 

works, are done in collaboration with him, we hardly discuss the concepts or ideas 

behind the works. In most cases, I describe the design and aesthetic perspective to 

him, and we both come up with the best way to approach the production of the 

artwork. Thus the interaction and collaboration is merely in the practical approach 

and construction of the work. In truth, this development has become quite an 

interesting situation, as it challenges the foundations of Timor-Leste’s customary 

male-dominated establishment. In my case, the male or female roles seemed to 

have switched, whereby the male (my father) has taken a back seat whilst the 

female (myself) has taken the limelight in the public arena. This trend has continued 
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as my practice as an artist has grown, and I suggest this may be due to our 

circumstances of living in Australia away from Timor-Leste’s social conditioning in 

which women have always taken on the secondary role. 

 

Drawing from what Thatcher, Ospina and Hohe have mentioned, years of social 

conditioning and the fear of “having to leave their roles … [as] a rather frightening 

concept” (Ospina and Hohe 2001, 78) are some of the main reasons why East 

Timorese women fall silent and languish in a voiceless cocoon. I consider this 

situation to be detrimental and disadvantageous for the future growth and 

development of female participation in arts and cultural practices, particularly the 

contemporary aspects. Visual arts practice often requires one to be in the public eye 

through interviews and exhibitions, and in my view, years of social conditioning 

which force women to be recognised primarily as wives, mothers and homemakers 

will dissuade and discourage them from wanting to get involved in Timor-Leste’s 

existing contemporary visual arts practices. This, in turn, will create a void and erase 

the marks of long-established ancestral female arts and crafts practices in Timor-

Leste.          

  

The Religious Perspective     
In terms of religion, apart from the introduction of Catholic doctrine into the animist 

beliefs previously discussed, and the introduction of cross-stitch and embroidery 

during the Portuguese colonisation to be discussed in the following chapter, I argue 

that Catholicism also influenced and impacted on the social status of women in 

other ways. It has reinforced two fundamental cultural aspects already set in place: 

the notion of obedience and compliance within the family unit, having the father as 

the supreme head of the household; and the concept of a ‘Higher Being’, reflecting 

the traditionalist viewpoint of Nai Maromak, who is perceived to be ‘God’ in the eyes 

of local East Timorese as discussed earlier.  

 

Initially the establishment of Christian indoctrination caused little impact in changing 

the minds and customs of East Timorese people. Historically, as it is well 

documented by academics like Professor Peter Carey (1999), Professor James 

Dunn (2003), and anthropologist David Hicks (2008), the number of Catholics during 

the Portuguese colonisation period was fewer than 30%, compared to the remaining 

70% of the local population who persisted with their animist and traditional beliefs. 

As stated by Dunn in his book entitled East Timor: A Rough Passage to 

Independence: 
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… even though missionary work had begun as early as the sixteenth century … the 

island’s rugged terrain, combined with the colonial administration’s fitful attention to 

building sustainable roads and solid bridges and its indifference toward maintaining 

what it built, meant that by 1973, the number of Timorese individuals who might be 

counted as Catholics was only 196,570 out of a total population of 659,102 (Dunn 

2003, 40).          

 

This low percentage of Christian believers can be attributed to the Catholic Church’s 

impartiality to the myths and animist beliefs of the local population. Even though the 

arrival of the Portuguese was primarily on a missionary level, the resilience and 

strong beliefs amongst the locals were almost impenetrable. In addition, the 

Portuguese administration was somewhat disinterested in changing the spiritual 

beliefs of the population unless such ideals posed a threat to the newcomers. In the 

words of Ospina and Hohe: “The Portuguese are said to have paid attention to local 

customs … They left the sacred houses alone and they never judged the leadership: 

except if they threatened the Portuguese government …“ (2001, 50). Often, to keep 

the peace and appease the people, the colonisers used the local belief system to 

their own advantage.  

 

From the perspective of the East Timorese, this approach was also accepted with 

few obstacles mainly because the vast majority of the local population interpreted 

Christianity as fitting within their sacred belief system. Again, as illustrated by 

Ospina and Hohe:  

 
The Christian belief system is respected, as it seems to have to do with ‘Lulik’, but it 

is integrated into the local belief system. All the different Christian stories are 

listened to and interpreted in a way that they confirm the local systems rather than 

contradict with them. Christianity is respected but is seen as something ‘younger’; 

the ‘old’ and therefore more important aspect is the local belief system. The ritual 

authorities pay the Church respect and go to the masses, but within their Houses 

and areas they know well that the traditional system is the ‘true and old’ way of their 

ancestors (Ospina and Hohe 2001, 77). 

 

The amalgamation and integration of these dual belief systems has remained strong 

up to the present day. This is evident around the country where one can often see 

the unmistakable symbolic objects or traditional sacred house erected in its eternal 

place next to the Catholic Church (see figs. 41 and 42), to enhance the union 

between animism and Catholicism.  
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Fig. 41: Traditional House next to a Catholic              Fig. 42: Detail of traditional house with a Holy Christian Cross.  

Church. Photography by David Palazón.                     Photography by David Palazón. 

 

Over the years, I have been part of endless discussions and debates between 

family and friends regarding the negative impact of Portuguese colonisation in 

relation to religious and sacred beliefs. One of the main issues is the perception that 

the Portuguese were destructive and did not respect the ancestral ways of the East 

Timorese. Contrary to this belief, actual evidence illustrates that most of the striking 

changes occurred ‘only’ after the Indonesian invasion in 1975. As aptly summarised 

by Niner: “A long-term influence in eastern Timor was that of a Portuguese colonial 

patriarchal elite, deeply committed to conservative Catholicism… A more immediate 

influence is the violence of the twenty-four year Indonesian occupation (1975-99)” 

(2011, 416).  

 

The growth of Catholicism was therefore encouraged and fuelled by several factors, 

including the Indonesia occupation and its demands on the population, which 

required the East Timorese to choose and adopt a religion recognised by the 

Indonesian ideology known as  “Pancasila” (Pride 2002, 45). According to Carey in 

“The Catholic Church, Religious Revival, and the Nationalist Movement in East 

Timor, 1975-98”: 

 
… the vast majority opted for Catholicism when they were required to adopt a 

religion (i.e. Islam, Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism) recognized by Indonesia's 

state ideology, ’pancasila’. In two decades, the proportion of nominal Catholics shot 

up from around 30 per cent to close on 90 per cent of the Timorese population – 

from 220,314 in 1974 to over 620,000 in 1994 (Carey 1999, 86).  

 

Pancasila is based on five principles: belief in one supreme God; justice and civility 

among peoples; the unity of Indonesia; democracy through deliberation and 

consensus among representatives; social justice for all42. Unlike the Portuguese 

																																																								
42For further information about the Pancasila ideology see appendix 4.1.  
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who were disinterested or opted to assimilate, the Indonesian approach was 

perceived by the local population as being imposing and threatening. As a result, 

Timor-Leste has now become one of the strongest Catholic nations in the world, 

with almost 90% (Carey 1999, 86) of the population following the Christian doctrine 

that was introduced by the Portuguese.  

 

This association between the Catholic Church and Timor-Leste’s traditional and 

animist belief system bear a resemblance to the experiences of other indigenous 

cultures like the Australian Aboriginal and the South American indigenous 

communities. Carolyn Schwartz and Françoise Dussard, for instance, wrote about 

“present day Christianity” and other portable religious traditions by describing how 

the “Aboriginal Australians have continuously redefined themselves and 

renegotiated their place in a changing world” (2010, 8). The way Indigenous 

Australians have redefined their traditional beliefs to accommodate changes in 

society resembles what I identify as Timor-Leste’s “long-term” culture in which they 

have accommodated and adapted the Christian beliefs instituted by the Portuguese. 

This can be found in aspects such as praying the Rosary and wearing black clothes 

to symbolise the mourning period, as discussed in the previous chapter. Other 

examples include allowing traditional sacred objects and symbols such as the Uma 

Lulik to be built next to a Catholic Church, as elaborated beforehand.  

 

In regards to Latin America, Stanley D. Brunn refers to the indigenous mobilisation 

in Mexico when the “Catholic clergy became active promoters of indigenous 

movements and ethnic identities” (2009, 28). The Church as a system advocating 

for the right of local communities and ethnic identities bears similarities to Timor-

Leste where the acceptance of Christianity is noticeable, for example, many East 

Timorese religiously go to Mass and align themselves socially, politically and 

culturally to side with the Portuguese. As observed by Pride: “The Catholic Church 

increasingly acted as a focus for East Timorese identity, as a conduit to the outside 

world and as an important means by which the East Timorese could identify 

themselves as separate from the majority-Muslim and Dutch-administered 

Indonesian archipelago” (2002, 40).   

 

The idea of the Catholic Church becoming a form of national identity has been 

discussed by scholars and anthropologists such as Anderson (1993), Carey (1999), 

Pride (2002), Hicks (2004, 2008) and Niner (2011). Further, according to McWilliam: 

“Catholicism became a political refuge for pro-Independence resistance”, (2001, 
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108). The defiance against the Indonesian occupation was manifested particularly 

through the usage of the Tetun language, which was implemented by the Catholic 

Church for Missal and religious education purposes, as opposed to Bahasa 

Indonesia. 

 

The inclusion of Tetun in Church services or in Mass was fundamental in 

strengthening Timor-Leste’s cultural identity. For the first time, the most spoken 

local language in a predominantly ‘oral society’ became a written language. In 

Carey’s words:   

 
One area where the Church has made a crucial contribution to the growth of East 

Timorese nationalism has been that of language. Pivotal here was the decision 

taken by the Catholic hierarchy in East Timor in 1981, when Portuguese was banned 

by the Indonesian authorities, to use Tetun, the local lingua franca, and not 

Indonesian, as the language of Church services and liturgy. This decision, which 

was endorsed by the Vatican in October of that year, has raised Tetun from being a 

mere local language in parts of East Timor to becoming, in Anderson's words 'for the 

first time, the language of "East Timorese" religion and identity' (Carey 1999, 85). 

 

Catholic beliefs and the adoption of the Tetun language alongside Portuguese 

therefore became a vehicle by which the East Timorese could voice their resistance 

and showcase their national identity.   

 

This use of language as a form of resistance and identity also manifested in the 

creative arts industry, especially the tais industry (Crockford 2007; Niner 2008, 

2011; Holder 2017). In this instance, tais weaving has stepped outside of its 

predictable spaces. Hence, apart from its various uses by the current visual artists, 

which I discuss in the following chapters, during the Indonesian occupation East 

Timorese women used Tetun in their tais design. This was mainly to express 

discontent against the Indonesian regime and to reinstate national pride and 

identity. According to Pride:  
 

Women, pressured to change their tais designs by Indonesian authorities to look 

more Indonesian, showed their resistance to the occupation by weaving words like 

Timor Lorosae (Tetum), Timor Leste (Portuguese) or East Timor into the cloth, 

rather than Timor Timur, Indonesian for East Timor. The ongoing influence of 

Portuguese rule meant that many East Timorese never developed a sense of 
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belonging in Indonesia, expressing itself covertly through the medium of textiles 

whenever possible (Pride 2002, 46). 

 

The need to accommodate the Christian doctrine did not deter or annihilate the 

customary and long-established features of East Timorese traditional culture. 

Instead it has strengthened and cemented East Timorese unity and hybrid identity. 

The vast majority of the population around the country is still practicing sacred 

animist ceremonial events almost on a weekly basis, alongside their weekly 

participation in Catholic Mass. It is apparent that the Indonesian invasion in 1975 

has certainly prompted remarkable changes; not only in helping to tilt the scale of 

religious belief towards the Catholic Church, but also in transforming the social 

status of women, which brings me to The Political Perspective.       

 

The Political Perspective: Change of role since the invasion 
Throughout the centuries, the position of the East Timorese people was and is 

geared towards a more patriarchal view of the world in which women have to play a 

secondary role in most facets of Timor-Leste’s religious, social, political and cultural 

spheres. Nevertheless, these roles were challenged during Indonesian times when 

women were forced to take over more leadership and were given the possibility of 

taking part in the government, although only in a limited fashion. As a result, some 

dramatic changes were highly noticeable, especially in regards to the added 

responsibilities within the household, and women gaining a voice in the public arena 

(Niner 2009, 2011; Cahn and Ni Aolain 2010; Cristalis and Scott 2005; Enloe 2004).   

 

All these extra tasks became even more decisive after the occupation by 

Indonesia’s military regime, when thousands of East Timorese men particularly the 

young were killed or went missing during the occupation. The women’s national 

network Rede Feto43, for example, has estimated that up to “45% of women lost 

their husbands during the Indonesian occupation” (Rede Feto quoted in Niner 2009, 

2). During this period “not only was East Timorese society severely attacked and 

degraded, but women’s roles and responsibilities radically shifted, as they do in 

most wars” (Niner 2011, 416). Thus, for the first time, women were faced with the 

prospects of having to carry out the dual role of being both parents and the sole 

breadwinner for the entire family. Even younger girls have started to have a strong 

																																																								
43 The Rede Feto Timor-Leste is a women’s national umbrella network which was created in 2001 and is composed 
of 17 member organisations that include larger groups such as: the Organização Popular Mulher Timorense / 
Popular Organisation of Timorese Women (OPMT) created in 1975; and the Organização Mulher 
Timorense/Organisation of Timorese Women (OMT) created in 1998. 
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presence in helping with practical matters, with the bulk of their work evident in 

assisting the elders, or looking after their younger siblings. This shift in gender roles 

has comparable examples as evident in “gender dynamics in post-war societies 

such as the United States, Japan, Vietnam and Bosnia” (Enloe 2004), or “1950s 

post-war America” (Cahn and Ni Aolain 2010). Apart from their critical contribution to 

household duties, the role of women increased and changed very dramatically, 

especially in terms of providing a voice of resistance and defiance against 

Indonesian military rule. According to Cristalis and Scott: “during the struggle for 

independence, it is estimated that women accounted for 60% of resistance cadres 

… and made up roughly half of those 78.5 per cent of East Timorese who voted for 

independence in 1999” (2005, 39).  

 

All of these factors forced the women into becoming responsible for all decision-

making in the household, particularly in relation to financial matters. As a result, 

society started to notice greater numbers of women performing a wider range of 

tasks. This occurred at a local level, whereby women looked after the family 

household and the surrounding neighbourhood and also at a national level, in terms 

of becoming businesswomen for example. Unsurprisingly, given that most women 

are connected to the area of arts and crafts, this change became highly visible with 

the increase in mass production and the commercialisation of the creative arts 

industries namely textiles. As pointed out by Niner:  

 
Conducted largely in women’s homes, the weaving industry is an informal element of 

the economy and therefore, remains unmeasured like much craft production in the 

world. It has been estimated that nationally, women produce 30,000 Tais per year 

with a value of USD$600,000 for sale in a small domestic and even smaller 

international market (Alola Foundation quoted in Niner 2009, 3). 

 

Women had already experienced and developed some understanding in regard to 

business tactics because it is mostly women who are also responsible in the local 

markets for selling cash crops that they produce in their vegetable gardens. This 

new reality, however, has pushed them to tackle larger business decisions and 

options, which in turn has refined their knowledge and boosted their confidence in 

the public arena. In my observation, this newly acquired familiarity and self-

confidence has sustained and continued to flourish until now. Currently there are 

numerous successful enterprises and Non-Governmental Organisations based in 

Timor-Leste’s capital Dili, such as the Alola Foundation, which are run and 
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maintained predominantly by women. There are also increases in the number of 

women’s organisations focusing mainly on female-dominated creative industries like 

textiles, basketry, ceramics and performance, which are providing financial support 

and encouraging younger women to learn and take up opportunities to be financially 

independent, such as Timor Aid based in Dili. Niner, for instance, concluded from a 

survey conducted by the Alola Foundation that “up to 100 producer groups exist, 

representing over 1000 women although another estimate is of 6000 women who 

weave nationally”, (Alola Foundation quoted in Niner 2009, 6). Other groups have 

also surfaced “in response to the loss and suffering of women in 1999, such as 

Nove Nove (’99’)” (Delaney, 2003), in the central district of Bobonaro in the town of 

Maliana and the eastern district of Lautem.  

 

Women’s participation and contribution in the public arena, however, emerged 

fundamentally as a response to the Indonesian occupation, mostly within the 

political sphere to help in the struggle for independence. For instance, in 1975, a 

women’s organisation called Organização Popular de Mulheres Timorenses 

(OPMT) (P) (The Popular Organisation of East Timorese Women) was formed with 

the objective to gather all women in order to raise political consciousness of 

independence. Furthermore, in 1985 the Frente de Politica Interna (FPI) (P) 

established the Organização de Mulheres Timorenses (OMT) (P) (The Organisation 

of East Timorese Women), to “prepare them to work in the resistance movement 

and to provide support to Falintil fighters” (Ospina and Hohe 2001, 66). Such 

organisations were also established on the local level. However, their tasks were 

limited. Within this clandestine movement, the primary role of women was to aid and 

assist the Falintil fighters in the struggle for freedom. Under these circumstances, 

the main objective for the women was to hide the freedom fighters and offer the 

provision of food. As described by Ospina and Hohe: “When Falintil had meetings in 

the forest, woman always came to take care of the food. They, and their families, 

were always ready to give shelter and aid to the Falintil members who were sick or 

wounded” (2001, 78).   

 

Although these organisations were present during this period of struggle, the women 

did not have much input or were allowed to contribute to any decision-making 

process. This, as always, was made and decided only by the men, especially in 

relation to strategic and war matters. The lack of contribution and participation by 

women became more obvious and widespread after independence, (Enloe 2004; 

Cahn and Ni Aolain 2010; Cristalis and Scott 2005; Siapno 2008). Many women 
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have complained that during the clandestine era, women were given the possibility 

to help in the fight; but now that the situation is different again, they are expected to 

go back into the kitchen and to their family focus. Further, an OMT representative 

from the Central Western District of Bobonaro has commented: “The men of Timor 

need the help of the women only in conflicts. If everything is quiet they just need a 

wife and kids to stay in the house” (quoted Ospina and Hohe 2001, 66). 

 

Even though the contribution of women today is somewhat limited, in terms of 

having a voice in the public arena, I think that East Timorese women have become 

more vocal and confident as a consequence of the war and post war conflict. I 

witnessed this sense of empowerment emerging during the Indonesian occupation, 

when women were forced to partake and be in control of household and family 

decision-making processes, which required women to be more present and adopt 

other roles within both the private and public spheres. In turn, after Timor-Leste’s 

independence many women refused to go back to their traditional roles. Milena 

Pires44, the foremost East Timorese feminist, encapsulated this outlook when she 

clarified to a journalist in 2001 that: 

 
Male combatants were returning home to a changed society. While they had been 

fighting and hiding in the mountains Timorese women had been ‘holding the fort at 

home’ or getting themselves educated overseas. She continued, ‘Women were 

involved at every level . . . they helped run the camps, sent supplies, smuggled 

information. And now as men come out of hiding, the women don’t want to return to 

their traditional roles (quoted in Niner 2011, 414). 

 

Consequently, although still limited, women are now more visible and respected in 

relation to their role and contribution in the development of Timor-Leste, particularly 

in the social and political spheres. Such developments, amidst suffering and pain, 

have given rise to an improvement in the social status of women, allowing women to 

have a voice and giving them the means to communicate and express more openly 

and confidently. This is also happening in the realm of arts and culture, where the 

female artists are becoming more critical and outspoken in their contemporary 

artistic expression, which will be discussed in the following chapters. In my view, this 

small gain in visibility and respect has certainly opened doors for the next 

generation of women, enabling them to have courage and strength to continue 

speaking out, and feel the sense of belonging within the cradle of our motherland. 

																																																								
44 Milena Pires is currently the East Timorese Ambassador to the United Nations. 
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Still, I must emphasise that although there have been some positive changes, much 

more needs to be done because Timor-Leste remains a predominantly male-

dominated society.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



 101 

CHAPTER	FIVE:	TIMORESE	SOCIAL	RELATIONS	IN	RETROSPECT:	

A	Contemporary	Perspective,	Outside	Influences	on	Timor-Leste’s	

Existing	Artistic	Language		
	

Setting the Scene of Contemporary Arts Practice  
As identified in the previous two chapters, ‘the essence of femininity’ is deeply 

embedded in the fabric of Timor-Leste’s society. Traditions have allowed women in 

Timor-Leste to thrive in the arts and crafts industries, which has resulted in a 

distinctive cultural identity for this tiny nation. Apart from traditional dancing, music, 

basketry, ceramics and textiles, there is also a strong contemporary visual 

component, such as painting, drawing and sculpture. This expansion and 

development is also closely connected to historical, political, religious, social and 

economical events that have occurred in the country, and their consequences; 

mainly the five hundred years of Portuguese colonisation, the twenty-five years of 

Indonesian occupation, and the country’s subsequent independence.  

 

In this chapter, I examine the impact and influences of Western values in Timor-

Leste’s arts and cultural practice, particularly in regard to the visual arts. I analyse 

how Timor-Leste’s artists have positioned their practice in relation to other artistic 

activities that have taken or are taking place in local and international contemporary 

fields of art. I suggest that in the context of Timor-Leste, ‘contemporary art’ is 

noticeable from two different standpoints: the perception of ‘eternal time’ associated 

with the ancestral traditions of the country and the notion of ‘contemporaneousness’ 

identified by Terry Smith as “art that is produced at this time” (2009, 3) where I 

consider the visual arts to surface at the same time as “other beings including other 

art” (2009, 3). Importantly, I propose that within this ‘contemporaneousness’ Timor-

Leste’s existing arts and cultural identity is highly influenced by the arts and crafts 

made by women. This is evident in the ceramic, basketry and textile industries. To 

support my position, I will present evidence of the current artistic practice found 

within Timor-Leste’s intangible and tangible cultural identity like the traditional Uma 

Lulik and the textiles industry.  
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Timor-Leste has a predominantly oral culture, which has according to the locals45 

evolved since the beginning of time when earth was created. Conversely, very little is 

known about the visual arts culture of the country. The first examples of visual arts 

are found in the rock paintings (Cinatti 1963; O’Connor 2003; Lape, O’Connor and 

Burningham 2007) in the eastern districts of Lautem and Baucau (see fig. 43 and 

44). These are presumed to have been painted many thousands of years ago.  

 

                
Fig 43: Map of Timor-Leste – Detail of the Eastern Districts        Fig. 44: Rock Painting, Tutuala, in the District of 

Baucau and Lautem. Courtesy of the United Nations.                   of Lautem. Photography by David Palazón. 

 

The scarcity of visual arts practices and establishments was apparent especially 

before Timor-Leste’s independence. In 2009, for instance, fellow researcher David 

Palazón, and I carried out research for Griffith University in collaboration with the 

State Secretariat of Culture and National Directorate of Culture of Timor-Leste. 

During the research, I learnt that Timor-Leste has never had an official art school or 

institution, although there is evidence that the Portuguese scholar Ruy Cinatti taught 

art in “Dili High School in the late 1940s” (Cinatti 1978, 13). Historically, the subject 

of Fine Arts was taught to local Timorese at select Portuguese schools in the mid-

twentieth century46. There are limited archival resources and information from this 

period, so I have been unable to obtain any images or visual record of artworks. 

Still, according to Cinatti, these young students were part of a small dedicated group 

that exhibited publicly from the 1950s during the Portuguese colonisation and were 

recognised as established senior artists. When I enquired as to why an official art 

school or institution was never considered, I was plainly told by some locals and 

community elders: “why study art and culture if we are living it?”  

 

The people in Timor-Leste regard their art and culture as a ‘living culture’, which fits 

																																																								
45 During the field research for the ‘Tatoli Ba Kultura’ project (see appendix 2.3 chapter 2), most of the locals and 
Lian Nain (see chapter 2) that I interviewed and had casual conversations with mentioned that the prominence of 
Timor-Leste’s oral traditions dates back to ancestral times when earth was first created.       
46 During the Portuguese colonisation, there were public and private schools run by the Portuguese that employed 
both Portuguese and East Timorese teachers. Most of the private educational institutions were established and 
maintained mainly by the Catholic Church.   
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within the concept of “it’s in the doing” (Clifford 1988, 251). To most, especially in 

the local communities, ‘art and culture’ is perceived as an integral part of the daily 

chores in everyday living, “in their daily endeavours” (Nyamnjoh 2002, 114); or as 

observed by the scholar Lúcio Sousa: “Culture and ancestors are indistinguishable 

and this identity and memory is practiced in [their] daily lives” (2009, 112). He further 

states: “… daily life results from a continuous interaction with the land and with the 

ancestors” (2009, 113). This ‘lived experience of art’ is related to the 

phenomenological views concerning art and time, more specifically the conception 

of ‘contemporary’ and ‘eternal time’, which will be discussed later in the chapter. The 

view of Timor-Leste’s art and cultural practice being an integral part of everyday 

living has also been examined by various scholars such as McWilliam (2005), 

Trindade and Castro (2007), Barrkman (2008, 2017) and Holder (2017), to name 

just a few.  

 

Similar to Timor-Leste, the concept of a ‘living culture’ or ‘in the doing’ culture is still 

very much a feature of artistic and creative practice in various indigenous cultures 

around the world in Africa, the Caribbean, South America, Middle East and South 

East Asian regions. It is also an insight that influenced the organisers of the 2003 

Biennale in Cuba, which Terry Smith describes as follows:    

 

The biennale organisers pressed on with their plan: to show the world that in Asia, 

Africa, and the Middle East, Latin America, and the Caribbean there are material and 

cultural conditions different from other regions, which condition a type of expression, 

and that the diverse cultural expression establish a type of relationship with the 

public that are considered part of life, without the mediation of any institution or 

specific technological requirements. Thus the exhibition theme: El Arte con la Vida – 

art with / in / and life – which implies that one reason why third-world art is different 

is that it emerges naturally, from the everyday life of the people (Smith 2009, 157).  

 

In the context of Timor-Leste, the idea of art emerging naturally from the life of 

everyday people is everywhere. As the previous chapters have shown, it is visible 

within the tangible (i.e. the creative arts industries such as textiles and ceramics) 

and intangible (i.e. oral and performance activities related to sacred, animistic 

ceremonies) spheres. Critically, it is not something you learn about at school, as the 

knowledge is passed down from generation to generation within the family and local 

community. This explains why there has never been any educational art institution 

or an official art school in the history of the country. However, as discussed in 
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chapter 1, this is changing, but much is still needed to be done to ensure the 

establishment of official and accredited educational facilities for those who wish to 

pursue a career outside Timor’s traditional industries.  

 

As an arts practitioner, I consider art schools and other art facilities as vital to the 

survival of an arts community, and central to encouraging and accommodating 

Timor-Leste’s existing diverse artistic practices. In addition, it is crucial to study the 

growth and expansion of Timor-Leste’s existing creative practices, especially now, 

due to the impact of the global market and the tourism industry, which according to 

my observation, has changed and transformed the country’s traditional practices 

into a more contemporary position as the following chapters will demonstrate.     

 

Visual Arts Practice in Timor-Leste  
In my view, the practice of recalling history and culture through oral lore is one of the 

main reasons why contemporary visual arts practice receives little attention in 

Timor-Leste. As such, visual arts practices are often overshadowed by the country’s 

long-established oral and performance traditions. Such customs have meant that 

visual art regularly plays a secondary role to the fundamental elements of oral and 

performance arts such as traditional storytelling, dancing and singing. Although this 

position has changed somewhat in the last few decades, even today, as an oral 

society, the visual arts such as painting, drawing, sculpture and installation work are 

hardly acknowledged by the local population. The significance of performance and 

oral customs are evident within the traditional ceremonial events such as the dowry 

system, the harvesting ceremonies or the funeral rituals47 that are still meticulously 

and religiously performed on a weekly basis throughout the nation. During my stay 

in Timor-Leste, I witnessed various funeral rituals48, the implementation of the dowry 

system, and harvesting ceremonies similar to the Sago harvesting ceremony carried 

out in the district of Viqueque, which is explained in appendix 5.1.  

 

																																																								
47 In chapter 2 I discuss in detail the various traditional, animistic and sacred ceremonies such as the ‘Barlaki’ (the 
Dowry System) and Harvesting ceremonies. In chapter 3, I describe in detail the various aspects of Timor-Leste’s 
traditional funeral rituals.  
48	In 2009 I was present at a traditional animist ceremony called ‘Hatama Sasan / Karau’ (To Bring in Things / 
Animals) in the very prominent and renowned Uma Lulik called Estado (see fig. 45) in the Central Western District 
of Ermera. This event occurs during and around the time of someone’s death. In this case it was the death of a 
distant uncle, and I went with the deceased’s nephew, named João dos Mártires, accompanied by a number of 
friends and other guests. The purpose of this ceremony, which can take days and even weeks to be completed, is 
for the family clan and friends to pay their respect, by bringing offerings such as money, food products and animal 
stock to help the family mourn and pay for and conduct the various ceremonies that will occur throughout the year in 
memory of the deceased.   	
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Yet, even though Timor-Leste is predominately a traditionalist oral culture49, there is 

a visual arts component within it, which more recently is growing, evolving and 

establishing itself especially since independence. There has been an increase in 

more contemporary and diverse creative expressions due to factors such as the 

growth of tourism, financial necessity, as well as the growth of interest from national 

and international communities. This development in the creative arts has been 

further encouraged and cultivated by international influences like human resources, 

technology and the global media; issues which have been considered by 

academics, scholars and researchers such as Pride (2002), Alola Foundation and 

Oxfam (2002), Timor Aid (2007), Barrkman (2008, 2017), Niner (2009), and many 

others50.  

 

I suggest, however, that Western influences and interests within the country’s 

traditional and animistic arts surfaced much earlier. This is evident in various areas, 

like the Uma Lulik, the establishment of a museum in Dili, as well as the textiles 

industry, which I will examine in detail later in the chapter.  

 

In regards to the Uma Lulik, a prime example is the Uma Lulik ‘Estado’ (P) (see figs. 

45 and 46), situated in the small village of Hatu Mautei, Letefoho, in Ermera. It is a 

prominent Sacred House and considered extremely important and significant in East 

Timorese society due to its historical background. In the early 1500s, Queen Maria 

Isabel Bragança of Portugal wrote a letter bestowing the leaders/elders with the 

power to govern their small kingdom. The name Estado was given, because at the 

time, the supreme power of the Portuguese Government was the “Estado” (State).  

 

																																																								
49 In chapter 2, I describe the notion of ‘oral culture with the example of the significant and central role that the Lian 
Nain plays in Timor-Leste’s society.  
50 For further readings regarding this subject see: Crockford (2007), Alola Foundation and Timor Aid (2002), 
Parkinson (2010), M. Gonçalves (2012) and more recently, Holder (2017).  
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Fig. 45: Uma Lulik Estado. Ermera.       Fig. 46: The late Mau Dua, guardian of the Uma Lulik Estado. 

Photography by David Palazón.          Photography by David Palazón.   
  

According to historical and local accounts, when the Portuguese representatives 

brought the letter to the elders and asked them what was the name of the Uma 

Lulik, the elders asked in return: “What is the highest supreme power in your 

country?” To which they replied: “O Estado” – The State. So the elders said: “Well, 

this is the ‘Estado’ then”. It has been the Estado ever since, and to my knowledge it 

is so far the only Uma Lulik with a Portuguese name in Timor-Leste. The letter along 

with the uniform and the swords of the guards (see fig. 46) are still kept inside the 

house as relics and sacred objects. During my field research, I found other 

examples of Western influences such as the use of Portuguese language, and 

materials like zinc in several Uma Lulik in various districts such as Ermera and 

Baucau51.   

 

Apart from the art lessons carried out by Cinatti in the 1940s, further confirmation of 

Portuguese influence during colonisation include attempts made to set up facilities 

to preserve Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural identity prior to the Second World War 

(Barrkman, 2008). Virgílio Simith, the former Secretary of State for Culture in the 

Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste, for example, mentions that in 1941 the 

Portuguese colonial government set up a museum in Timor-Leste, which was 

destroyed during the Japanese bombing raids in 1943 (Barrkman 2008, 18). A 

second attempt occurred in 1973, but was further disrupted during the Portuguese 

																																																								
51 For a detailed description and explanation concerning the impact of Western influence evident in other parts such 
as the knua (T) (village) of Nunira, in the sub-district of Laga, Baucau, see appendix 5.2.  
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revolution of April 1974. Unfortunately, according to Simith, “following the Indonesia 

invasion and occupation in 1975, many cultural sites and animists temples were 

destroyed and burnt and many cultural objects of historic and ethnographic value 

were lost or removed from East Timorese territory”, (Simith quoted in Barrkman 

2008, 18). Sadly, in September 1999, following the referendum and the subsequent 

independence of Timor-Leste, the country endured yet again another period of 

widespread devastation by militia and pro-Indonesian autonomy groups that 

resulted in the destruction and looting of the museum collections, most of which 

have since been lost or removed from the country. 

 

These examples demonstrate the impact and influence of Western ideals within the 

traditional aspect of Timorese culture, especially after the arrival of the Portuguese. 

After decolonisation and the Indonesian occupation in 1975, the use of Western 

materials such as vibrant colours and written language were adapted to other areas 

like visual arts. As a result, nowadays one can notice freshly innovative designs 

incorporated with traditional motifs, which I discuss in the following chapters, in the 

artworks of existing visual artists, particularly after Timor-Leste’s independence in 

2002. However, the expansion, growth and development of Timor-Leste’s existing 

visual arts have inevitably brought up several issues. Of particularly significance to 

me as a visual artist is the question of whether this fresh and innovative artistic 

voice is considered to be ‘contemporary art’? Are the creative artists mentioned in 

this chapter the contemporary visual artists of Timor-Leste?  

 
What is Contemporary Art in the Context of Timor-Leste? 
To approach the subject of ‘contemporary art’ within Timor-Leste is to tread on thin 

ice, due to the fundamentally traditional viewpoint of the local population. To most 

locals, the beliefs associated with creative expression and creative art industries are 

connected to the animist and spiritual world, particularly to the past, into the 

pathways of Timor-Leste’s ancestry. ‘Contemporary art’ is, therefore, a subject 

barely spoken about in the country; and it is an unfamiliar term to the majority of 

emerging artists52. 

 

Consequently, even though there is evidence of a present-day visual arts practice, 

when it comes to matters concerning Timor-Leste’s contemporary arts, such topics 

were/are hardly ever discussed, and not formally taught in educational institutions. 

																																																								
52 During my interviews and casual conversation with artists like Gibrael Garocho, Cesario and so on, most 
regarded themselves as ‘artists’ and the term ‘contemporary artists’ was never mentioned.  
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In contrast to Western societies, this country has never had long-established 

associations with any aspect of contemporary art culture. Besides, to fully accept 

‘contemporary art’, one would have to acknowledge the pre-existence of ‘modern 

art’ (Silvia and Brown, 2007; Gartus and Leder, 2014; Gartus, Klemer, and Leder 

2015) in the country. Contemporary art is thought to have surfaced after modern art, 

as suggested by Terry Smith:    

 
There is no question that, for most of the twentieth century, the contemporary played 

to the modern. This began to change in the final decades. In the visual arts, the big 

story, now so blindingly obvious, is the shift – nascent during the 1950s, emergent in 

the 1960s, contested during the 70s, but unmistakable since the 1980s – from 

modern to contemporary art (Smith 2009, 5). 

 

As far as I am aware, the concept of ‘modern art’ was hardly or perhaps never 

discussed amongst East Timorese emerging artists. I have not come across any 

literature or study that associated this term with any East Timorese arts and cultural 

undertakings. This lack of awareness and understanding echoes Supangkat’s 

perception: “In the international art world, the Third World53 had never really had the 

opportunity to find (or understand) its own artistic development, either within modern 

art, or now, within contemporary art” (1996, 27).                                                                                                   

This situation was bought to the fore when I tried to discuss concepts related to 

Modern Art during my residency and research at Arte Moris, where in 2003-2005 I 

had the opportunity to volunteer as an art teacher on the weekends. During this time, 

I came to the conclusion that the emerging artists and students had never had the 

chance to learn or be exposed to art history and, therefore, to the different stages of 

artistic development such as Modern Art. When I asked the students, for example, 

who their favourite artists were, 99% of the students replied: Michelangelo, Leonardo 

da Vinci and Salvador Dali. Only one out of the 17 students said: da Vinci, Dali and 

William Turner. I was somewhat surprised because all of the artists mentioned are 

associated with the Renaissance, Impressionist and Surrealist eras. In hindsight, I 

am not even sure if the students were aware of such history. Furthermore, perhaps 

the familiarity with these artists has to do with the reality that some artworks by da 

Vinci and Michelangelo are closely associated with the Church. For instance, the 

image of the iconic painting by da Vinci The Last Supper, (which was also painted by 

Dali), is hung in almost every household around Timor-Leste. 

																																																								
53 Timor-Leste’s visual arts practice only surfaced in the 1980s. Due to its infancy, I consider this visual arts to fit 
within the notion of ‘third world’ status, particularly in relation other artistic development like modern and 
contemporary art in the international stage.     
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So, what is ‘contemporary art’? Especially in the context of Timor-Leste, where the 

notion of ‘contemporary art’ is almost non-existent or unheard of? To address these 

questions and strengthen my arguments concerning Timor-Leste’s ‘contemporary 

visual arts practice’, I refer to Smith’s insights in the book What is Contemporary Art? 

and the concept of ‘eternal time’ associated with Timor-Leste’s long-established art 

and cultural traditions. In this examination, the term ‘contemporary art’ is assumed to 

mean ‘art that is produced at this time, or as Smith suggests, “the art that is made 

now … it is simply, totally contemporaneous” (2009, 1). I perceive this notion of 

‘contemporaneousness’ to be the most appropriate proposition connected to Timor-

Leste’s art scene, especially in terms of “coming into being at the same time as the 

other beings, including other art” (Smith 2009, 3). The emergence of Timor-Leste’s 

critical artistic practice surfaced in the 1980s and remained persistent until the period 

of self-determination in 1999. This movement flourished and manifested itself 

through the creative and artistic practices of young emerging artists within the 

country, as well as the East Timorese communities living in the Diaspora during and 

in the aftermath of Indonesian occupation (Crockford 2007; Barrkman 2008; M. 

Gonçalves 2012). This shift was distinctively apparent after the period of 

decolonisation and occupation characterised by Smith (2009, 7) as the “postcolonial 

turn”, which I will elaborate on in the following chapters. I propose that Smith’s 

perception of ‘contemporaneousness’ can also be attributed to the conception of 

‘eternal time’ associated with what the people of Timor-Leste identify as a ‘living 

culture’ or “it’s in the doing” (Clifford 1988, 251) culture because, as my research has 

shown, some of the long-established sacred ceremonies, symbols, motifs, and 

geometrical patterns found within Timor-Leste’s creative and cultural practices 

appear timeless. For instance, as described in chapter 2, contemporaneousness is 

evident in the Sacred Statues and Totem Poles from the Island of Atauro (Barrkman 

2017) and the sub-district of Fatumean in the district of Suai, Covalima. According to 

the locals, special sacred ceremonies and adoration need to be carried out on a 

yearly basis to ensure prosperity and continual existence between the ancestral and 

the existing worlds. Such practices and actions mean that even though these 

customs, imageries and expressions originated since ancestral times, they are still 

relevant and are here with us today.  

 

Additionally, this idea of present-day interaction is reinforced by the concept of  ‘long-

term’, whereby culture is able to “absorb new values” (Trindade and Castro 2007, 

16). In Atauro, for example, the sculptors have reacted to the “various influences that 
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have affected their lives by incorporating these into their contemporary sculptures” 

(Barrkman 2017, 9).  

 

This notion of contemporaneousness was further confirmed in September 2012 

when the opportunity arose for me to accompany two Australian female artists 

Narelle Jubelin and Fiona MacDonald, for two weeks around the country with East 

Timorese filmmaker Victor De Sousa, and assistant Vitorino dos Santos Gama. The 

objective of the field research was to introduce and show the visiting artists the arts 

and culture of Timor-Leste particularly the textiles industry. It enabled me to update 

my own research and see the changes that had occurred since my last fieldtrip 

conducted two years previously. This more recent research resulted in the Elastic 

(Borracha) Mobile Residency exhibition, which took place in September 2014 at 

Chan Contemporary Art Space in Darwin and Cross Arts Project in Sydney54.                                                                            

 

                        
Fig. 47: Tais weaver in Ilat Lau, Marobo,                                      Fig. 48: Geometric symbols in a Marobo tais.    

Bobonaro. Photography by Narelle Jubelin.                                  Image courtesy of USAid. 

 

During this fieldtrip I began to observe, learn and understand that features of 

‘contemporary’ artistic expressions and practice have existed at the core of Timor-

Leste’s cultural identity since primordial times. This understanding was reinforced 

after chatting with some master weavers in Bobonaro, and additional meetings with 

some elders in the district of Ainaro. For example, in Atuaben, Ilat Lau, a small 

																																																								
54 I discuss this exhibition in chapter 7. For further information about this exhibition see appendix 7.10, chapter 7. 
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village in Marobo in the central district of Bobonaro where the Kemak people reside, 

the making of textiles have remained practically unchanged over the centuries 

(Barrkman 2008; Alola Foundation 2009; Holder 2017). Here, the weavers are 

renowned for their use of indigo and mud dyes, resulting in very distinctive black, 

dark blue and charcoal grey coloured tais products. It has become recognisable as 

their distinctive signature, identifying their unique place in the textiles industry of 

Timor-Leste. During our visit, when Jubelin asked a local weaver named Mrs. 

Albertina da Cruz (see figs. 47 and 48) what a particular pattern drawn with three 

stripes in a sequence meant Mrs. Cruz replied: “Ne’e eskada hodi atu sa’e ba ami 

nia Uma Lulik” (T) (These are the stairs to go up to our Sacred House).  

 

The explanation by Mrs. Cruz led me to the understanding that most of the long-

established patterns, motifs and symbols depicted in the traditional objects and 

products are fundamentally contemporary, modern, abstract and timeless. Hence, 

although these imageries originated since ancestral times, they can be interpreted 

and communicated within a contemporary context through geometric patterns and 

symbolisms (Boas 1927; Saussure 1960; Levi-Strauss1960; Barthes 1967; Forge, 

1973; Cinatti et al. 1987). This perception seems to echo the words of Durkheim 

whereby: “.... social life, in all its aspects and at every period of its history, is made 

possible only by a vast symbolism” (1915, 231). Importantly, I suggest that the ability 

for one to interpret these patterns and symbols is due to the notion of universal 

collective understanding associated with visual communication (Layton 1978). As 

expressed by linguistic George Swinton:  

  
We can gain a better insight into another culture through an understanding of its art 

and its artifacts; that is, through the silent language of form, styles and symbols 

existing simultaneously on the level of universal collective unconscious (or if you will, 

‘structural’), cultural, regional, local or even individual aesthetics principles and 

image configurations (1974, 77). 

 

The above description by Swinton correlates with Timor-Leste’s visual practices 

because their long-established patterns, motifs and symbols are common features 

that are understood by all. In his book Motivos Artísticos Timorenses e a Sua 

Integração Cinatti states: “As suas imagens sejam apenas visuais, ou simbólicas, 

constituem um sistema de comunicação comum aos seus pares e através do qual 

todos se entendem” (P) (Timor-Leste’s images, whether visual or symbolic, have a 

common communication system that is understood by all) (1987, 66). I agree with 
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Cinatti’s view because while Mrs. Cruz was explaining the meaning of the three 

ancestral stripes, this old imagery became an image of the present time.  

 

Another example was when we were in the Uma Lulik of Mau Ulo (see chapter 3), 

where I had the opportunity to discuss the geometrical symbols displayed on the 

Sacred Door (fig. 49). Here, the local elder explained the symbol as follows: “Ida 

ne’e signifika dalan ita nian hotu. Ita hotu ba mai, maibe, ita sei fila fali mai hamutuk 

hotu iha fatin ida deit. Mai fila fali iha klaran hodi hamutuk hotu fali” (T) (This means 

our path. We all come and go, but we shall all return to this same place. We shall all 

return to the centre to be together again). Apart from showing the timeless 

interpretation, I consider this explanation and imagery in terms of returning to the 

centre, to highlight and mean once again the cradle or the essence of femininity in 

Timor-Leste’s society. Here, the ‘centre’ means the core of the “Lulik Circle” 

(Trindade 2008) or the “Silent Centre” (Therik 2004, xvii) or the “Mother’s Womb 

(the underworld)” (Hicks 1988), discussed in previous chapters. For me, this is a 

sign of femininity in Timor-Leste’s traditional culture as illustrated in this thesis.  

 

 
Fig. 49: Geometric symbols on a Sacred Door in an Uma Lulik in Mau Ulo, Hato Builico, Ainaro.  

Photography by Narelle Jubelin.        

 

As similar descriptions of these images were explained again and again throughout 

the fieldtrip, I came to the conclusion that Timor-Leste’s traditional arts and crafts 

have always contained traces and imagery that can be communicated, interpreted 

and understood in the present-day context. They can therefore be interpreted as 

‘contemporaneous’ or as: “coming into being at the same time as the other beings, 
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including other art” (Smith 2009, 3). As such, they are, regardless of the past or 

future, always at the ‘present state of being’.  

 

This belief can be compared with those of contemporary Australian Aboriginal artists 

in relation to the treatment of ‘eternal time’. According to Smith, the artistic 

expressions of contemporary Aboriginal artists “evoke settings and stories from the 

Dreamings (Aboriginal originary narratives) that, while up to forty thousand years old, 

remain vivid, foundational, and a matter of everyday experience in the present” 

(2009, 203). The evidence of elements from the past to the present, particularly in 

relation to the myths and legends such as the Aboriginal ‘Dreamings’ narratives, 

(Mathews 2007; McGrath and Jebb 2015), is very compatible to the ‘eternal time’ 

perceived by the local people of Timor-Leste.  

 

As previously mentioned, such perspectives are directly linked to the intangible and 

animistic culture whereby the concept of time is eternal: it has no past or future; it is 

always present and experienced in the people’s daily activities. This is evident and 

portrayed in many traditional arts and crafts. The idea of the past being experienced 

at the present, or being “right here with us” (Coe, quoted in Clifford 1988, 250), 

stems from certain aspects of Timor-Leste’s animist core values such as its oral 

history, folklore, myths, sacred objects and traditional ceremonies. The majority, if 

not all, of these illustrations and decorations are tremendously significant and are 

voices of different stories in each area, village or family clan. It is imperative to note 

the pivotal role that women of Timor-Leste have played, and continue to play, in the 

existing arts and cultural discourse of the country.  

 

The Role of Women in Timor-Leste’s existing Artistic Discourse 
Based on Pride’s (2002) and Crockford’s 2007 findings, I consider the arts and crafts 

industry as being the leading factor in influencing and shaping Timor-Leste’s existing 

arts and cultural identity. This is particularly evident with reference to the textiles tais 

industry55. Supported and maintained by East Timorese women, the tais is often the 

first traditional object seen by a foreigner when they arrive in the country. It is also 

one of the most recognisable cultural items of Timor-Leste’s culture and society, 

(Alola Foundation and Oxfam 2002; Pride 2002; Niner 2009, 2011). Although this 

item is produced around the country, the tais production in the enclave of Oecusse is 

considered by many East Timorese and scholars such as Barrkman (2009) to 

																																																								
55 For further information about the textiles industry, see chapter 2.  
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possess the most diverse range of techniques in Timor-Leste. Significantly, Oecusse 

is where the textile production demonstrates the merger between traditional values 

like symbols of mythological beings, and Western values such as religious imagery, 

which I will elaborate on in the following pages.   

 

Prior to Portuguese colonisation, the Oecusse tais were decorated mostly with 

geometrical indigenous anthropomorphic motifs56 (fig. 50) that are believed to 

symbolise ancestral and mythical beings.  

 

 
Fig. 50: Bet ana (BK), tais kahe (T), sash Atoin meto People, Oecusse. Circa mid to late twentieth century. Alola 

Foundation Collection FA0023. 

 

However, in the mid-twentieth century these indigenous motifs changed and 

assimilated with Western features due to the introduction of embroidery and cross-

stitch taught by the “Portuguese Catholic nuns”, (Barrkman 2009, 22) to young East 

Timorese tais weavers. Apart from teaching embroidery, the role of Catholic nuns 

was also crucial in introducing Catholicism and Portuguese culture in Timor-Leste. 

Importantly, it was a way of teaching and becoming part of the community through 

arts and craft.   

The motifs and symbols found in the tais from Oecusse are highly influenced by the 

Portuguese whose florid, fancy, intricate designs closely resemble floral embroidery 

work. These flowery designs and religious imagery include angels and other 

“Christian iconography” (Alola Foundation 2009, 22) (see figs. 51-53) which has 

been discussed by scholars like Pride (2002), Barrkman (2009), Alola Foundation 

(2009), and Niner (2009). 

 

																																																								
56 For more examples of geometrical indigenous anthropomorphic motifs, see chapter 2. 
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Fig. 51: Beti Naek (BK), Tais Mane (T), man’s cloth wrap           Fig. 52: Tais Mane that shows flowery motifs.  

that shows flowery motifs. Atoin Meto        Atoin Meto People, Oecusse. Alola Foundation  

People, Oecusse. Alola Foundation Collection.                          Collection. 

                                                                                   	

	
 Fig. 53: Beti Naek (BK), Tais Mane (T), man’s cloth wrap, that shows religious motifs. 	
 Atoin Meto People, Oecusse. Alola Foundation Collection. 

 

As a consequence, the tais of Oecusse is characterised by two distinctively different 

styles.  One is a handspun cotton resist dye textiles adorned with indigenous motifs. 

The other is the resist dye textile made with commercially spun cotton and colourful 

synthetic dyes featuring Western iconography as illustrated in figures 51, 52 and 53. 

The latter style of tais is identified as tais modern (T), which are commonly used as 

traditional garments or “as altar cloths and backdrops in religious ceremonies” (Alola 

Foundation 2009, 22).  
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This Portuguese influence can also be seen in various districts like the southern 

central district of Bobonaro. In the central town of Maliana, the weavers often use 

religious images such as “angels and angelic motifs to accompany each person in 

their life and work” (Alola Foundation and Oxfam 2002, 9). Just like ancestral times, 

the tais is still effectively used to tell stories or deliver messages. In figure 53, for 

example, the tais is divided into separate panels portraying the Biblical characters of 

Adam and Eve on the side panels, whilst the middle panel shows “another narrative, 

two scenes alternating and mirrored, with each repeat framed within gothic arches 

representing a church or temple” (Barrkman 2009, 25). Other examples include the 

written practice as well as use of Portuguese and Tetun practice (Pride 2002; Carey 

1999) by the weavers in their tais designs as a form of resistance and identity as 

discussed in chapter 4. I consider the Portuguese influence as a key factor in the 

development and expansion of tais, which has flourished and nowadays more 

women are encouraged to explore and develop innovative new approaches. Due to 

the introduction of machinery and cotton from overseas, today the tais are mass-

produced and the commercial potential is enormous. My opinion regarding the 

positive and negative impacts of mass production and commercialisation of tais will 

be discussed in the following pages. It is important to note, however, that the 

present-day influence on this item is observable in the freshly innovative designs and 

motifs to which the East Timorese are exposed. For example, the following figures 

54 and 55 showcase a doll keyring and a handbag made with the tais57. In these 

instances this revered item has been successfully transformed with more innovative 

vibrant colours, to accommodate the demands of the tourism industry (Kingham 

2006).  

 

																																																								
57 A detailed discussion about the manufacture, practice and production of this prominent cloth, is presented in 
chapter 2. 
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Fig. 54: Doll keyring made from tais from Atauro.     Fig. 55: Handbag made out of traditional cloth – tais. 

Photography by David Palazón.      Photography by David Palazón.                                                                               
 

Foreign influence is also clearly noticeable within the present-day production of other 

commercialised arts and crafts (Pride 2002; Alola Foundation and Oxfam 2002; 

Barrkman 2008; Niner 2009). As the following images indicate, many items such as 

ceramic wares and basketry are adorned with lively colours and imagery that convey 

Timor-Leste’s art and culture to the world. Figure 56, for instance, depicts a selection 

of innovative creations with vibrant colours and striking glazes that have been added 

to the unglazed traditional ceramic objects58, which are produced in the central 

district of Manatuto. Figure 57 depicts the long-established traditional basketry 

making produced in the district of Liquiça, Maubara, which shows evidence of 

contemporary crafts through the use of vibrant colours and functional objects like 

handbags, wallets and mobile covers.  

  

           
Fig. 56: Painted ceramic pots by art group          Fig. 57: Handbags and containers (Maubara).  

Sanggar Masin. Photography by David Palazón.                      Photography by David Palazón. 

 

																																																								
58 In chapter 2, I discuss in detail the creative industry of arts and crafts in Timor-Leste that include: ceramics, 
basketry, textiles and performance arts. 
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Consequently, these products which were once used solely for traditional and 

ceremonial events have now become marketable “commercial product[s]” (Alola 

Foundation and Oxfam 2002, 9). Apart from the arts and crafts industry, the 

introduction of Western motifs described above has also influenced other areas of 

Timor-Leste’s traditional culture. For example, the Uma Lulik from Fohorem (see 

appendix 5.3) in a village called Laktos in the district of Suai, Covalima, contains 

striking vibrant colours, which are highly visible in their decorative designs and 

traditional symbols. 

 

In regards to the textiles industry, I suggest that the use of traditional tais in mass-

produced art works, or other commercialised commodities such as tablecloths, 

pillowcases, mobile phone cases and a “variety of designs of hats and bags” (Alola 

Foundation and Oxfam 2002, 11) should be closely observed, examined and even 

nurtured. This is because of both the negative and positive impacts and outcomes 

that might and do occur due to commercialisation and mass production of this 

significant item.  

 

In terms of the negative impact, numerous scholars and academics have attributed 

the decline in quality to various factors. Pride, for example, perceives the worldwide 

“increase in the availability of cheaper textiles” (2002, 59) to be one of the reasons. 

True to Pride’s viewpoint, according to my observation the tais that is currently being 

produced are thinner, and the colours seem to fade faster. I suggest that the 

increased use of factory-produced threads and commercial dyes are responsible for 

this loss of colour and the poorer quality of production. Niner also shares this view 

because “poorer – colours, though more vivid than natural dyes, also fade faster, 

and the highly processed threads are weaker” (2009, 4).  

 

The decrease of this significant traditional practice amongst the younger female 

generation and the “decline of weaving knowledge” (Pride 2002, 60) is another 

negative impact of particular concern. Although some progress has been made in 

the expansion of the textiles tais industry allowing it to flourish, it is imperative to 

note that such development is associated mostly with commercialised commodity 

products like handbags, tablecloths and so on. As a result the traditional way of tais 

weaving is somehow neglected. Throughout my field research I noticed that the 

younger generation does not want to participate in the practice of traditional arts and 

crafts. I spoke to many local young people (both female and male) and according to 

the majority this tradition is old fashioned, and they much prefer to be up to date 
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with mainstream society. Consequently, most of the parents especially the female 

elders, grandmothers and mothers fear that if this trend continues, it will lead to a 

gradual decline of Timor-Leste’s traditional arts and cultural identity. The only two 

surviving tais experts from Atauro Island Mrs. Adele Soares and Mrs. Maria Gomes 

(see figs. 30-32), have expressed their willingness to pass on their tais weaving 

expertise, but were saddened by the lack of interest from their younger family 

members.  

 

The concerns expressed by weavers like Mrs. Soares and Mrs. Gomes are well 

founded especially because of commercialisation and mass production. Similar to 

the weavers, I consider that traditional tais making might disappear if is not given 

enough attention. This viewpoint is shared by scholars such as Kaino and Scrase 

who identify commercialization as the main cause in the “degradation of customary 

practices”, (Kaino 1995, vii). Niner also considers that mass production could lead to 

the demise or loss of respect for East Timorese women in Timor-Leste’s society. In 

her words: “Skills in weaving earned respect for Timorese women in the past, but 

such respect may be lost if weaving is geared only to the market rather than being a 

cultural activity” (2009, 4). Conversely, I understand that if these traditional weaving 

practices are nurtured and respected by all, the weavers and the visual artists 

included, then we will have some positive outcomes with more innovative designs 

without jeopardising Timor-Leste’s traditional methods of tais making.  

 

There are other positive outcomes. Firstly, there is the financial reward whereby the 

production of tais and its use in other industries have now become a “source of 

income for East Timorese weavers” (Pride 2002, 26), and provide additional money 

for the children’s education and food for “their family” (Alola Foundation and Oxfam 

2002, 13). Hence, commercialisation and mass production provide a better 

economy and level of sustainability for female artists and artisans. The Alola 

Foundation, for example, has estimated that “nationally, women produce 30,000 

Tais per year with a value of USD$600,000 for sale in small domestic and even 

smaller international markets” (Alola Foundation, quoted in Niner 2009, 3). 

Secondly, I consider tais making to be a fundamental aspect of instilling a sense of 

pride and identity amongst the weavers and Timor-Leste’s younger generation. For 

example, tais weaving allows for women to interact, exchange ideas and teach, 

ensuring the continued existence of this item for future generations. As expressed 

by Niner: “while producers in Timor-Leste may require development assistance, they 

are enthusiastic to utilise their handcraft skills to pass this knowledge on to future 
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generations” (2009, 5). Moreover, weaving production has significantly become a 

vehicle for East Timorese “women to overcome the tragedies of the past” (Niner 

2009, 4). The use of tais making as a process to heal the physical and psychological 

traumas inflicted during the Indonesian military occupation is, I believe, paramount 

in helping to create a better society for Timor-Leste’s future generation. As an artist, 

I recognise that creative processes like painting, drawing and making objects helps 

me to relax and forget my troubles. Thus, I understand that by keeping busy with 

tais making, the women will be able to interact with their peers, talk about their 

problems to each other but more importantly help them forget their troubles even if it 

is just for a moment.      

 

Overall, these positive and negative factors highlight some concerns regarding the 

continuing existence of the traditional tais weaving industry, particularly in relation to 

mass production and commercialisation. I consider the intention to be innovative, to 

reinvent and revitalise Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural identity with the use of all its 

traditional arts and crafts, is a positive development. Similar to Trindade and Castro 

(see chapter 2), I concur that in the long-term, culture is able to reinvent and 

revitalise itself to accommodate new developments and “absorb new values” (2008, 

16). Further, this connection between the old and the new is vital in terms of 

communicating to both the older and the younger generations, providing a bridge 

that allows for better appreciation and understanding across the generational gap.  

 

Significantly, I argue that the expansion and incorporation of the tais form with 

existing visual art practices will ensure the longevity of this practice, whilst helping to 

educate and inform the younger/newer generation about its importance in the 

country’s cultural identity. Pride claims: “Weaving has thus brought East Timor, and 

East Timorese women into the global world of the arts” (2002, 61). I suggest that 

Pride is right to a certain degree. According to my observations, tais has become a 

“marketable commodity” (Niner 2009, 13) and regularly features in other creative 

areas such as visual arts. Many existing visual artists have often included the tais, 

or used it as a reference in their artistic practice. There are numerous artists like 

Gibrael Garocho (known as Aziby), Cesario S. Lourdes (known as Cesario), Ozorio 

Geronimo (known as Ozorio) and Zito da Silva (known as Xisto)59 (see figs. 75-79), 

and Mrs. Verónica Maia60 whose works are highly influenced by concepts and 

																																																								
59 The works of Garocho (Aziby), Lourdes (Cesario), Ozorio Geronimo (Ozorio), and da Silva (Xisto) will be 
discussed in chapter 6. 
60 The artistic career and practice of master weaver Mrs. (Dona) Verónica Pereira Maia is discussed in detail in 
chapter 7. 
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designs from this well-known traditional cloth. The use of tais in this manner is a 

position of female empowerment that surpasses traditional roles as the following 

chapters will reveal.   

 

Conclusion  
My research and analysis regarding Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural characteristics 

have led to the understanding that the traditional and ancestral imagery, symbols, 

motifs and geometrical patterns can be interpreted and communicated in a modern, 

contemporary and timeless manner. These imageries, symbols, motifs and 

geometrical patterns have been effectively communicated and passed from 

generation to generation up to the present time, which has pushed the idea that in 

Timor-Leste, the notion of ‘contemporary art’ is characterised within two realms: the 

perception of ‘eternal time’ and ‘contemporaneousness’ (Smith 2009, 3). I suggest 

that this ‘contemporaneousness’ in Timor-Leste’s existing arts and cultural practices 

is highly influenced by the arts and crafts made by women, mostly through the 

textile industries. Most importantly, for Timor-Leste, some viable actions are needed 

to ensure both the continued existence of its long-established arts and crafts, and 

the survival of its newer and more innovative contemporary artistic practice. 
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CHAPTER	SIX:	Art	and	Culture	of	Timor-Leste:	A	Present-Day	

Perspective	
 

If the modern history of Timor-Leste is painful, forged in the spirit of resistance, its 

ancient history is essentially unknown. In an absence of a written tradition, oral 

traditions remain, transformed through time, being enriched and lost simultaneously. 

Beyond the traditions, but closely linked through them, is the lifestyle of women, men 

and children who have lived from the land and seas of Timor for centuries, leaving 

the material marks of their culture; imposing buildings and sculptures in wood, 

beautiful woven textiles, precious metalwork, ceramics, basketry and many other 

things (Gusmão quoted in Barrkman 2008, 11)61.  

 

When I read this quote, I cannot help but wonder about what the “lifestyle of women, 

men and children” who left marks in their culture must have been like. I wonder 

mainly about the fingerprint markings of Timor-Leste’s foremothers, which are still 

highly visible in Timor-Leste’s existing creative and artistic practices namely, the 

“beautiful woven textiles, precious metalwork, ceramics, basketry and many other 

things” articulated above by Xanana62. Significantly, I would hope that when Xanana 

wrote the words: “many other things” he was thinking of including and contemplating 

the artistic practices of contemporary women visual artists of Timor-Leste.  

 

In this chapter, I discuss the emergence of Timor-Leste’s present-day artistic 

practices, focusing primarily on the visual arts. Here, I analyse the various aspects of 

visual arts practices like street art that emerged as a form of resistance against the 

Indonesian occupation. Within this analysis the unique artistic approaches evident 

between the artists living within the country and those residing in the Diaspora are 

also considered. In addition, I reveal the successful outcome of merging Timor-

Leste’s traditional arts and crafts such as tais weaving with contemporary visual arts. 

I examine how such practices have grown, adapting to the rapid changes in society, 

and address the negative and positive impacts of commercialisation in the area of 

visual arts. In this chapter, I argue and present evidence confirming that Timor-

Leste’s existing visual arts practice is highly influenced by the traditional arts and 

crafts that are produced mainly by women namely, ceramics, basketry, performance 

arts and textiles industries.  
																																																								
61 This quote by the Prime Minister, His Excellency Mr. Kay Rala Xanana Gusmão. 
62	His Excellency Mr. Kay Rala Xanana Gusmão was Timor-Leste’s resistance leader who became the country’s 
First President holding office from 2002 to 2007. He also became Timor-Leste’s 5th Prime Minister from 2007 to 
2015, and is widely known and often referred to as “Xanana”. For more information about Xanana, see appendix 
6.1.	
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Just like Xanana, I understand that the development of Timor-Leste’s arts and 

culture stems from an ancestral society, where oral traditions and animist beliefs 

remain. Over the last few decades this distinctive traditionalist culture experienced 

some drastic changes when it merged with the concepts and values of the present-

day society, which I discussed in chapter 5. It is within these changes and mergers 

that “many other things” such as new groups of emerging and established visual 

artists, including women, first appeared. An outcome of this is that apart from the 

specific examples of the arts and crafts cited by Xanana, one can also witness a 

more current visual art practice which has flourished and gained momentum since 

the country’s independence. This newly found visual artistic expression is greatly 

influenced by two distinctive factors: firstly, the impact of the Indonesian occupation, 

when the struggle for cultural, social and political survival was paramount: and 

secondly, the impact of Western influence and commercialisation that developed 

after Timor-Leste’s independence. To make a case for my position, I start by 

describing the development of Timor-Leste’s contemporary visual arts discourse.  

 

Art as a Form of Resistance: Before Independence 

From my perspective, different historical events that occurred, particularly the 

Portuguese colonisation and the subsequent invasion by Indonesia, have forced 

many creative individuals of Timor-Leste to voice their concerns in two distinctive 

areas: performance and the visual arts. 

 

In terms of visual arts, the main aspect affecting creative and artistic endeavours 

was the emotional turmoil experienced by the people fighting for a sense of 

belonging, freedom, independence as well as cultural identity and self-identity. While 

under occupation, the population became exposed to great difficulties and atrocities 

committed on a daily basis by the Indonesian military. The media, as well as 

numerous books, newspaper articles, journals and so forth, have documented and 

addressed issues about the occupation, the war and the struggles for self-

determination in Timor-Leste. The scholar Derrick Silove (2000), for example, 

discusses the East Timorese people’s struggle for political control in the country, in 

his book: Conflict in East Timor: Genocide or Expansionist Occupation? In the article 

entitled “Introduction: Past Present and Future of the East Timor Struggle”, Brien 

Hallet and Ralph Summy (2000) write about such a struggle by delving into Timor-

Leste’s history from the Portuguese decolonisation of 1975. Janet Steele (2007) 

provides additional examples in the article “The Voice of East Timor: Journalism, 

Ideology, and the Struggle for Independence”, published in the Asian Studies 
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Review. Steele revealed accounts of “not only the horror of the violence, but also the 

courage of Timorese sources, who in many cases risked their lives to tell their 

stories” (2007, 1) voiced by international journalists such as David Hill, Richard L. 

Parry and Irene Cristallis amongst others.   

 

Throughout such a tumultuous period, the notion of fighting for freedom, of 

advocating for peace and harmony, and the preservation of Timor-Leste’s cultural 

identity was paramount. This fight was courageously carried out by the storytellers, 

guerrilla fighters, and many East Timorese people residing within the country and 

abroad, including the two 1996 Nobel Peace Prize Laureates, Dr. José Ramos Horta 

and Bishop Don Ximenes Belo63. Horta was fighting on the diplomatic front abroad, 

whereas Belo was fighting and voicing his concern through the Catholic Church 

whilst serving as Bishop in the Diocese of Dili.  

 

I suggest, however, that there was another effective alternative means to divulge 

and highlight the plight and struggle for Timor-Leste’s survival and self-

determination – an artistic voice. As I stated in the previous chapter, this critical 

visual arts practice surfaced in the 1980s and has manifested itself through the 

creative and artistic minds of young emerging artists during the Indonesian 

occupation and in its aftermath (Crockford 2007; Barrkman 2008; M. Gonçalves 

2012).  

 

Within Timor-Leste, the artistic expressions were more visible within the realm of 

street art that demonstrated propaganda-like characteristics, where the artists 

voiced their concerns in the form of graffiti, banners and murals. Regrettably, 

looting, destruction and devastation throughout the years, have wiped out most of 

the visible evidence produced at the time. Yet, some trace evidence of this is still 

found in the political graffiti and murals, which dominated the ruined walls and street 

facades in the various districts of the country. In the Balide Prison in Dili for 

instance, one can find graffiti images engraved in the walls (from 1975 until 1999) 

(see figs. 58 and 59)64. These depict testimonies of personal endurance and 

aspirations upheld by political prisoners under torturous conditions (Coupland 2005).   

																																																								
63 For information regarding Dr. Ramos Horta and Bishop Don Ximenes Belo, see appendix 6.2. 
64 This kind of approach and examples raises the question whether this is graffiti art? I am not able to say for sure if 
these are graffiti art. Although they resemble graffiti, I also see them as writings and expressions of pain. Hence 
they are not necessarily artworks especially because it seems to me that the markings and words have been written 
and rewritten again and again. However, I consider these images to be important in showing the world the pain 
suffered by the East Timorese at the hands of the Indonesian military regime. As such, they are valuable in creating 
awareness and understanding about the history of Timor-Leste for future generations to come.      
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Fig. 58: Graffiti wall in Balide Prison wall, Dili.                               Fig. 59: Graffiti in Balide Prison door, Dili. 

Photography by David Palazón.                                                             Photography by David Palazón. 

 

Further indications of street art are exemplified in the following figures. These 

images speak of aspirations and the desire for freedom, justice and peace (Pride 

2002), either by displaying the symbol of peace or by painting heroic figures like the 

late Nino Konis Santana65, as illustrated in figures 60 and 61 respectively.  

 

    
Fig. 60: Graffiti wall in an abandoned home, Dili.                 Fig. 61: Wall painting in a residential home, Dili. 

Photography by David Palazón.                                               Photography by David Palazón. 
 

In addition, underneath this constant cloud of social, political, cultural and religious 

instability, many East Timorese were forced to voice their concerns through other 

forms such as banners, posters and flags. The desire for freedom and self-

determination were, according to some survivors of the Santa Cruz Massacre66, 

expressed primarily through the bold symbolism of graffiti (M. Gonçalves 2012; 

Parkinson 2010). This is evident in the following images, which illustrate politicised 
																																																								
65 Freedom fighter Nino Konis Santana (1957-1998) is considered to be one of the greatest heroes and historic 

figures in the liberation of Timor-Leste.			
66 On12 November 1992, the Indonesian military opened fire in the Santa Cruz Cemetery in Dili, killing more than 
270 mourners. This became known as ‘The Santa Cruz Massacre’ or ‘The 12th of November Massacre’.  
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banners used during the march to the Santa Cruz Cemetery with the name and 

portrait of resistance leader Xanana Gusmão (see fig. 62). These were later joined 

by flags like the FALINTIL67, UDT68 as well as the bold image of the desired 

independent flag of Timor-Leste (see fig. 63), which were displayed shortly before 

the Indonesian soldiers opened fire killing more than 270 people. 

 

     
Fig. 62: Mourners marching to the Santa Cruz          Fig. 63: Mourners at the Santa Cruz Cemetery.  
Cemetery. Source; Screen Shot 2018-03-13,          Source: Screen Shot 2018-03-13, from the Government of  
from the Government of Timor-Leste Website.                 Timor-Leste Website.   
 

Here, the young people of Timor-Leste, some with no political affiliation and others 

from various political backgrounds, demonstrated courage and resistance. Many of 

them belonged to youth groups that “consisted of different youth and students 

organisations, which were established to support the resistance movement” 

(Guterres 2006, 154). The various groups include UNITEM União Nacional 

Estudantil Timorese (P) (National Union of East Timorese Students), RENETIL 

Resistência Nacional dos Estudantes de Timor-Leste (P) (East Timorese National 

Student Resistance), and Objelatil, a youth organisation established by FALINTIL 

during the Indonesian occupation, amongst others.     

 

Since any expression of self-determination and freedom from the oppressive 

Indonesian regime was forbidden, it was always unsafe and dangerous for the 

population in Timor-Leste to speak out publicly. The people were constantly under 

the watchful eye of the military, which meant any visual expression with short, direct, 

politicised messages had to be done clandestinely behind closed doors. Given such 

																																																								
67 Falintil is the Forças Armadas de Libertação Nacional de Timor-Leste (P) the Armed Forces for the National 
Liberation of East Timor. It was led by Xanana Gusmão and established in late 1975 as the military arm of the 
resistance movement against Indonesian occupation. 
68UDT (União Democrática Timorense) (P) (Timorese Democratic Union) was the first political party that was 
established in Timor-Leste following the Carnation Revolution in Portugal in 1974. “UDT formed a fragile coalition 
with the leftist Fretilin party to work towards independence in 1975 but radically split with the onset of civil war. UDT 
and Fretilin again formed an alliance under the politically neutral umbrella organisation CNRT” (Crockford 2007, 
xviii). 
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a state of terror and violence, it is not surprising that visual expressions were 

appropriately portrayed in the form of graffiti, posters and banners. This explains 

why in most of them one can see the familiar portraits of Xanana, flags and common 

short statements like: “Free East Timor, Indonesia Out”, “Free Xanana”, “Suharto is 

a Butcher”, “Stop the Genocide in Timor-Leste”, and “No Blood for Oil”.  

 

The notion of dealing with turmoil and fighting for justice and independence through 

art is captured well in Chris Parkinson’s book Peace of Wall: Street Art from Timor-

Leste where he writes: 

 
Timorese artists are not looking to the world for the next big thing. They’re looking 

right into the reservoirs of their stories, their histories, experiences and the 

challenges and injustices of their existence. And what gets created then is a 

dialogue that goes beyond the intricate sub-cultural communication of graffiti or 

street art that can sometimes be so insular. It becomes something even more 

poignant for the people in the country. In ways, it becomes their alternative and free 

daily news. I think its movement through Timor-Leste’s history encapsulates the 

complexity and drama of the country’s quest for independence. It’s gone from furtive 

messaging during the resistance, pleas in prisons throughout Indonesia’s 

occupation, popular Indonesian cultural references in the narrow time between 

occupation and independence, to being flamboyant, artistic, critical, engaged, 

peaceful and very, very hopeful. When it comes to street art, however, I really think 

we are just witnessing the beginning of something amazing and poignant. The artists 

involved in taking the lead, at this point of time, are hugely driven, passionate and 

inspired. They are always thinking and, with humility, understand their role as 

advocates for peace and harmony in the country (Parkinson 2010, 6). 

 

The sentiments portrayed in these politicised artistic testimonies resonate with the 

younger generation and influence their artistic directions and interests, whereby 

‘their histories, experiences and the challenges and injustices of their existence’ 

stated above by Parkinson, has significantly become a major feature in the current 

practice of emerging and established contemporary visual artists. In 2013, for 

example, The Museum of Resistance in Timor-Leste ran an art competition to 

commemorate the 11th anniversary of our Day of Independence on 20 May 2013. 

For the competition, various art groups were invited to participate in the creation of a 

mural with the theme Resistir é Vencer (P) (To Resist is to Win). As part of the 

contest, the artists were invited to spend a couple of hours touring the Museum, and 

all were given the limited time of one day to produce the mural. The organisers 
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decided on creating a mural because given Timor-Leste’s history, it was considered 

to be the most comfortable subject for younger artists to tackle. The organisers 

understood that the artists were familiar with the imagery and influences found in 

murals and banners displayed extensively around the country, particularly in the 

capital city, as illustrated beforehand in figures 58 to 63. I consider this example as 

one of the many projects that have propelled Timor-Leste’s visual arts practice into 

the international arena, because it was reported in the Journal Internacional 

Portugues (P) (Portuguese International News), which has wide international 

coverage.  

 

Although these politicised artistic statements were prevalent during the Indonesian 

occupation, I argue that within the same period most of the critical artistic 

expression occurred in the Diaspora, especially in Australia and Portugal (Crockford 

2007; Seixas 2005). Here, the graphic design of posters and banners, as well as 

painting, drawing, sculpture and installation work became the norm. In addition, 

artists such as Carrascalão Cid and Viegas started making their mark on the 

international stage. These creative undertakings will be discussed in detail in the 

following chapter.  

 

Being physically removed from the country and therefore, free from the oppression 

and constant threat of being killed meant that it was easier for artists to freely 

express their views. I suggest that unlike those within the country, visual artists in 

the Diaspora had more time, facilities and materials to conceptualise and produce 

artworks. East Timorese visual artists (principally the females) had some support 

and approval from the public, particularly in places such as Portugal and Australia.  

 

For instance, in October 2018 Gabriela Carrascalão Cid was awarded the 

prestigious Prémio da Lusofonia – Artes Plástica 2018 (Lusophonic Prize for Visual 

Arts) in Portugal. In addition, in September 2015 a collaboration between three other 

artists and myself (see chapter 8) won the prestigious Fremantle Print Award in 

Australia. Hence, welcoming environments in the Diaspora have allowed the artists 

to be more vocal and critical about the occupation as well as help preserve Timor-

Leste cultural identity. For me, being an artist of tradition, one of my main focuses 

was to use traditional items and materials such as tais, traditional head ornaments, 

sacred symbols and geometric imagery to speak out against atrocities committed by 

the Indonesian military regime, whilst portraying the arts and culture of Timor-Leste.  
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In 1996, for example, I produced an installation work entitled 270+ The Santa Cruz 

Massacre69 (fig. 66) to honour those who died in the 12th of November Santa Cruz 

Massacre70 in 1991. This significant tragic event propelled me to protest and speak 

out against the oppressive Indonesian military regime as well as divulging East 

Timorese culture. As a result I used the kaibauk (T) as my main inspiration but, 

more importantly, I felt that by using this traditional item most East Timorese might 

better understand the artwork. The kaibauk (see figs. 64 and 65) is a traditional 

head ornament that is considered to be a very important object in Timor-Leste’s 

culture.  

                 
Fig. 64: Kaibauk – traditional head ornament. Photography:           Fig. 65: A local East Timorese wearing the 

Courtesy of Secretariat of Art and Culture, Dili, Timor-Leste.          kaibauk. Photography by David Palazón. 

 

A symbol of status, it is used in every ceremony such as the inauguration of an Uma 

Lulik (Sacred House), or in traditional festivals like the harvesting of rice and corn. 

All of the Liurai (traditional kings and rulers) of Timor-Leste used to have a large 

number of these objects. During special occasions, the men and women of each 

family clan would proudly wear these objects, displaying the various sizes, designs 

and decorative patterns.  

In this installation I included the traditional kaibauk into a contemporary artwork to 

express my point of view about those who died during the genocide. Holder 

describes the work in the following way:  

 
The same year, Maria Madeira exhibited a memorial work at Perth’s Institute of 

Contemporary Arts (PICA). The installation East Timor—Land of Crosses [sic] 

comprised a large cross laid on the floor work ornamented with moon-shaped 

kaibauk headdresses, objects traditionally passed from one generation to another in 

																																																								
69 For the West Australian newspaper article regarding the exhibition, with the title “Protest in Paint” by Ron Banks, 
dated June 25, 1996, see appendix 6.3.  
70 Dona Verónica also produced an artwork about the massacre called Tais Don (T), which I will discuss in the next 
chapter.    
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celebration. In mourning, Timor-Leste’s traditions and culture extended strength to 

the artists to counter the genocidal occupation (Holder 2017, 24). 

 

 
               Fig. 66: 270+ The Santa Cruz Massacre, 1996. By Maria Madeira. Photography by Maria Madeira. 

 

Upon closer inspection, one notices that there are in total 54 kaibauks each with five 

crosses, making a total of 270 crosses. To complete the message, I have displayed 

these items in a cross (+) shape on the floor, resembling tombstones, to emphasise 

that ‘plus’ or ‘more than’, 270 (hence 270+) young people were massacred. 

Alongside the installation, I wrote the words: “In memory of more than 270 East 

Timorese mourners murdered in the massacre”. The use of kaibauk was imperative 

because I wanted to convey the message that those who died are martyrs, warriors, 

and Liurais of Timor-Leste, all worthy of proudly wearing this significant item. 

 

Regardless of its origin or location most visual art produced during the Indonesian 

occupation was shaped by the political occurrences under the oppressive military 

regime and revolved around the dominant cultural and political ideals of the East 

Timorese people, especially “independence and self determination. Art became an 

expression of the desire for freedom” (Barrkman 2008, 48).  
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Art After Independence 

Since Timor-Leste’s independence, there has been an increase in artistic practice 

and related events, as well as the emergence of various visual art groups, such as 

Sanggar Matan, Sanggar Masin, Gembel, Afalyca71, Arte Moris,72 and several 

examples of independent artists like Manuel Justino ‘Bosco’ Alves do Rêgo73. 

Sanggar Matan and Sanggar Masin are two groups compromising up to 30 artists in 

total across both groups from the central district of Manatuto, a region famous for its 

traditional ceramic ware (Calthorpe 2004; Barrkman 2008). For these artists, their 

main objective is to produce and present a fresher and more innovative version of 

this traditional craft (see fig. 56). Gembel and Afalyca are two other groups based in 

Dili and the eastern district of Baucau. Both groups produce artworks such as 

paintings and sculptures that address issues related to Timor-Leste’s social, political 

and cultural experiences during and after the country‘s independence. Just like 

Gembel and Afalyca, the main objective of Arte Moris in Dili (figs. 67 and 68) is to 

produce painting, drawing, sculpture and so on, which express the nation’s social, 

political and cultural issues.  

 

              
Fig. 67: Mural in Arte Moris. Designed and painted by the students          Fig. 68: Paintings, posters and   at Arte 

Moris. Photography by David Palazón.                                                     announcements displayed at the 

                                                                                                                     entrance of Arte Moris  Photography 

                                                                                                                      by David Palazón. 

 

While some artistic expressions portray images about Timor-Leste’s art and cultural 

identity, which I discuss in the following pages, artists concerns for society became 
																																																								
71 For more information regarding these various groups see appendix 6.4.  
72 For more information about Arte Moris, see appendix 1.3, chapter 1.  
73 The East Timorese visual artist Manuel Justino ‘Bosco’ Alves do Rêgo is commonly known as ‘Bosco’. For further 
information regarding this artist, see appendix 6.5. 
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paramount after the Indonesian military occupation. As noted by Caroline Turner: “A 

characteristic of much of the art in the region is the concern by so many artists with 

problems in society” (1996, 12). I agree with Turner’s view because I understand 

that after Timor-Leste’s independence many artists felt the urgency to safeguard 

Timor-Leste’s social, political, religious and cultural traditional values (Barrkman 

2008; Crockford 2007): but, more importantly, I suggest that one of the artists’ main 

objectives is to be integrated with their communities, and that art should provide and 

work for the community in general (Alola Foundation and Oxfam 2002; Crockford 

2007). In figure 67, for example, one can see a mural portraying a harmonious 

scene, where the people are connecting and dancing around the Uma Lulik and 

surrounding landscape. I see it as an attempt to encourage the East Timorese 

people to embrace their own self-identity, and to convey the message of love and 

harmony. In figure 68, one can notice several posters, drawings and prints that 

convey messages of love and peace, such as the poster that reads “Make Art Not 

War”.  

 

In Timor-Leste, concern for the community is a matter that has occupied the minds 

of numerous artists, and has been documented by academics such as Pride (2002), 

Askland (2005), Bexley (2007), Barrkman (2008), Parkinson (2010), and M. 

Gonçalves (2012). All of these factors, together with the notion and ‘”desire to 

revitalize and reinvest traditions and to celebrate those traditions anew” (Turner 

1996, 11), have contributed enormously to the modern and present-day creative and 

artistic expressions. As a result, most of the characteristics found within Timor-

Leste’s current art practices can be attributed principally to political, social (Smith 

2009), religious, cultural and economic comments and embedded with the 

fingerprints of Timor-Leste’s foremothers. Evidence of this is found in artworks that 

are discussed in the thesis such as Katupa Soldados 1997, by Viegas; Hands Off 

East Timor Oil 2014, by Alfeo Sanches; my artworks that include 270+ The Santa 

Cruz Massacre 1996, Renascent 2007, and collaborative works like the Elastic / 

Borracha / Elástico prints, 2012, to name just a few. 

 

One of the most commonly used images in Timor-Leste’s current artistic expression 

is the crocodile74. Considered to be a sacred animal, it maintains an extremely 

important place in the mythology and folklore of the country. This prominence is 

sustained by the country’s oral traditions where the story of the “Legend of the 

																																																								
74 The use of crocodile imagery in Timor-Leste’s textile industry is also discussed in the thesis “Weaving the Country 
Together: Identity and Traditions in East Timor” by Natali Pride (2002).  
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Crocodile” is told and retold to most East Timorese from a young age. It is worth 

noting that even though according to legend the country originated from a crocodile, 

there are also other animals which are sacred to particular districts, villages or 

family clans. In the central district of Ermera, for example, the sacred animal is the 

eel, which is believed to help with and nourish the abundance of fresh water and 

rain in the region. Many locals75 believe this to be the reason why this region is well 

known for its very fertile soil, and is the leading coffee-producing district of the 

nation.  

 

The story of the “Legend of the Crocodile”, according to what I remember, goes as 

follows:  

 

Long ago a young boy came across a young crocodile who was hurt and lost and far 

away from any form of water source. When the young boy realised that the crocodile 

needed rescuing, the boy picked up and took the crocodile back to the ocean. 

Grateful for the help, the crocodile thanked the boy and swam away. Years later the 

crocodile returned to the beach and met the boy again. Tired and hungry, the 

crocodile contemplated eating the boy. When the crocodile made known its 

intentions, other animals in the surrounding area, such as the monkeys and birds, 

did not welcome the decision. Instead, the crocodile was told that it should be 

ashamed of itself for contemplating harming and eating someone who had saved its 

life. Full of shame, the crocodile went back to the kind boy and returned the favour 

by carrying the boy on his back to travel around the world’s oceans together. Years 

later when the crocodile became old and could no longer swim, he offered his 

ultimate gratitude by becoming the Island of Timor after his death.    

 

This legend is well known throughout the country, which explains why the crocodile 

is significantly referred to as Abó (T) (Grandfather) (Barrkman 2017) by many local 

East Timorese. It is also the reason why images and symbols of the crocodile are 

often portrayed in various forms of creative and artistic expressions, such as 

ceramics, woodwork, murals and textiles, as illustrated in figures 69 to 72 below. 

              

																																																								
75 During my research and many casual conversations with the locals including some family members, I was often 
told about the sacred eel, and its significance associated with the fertile lands of Ermera District.  
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Fig. 69: Ceramics crocodile figurine from Manatuto.                   Fig. 70: Woodcarvings from Atauro. 

Photography by David Palazón.                   Photography by David Palazón. 

                                              

 

          
Fig. 71: Mural at Care International 2006.                                Fig. 72: The crocodile motif portrayed in  

                                               Photography by David Palazón.                                  tais. Photography by H. Mitchell. Courtesy of Timor Aid               

 

Moreover, the crocodile figure also resembles the landscape. The cartographic map 

of the Island of Timor (fig. 71), for instance, looks like a crocodile. Additionally, the 

East Timorese consider the visual impression of the crocodile to be apparent within 

the landscape. One can look towards the eastern side of Dili, the capital of Timor-

Leste, and observe the hilly landforms there that resemble a sleeping crocodile, 
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which is noticeable from the left side of the picture, by what looks like a crocodile’s 

nose, followed by the head, neck and shoulders (fig. 74).  

 

         
Fig. 73: The map of Timor-Leste.                        Fig. 74: A view from Dili shore looking eastward at Praia 

                                                         Areia Branca (P) (White Sandy Beach) in Dili, Timor-Leste.

                                                                        Photography by David Palazón.    

 

These examples demonstrate the significance of this creature in Timor-Leste’s 

cultural identity. More importantly, the influence of ancestral practice on the existing 

artistic discourse has proliferated not only through storytelling traditions like the 

crocodile legend, but also through Timor-Leste’s long-established arts and crafts.           

 

Ancestral Voices Present Day Sounds: Traditions Imagined in 

Contemporary Art  
For the most part, the works generated by visual artists, especially after Timor-

Leste’s independence in 2002, not only illustrate a flair for the contemporary, but 

also show strong evidence of being deeply connected with Timor-Leste’s folklore, 

myths and traditions. More specifically, they are heavily influenced and rely 

profoundly on the artistic and creative contributions that are strongly associated with 

women. One can find elements, traces, patterns, symbols or images encapsulated 

in the history-telling, ceramics, basketry, and the textiles industries. Some indication 

of this can also be found within the artworks produced by Bosco, and other Arte 

Moris artists like Gibrael Garocho, Cesario S. Lourdes, Ozorio Geronimo and Zito 

da Silva, as illustrated in figures 75 to 79.		
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Fig. 75: Painting of women making basketry 2004. By          Fig. 76: Dance of Joy, 2008. By Gibrael Garocho. 

Bosco. Photography by David Palazón.              Courtesy of Secretariat of Art and Culture of Timor-Leste.  

 

Figures 75 to 79 indicate various interpretations of the way Timor-Leste’s art 

visualises the country’s cultural identity. These paintings demonstrate that the artists 

not only sourced their ideas from Timor-Leste’s traditional past, but they have used 

those sources as inspiration to illustrate and convey Timor-Leste’s ancestral roots. 

There is evidence of traditional arts and crafts. For example, in figures 75 and 76, 

we can see images depicting basketry making, ceramic ware, performance art 

(traditional dance), and textiles through the tais worn by the dancers in figure 76. 

The responsibilities and roles that East Timorese women play in the country are 

also highlighted. This is reinforced by the following three paintings, where one can 

see in figure 77 the portrayal of an older woman playing the Lakadou (T), a 

traditional East Timorese instrument made of bamboo, whilst figure 78 depicts 

another elderly lady preparing the betel nut. Figure 79 reveals an eating area or 

dining room scene. In my view, this image exemplifies the significant role that East 

Timorese women play within the realm of domesticity76 - in this case, their duties 

associated with cooking and responsibilities in the kitchen.  
 

																																																								
76 The significant roles and responsibilities that women play in Timor-Leste’s society are discussed in detail in 
Chapter 3, Section Two “Timorese Social Relations in Retrospect: A Social, Religious and Political Perspective”.  
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 Fig. 77: Lakadou II 2006. By Cesario S. Lourdes.         Fig. 78: My last present to you 2008. By Ozorio Geronimo. 

Courtesy of Secretariat of Art and Culture                       Courtesy of Secretariat of Art and Culture of Timor-Leste.  

of Timor-Leste.                 

 

                 
                      Fig. 79: The Inspiration of Daylight 2004. By Zito da Silva (Xisto).  
                      Courtesy of Secretariat of Art and Culture of Timor-Leste.  

 

Interestingly, this tendency to represent East Timorese women in this manner is 

particularly more noticeable amongst the established and emerging male artists of 

the country.  
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During my several conversations with these artists, they all mentioned that they see 

their role as storytellers, protectors and transmitters of news and knowledge. By 

depicting such imagery, I believe they feel that they are contributing to saving, 

preserving and divulging Timor-Leste’s cultural identity. It is an insight associated 

with the traditional position of women going about their daily chores, such as 

weaving textiles, performing traditional dances, singing and so forth. In other words, 

these are depictions of the notion of a ‘perfect and dutiful’ East Timorese woman. 

According to my initial observation (particularly whilst teaching at Arte Moris), the 

portrayal of women in traditional domestic settings stems from two different 

viewpoints. One is associated with women no longer upholding traditional roles, and 

the other is in regard to male artists reinforcing these same values. 

 

Most artists in Arte Moris expressed the view that it was more appropriate for 

women to wear traditional costumes; that they were always much more beautiful 

when they were wearing traditional clothes. Cesario Lourdes, for instance, stated 

that he was saddened by the decrease in the number of young women wearing 

traditional clothing and partaking in traditional ceremonial events. Lourdes went 

further by declaring that it was one of the main reasons why he painted women 

performing domestic and traditional roles. According to him, it was imperative to 

transmit Timor-Leste’s traditional perspectives and discourse to the younger 

generation, so that they can carry on these traditional values77. After more casual 

conversations with other students, I realised that most shared Lourdes’s point of 

view. It led me to understand why there were so many portrait paintings of East 

Timorese women (mothers, grandmothers, sisters and girlfriends) around the 

studios in Arte Moris. I suggest that after Timor-Leste’s independence, the vast 

majority of East Timorese women, particularly the younger generation, became less 

inclined to participate in traditional and ritual ceremonies, preferring instead to 

partake in more modern-day and contemporary events such as going to nightclubs 

or dancing to current popular and mainstream music. This shift has encouraged the 

younger female generation to overlook traditional practices like wearing traditional 

clothes, or being involved in traditional ceremonies. This, in turn, has created some 

form of ‘unfamiliarity’ mainly in the minds of many young East Timorese men, who 

perceive women as being strongly associated with traditional culture. Such a 

position has influenced most artists to remain within the traditional realm and 

reinforce traditional values, while discouraging them to explore and go beyond their 
																																																								
77 These casual conversations with Arte Moris students, particularly Lourdes, were carried out during my research 
development and artist in residency project that occurred between July to September 2008 at Arte Moris, Dili, 
Timor-Leste.  
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customary mindset. It is crucial to stress, however, that this new development in 

men’s art practices has raised some contentious issues, which I will discuss in the 

following pages.  

 

Issues of Concern 

The expansion of Timor-Leste’s visual arts is a positive change that contributes 

toward the betterment of society, particularly for the future generation of this nation. 

However, such growth has raised a few fundamental concerns. For example, the 

Western influence and impact of commercialisation through factors such as tourism, 

growing interest from international art markets, and small ‘business enterprises’ 

(Niner 2009) have propelled visual artists, like those from Arte Moris, to portray their 

artistic expressions through traditional styles of Western painting. This outlook is 

further reinforced by the artists’ notion of exposing the country’s cultural identity to 

the rest of the world. I consider these aspects as a catalyst in helping to form ideals 

and the notion of ‘innovation by necessity’ (Pride 2002), whereby most of Timor-

Leste’s existing artists are inclined to make artworks primarily for economic 

purposes and basically to produce what tourists and Westerners want to purchase – 

hence, catering to what the “market” (Pride 2002, 20), requires and what the 

“international buyers” (Niner 2009, 10) and community want.  

 

This position is comparable to that of Indigenous Aboriginal artists such as Emily 

Kame Kngwarreye who was constantly contacted by arts dealers. Smith describes 

the situation as follows: “They had each latched on to one aspect of her style as the 

‘essential Emily’ and were insisting that she keep producing more works in that 

manner for them to sell” (2009, 138).  

 

In my opinion, there is nothing wrong with seeking financial security and wanting to 

produce artworks that sell. However, this reality can also be a hindrance to the 

development and progress of individual artistic endeavours.  

 

In the previous chapter, I discussed how Niner considers that East Timorese women 

might lose respect if the textiles industry is “geared only to the market rather than 

being a cultural activity” (2009, 4). I argue that the same could happen with the 

visual arts. Preoccupation for financial gain has forced many established and 

emerging artists not to experiment or develop their own distinctive artworks. On the 

contrary, many of these young artists have grown to share the belief that ‘the most 

important thing is to sell’. As a result, the vast majority are sacrificing their own 
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artistic integrity, and as such ignoring the growth and expansion of their own 

personal and creative development. This is a critical issue to reflect upon. In this 

instance, my view is a Western one where individual artistic expression and 

development is to be nurtured. I perceive the viewpoint of these artists as two-fold: 

first, they are Westernised in terms of commercialisation and the sole purpose to 

sell; and second, they are traditional in terms of producing only stylised paintings 

with a nostalgic view of Timor-Leste’s society, such as women going about their 

daily chores like producing arts and crafts, and performing traditional dancing, as 

evident in the artworks of Bosco, Garocho, Lourdes, Geronimo, and da Silva 

discussed beforehand. 

 

As a young nation, Timor-Leste is just starting to learn, and therefore has limited 

knowledge about contemporary visual arts. Thus the notion of producing artworks 

just for the marketplace can create a dent or a void in establishing a genuinely 

distinctive visual artistic identity. More importantly, it is a situation that may 

discourage the existing and future visual artists from exploring and understanding 

Timor-Leste’s cultural identity, particularly the role and contribution that East 

Timorese women have played and continue to play in the country’s arts and cultural 

discourse. I maintain that concerns for the financial market have had a significant 

impact in the development of Timor-Leste’s contemporary art and culture identity. 

Crucially, such trends have stopped many of these talented young men and women 

from exploring, developing and growing beyond the notion of the traditional visual 

and conceptual perspective, at least for now.  

 

Previously in chapter 5, I discussed how the innovation, reinvention and 

revitalisation of Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural identity through the use of traditional 

arts and crafts could be seen as a positive development. However, the use of 

traditional materials in this new artistic discourse is also another matter of concern. 

Apart from producing artistic expression showcasing glimpses of East Timorese 

traditional culture, handicrafts and performance, artists have recently “started to 

experiment by painting on traditional woven cloth, instead of canvas” (Barrkman 

2008, 28). For example, after Timor-Leste’s independence, many East Timorese 

artists started to use the tais merely as blank canvases, to create new artworks, as 

evident in the works of Lourdes, Geronimo and Xisto, illustrated beforehand in 

figures 77 to 79 respectively. The use of tais in this manner became a debatable 
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topic within the artistic circle in Timor-Leste. In the course of the Tatoli Ba kultura78 

field trip in 2009 to the central district of Manatuto, I interviewed East Timorese 

visual artist Bosco who said: “Eu não uso tais. Não gosto e acho que pintar num tais 

é um insulto para as mulheres que fazem tais” (P) (I don’t use tais, I don’t like it, and 

I think that painting on a tais is an insult for the women – tais weavers) (Madeira, 

fieldtrip note, 2009).  

 

To a certain extent I do understand Bosco’s viewpoint. I have used tais in my work, 

but only 100% recycled tais, because I consider any tais item to be an individual 

artwork, just like a piece of ceramic or basketry. Yet, I do not regard the practice of 

using tais as a canvas to be an insult to the tais weavers. Instead, I see it as 

revitalising the textiles industry in terms of creating new works in visual arts practice, 

and as evidence of successful mergers between traditional and contemporary art. 

What’s more, the tais have already become commercialised and used in other items 

such as handbags, key rings, mobile phone covers and decorative ornaments. 

Further, contrary to Bosco, I think that individual artists have the right to explore and 

express their viewpoints as they see fit. It all depends on what message they are 

trying to communicate – in which case, the appropriate and suitable use of materials 

becomes a key factor, and if this means using tais as a canvas, why not?                   

 

In terms of recycling the tais, my main objective is to innovate, revitalise, reinvent 

and communicate this fundamental aspect of Timor-Leste’s cultural identity. 

Consequently, this traditional cloth has also turned out to be an extremely important 

item in my artistic and creative endeavours, becoming the focal point in many of my 

artworks for over 20 years. One example of such work is the sculpture entitled What 

Price Silence? (fig. 80), which was created and exhibited in 199679. This sculpture 

portrayed my horror-struck reaction to the following report by Amnesty International 

to the United Nations in July 1993:  

 
On December 27 1992 young East Timorese Fernando Boavida was taken by the 

Indonesian military. During his interrogation he was made to lie on a plank of sharp 

nails, while another plank was laid on top of him. A heavy tyre was placed on top of 

the second plank. When Fernando failed to give his torturers ‘satisfactory answers’, 

another tyre was added. Fernando lost consciousness and died, three days after his 

arrest (Amnesty International to United Nations, 13/7/93). 

																																																								
78 For information about Tatoli Ba Kultura, see appendix 2.3 chapter 2. 
79 For information regarding the exhibition, see appendix 6.3. 
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Fig. 80: What Price Silence? 1996. Sculpture by Maria Madeira. Photography by Maria Madeira  

 

Unlike the paintings illustrated in figures 77 to 79, where the artists used the tais as 

a canvas, in this piece I use the tais as the main device to symbolise and personify 

the human body/flesh, the spirit, and the fabric of Timor-Leste’s society. Resembling 

Boavida’s fate, here the tais has been flogged, lashed, and torn apart, represented 

by the action of physically harming the cloth by pushing and stretching it through the 

sharp nails, to the point of finally destroying it. The tais in this case is used as a 

metaphor to represent not only the death of Fernando Boavida, but also the death of 

the spirit and the fabric of Timor-Leste’s identity.  

 

In addition, I always seek to stay true and convey the authenticity and exact origins 

of each piece of tais that I use as much as possible. In the following painting 

produced in 2003 entitled First Impression (fig. 81) I tried to illustrate my first 

impression of a totally destroyed and shattered nation, when I returned to Timor-

Leste for the first time in 2001. Here, I used pieces of tais to represent Timor-Leste’s 

13 Districts80, and most of the pieces, which came from the districts being 

represented in the painting, are glued to the most visible painted representation of 

tais from Suai covering the entire canvas. The use of tais from Suai is no accident; it 

was deliberately chosen due to the historical and significant connection with the 

																																																								
80 The 13 Districts of Timor-Leste are starting from East to West: Lautem (Los Palos), Baucau, Viqueque, Manatuto, 
Dili, Liquica, Ermera. Aileu, Manufahi (Same), Ainaro, Covalima (Suai), Bobonaro, and Oecusse. For more 
information about Timor-Leste see chapter 2.   
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predominantly matriarchal society that is closely associated with the female land of 

Wehali discussed in chapter 3. In this instance, the depiction of Suai tais was to 

represent the cradle of Ina Lou (T) (Mother Earth), holding and embracing the rest of 

the nation. Another example is regarding the enclave district of Oecusse, which is 

visible on the left side of the painting where I use a piece from a tais produced in 

Oecusse, recognisable by its flowery organic patterns as discussed in chapter 5.  

 

                     
                           Fig. 81: First Impressions 2003. Painting by Maria Madeira. Photography by Maria Madeira.   

 

My strong sensitivity regarding the use of tais has not allowed me to paint, slash or 

cut a complete tais which became the main reason for me to recycle and utilise only 

used and discarded pieces. This is not to say that I am against using the tais as a 

canvas as noted previously. Besides, I consider the utilisation and function of tais in 

the previous three paintings by Lourdes, Geronimo and Xisto to have more 

significant meaning than just the mere function of being canvases. Here, these 

items are significantly part of the composition and image. In The Inspiration of 

Daylight 2004, by Xisto (fig. 79), for instance, one can notice how the artist 

effectively uses the symbols, patterns and colours of the tais as part of the 

composition, which is highly perceptible in the depiction of the tablecloth.  

 

Professor Caroline Turner, in describing the aspiration to revitalise traditions and 

making those traditions new by the artists in The Second Asia Pacific Triennial of 

Contemporary Art in Brisbane in 1996 suggests that: 
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The survival of cultural identities thought lost emphasises the resilience of traditions, 

memory and history. The consistent desire to revitalise and reinvest traditions and to 

celebrate those traditions anew (as in the Pacific art in this exhibition) is a consistent 

feature of artistic endeavour (Turner 1996,12). 

 

Even though the above statement is related to an exhibition in Brisbane, I think that 

this desire to revitalise and reinvest traditions corresponds with the endeavours of 

most artists of Timor-Leste specifically with the works produced by the female artists 

in the Diaspora. In the next chapter, I argue that this approach has created a new 

distinctive East Timorese artistic practice, where innovative and fresh artistic 

expressions have given rise to successful amalgamations by bringing the past to 

meet the present creating a current artistic practice that accommodates a dialogue 

between the old and the new, or the traditional and the contemporary.     

 

The idea of coexistence, or of integrating and joining together the old with the new, 

can also be found in various other countries. In Vietnam, for instance, daily life 

remains undoubtedly connected to the rural lifestyle and its traditional arts and 

crafts. The development of its existing arts practices is attached to the past whereby 

according to Professor Ian Howard, “the subject matter and themes of many of 

Vietnam’s artists still emerge from folk and rural traditions” (1996, 49). Howard 

further mentions that crafts such as ceramics, printmaking, weaving and puppetry 

have “remained popular art forms in themselves and continue to exert a strong 

influence upon the more individualistic and experimental works of painters and 

sculptures” (1996, 49).  

 

Similar to Vietnam, Timor-Leste also shares this common trend of urban life 

remaining strongly connected to rural lifestyles that are tied to the long-established 

creative beliefs and activities of the local population. Interestingly, the similarity 

between these two nations is further enhanced by the use of some geometric 

designs found within Timor-Leste’s textiles, which are thought to have originated 

from Vietnam. As observed by Pride: “Various geometric motifs which appear in 

East Timorese textiles are said to have derived from those of the Dongson culture, a 

style which evolved in Vietnam in the seventh century” (2002, 29). 

 

Other examples where successful attempts have been made to accommodate the 

artistic practice between the past and the present are also apparent in New 

Zealand. Nicholas Thomas, for example, suggests that: “… in some countries such 
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as Aotearoa/New Zealand, the battle has been won. Institutions and exhibitions now 

feature both old and recent, traditional and contemporary, traditionalist and hybrid” 

(1996, 17). In this case Thomas notes the example of current Maori artistic 

endeavours, which present a combination of carvings and videos, to reinforce his 

point.  

 

Such evidence can also be found among individual artists, who have managed to 

effectively combine the Western perspective with their traditionalist values. Anne 

Kirker considers this coexistence by describing the approaches of various artists. 

She mentions, for example, that Montien Broonma, Thailand’s most respected 

sculptor, has steadily portrayed “Buddhist principles through his imagery in forms 

that are familiar to contemporary Western art practice”  (Kirker 1996, 33). Similarly, 

the Filipino artist Brenda Fajardo combines contemporary themes with her folk art 

and figurative style. Santiago Bose, on the other hand, uses animistic and tribal 

beliefs in combination with Christian symbolism introduced by the “Spanish 

colonialists” (Kirker 1996, 33). As a visual artist with a strong traditionalist 

background and who is always aiming to communicate effectively with today’s 

mainstream society, I find that these approaches resonate with Timor-Leste’s 

current visual arts practice. Further, I regard all the changes that have occurred in 

Timor-Leste’s existing artistic practice to be positive and promising. Critically, the 

worrying point regarding this new artistic outlook is the lack of participation by, and 

the small number of, female creative artists.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

 
Female Participation  
One negative aspect regarding the growth of Timor-Leste’s visual art practice is the 

reality that it is male orientated81. In this domain, there is a shortage of female 

participants and a disregard for female artistic practices. I argue that men dominate 

Timor-Leste’s existing visual arts practice because most of the exhibitions and art 

events organised by the Timor-Leste’s Secretariat of Art and Culture or Alola 

Foundation, for example, only consider male artists such as those from Arte Moris 

and other individual artist like Sebastião Silva. Most exhibitions and art events held 

by the female artists, such as in my case, are carried out due to the artist’s own 

initiative, often with very little support from other organisations and institutions.  

 

																																																								
81 For details and more information about the numerous male exhibitions and events, see appendix 6.6. 
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Currently there are no more than ten practicing East Timorese female artists82 (four 

of whom are discussed in detail in the next chapters), compared to at least 30 male 

artists, most of whom were my students. In 2008, for instance, I was the artist in 

residence and art teacher for a period of three months in Arte Moris. When I arrived I 

was surprised to see that only eight out of the seventy-five students were female; 

and to make matters worse, this number decreased to only one after about two 

weeks because the other seven girls were stopped by their parents from continuing 

their art lessons. As a result, only one female, Imelda Martins, remained in the art 

school until graduation. Afterwards she went on to study architecture overseas.                                                                                                                                                  

 

The reluctance by parents to allow their daughters to attend art classes or practice 

artistic expressions is sad but familiar, because in Timor-Leste the conventional 

female role is limited to household chores and child bearing. Culturally, a woman’s 

domain is her house, and all her activities are supposed to revolve around household 

chores – a concept discussed previously in chapter 4.  
 

Even though the women produce approximately 80% of the creative industries of 

Timor-Leste (Alola Foundation and Oxfam 2002), this is perceived as part of the 

household chores. As such, the general local population seldom acknowledges the 

women as artists or artisans in their own right. The making of traditional cloth, 

ceramics and basketry, for instance, is considered to be a ‘duty’, to help increase 

household earnings whilst promoting Timor-Leste’s arts and culture. They are not 

recognised as artistic or creative unlike the contemporary male artists. Such 

contributions and influence of women as artists or artisans in Timor-Leste’s art and 

cultural society are not recognised and therefore perceived as almost non-existent – 

a state of affairs that I hope will be noticed, discussed and addressed before it is too 

late. This view of women’s roles as revolving around the domestic sphere offers an 

explanation as to why all of our emerging and established female artists, including 

myself, commenced and nurtured our artistic careers overseas, namely, in Australia 

and Portugal.       
 

In conclusion, Timor-Leste’s present-day artistic discourse surfaced in the 1980s 

primarily as a form of resistance which was highly influenced by the different 

historical events including the 500 years of Portuguese colonisation, the subsequent 

invasion by Indonesia in 1975, and its eventual independence in 2002. The 
																																																								
82 Apart from Albertina Viegas, Gabriela Carrascalão Cid, Mrs. Verónica Maia and myself, there are other female 
artists including Bruna do Rosário (an animator and graphic artists based in Portugal) and Carmelita Gomes (a 
painter and ceramicist based in Melbourne).     
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advancement of this critical artistic practice was evident both within Timor-Leste and 

the Diaspora, and is highly influenced by the arts and crafts predominantly done by 

women, particularly the textiles industry. These creative expressions have grown and 

developed to adapt to the changes in society, like the impact of commercialisation 

and Western values, creating some negative and positive impacts. Although I think 

that men dominate Timor-Leste’s visual arts and the female visual artistic voice is 

hardly acknowledged, there are exceptions to this rule. In the next chapters, I 

demonstrate how a small numbers of female artists share a strong belief in their 

traditional culture and the artistic expressions and contribution of their foremothers; 

and how all have contributed enormously to the artistic and cultural development of 

the country.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 148 

CHAPTER	SEVEN:	CONTEMPORARY	ARTS	OF	TIMOR-LESTE	

	The	Artistic	Practice	of	Female	Visual	Artists	
 
The emergence of an East Timorese female contemporary art practice was born out 

of unbearable circumstances, such as a sense of powerlessness, and the feelings of 

loss and the need to express oneself, conditions in which communication was/is 

vital for survival, conditions that were/are necessary to create contemporary voices 

and images that portray the difficulties and struggles faced by minority groups. This 

grew and developed into the urgency to preserve and safeguard Timor-Leste’s 

social, political, religious and cultural traditional values (Barrkman 2008; Crockford 

2007). Under such circumstances, becoming a voice for the voiceless was 

inevitable, and it became a concern for most female visual artists like Gabriela 

Carrascalão Cid, Mrs. (Dona) Verónica Pereira Maia and Albertina Viegas. As a 

female East Timorese contemporary visual artist, I could not ignore the contribution 

of these practicing female artists in Timor-Leste today. 

 

In the previous chapter, I examined the emergence of Timor-Leste’s existing visual 

arts practice, and revealed that most of the current practicing artists in Timor-Leste 

are male. While there is still a long way to go in regard to the inclusion and 

participation of female artists, some progress has been made. There is clear 

evidence of the rise in status of women in the social and political sphere (see 

chapter 4), and there is also an increase in the number of women partaking in the 

practice of contemporary art and culture. This trend is currently growing and 

expanding in all areas of the arts like film, theatre, performance and visual arts.  

Such influence has gained momentum and stretched out from its traditional roots, 

allowing women to be more confident, outspoken and forthright in national and 

international public arenas.  

 

Consequently, a handful of East Timorese contemporary female artists are slowly 

becoming more prominent and influential in the art and culture of Timor-Leste. This 

emergence is the focus of this chapter in which the main objective is to try and find 

out where ‘we’ the female East Timorese visual artists belong and how do we 

artistically fit within Timor-Leste’s society and other international artistic communities 

in general. Within this context, the term ‘we’ is significant because I feel that I am 

obliged to speak out not only for myself, but also for other female artists due to the 
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collective invisibility83 that has occurred. Being a qualified art teacher, a female 

visual artist (with more than 20 years of experience), and the first and only East 

Timorese (male or female) to pursue postgraduate studies in visual arts has put me 

in a good position to speak out. In addition, I grew up between two worlds84, and as 

an East Timorese living abroad I managed to acquire awareness and understanding 

from two different perspectives. As such I am able to communicate between 

different cultures, especially on the subject of Timor-Leste’s female visual artists. 

Although the collective invisibility has changed slightly – noticeable in recent times 

by the increase in the number of artistic practices and research materials by and 

about women – I consider that the practice of female artists still remains mostly 

unnoticed, both in this country and internationally.   

 

In this chapter, I examine the contemporary visual arts practice of Timor-Leste’s 

female artists, focusing primarily on the work of the following senior artists: Albertina 

Viegas85, Gabriela Carrascalão Cid86 and Mrs. (Dona) Verónica Pereira Maia87. I 

also present a personal view of my own artistic practice.  

 

This chapter is divided into three sections. In “Survival in the Diaspora”, I discuss 

the impact of decolonisation and the postcolonial period that has given rise to an 

increase in women participating in Timor-Leste’s contemporary art. Here, I 

concentrate on the survival and advancement of female contemporary arts practices 

in relation to Timor-Leste and the wider international community, specifically, 

Portugal and Australia (Barrkman 2008; Crockford 2007; Holder 2017; Viegas 

2016). I pay particular attention to the position of Timor-Leste’s visual artists in 

relation to Smith’s notions of the “second current”, and “postcolonial turn” (2009, 7). 

In section two, “Male and Female Artists: Two Different Perspectives”, I examine the 

fundamental difference in artistic approaches evident between the male and female 

visual practices by analysing and contrasting the artworks of Sebastião Silva and 

Albertina Viegas among others. In the final part, “The Traditional and the 

Contemporary”, I focus on James Clifford’s (1988, 251) concept of an “artist of 

traditions”88. Here, I analyse perspectives that demonstrate a successful merger 

between contemporary art and traditional art/craft. More specifically, an example of 

																																																								
83 As described in chapter 1, by ‘collective invisibility’ I mean the minimum attention, support and regard for Timor-
Leste’s female creative expression, particularly the existing visual arts practice.  
84 By ‘two worlds’ I mean East Timorese traditional culture and Western values between Timor-Leste, Portugal and 
Australia.   
85 For more information about Albertina Viegas, see appendix 7.1. 
86 For more information about Gabriela Carrascalão Cid, see appendix 7.2. 
87 For more information about Mrs. (Dona) Verónica Pereira Maia, see appendix 7.3. 
88 The concept of ‘artist of traditions’ is discussed in detail in chapter 1.  
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this can be found in the thriving collaborations between contemporary installation 

work and traditional sacred symbols and practices. The main objective of this 

chapter is to draw attention to female visual artists practicing within Timor-Leste or 

the Diaspora, and to highlight their significance within a contemporary global artistic 

discourse. This research is especially relevant for the artists who want to cement 

their place as artists both within Timor-Leste’s contemporary arts and culture, and 

the wider society in general.  

 

I consider that the growth, expansion and development of female artists practicing in 

Timor-Leste is largely due to the support of international communities and the 

inclusion of women in various cross- cultural and artistic events/projects carried out 

in several international arenas. These include countries such as Australia, Portugal, 

Indonesia, Brazil and Mozambique, to name just a few. For instance, in June 2015, 

an event called “Empowering Women Through the Arts” was held in Brisbane, 

Australia, to empower women concerning gender-based violence. The women, who 

were performance artists from various NGO organisations such as Ba Futuru, Many 

Hands International and TERTIL, spent a month in Brisbane participating in arts 

training through the creation of culturally effective media. Helen Wright described it 

as follows:  

 

A special project that brings 11 women artists from Timor-Leste to collaborate with 

Australian artists is breaking new ground for dance, theatre, music and film artists. 

The women are here to extend their creative and professional skills through working 

with Brisbane based artists, visiting arts communities in Melbourne and Darwin and 

learning film making [sic] skills from the Griffith Film School (Wright 2015, 1). 

 

As a strong supporter and advocate for the participation and inclusion of women in 

any creative event (either national or international), I acknowledge that such 

initiatives are always very welcome. Due to the prominence of female contribution in 

Timor-Leste’s arts and culture, I consider that it is fundamental to encourage and 

involve women in artistic practices. This development is needed because it helps to 

reinforce and maintain the essence of femininity89, as discussed in chapter 3, that 

has been propagated within the foundation and fabric of the country’s cultural 

identity. More importantly, it will allow younger generation to learn and appreciate 

the valuable contribution of women in Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural identity.  
																																																								
89 Here, as described in chapter 3, the essence of femininity, the feminine, or femaleness is attributed to the notion 
that the centre of Timor-Leste’s cultural identity is identified as being female; that the current tangible (i.e. textiles, 
ceramics, basketry, woodcarving) and intangible (i.e. the spiritual, animist and sacred traditions and ceremonies) 
arts and cultural practices are highly influenced by predominantly female arts and crafts practices. 
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The emergence of female artists can be traced back to the Portuguese colonisation, 

and even more so to the Indonesian military rule90. Besides the artistic practice of 

Carrascalão Cid and Dona Verónica91, the progress and advancement of Timor-

Leste’s contemporary female visual artists gained momentum during the period of 

decolonisation and the Indonesian occupation in 1975. In the last decade, various 

scholars and academics have written about these practices. The curator Jo Holder 

(2017) writes about the activities in Timor-Leste and abroad of East Timorese artists 

in the catalogue Elastic / Borracha / Elástico: Timor-Leste Mobile Artists’ Residency. 

In the book From the Hand of Our Ancestors researcher and curator Barrkman 

(2008) discuss the different styles of art created by East Timorese artists. Scholar 

Fiona Lindsey Crockford approached this subject in the thesis “Contested 

Belongings: East Timorese Youth in the Diaspora” (2007), where she examined and 

discussed the works of Viegas and Dona Verónica from the exhibition Tuba Rai 

Metin (T) (Firmly Gripping the Earth)92. There are many more examples of such 

recent research93.  

 

These contributions by Holder, Barrkman and Crockford could not have come soon 

enough. I consider them to be essential in portraying the various aspects of Timor-

Leste’s art and cultural discourse, whilst highlighting the visual arts practice of 

Timor-Leste’s female artists. Holder, for example, has opened a window of 

understanding by informing us about the practices of East Timorese visual artists, 

particularly when she discusses the Elastic / Borracha / Elástico project94.  The main 

objective in this undertaking was to witness Timor-Leste’s “reconstruction from 

scorched earth and to consider the connections between women’s woven textiles 

(tais), a longstanding form of cultural communication, and the contemporary art 

world” (Holder 2017, 13). This connection between the old and the new is a 

fundamental aspect of Timor-Leste’s cultural identity. Moreover, it reinforces my 

belief in the influence and impact of the arts and crafts produced by East Timorese 

women and their foremothers on the present-day visual arts discourse.    

 

																																																								
90 The visual practice of other female visual artists such as Mrs. Albertina Viegas and myself surfaced during the 
Indonesian occupation, which lasted from 1975 to 1999. In September 1999 the East Timorese won the 
referendum, which resulted in Timor-Leste declaring its independence in 2002.    
91 As far as I am aware, the senior artists Gabriela Carrascalão Cid (visual artist) and Dona Verónica (master 
weaver) are the only known female artists who started their artistic careers prior to 1975, during the Portuguese 
colonisation. Further details of Carrascalão Cid’s and Dona Verónica’s artistic endeavours are discussed in the 
following pages. 
92 For further information about the exhibition, see appendix 7.4. 
93 Other scholars and researchers have also written about this and other related subject matters: Hedda Haugen 
Askland (2005), Natali Pride (2002), Sara Niner (2009), and Leonor Viegas (2016), are some examples.						
94 I discuss the Elastic / Borracha / Elástico project more in detail in the next chapter.  
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Barrkman presents an ancestral and a contemporary perspective. She describes 

and analyses various traditional arts and cultural items like textiles, ceramic, 

basketry, jewellery and statues. Another vital issue that she discusses is the 

differentiation between the artworks of Timor-Leste’s current male and female 

artists. This is a crucial contribution. I have noticed these differences over the years, 

especially during exhibitions where distinctive variations are highly visible, which I 

will discuss in the following pages.  

 

Equally important is Crockford’s examination of Viegas’ and Dona Verónica’s 

artworks from the exhibition Tuba Rai Metin. Given the collective invisibility 

regarding female visual artists discussed previously, her study is paramount in 

presenting a voice for the women of Timor-Leste because it offers for the first time a 

detailed analysis of two preeminent female visual artists. In addition, this study 

provides evidence that confirms the existence of the new, critical and contemporary 

artistic expressions that was/is produced by East Timorese female visual artists in 

the Diaspora.   

 

However, all of these views are written from a Western perspective. My study is 

therefore a crucial addition because it offers not only further in-depth analysis about 

the impact and influence of women in Timor-Leste’s cultural identity, but more 

significantly it presents a rare voice from an East Timorese female visual artist 

perspective, whose life experience has enabled me to gain good understanding of 

cross-cultural values particularly between Timor-Leste and the Diaspora. 

 
Survival in the Diaspora 
During the tumultuous postcolonial period described in the previous chapter, Timor-

Leste’s struggles, difficulties and desire to gain independence were paramount on 

two fronts: the East Timorese residing in the country and those seeking refuge 

abroad.  

 

For East Timorese refugees in the Diaspora, the forced displacement and 

dislocation from their home aggravated by the fear of the unknown became a major 

concern. As a young family and choir member, I often heard this sentiment 

expressed. From what I remember, most were fearful that the occupation by 

Indonesian military would lead to a complete annihilation of Timor-Leste’s arts and 

cultural identity. This was especially the case for the older members of our refugee 

community, as most did not know whether we would ever be able to return to our 
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homeland, or if our culture was going to survive at all. Under such circumstances, 

the concept of providing a voice for the community and the other refugees was 

imperative. Apart from having a political and diplomatic front95, these concerns were 

also vocalised, as I stated previously, in two other distinctive areas: performance 

and the visual arts.  

 

In terms of performance, my own experience is a good example. Whilst in the 

refugee camp, I became a member of a successful young East Timorese choir 

called Coro Loro Sa’e96, which was composed of up to 30 young girls, daughters of 

the refugee families residing in Portugal. The choir was closely guided by the elders 

and community leaders97, and performed extensively (especially traditional dancing 

and singing) throughout Portugal and the neighbouring countries. It was my 

understanding that the main objective of the choir was to strengthen Timor-Leste’s 

cultural identity while divulging and sharing it with other societies. During cultural 

and community events such as fairs, I noticed that when traditional songs and 

dances were performed, it frequently evoked emotional responses such as sadness 

and pride from both the East Timorese people and some members of the 

international community. This kind of reaction made me recognise the value, impact 

and power of creative language. In this case, traditional East Timorese music and 

dancing became an effective and efficient way of exposing our troubles and 

restoring some sense of belonging.  

 

Regarding the visual arts, I suggest that the rise and manifestation of the 

contribution of female visual artists is due to several factors. One is the dramatic 

occurrence of having to flee, survive and find a sense of belonging in a foreign 

country. Another is being exposed to Western ideals within a more accepting 

environment whilst living in the Diaspora. This is reinforced by the reality that all 

East Timorese female visual artists I have mentioned lived in exile and were 

educated overseas during the Indonesian military occupation98. Albertina Viegas, for 

example, fled Timor-Leste to Australia with her family at the age of eight and was 

educated in Sydney. Mrs. Carrascalão Cid lived in Australia during the occupation, 
																																																								
95 In this instance, the political and diplomatic front refers to the fight for Timor-Leste’s independence, carried out by 
groups like guerrilla fighters, the clandestine movement, youth groups and individuals like Xanana, Dr. José Ramos 
Horta and Bishop Don Ximenes Belo, which I discuss in chapter 6.    
96 The choir was named after Timor Loro Sa’e (T), meaning Sun Rise Timor or East Timor in English, and Timor 
Oriental or Timor-Leste in Portuguese.  
97 The refugee camps were divided into several areas, namely, Quinta da Graça, Quinta dos Balteiros and Odivelas 
in the outskirts of Lisbon. Here, the East Timorese community was represented by the Association of the Refugees, 
led by the late Father Francisco Fernandes and Father Apolinário Aparicio Guterres, now the Vicar at the Diocese 
of Dili, in Timor-Leste. Maestro Cornelio Vianey da Cruz conducted the choir.   
98 Indonesia invaded Timor-Leste in December 1975 after the Portuguese withdrawal from the colony. During the 
invasion, many East Timorese people fled the country to seek refuge abroad, especially in Portugal and Australia.  
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and Dona Verónica fled Timor-Leste in 1975 to Portugal, before migrating to Darwin, 

Australia. Just like Dona Verónica, my family along with thousands of other East 

Timorese families were forced to flee and seek refuge in other countries. As a result, 

many of us found ourselves in impoverished refugee camps around Lisbon, 

Portugal, where my family remained for eight years before migrating to Australia in 

August 1983.  

 

The idea of artistic practice in exile and the Diaspora (Hall 2000; Zijlmans 2003; 

UNFPA 2010; Chiu 2011; Yih-Chih Lee 2013; Alnahedh 2014; Viega 2014), 

experienced by Timor-Leste’s female visual artists is comparable to many other 

visual artists from various areas such as Asia, Africa, the Middle East and so forth. 

For instance, the scholar Leonor Viega in her paper entitled: “Parcelled Cultural 

Identities and Cultural Citizenship: the Art of Contemporary Southeast Asian Artists 

in the Global Era” 2014, describes the experience of various artists in exile. Here 

she comments on the experiences of the Vietnamese artist Dinh Q Lê who fled to 

the United States following the American – Vietnam War, and the Iranian artist 

Nasrin Saadat who fled to Malaysia. According to Viega these two artists displayed 

connections both to the “native land and culture and to [their] current place of 

residence” (2014, 6). Another example refers to the UNFPA in their report “State of 

World Population 2010, Culture and Arts Supplement: Arts for Advocacy, Recovery 

and Renewal” where they mentioned the Liberian artist Leslie Lumeh who was 

driven into exile in Cote d’Ivoire. According to UNFPA, Lumeh painted “his way 

through the turmoil and rebirth, … giving the country an artist’s history of trauma and 

joy” (2010, 5).  

 

I argue that regardless of the artist’s history or one’s background (ethnicity, gender, 

class etc.) the issue of cultural crossing and survival was and is a common 

occurrence within the minds of numerous visual artists living in exile or in the 

Diaspora. In this instance, I refer to the theory developed by Chinese artist Chen 

Zhen called transexperience (Chiu 2011; Viega 2014) which is “a mode of thinking 

and method of artistic creation that is capable of connecting the preceding with the 

following, adapting itself to changing circumstances … [where it was vital for one] … 

to immerse oneself in the life, to blend and identify oneself with others” (Chiu in 

2011, 329). This idea of immersing, blending and identifying oneself with others is 

imperative in Timor-Leste. Similar to the artists mentioned above, East Timorese 

female visual artists experienced concerns as refugees and this status informed 

their lived identity and artistic experience, whereby, according to Crockford, 
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collaborations between artists “yielded an arresting depiction of East Timorese’s 

refugee experience, of cultural crossings and survival” (2007, xxi). Hence, following 

the decolonisation and subsequent invasion in 1975, they were affected by their 

inner struggle in terms of a sense of dislocation and of not belonging. These 

sentiments played a fundamental role and became a vital factor in determining the 

growth, success and advancement of female voices in the visual arts. Living in the 

Diaspora undoubtedly provided the ideas and means to artistically express their 

opinions; partly as a way of demonstrating the sufferings and difficulties faced by the 

East Timorese people; partly with the notion of preserving and divulging Timor-

Leste’s cultural identity. In my case, like Lumeh, I created artworks that spoke about 

my country’s ‘history of trauma and joy’ (UNFPA 2010, 5) and like Saadat, I related 

my artistic practice to my experiences as a native East Timorese and a newcomer in 

a foreign land. This will be discussed further in the following pages.  

 

Consequently, during the 1980s when many East Timorese were artistically voicing 

their resistance through the bold symbolism of graffiti (see chapter 6; M. Gonçalves 

2012; Parkinson 2010) female visual artists were also playing their part in displaying 

their discontent against the military occupation. Within a more embracing 

environment in foreign countries such as Australia and Portugal, artists like Viegas, 

Dona Verónica and myself produced artworks that spoke out against such injustices 

and atrocities. The artistic expressions generated became a way of ‘screaming out’ 

about the plight for survival and freedom, especially in terms of speaking in support 

of minority groups such as the dislocated, the refugees, and the homeless.  

 

Viegas, for instance, felt compelled to speak out about the concerns of being a 

refugee and part of a minority group. Becoming a refugee at a young age, Viegas 

experienced the turmoil of belonging to neither country. In an interview for the “Good 

Weekend”, supplement in The Sydney Morning Herald Magazine she stated: “My 

artwork has to be motivated by a history of separations and returns to my homeland 

and by my status as a refugee” (quoted in Johnson 1997, 43). According to 

journalist Anna Johnson: “When Albertina Viegas … talks about the military 

occupation of East Timor, it is first and foremost in terms of specific human 

situations, letting her own story speak for those who have no voice” (1997, 43). Over 

the years, Viegas has successfully produced and exhibited works that touched upon 

such subject matters.  
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In terms of my work, in 1992 I worked in collaboration with Professor David Jones 

for the Artists’ Regional Exchange Programme” (ARX 3)99 exhibition, which took 

place at Perth Institute of Contemporary Art (PICA). Professor Jones and I 

presented an installation work appropriately entitled Dislocation (fig. 82) to convey 

the difficulties faced by the dislocated, the endlessly mobile, and the homeless. This 

collaborative work was quite effective in referencing my experiences as a displaced 

refugee and belonging to a minority group. The installation, which occupied the 

entire space of the room, was comprised of a newspaper-based flooring – that 

resembled an open ocean where numerous boats were scattered – and piles of red 

earth. The pages of newspapers featured stories about Timor-Leste. The boats 

were associated with my family escaping firstly by boat100 and then by plane in 

search of freedom. The red earth was significant because it resembled my 

birthplace in Gleno, situated in the central district of Ermera. The soil here is red and 

during the wet season, the waterways, lakes and rivers turn a reddish hue due to 

the heavy rains and erosion. The name Ermera derives from the Mambai (M) (the 

local language) term Era Mera, meaning Red Water.  

 

                
Fig. 82: Dislocation, 1992. Installation by Maria Madeira in collaboration with David Jones. Photography by David 

Jones.   
 

Comparable to the concerns of other artists such as Viegas, Carrascalão Cid and 

Dona Verónica, this artwork portrayed my sense of floating aimlessly as a refugee, 

with the uncertainty of losing my cultural and self-identity. It illustrates a struggle for 

survival and trying to find a home and sense of belonging.     

																																																								
99 For further information regarding this exhibition, see appendix 7.5. 
100 During late 1976, various East Timorese families including mine escaped by boat from Kupang (West Timor) to 
Bali, where we were evacuated by the Portuguese Air Force and taken as refugees to a camp in the outskirts of 
Lisbon, Portugal. 
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Smith suggests that “[a] recurrent theme was the link between the exigencies of 

making art in the conditions of scarcity and the obligation to negotiate a practice that 

connected with conditions in which survival was the foremost concern” (Smith, 157-

158). I suggest that the obligations to negotiate art practices where continued 

existence is a central issue have created a situation in which artistic practices have 

developed a recurring theme of ‘survival’ and become a mechanism for artists to 

voice their concerns. In addition, the emergence and development of this new 

artistic practice falls within what Smith (2009, 7) identifies as the “second current” 

and the historical recovery that occupied artists’ minds during the “postcolonial turn”. 

He writes:   

 
The second current is quite distinct in origins, nature, and outcome. No art 

movement here; rather, something akin to a world wide cultural change – indeed, a 

postcolonial turn. Following colonisation…there has emerged a plethora of art 

shaped by local, national, anticolonial, independent, antiglobalisation values (those 

of diversity, identity, and critique) (Smith 2009, 7).  

 

Smith’s suggestion helps to highlight the issues faced by the Timor-Leste’s artists 

since the period of decolonisation and globalisation, especially in terms of 

independence, national and “cultural values” (M. Gonçalves 2012, 8)101, and matters 

related to identity and “diversity” (Crockford 2007, vii). Internationally, other artists 

have experienced similar situations. As he points out:  

 
Artists from South America and the Caribbean, Africa, East and Southeast Asia, 

Oceania (Central) Europe, and the Middle East … all have been touched by aspects 

of the twentieth-century legacy of closely contested nationalisms, civil war, ethnic 

cleansing, foreign interventions, and displacement … African artists, if they were 

participants in a struggle for liberation or were active during the early phases of 

decolonisation in their countries, often felt the call to manifest their belonging, to 

emphasize in their work the ethos of their people, the spirit of their religion, of the 

values of their group, in the context of these qualities being endangered, newly-

asserted, or revived (Smith 2009, 166-167).  

 

The scenario that he described as faced by African artists is very similar to the case 

of Timor-Leste. After decolonisation and the subsequent invasion in 1975, cultural 

survival, identity and the struggle for self-determination became the focus. I propose 

																																																								
101 The issues concerning, different sets of local, national, individual and cultural values is also discussed by various 
scholars and academics (e.g. Pride 2002; Askland 2005; Niner 2009).     
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that due to events such as the Portuguese decolonisation and forcible invasion by 

Indonesia, most visual artists became participants in the struggle for Timor-Leste’s 

independence. During the Indonesian occupation, artists like Viegas, Carrascalão 

Cid, Dona Verónica and myself were regularly participating in anti-Indonesian 

demonstrations and protests that were held both in Australia and Portugal. I 

understand this involvement to be fundamental in encouraging artists to 

communicate their concerns through artistic expression. I recognised the value and 

power of creative language from my years as a choir member. This outlook was 

reinforced when I started to convey my political, social and cultural beliefs through 

visual art. Apart from participating in protests and demonstrations, I also started to 

produce artworks like 270+ The Santa Cruz Massacre and What Price Silence? (see 

figs. 66 and 80). Just like African artists, I felt the call to manifest my belonging and 

to help in the struggle for Timor-Leste’s independence. This was a task that I took 

seriously and with great difficulty because of Timor-Leste’s predominantly oral and 

patriarchal society.     

 

After the Indonesian occupation and the subsequent independence of Timor-Leste, 

women were pressured to “return to their pre-war status” (Cahn and Ni Aolain 2010, 

19). This meant women had to go back to their central role as dutiful grandmothers, 

mothers, aunties, sisters, as well as performing their tasks within the traditional arts 

and crafts industry. The push for women to resume their pre-war roles, relates to the 

notion of social construction as described by Thatcher, which I discussed in chapter 

4, where a women’s primary role is cemented around domestic responsibilities. 

Consequently, this loss of independence has proven to be problematic and has 

become “a site of conflict between men and women both privately and publicly” 

(Niner 2011, 414). It is one of the main reasons why women are reluctant to pursue 

artistic careers, and why East Timorese parents do not allow their daughters to 

practice visual art or attend art classes.  

 

I argue therefore that because in Timor-Leste the concept of visual art is not 

considered to be an integral and crucial part of Timor-Leste’s cultural identity102, the 

advancement of female artistic practice was achieved with far greater impact 

amongst those living in exile. The pressure to conform to traditional practices after 

the post-conflict war has significantly forced East Timorese female visual artists to 

seek out and pursue their artistic endeavours elsewhere. This has been further 

																																																								
102 I consider that in Timor-Leste’s arts and culture practice, the visual arts have always played a secondary role to 
performance arts such as traditional storytelling, dancing and singing, which I discuss in detail in chapter 6. 
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enhanced by exposure to Western influences and crucial access to educational 

facilities that value artistic practices. Viegas for example, obtained her BA in Visual 

Arts from the Nepean College of Advanced Education in 1987, and I am just about 

to complete my postgraduate studies. The expansion of female visual arts in the 

Diaspora continues the existing discourse. All the female artists detailed in this 

chapter are currently residing abroad: Viegas lives in Poland, Carrascalão Cid lives 

in Portugal, while Dona Verónica and myself are residing here in Australia.  

 

Male and Female Artists: Two Different Perspectives 
Although this chapter is concerned primarily with the female artists of Timor-Leste, 

one element that needs to be considered is the contribution of the East Timorese 

male visual artists in the Diaspora. This inclusion is paramount because it not only 

provides evidence of male artistic practices abroad, but more significantly, it reveals 

the striking differences in terms of approach, method and subject matter between 

male and female artistic practice.   

 

Regarding male artistic practices, throughout my research I have only come across 

paintings, drawings and carvings. Additionally, the majority of artworks produced 

during and in the aftermath of Indonesian occupation are predominantly associated 

with the livelihoods or day-to-day lives of the East Timorese people. Many portray 

romantic and nostalgic views of Timor-Leste’s society, with women going about their 

daily chores, looking after children, producing arts and crafts, performing traditional 

dancing, doing agricultural work and so forth. All of these themes are evident in the 

works of artists like Sebastião Silva103 and Freitas Silva104. The female artists, on the 

other hand produced works that demonstrated a far greater degree of exploration 

and approach. The imagery portrayed in their artworks is more directly associated 

with violence, oppression and their struggles for self-determination and freedom. 

The result is an array of artistic expressions that include paintings, drawings and 

carvings as well as sculptures, installation work and mixed media works.  

 

Take, for example, the following artworks of Viega’s installation work Katupa 

Soldado (fig. 83), produced in 1997, compared to Sebastião Silva’s painting 

Peasant Women Planting Soybeans (fig. 84), produced in 1995. 

 

																																																								
103For more information about Sebastião Silva, see appendix 7.6. 
104 For more information about Abel Jupiter Freitas da Silva, see appendix 7.7. 
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Fig. 83: Katupa Soldados, 1997.                                Fig. 84: Peasant Women Planting Soybeans, 1995. By 

Sculpture/installation work by Albertina Viegas.                     Sebastião Silva. Courtesy of the Secretariat of State 

Photography by Fiona Lindsay Crockford.                              and Culture of Timor-Leste.                                    

                                  

I discuss Viega’s artistic expressions in more detail later in the chapter, but it is 

important to note that Viega’s installation is political in nature because it deals with 

the issues associated with the atrocities committed by Indonesian soldiers against 

the East Timorese. Further, Viega’s installation provides opportunities for interaction 

between the artwork and the audience, creating another dimension of interactivity, 

which adds to Timor-Leste’s existing visual arts practice. Sebastião Silva’s work on 

the other hand, illustrates the general well-established theme of women performing 

their domestic duties. Silva lived in exile in Portugal and later in Darwin, Australia. 

His work “vividly depicts the rustic representation of what he holds most dear, the 

peaceful rural scenes and landscapes and the contrasting sharp reality of Timor and 

its people” (Palazón 2011, 98). Similar to Freitas Silva, Sebastião Silva’s works 

depict peaceful landscapes and rural scenes that are dominated by local people 

going about their everyday life as in figure 84 featuring a rural scene that “can be 

seen anywhere in Timor” (Barrkman 2008, 12).  

 

Other cases showing dissimilarities between male and female artistic practices have 

also been documented and considered by scholars and curators like Joanna 

Barrkman:  
Other Timor-Leste artists Maria Madeira and Abel Jupiter Freitas Silva produced 

artworks in Australia and Portugal respectively. Madeira’s impressionistic, often 

personalised works, contrast with Abel Jupiter Freitas Silva’s realistic depiction of 

everyday Timorese scenes. The work of both artists is unmistakably imbued with 

their Timorese identity and has been perceived as an expression of solidarity with 

the people’s struggle for freedom during the Indonesian military occupation 
(Barrkman 2008, 13).    
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I agree with Barrkman’s viewpoint that the artworks produced by Freitas Silva and 

myself present expressions of solidarity with the East Timorese struggle for freedom 

against the Indonesian military occupation. It is clear, however, that our approaches 

are somewhat different. This contrast is exemplified by the following paintings: an 

untitled work (fig. 85) produced by Freitas Silva in 1997, and my painting entitled 

Bloody Treaty – The Timor Gap Treaty 1996 (fig. 86). In Freitas Silva’s untitled 

painting, one can notice the stylised scenes of Timorese daily life, which are 

depicted alongside traditional and sacred elements. Here, he painted the traditional 

Uma Lulik105, the crocodile106, and the local people going about their daily chores: 

fishing, doing agricultural work, looking after the young ones, dancing and so on. In 

contrast, my artwork is a more impressionistic, and “often personalised” (Barrkman 

2008, 13) in relation to my view and reactions to the people’s struggle for freedom 

and the Indonesian occupation. For example, in Bloody Treaty –The Timor Gap 

Treaty one of my main objectives is to express my concerns and disgust at the 

Timor Gap Treaty107, signed between Australia and Indonesia in 1989.  

 

 
Fig. 85: “Untitled”, 1997. Painting by Abel Jupiter Freitas Silva. Courtesy of the Secretariat of State and Culture of 

Timor-Leste.  

 

																																																								
105 The explanation and concept of Uma Lulik is described in detail in chapter 2. 
106 For further details regarding the crocodile see chapter 6.  
107 In 1989, Australia and Indonesia signed the Timor Gap Zone of Cooperation Treaty (known as The Timor Gap 
Treaty) to divide between them the immense oil and gas resources lying between East Timor and Australia.  
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       Fig. 86: Bloody Treaty – The Timor Gap Treaty (Tratadu Ho Raan Sulin) (T) 1996, (detail).  

        Painting by Maria Madeira. Photography by Maria Madeira. 

 

When this painting was shown in a solo exhibition entitled East Timor: Land of 

Crosses held at Perth Institute of Contemporary Art (PICA)108 in 1996, the following 

explanation written by a political activist, Rob South109, was included in the 

explanatory panel accompanying the artwork in the exhibition: 

 
In 1970, Australia co-sponsored the United Nations Declaration on Principles of 

International Law Concerning Friendly Relations, which states: ‘The territory of a 

state shall not be subject to acquisition by another state resulting from the threat or 

use of force. No territorial acquisition resulting from threat or use of force shall be 

recognised.’ In 1989, Australia and Indonesia signed the Timor Gap Zone of 

Cooperation Treaty, to divide between them the immense oil and gas resources 

lying between East Timor and Australia. The territorial acquisition by force of East 

Timor by Indonesia has cost a third of the East Timorese people their lives. Has 

there ever been a treaty so drenched in blood as this? (South 1996)110. 

 

These distinctive differences led me to conclude that the male artists in the Diaspora 

produced artworks to support the existing patriarchal structure (see chapter 2), and 

as a passive resistance against the Indonesian military occupation. I suggest that 

																																																								
108 For details about this exhibition see appendix 6.3, chapter 6.  
109 Rob South was a member of a group called Friends of East Timor (FOET), which was an activist group that 
formed at the end of the 1980s. The main objective of the group was to support the people of Timor-Leste to gain 
self-determination and independence. FOET ceased its activities when Timor-Leste became independent in May 
2002.   
110 This statement was written at my request just for the explanatory panel and is not featured in any other written 
materials. 
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just like the other male artists discussed in previous chapters, those in the Diaspora 

see their role as storytellers, protectors and transmitters of knowledge. It is as 

though they have become the newer generation of Lian Nain by perpetuating and 

ensuring the continual existence of Timor-Leste’s cultural traditions through visual 

imagery. In addition, the male opposition to the war was more sentimental, 

expressed passively through a nostalgic view and longing for what once existed. 

This notion of becoming storytellers, protectors and transmitters of knowledge is, I 

contend, one of the main reasons why male artists only undertake stylistic or 

traditional Western styles of fine art predominantly associated with Timor-Leste’s 

day-to-day way of life. Such a notion also explains why the portrayal of the local way 

of life is still present within many visual artistic expressions of various male artists 

such as Bosco111, Gibrael Garocho (Aziby), Cesario Soares Lourdes, Ozorio 

Geronimo and Z. da Silva (Xisto), as illustrated in figures 75 to 79. 

 

Conversely, my research shows that female artists were more adventurous and 

experimental, engaging with other art forms like installation work to convey 

messages in a more critical manner. Due to the democratic beliefs within Western 

society, the artworks produced by female artists were more assertive in rejecting the 

Indonesian occupation. Hence, the war gave females a voice and the Western 

society nurtured it. Coming from a patriarchal society where women play a 

secondary role and social constraints are imposed, being able to speak freely and 

being heard encouraged this voice. Another point to consider is the notion of 

expectations whereby in Timor-Leste men could be involved in the public arena as 

‘artists’, and as such they needed to conform to expectations as painters, whereas 

women did not need to be seen as ‘painters’ and so could be much freer in their arts 

practice. In my case, such sense of freedom has allowed me to react and express 

my view whenever it was necessary. In 1993 for instance, I reacted to the report by 

Amnesty International to the United Nations, which resulted in the work entitled 

What Price Silence? (fig. 80). 

 

However, for male artists a more critical creative practice has surfaced in the last 

decade. This transformation is apparent in the works by artists like Alfeo Sanches, 

Victor De Sousa, Gibrael Garrocho and Tony Amaral112. To reveal this shift in arts 

practice from a more stylised nostalgic view of Timor-Leste to a more critical and 

																																																								
111 For more information about Bosco, see appendix 6.5, chapter 6.  
112 For more information about Sanches, De Sousa, Garrocho and Amaral, see appendix 7.8. 
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analytical artwork, I refer to the issues related to the disputed maritime boundary113 

between Australia and Timor-Leste. Even though a new treaty was signed in March 

2018 between the two countries114, this subject has been a topic of interest for the 

people of Timor-Leste since 1989, when the Timor Gap treaty was signed between 

Indonesia and Australia. This issue was also a focus for some Australian and East 

Timorese artists. Australian artist Narelle Jubelin115, for example, comments about 

the “maritime boundary between Australia, Timor and Indonesia” (Holder, 2017, 30) 

in her work MAP: Sydney, 2014. Echoing my painting Bloody Treaty – The Timor-

Gap Treaty produced in 1996 (fig. 86), Alfeo Sanches also tackled similar concerns 

almost twenty years later in his painting Hands Off East Timor Oil (fig. 87). This 

painting was exhibited at the “launch of Peace of Wall: Street Art from East Timor, 

for Gertrude Street Projection Festival, Melbourne, in 2014”116 (Holder 2017, 108). 

 

                     
                           Fig. 87: Hands Off East Timor Oil, 2014. By Alfeo Sanches.  

                            Photograph courtesy of Jo Holder. 

  

I interpret Sanches’ work as an example of the newer critical artistic expression that 

deals with more political, social and cultural aspects of Timor-Leste’s history. For 

many East Timorese people and artists who I have spoken to, the Timor Gap 

negotiations between Australia and Indonesia were a great injustice. Many consider 

																																																								
113 The maritime boundary refers to the long disputed border of offshore oil and gas fields that lie in the Timor Sea 
between Australia and Timor-Leste. Australia always maintained that the boundary should be aligned with its 
continental shelf, but the East Timorese argued that the border should lie halfway between Australia and Timor-
Leste.  
114 In March 2018, an agreement was signed in New York between the two countries, ending the dispute and paving 
the way for exploitation of billions of dollars in gas and oil under the Timor Sea – with at least 70 percent of the 
revenue going to Timor-Leste. 
115  For more information about Narelle Jubelin, see appendix 7.9.  
116 Further information regarding this exhibition can also be found in the Elastic / Borracha / Elástico: Timor-Leste 
Mobile Artists’ Residency catalogue by curator Jo Holder (2017).  
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that such a treaty has allowed Australia to steal the vast gas and oil resources that 

belonged rightfully to the people of Timor-Leste. As such, the East Timorese 

considered this a shameful act by the Australian Government, especially because it 

was stealing from its poorer neighbour. Sanches’ painting is critical as a form of 

protest against the Australian government, which is further enhanced by the title 

Hands Off East Timor Oil. Sanches’s depiction of the iconic Kangaroo as Australia 

stealing and hopping away with a barrel of Timor-Leste’s oil is extremely powerful 

and effective in illustrating Australia’s greed.              

 

I suggest that this new critical artistic practice is due to several factors. After Timor-

Leste’s independence, many young painters began to have access to other 

international arts communities through global media and technology. In addition, the 

emergence of various arts groups like Arte Moris, Sangar Masin, Afalyca and 

Gembel has allowed for young painters to interact with each other and other 

international artists through events like exhibitions and art competitions. A good 

example is the Resistir é Vencer (P), (To Resist is to Win) competition run by The 

Museum of Resistance in Timor-Leste to commemorate the 11th anniversary of our 

Day of Independence on 20 May 2013, which I discussed in chapter 6. The impact 

of other East Timorese as well as international artists and art teachers was essential 

in educating and creating awareness about global visual arts practices for the East 

Timorese emerging artists. Sanches, for instance, was a student in Arte Moris when 

many artists, art educators and scholars like Angie Bexley, David Palazón and 

myself taught for a period of time. Our input was invaluable in providing wider 

understanding and instilling more awareness and critical analytical thinking 

processes for students like Sanches, De Sousa and Amaral. A vital point to note, 

however, is that regardless of the subject matter or style of the artwork, this quest 

for a sense of belonging and cultural survival has pushed the artists to consider 

another aspect in their practice: that of ancestral and traditional values.  

 

The Traditional and the Contemporary  
I propose that within these two different male and female approaches there is a 

fundamental common denominator: the influence of the traditional arts and crafts 

made predominantly by women, particularly the textiles (tais). Apart from its 

inclusion in commercialised arts and crafts such as handbags and ceramic wares 

this trend also appears in the practice of visual artists. Some examples include the 

painted ceramic pots by art collectives (see fig. 56) and the painting Lakadou II (T), 

illustrated in figure 77. This approach was and is also favoured by Timor-Leste’s 



 166 

female artists, who have employed these unique traditions and ideals to convey 

messages and ideas. 

 

Albertina Viegas, for example, has effectively demonstrated this mixture of 

traditional practice with a contemporary perspective. The portrayal of her personal 

experiences and deep concerns for the voiceless have led her to create and exhibit 

artworks that blend aspects of Timor-Leste’s traditional culture with contemporary 

artistic practice. In September 1997, a collaboration between Viegas and Dona 

Verónica resulted in the exhibition entitled Tuba Rai Metin (T) (Firmly Gripping the 

Earth)117, which was shown at the Canberra School of Art. In this exhibition, Viegas 

presented a sculptural (installation) work entitled Katupa Soldados (fig. 83), to 

disclose the atrocities committed against the East Timorese at the hands of 

Indonesian military regime. Viegas uses the katupa118(T), to symbolise the hand 

grenade and munitions as killing implements used by the military against the 

population. Crockford notes:  
 

Viegas’ lead sculptures: twenty-two katupa soldados, marking the number of years 

since Indonesia's invasion of East Timor … The sculptures symbolized munitions, 

inspired by the hand grenade, but they also evoked the shape and texture of the 

popular Timorese dish katupa in which glutinous, coconut rice is wrapped in young 

palm leaves. Mounted on tripods, the katupa soldados initially appeared forbidding 

and sinister. The symbolic juxtaposing of lead and rice represented a poisoning of 

nourishment and yet, the rice-stuffing also suggested a softening; the possibility of 

something nurturing and hopeful (Crockford 2007, xxiv). 

 

The artist’s idea of altering the katupa (T) and using it as a metaphor by 

transforming it into a ‘grenade’ has placed or shifted this extremely important 

traditional item into a contemporary context, principally into a political comment in 

this case. As stated by the journalist Anna Johnson: 

 
Blending Timorese handicrafts and contemporary installation, Viegas has created 

her own lexicon that blends the personal and the political. The traditional rice-stuffed 

palm leaf cakes (called ‘katupa’) form the basis of her work … Life-sized, woven 

from strips of lead and stuffed at the seams with boiled rice, the katupa sculptures 

stand in a re-created compound of an East Timorese sacred house. It is an 

																																																								
117 For further information regarding the exhibition, see appendix 7.4. 
118 Katupa (T) is an East Timorese rice dish of woven palm leaves filled with glutinous coconut rice, and served in 
various special occasions ranging from weddings to traditional sacred ceremonies such as funerals.  
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arrangement that immediately summons images of armed guards, hand grenades 

and decomposing bodies … (Johnson, 1997, 43). 

 

Crockford’s and Johnson’s descriptions highlight how Viegas’ work reveals the 

unification between East Timorese traditional handicrafts and contemporary artistic 

expression. Katupa is a traditional food extensively consumed in Timor-Leste, 

especially during ceremonial events (fig. 88). What’s more, this rice-stuffed cake is 

cooked inside a woven palm leaf container that has been widely produced and 

featured in the basketry industry of Timor-Leste for centuries.    

 

                                
                                      Fig. 88: Katupa – The traditional rice-stuffed palm leaf cakes.      

                                      Photography by David Palazón.         

 

Placing cultural traditions into a contemporary narrative in this piece is very effective 

because it evokes interest from the East Timorese who are more familiar with 

katupa and from Western audiences who are more familiar with contemporary 

artistic practice like installation work, and art that encourages cross-cultural 

interaction.  

 
Similar to Viegas, Carrascalão Cid has for many years produced contemporary 

artworks that have incorporated or are reinforced by features of Timor-Leste’s 

traditional practices. She started her artistic career well before the invasion of Timor-

Leste in 1975. To my knowledge, Carrascalão Cid was the only known practicing 

female visual artist of Timor-Leste during the last decade of Portuguese 

colonisation. This is a significant achievement that is hard to ignore and should be 

acknowledged. Unfortunately, similar to the lack of archival information about the 

students taught by Cinatti in the late 1940s (see chapter 5), I was not able to attain 

any visual documentation of artworks produced by Carrascalão Cid prior to 

decolonisation and the Indonesian occupation. Even though most of her artworks 



 168 

depict a general overview of Timor-Leste’s cultural identity, the artworks that stand 

out in my view are those related to the concept of femininity and the prominence of 

women in Timor-Leste. According to Carrascalão Cid, all women should and must 

be revered and respected. This perception has had a profound affect on her creative 

practice, which now deals primarily with the essence of ‘femaleness’ or 

‘womanliness’ in Timor-Leste society. During recent telephone conversations / 

interviews, which occurred between March – August 2019, Carrascalão Cid 

reemphasised the high status of East Timorese women in the community. This is 

evident in her latest exhibition entitled Mana Timor (T and P) (fig. 89), in which 

Carrascalão Cid highlights and honours the prominence of women in Timor-Leste’s 

society. The word Mana means Big Sister or Older Sister. Thus, the title alone is a 

testament to how Carrascalão Cid pays her highest regards to East Timorese 

women.  

 

            
Fig. 89: A snapshot of the exhibition.                Fig. 90: Artist Gabriela Carrascalão Cid with one of her artworks. 

Source: Facebook of Gabriela                               Photography by David Palazón 

 Carrascalão Cid October 5, 2017.  

                  .          

With intense bright colours and movement, many of her canvases (fig. 90) contain 

female figures as the focal point against a backdrop of traditional scenes or 

ceremonial events. I recall coming across a painting that showed various female 

figures embracing to form the roof of an Uma Lulik. In addition, most figures are 

illustrated wearing traditional Timorese costumes, that is tais, and most show 

evidence of traditional dance performances such as the tebedai. From Carrascalão 

Cid’s perspective, this representation accentuates the status of power and 

significance that women possess in Timor-Leste’s culture. From an interview that I 

conducted in August 2011, Carrascalão Cid asserted that as far as she is 

concerned, it is mainly women who keep our culture intact; it is women who are 

mostly protective of the country’s customary ways, especially within the domain of 

the family, the household and so forth. This sentiment remains strong. This outlook 
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and position reverberates with my beliefs in regard to the pivotal role that women 

play in Timor-Leste’s society.   

 

Dona Verónica Pereira Maia, on the other hand displays her critical artistic practice 

through the more traditional method of tais making. Just like Carrascalão Cid, her 

journey into the area of arts and culture began during the Portuguese colonisation. 

A native from the district of Suai (Covalima), Dona Verónica was exposed to this 

tradition, which she fittingly started to practice under the watchful eye of her mother 

and grandmother at a young age. She continues to be exceptionally vocal and 

strongly active with her tais weaving.  
 

In the recent Elastic / Borracha / Elástico119 Mobile Residency exhibition, the 

powerful work by Dona Verónica entitled Tais Don (1994-1999) was exhibited (figs. 

91 and 92). It contained 271 names of every victim from the 1992 Santa Cruz 

Massacre120 in Dili, where the Indonesian military opened fire, killing more than 270 

mourners. It was uniquely made of hand-dyed tais, woven on back-strap loom in five 

parts. As such, it is a rare and matchless object, mainly because in all my research 

and analysis, I have never come across a tais, or any textile work, that was 

comprised in five parts. As discussed previously, these traditional Timorese cloths 

are usually made either as one piece, that is the tais man’ and tais feto (male and 

female tais), or in two pieces, where both of the tais are matched and accompanied 

with a salendang. The display of the five-piece tais is therefore significant in 

conveying Dona Verónica’s innovative and groundbreaking stance in terms of 

steering away from the long-standing practice of tais-making culture.   

 

            
Fig. 91: Tais Don (1994- 1999). By Dona Verónica.                Fig. 92: Tais Don (Detail). By Dona Verónica. 

Photography by Victor De Sousa.                                            Photography by Victor De Sousa.        

 

																																																								
119 For further information regarding the exhibition, see appendix 7.10. 
120 The Santa Cruz Massacre is also known as the 12th of November Massacre. 
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The work is challenging as Dona Verónica is fundamentally operating with abstract 

imagery, that is, written text or letters. Here, the common depiction and 

representation of abstract symbols of traditional imagery such as geckos, linear 

patterns, and designs are challenged and unconventionally replaced by crosses and 

letters. Dona Verónica’s approach to “inscription” (Crockford 2007, xxiv) became, 

therefore, the main ingredient of the imagery shown. In the Elastic Borracha 

Elástico: Timor-Leste/Australia Mobile Contemporary Artists’ Residency catalogue, 

curator Jo Holder noted:  

 
The names of each of the 271 who died appear in white letters on black ground 

divided by blood-red stripes: black for lasting life, red for sacrifice and courage. The 

white cross of peace beside each name identifies sacred ground. (The identified 

dead number 271, the wounded 278, the hospitalised 103 and the disappeared 

270.) The conception of the artwork is remarkable as an abstract weaving in an 

unfamiliar practice and a virtuoso technical feat (each horizontal panel measures 3 x 

0.64 metres), (Holder 2017, 23). 

 

Significantly, in the words of Crockford, Dona Verónica “has never learned to write” 

(2007, xxiv).  This was emphasised through a casual conversation we shared whilst 

observing her work. She declared that she did not know how to read or write, but 

was aware that the imagery in her work represented the names of the victims. In her 

words: “Tanba hau la hatene lee, hau kopia deit jovens hirak ne’e nia naran. Hau 

tuir loloos deit buat hirak ne’ebé sira hakerek mai hau atu kopia” (T) (Because I do 

not know how to read, I just copied the names of these young people. I just followed 

precisely what they wrote for me to copy).  

 

Since this piece was commissioned work, it could be argued Dona Verónica was 

simply weaving by copying what she was required and commissioned to do, and not 

creating her own artistic vision. I insist, however, that given the challenge of 

accepting and producing this work, which forced her to venture into unknown 

territory, implies that Dona Verónica has the ability to be adventurous, and 

innovative in producing artworks with a contemporary outlook. Hence, when 

producing this artwork, Dona Verónica was dealing with unfamiliarity in various 

ways. Apart from the written text there is also the sheer size of the work, and 

displaying the work in a contemporary manner as an installation. Further, it is 

imperative to note that while Dona Verónica cannot read and write, she was fully 
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aware of what she was doing. The significance of what she was creating was 

articulated in her description of the concept behind Tais Don: 

 
Because I love my people and my country I made these tais as a memorial to those 

youths who died and to show the story of what happened to them. More than 271 

people were taken prisoner and killed on 12 November 1991 for showing the world 

that they love their country. And I have also presented this work mixed with tears to 

the mothers of Australia so that they can feel the suffering of our mothers in Timor 

(Dona Verónica quoted in Holder 2017, 37).  

 

However, in accordance to Timor-Leste’s traditionalist viewpoint, all the creative 

industries practiced by the women, such as textiles, ceramics and basketry, remain 

within domestic parameters. Hence, the production of such items is perceived as a 

duty and obligation to be carried out by women since ancestral times. In my view, 

this assumption could well place Dona Verónica as being an ‘artisan’, and not an 

‘artist’121 in her own right. Still, I argue on the contrary that even though Dona 

Verónica’s practice is focused primarily on the textile industry, her works present 

themes and concepts related to current events as apparent in Tais Don. In this 

context, I perceive Dona Verónica’s new approach to be associated with what Smith 

refers to as “renovation of the arts and crafts” (2009, 139), where old traditions (tais 

weaving) are used in conjunction with contemporary practice, such as the written 

word that speaks clearly and openly to the current generation. This has placed Dona 

Verónica in a unique position of becoming a link between the traditional and the 

modern, the old and the new, as well as the past and the present. Hence, by 

working with tais, Dona Verónica is acknowledging her traditional roots, and by 

using written practice, she is demonstrating her diversity in using contemporary 

methods to get in touch with the newer East Timorese generation.    

 
In regard to my artistic practice, my inspiration has derived from my cultural roots. 

As an “artist of traditions” (Clifford 1988, 251), this has encouraged me to become a 

supporter of contemporary arts practice that is at times mixed with Timor-Leste’s 

traditionalist culture. In the photo book Timor Runguranga: A Photographic Journey 

Through Timor-Leste (2016) by David Palazón, I describe this viewpoint:  

 

																																																								
121 I interpret ‘artisan’ as one skilled in an industrial arts and crafts or applied art; a craftsman/craftswoman. An artist, 
on the other hand, is an individual who practices any form of fine arts, such as painting, drawing, sculpture, 
installation and multimedia work. I consider them both to be equally important and indispensible in Timor-Leste’s 
arts and cultural identity.  
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Over the years my creative insight has developed towards the strong belief in the 

notion of the ‘contemporary’, and ‘modern-day’ practice. Not disregarding or 

undermining the significance and importance of the ‘traditional’ and long established 

ways of my foremothers. Rather, I cherish the idea of ‘marriage’ or ‘amalgamation’ of 

the past / present, the old / new as well as the traditional / contemporary (Madeira, 

quoted in Palazón 2016, 184).    

 

Apart from the use of tais and kaibauk in my work, there were also other materials 

such as the betel nut and other traditional ornaments and symbols. The betel nut, 

for example, was first introduced to my artistic practice in February 2003122. The 

utilisation and practice of chewing of betel nut is deeply embedded in Timor-Leste’s 

way of life. It is widely used on a daily basis in formal (sacred ceremonies) and non-

formal occasions. As a tribute to my ancestors and my journey to self-discovery, I 

have produced artworks using this item in paintings like: Mama Hamutuk (Chewing 

Betel Nut Together), Renascent and Foremothers Fingerprints (figs. 93-95).  

 

 
Fig. 93: Mama Hamutuk (T) (Chewing Betel Nut Together), 2003. By Maria Madeira. Photography by Maria 

Madeira. 
 

																																																								
122	In 2009 I carried out a project called Halo Pintura Ho Bua Malus (T) (Painting with Betel Nut), which resulted in 
a short documentary filmed by Victor De Sousa. The film documents the concept and introduction of betel nut into 
the visual arts, especially the artistic practices of the students from Arte Moris. 
 



 173 

        
 Fig. 94: Renascent 2007. By Maria Madeira.                  Fig. 95: Foremothers Fingerprints (Detail), 2014.  

Photography by David Palazón.                             By Maria Madeira. Photography by David Palazón. 
The inclusion of the betel nut in visual arts is unprecedented and perceived as 

groundbreaking by the local artistic community. This approach has generated 

several discussions regarding betel nut chewing practices and created much 

attention, whereby the interest generated has trickled out to influence other creative 

minds and artistic expressions. Some East Timorese artists like Tony Amaral and 

Victor De Sousa have applied betel nut in their work. Other international artists have 

also followed similar trends. David Palazón, for example, effectively used betel nut 

in the Chega! exhibition123 in 2009, which I will discuss in the concluding chapter.  

 

Additionally, when I use it and explain the concept behind the artwork, especially the 

significance of the betel nut in the country’s folklore, it seems to create a better 

appreciation and acceptance of Timor-Leste’s traditional culture. During the field trip 

of September of 2012, Jubelin, MacDonald, De Sousa, Santos Gama and I created 

a betel nut painting to celebrate our collaborative project. Another such work was 

produced during the opening of Elastic / Borracha / Elástico Mobile Residency 

exhibition, where I “invited artists Verónica Pereira Maia, Duwun Lee and Nadine 

Lee to lead a Timorese/Larrakia welcome to country and to inaugurate a 

collaborative painting with other Darwin artists” (Holder 2017, 31).	Entitled Nahe 

Biti124: Collaborative Painting it was made with “chewed and expelled betel-nut [sic] 

and natural earth pigments from Timor, Larrakia and Tiwi Islands” (Holder 2017, 31). 

The objective here was to encourage new beginnings and understandings between 

different people and cultures.   

 

All the factors discussed in this chapter have led me to speculate that East 

																																																								
123 For more information about the Chega! exhibition, see appendix 7.11.  
124 Nahe Biti isTetun for Stretching the Mat. 
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Timorese female artists are the leaders and forerunners of Timor-Leste’s existing 

visual arts discourse. The artists earned this distinction by dominating the traditional 

arts and crafts scene; by producing distinctively critical contemporary artworks; and 

by generating artworks that effectively demonstrate a thriving collaboration between 

the traditional and the contemporary. As such, these artists have grown to influence 

Timor-Leste’s present-day visual arts, becoming a bridge, clearing the path between 

generations, and encouraging cross-cultural dialogue between Timor-Leste and the 

rest of the world. Importantly, even though the male artists have ventured into more 

contemporary arts practices in the last decade, the truth remains that female artists 

are still way ahead, especially in terms of practice, experience and critical analytical 

thinking process. 

In conclusion, Timor-Leste’s female artistic practice surfaced as a form of resistance 

against the insufferable circumstances perpetrated by the Indonesian military 

occupation. Furthermore, living abroad, where the position of women as 

independent artists is more acceptable in the public arena, has provided a 

foundation for Timor-Leste’s female artists to explore, develop and expand their 

artistic careers. Unlike the more peaceful, and romanticised landscape paintings 

done by male artists, more critical artistic expressions such as painting, sculpture 

and installation works were produced. Most significantly, these critical artistic 

practices demonstrate a successful amalgamation between traditional and 

contemporary arts practice. All of these factors have placed East Timorese female 

artists in the position of being forerunners, bridging the gap between past and 

current generations, as well as the diverse wider society. As a result, one cannot 

help but notice how the current female role in the arts and culture of Timor-Leste 

continues to expand powerfully from previous generations, thus maintaining an 

enormous and sturdy influence in every facet of Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural 

identity. 
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CHAPTER	8:	Conclusion	
	
To conclude my study regarding the female contribution to Timor-Leste’s art and culture, I 

refer to the following two exhibitions that deal with some key issues discussed in the 

thesis: The Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation (Comissão de 

Acolhimento, Verdade e Reconciliação) or CAVR125 “Chega! (P) (Enough!) exhibition 

(henceforth Chega! exhibition) which was shown at the Balide Prison in Dili in 2008; and 

the “Elastic (Borracha)126 Mobile Residency” exhibition (henceforth Elastic exhibition) that 

was held in Darwin and Sydney in 2014.  

 

The Chega! (Enough!) Exhibition 
In 2008 a site-specific exhibition entitled “Chega!” (figs. 96 and 97) meaning ‘enough’ or 

‘stop’ was held to draw attention to the pain and suffering endured by the East Timorese 

people, as well as prisoners at the Balide prison that was controlled by the Indonesian 

military between 1975-1999. 

 

      
Figs. 96 and 97: The Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation (Comissão de Acolhimento, Verdade e 

Reconciliação or CAVR “Chega!” (Enough!) Exhibition at Balide Prison, 2008. Photography by David Palazón. 
 

The exhibition was commissioned by the United Nations Transitional Administration in 

East Timor (UNTAET) after establishing The Commission for Reception, Truth and 

Reconciliation (CRTR; or CAVR) in July 2001 to October 2005 to “promote the East 

Timorese reconciliation process” (Loch 2007, 257). Due to the atrocities and human rights 

violations that were perpetrated during the political conflicts that occurred between 25 

April 1974 and 25 October 1999, both UNTAET and the East Timorese leaders felt that it 

was imperative to encourage reconciliation as a positive healing and peace-building 

																																																								
125 CAVR is the Portuguese acronym for the Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation (Comissão de 
Acolhimento, Verdade e Reconciliação).  
126 The title Elastic / Borracha / Elástico, derived from the common children’s jumping game refers in English, Tetun and 
Portuguese respectively to the zigzag and weave of historic records and testimony according to geo-political point of view, 
practice or generational experience (Holder 2017, 14). 
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mechanism. As such, this CAVR project had three main objectives: “first, to establish the 

truth about the political events and to set up a historical record of the period between 

1974 and 1999, second, to facilitate reconciliation at the local level through Community 

Reconciliation Programmes, and third to produce a final report including 

recommendations related to the Commission’s tasks” (Sachse 2009, 49). This process 

was considered fundamental “for conflict management” (Stahn 2001a: 957), and to 

strengthen the prospect for justice, peace and democracy in Timor-Leste. As stated in the 

2005 CAVR report: “Central to this was the recognition that victims not only had a right to 

justice and the truth but that justice, truth and mutual understanding are essential for the 

healing and reconciliation of individuals and the nation” (Chega! CAVR Report 2005, 295).   

 

Designed by the Spanish filmmaker, artist and graphic designer David Palazón, one of the 

main purposes of the exhibition was to create ’living testimony’ archives for the CAVR as 

an active human rights centre. The imagery was presented throughout two large rooms, 

where large panels displayed the chronological historical accounts and living testimonies 

about the violent and brutal events that occurred in Timor-Leste from 1975 up to the 

referendum in 1999.       

 

I had the opportunity to visit the exhibition several times, and each time I could not help 

but feel helpless and sad. I feel that my sentiments were heightened by the effective way 

Palazón used the betel nut and the installation form to speak out about the afflictions and 

harsh realities endured by the East Timorese. I understand that my emotions were evoked 

principally because I played a part in the reconciliation process as a cultural advisor, 

interpreter and translator. In September 2004 to May 2005, for example, I was employed 

by the United Nations Serious Crimes Unit (UNSCU) investigation of possible crimes 

against humanity by pro-Jakarta paramilitary militia prior to and after the UN-supervised 

act of self-determination in November 1999. Some of my duties included being an 

interpreter and translator for the investigation and collection of standardised data as 

evidence for the Defence Lawyers’ Unit. I also acted as a cultural advisor, liaising between 

Timorese families charged with crimes against humanity and UN lawyers (the Defence 

Lawyers’ Unit), particularly during interview processes. 

 

The Elastic (Borracha) Mobile Residency exhibition 
The Elastic exhibition was a collaborative project between four artists: Narelle Jubelin and 

Fiona MacDonald from Australia, and from Timor-Leste, Victor De Sousa and myself. This 

exhibition was held at Chan Contemporary Art Space in Darwin and Cross Art Projects in 

Sydney in September 2014 (see figs. 98 and 99 respectively).  
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Fig. 98: Opening of Elastic (Borracha) Mobile Residency           Fig. 99: Elastic (Borracha) Mobile Residency Exhibition 

Exhibition in Darwin, 2014.             in Sydney, 2014. Photography by Jo Holder.  

Photography by Fiona MacDonald.  

 

The project started during a conversation between the late curator Jennifer Phipps and 

Narelle Jubelin regarding Timor-Leste’s cultural renewal when they envisaged the 

possibility of engaging with the current textile makers and traditions. Both concluded and 

shared my belief that Timor-Leste’s contemporary visual arts is somewhat unnoticed by 

Western countries like Australia. As cited by the curator of Cross Art Projects Jo Holder: 

“Timorese contemporary art lacks any presence in major regional archives and 

exhibitions” (2017, 14).   

 

Consequently, Jubelin, MacDonald, De Sousa and myself travelled in late 2012 through 

eleven districts of Timor-Leste “to witness its reconstruction from scorched earth and to 

consider connections between women’s woven textiles (known as tais) a long standing 

form of cultural communication, and the contemporary art world” (Holder 2017, 13). The 

result was a set of ten prints entitled Elastic / Borracha / Elástico (Timor-Leste Mobile 

Residency Archive), 2012, (fig. 100), which was exhibited alongside several tais and other 

individual artworks. These included: Jubelin’s work MAP: Sydney, 2014 (unframed cotton 

on linen petit point); MacDonald and De Sousa’s video artworks that portray East 

Timorese daily life; some of my paintings such as Female Generation 2014; and the Tais 

Don 1994-99 from Dona Verónica, who was specially invited to participate in the exhibition 

to share her wisdom, knowledge and experience as a prominent artist and master weaver.    
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Fig. 100: Elastic / Borracha / Elástico (Timor-Leste Mobile Residency Archive), 2012. Photography by Jo Holder.  

 

Influenced by the mobile exhibition prints in South Africa127, the pop art of 1970s and the 

traditions of resistance art that included Mexican murals, popular graphics, poster art and 

the Cuban art movement in the 1960s, the “Elastic Archive pays homage to the printed 

exhibition art form, inaugurated by the Cuban revolution” (Holder 2017, 15). But more 

specifically, the Elastic print set was based on the striking set Hasta la victoria 

siempre/Until victory forever that was published in 1968 by the Instituto Cubano de 

Amistad con los Pueblos in Havana, in memory of Che Guevara (1928-1967).  

 

By examining these two exhibitions, I have identified various aspects of Timor-Leste’s 

visual arts and addressed some key issues discussed in this thesis. I have, for example, 

highlighted the notion of “1st” (i.e. the first exhibition/artist/event/to …) that underline 

Timor-Leste’s existing visual arts practice. The research carried out by the Elastic 

(Borracha) Mobile Residency team was the first in the history of Timor-Leste to 

incorporate visual artists (particularly female) to explore and consider specifically the 

connection between tais making and contemporary artistic expression. In this thesis I 

have also introduced and considered the long-established customs of Timor-Leste’s 

cultural identity, which are apparent in both exhibitions. This includes, for instance, the 

oral and storytelling traditions, which in the case of Chega! is associated with establishing 

the truth and setting up a historical record about the political events that occurred in the 
																																																								

3 The mobile exhibition prints in South Africa refer to the role that travelling print exhibitions (or resistance art) played in the 
struggles of third world democracy, and their main objective to keep the people informed, especially in South Africa and 
Latin America. Holder writes: “in this popular tradition, artists design eye-catching prints to be pinned in a local centre or 
marketplace that are intelligible to differing languages and cultures” (2017, 24). 
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country between 1974 and 1999. Given that Timor-Leste is predominantly an oral society, 

I assume that the most effective way to obtain these living testimonies was via oral 

communication through interviews and casual conversations.   

 

I have touched upon what Trindade and Castro identify as “long-term” where the notion of 

culture is perceived as being “fluid and malleable, able to absorb new values” (2007, 16). 

This is manifested in the Chega’ exhibition where written statements and visual imagery 

became the focal point. In this instance, Timor-Leste’s predominantly oral tradition is 

enhanced instead by installation work. As such, the audience is required to walk through 

the installation and engage with the visual and textual materials in order to gain a fuller 

picture of the events that occurred. Within the Elastic exhibition, this is evident, for 

example, where the team presented traditional tais making through striking colourful 

posters. 

 

The ‘essence of femininity’128 and the role of women in Timor-Leste’s traditional and 

contemporary arts and culture practice are also evident. Apart from relaying other living 

testimonies, Palazón also draws attention to the female voice by presenting images of a 

young girl and Dona Verónica in the installation work (see fig. 96). More importantly, I 

assume that most of these living testimonies are told and retold by East Timorese women 

because countless East Timorese men lost their lives during the Indonesian military 

occupation. As observed by the women’s national network Rede Feto: “up to 45% of 

women lost their husbands during the Indonesian occupation” (Rede Feto quoted in Niner 

2009, 2).  

 

The role of women is also emphasised where I introduce the conception of the 

‘foremother’s fingerprints’ or ‘fingerprints of Timor-Leste’s foremothers’129, especially with 

regards to the textiles industry. The focus and inclusion of Timor-Leste’s predominantly 

female textile (tais) industry in the Elastic exhibition is significant due to the crucial role it 

plays in the current growth and development of Timor-Leste’s contemporary visual arts 

practice. This is mainly because it was through the tais weaving that Western values such 

as the written word and Christian iconography (Barrkman 2009, 22), were first introduced.  

 

The influence of the textiles industry is highly noticeable today in the artistic practices of 

Timor-Leste’s emerging and established visual artists like Gibrael Garocho, Cesario S. 

																																																								
128 See my interpretation of the meaning ‘essence of femininity’ in the Glossary.  
129	See my interpretation of the meaning ‘fingerprints of Timor-Leste’s foremothers’ in the Glossary.  
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Lourdes, Ozorio Geronimo and Zito da Silva, illustrated in figures 75-79. More importantly, 

such impact is also evident within the fabric of Viegas’, Carrascalão Cid’s, Dona 

Verónica’s and my artistic practice. Significantly, this prominence of the ‘essence of 

femininity’ is often reinforced in the titles of exhibitions and artworks. Some examples 

include my exhibition entitled Ina Lou, which means Dear Mother Earth, and Carrascalão 

Cid’s latest exhibition entitled Mana Timor (T and P), which means Big Sister or Older 

Sister Timor.  

 

The portrayal of the ‘social, religious and political perspective’ is another prominent 

feature. Both exhibitions have brought to the fore the concept of cultural activism or 

resistance art. The living testimonies in the Chega! exhibition was set up to help with 

peacebuilding, and promote Timor-Leste’s reconciliation process. Additionally, I 

understand that art as a form of resistance has become a source of interest and 

inspiration for Jubelin, MacDonald, De Sousa and myself, who according to Holder 

“shared an interest in processes that engage art, archives and communities to counter 

erasure of memory and the obliteration of struggle” (2017, 13). In her article “Elastic 

Cultural Activism” which was written for the Print Council of Australia in 2015, Holder 

writes:  

 
The Elastics collective honours the resistance and quietly revives the term activism, 

crucially, as part of a new wave of artists across Southeast Asia resolving the division 

between activism and aesthetic practice. Far from established art-world circuits the Elastics 

print set and its components speak to a public who shares and understands a distinct and 

identifiable cross cultural history and has, of necessity, created a hybrid form of cultural 

activism (Holder 2017, 24, 25).  

 

The Elastic / Borracha / Elástico Mobile Residency project, apart from studying the link 

between the traditional and the new, also focused on Timor-Leste reconstruction. The 

artworks such as the Elastic / Borracha / Elástico Archive prints (fig. 100) and Tais Don 

(figs. 91 and 92) are examples of this. I suggest that drawing from the popular printed 

exhibition art form to produce these prints was a positive and effective approach due to 

some of their similar identifiable characteristics that are associated with Timor-Leste’s 

social, political and cross-cultural values. For example, after the capture and 

imprisonment of Timor-Leste’s resistance leader Xanana, his portrait became a prominent 

image in banners, t-shirts and posters, just like Che and Mandela.  
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The subsequent issue of ‘outside influences on Timor-Leste’s existing artistic practice’ is 

also tackled. The impact of Western values is evident, for example, in Palazón’s 

contemporary installation, where the principally long-established oral tradition is 

substituted by written language. One may argue that by using written language Palazón 

might be overwriting Timor-Leste’s culture with Western values. Nevertheless, I contend 

that the use of writing in this case is appropriate and affective because it allows for these 

living testimonies to be recorded and to reach a wider audience. This broader reach is 

reinforced by the reality that the written component in the installation is presented in 

various languages that include Tetun, Portuguese and English. Besides, the introduction 

of written language had occurred previously as a tool of resistance and to strengthen 

Timor-Leste’s cultural identity, which I discussed in chapter 4. This is also evident in 

Church services where Mass was held and written in Tetun, (Anderson 1993, 27). Another 

exemplar is the inclusion of Tetun and Portuguese written language used by tais weavers, 

which include Dona Verónica’s Tais Don to express discontent against the Indonesian 

military occupation (Pride 2002).     

 

An additional critical point is the concept of ‘eternal time’ associated with Timor-Leste’s 

ancestral traditions. I suggest that the use of betel nut and tais weaving within the 

contemporary context (i.e. installation and poster design) is a testament to this. But more 

importantly, I draw on James Clifford’s concept of “it’s in the doing” culture, (1988, 251) 

and what Terry Smith’s refers to as “its contemporaneousness … being at the same time 

as the other beings, including other art” (Smith 2009, 3). The practices of chewing betel 

nut and tais weaving are fundamental parts of Timor-Leste’s cultural identity. Similar to 

other indigenous cultural practices like Aboriginal Dreamtime stories, these East Timorese 

practices, while up to thousands of years old they remain strong and are practiced on a 

daily basis. That is why many locals identify the culture of Timor-Leste as a ‘living culture’ 

and the people maintain the “it’s in the doing” position. Echoing the idea of reinforcing the 

‘essence of femininity’ via exhibitions and artwork titles discussed beforehand, the notion 

of  ‘living culture’ is also reinforced by groups’ names like Arte Moris, which means Living 

Art, and exhibitions titles. For instance, in December 2015 artists from Arte Moris held and 

exhibition in Dili, Timor-Leste entitled Moris Nafatin (T) (Still Alive); whilst in March 2017 

the Arte Moris artist Kiki Ze Lara held an exhibition at the Xanana Gusmão Reading 

Room, Dili, Timor-Leste, entitled Píntar Para Vivir (P) meaning Painting to Live.  

 

The initiative to coexist or integrate the old with the new, which I discussed in chapter 6, is 

also apparent in these exhibitions, where one can see successful amalgamations 

between traditional and contemporary visual arts practice. Throughout the research, I was 
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regularly faced with the impression that most of Timor-Leste’s current creative endeavours 

did not stray far from its cultural ancestry. I noticed that in most of the exhibitions and 

artistic expressions, one would find strong elements, values and influence of Timor-

Leste’s cultural identity. There are, for example, traditional symbols, patterns and designs, 

like the crocodile, or items and objects such as the tais and the kaibauk in many paintings, 

drawings, and sculptures that were and are being produced. It is my view that such 

identifiable trends were successfully combined with other contemporary and Westernised 

creative practice such as written texts and installation work.  

 

A striking feature in the Chega! exhibition is how Palazón used traditional materials such 

as betel nut to portray the atrocities and suffering experienced by the East Timorese. In 

his attempt to create awareness and reveal the truth about Timor-Leste’s dark history, 

Palazón applied chewed and expelled betel nut, as a symbol and metaphor for pain and 

misery, where the betel nut stains or spots resemble bloodstains, gunshots and open 

wounds, in the depicted scenes. Equally, the use of betel nut was also a prominent 

feature in the opening of the Elastic exhibition, where the work entitled Naha Biti: 

Collaborative Painting was made with chewed and expelled betel nut and natural earth 

pigments from Timor, Larrakia and Tiwi Islands, to strengthen the meeting and 

collaboration between Timor-Leste and Australia.  

 

This merger between the past and the present is in reference to what Clifford proclaims as 

being an “artist of traditions”, where “our job as artists is to go beyond, which implies a 

love of change, [always accomplished with] traditions in mind” (1988, 251). My core 

objective as an artist, researcher and arts advisor has always been to go beyond a love of 

change, and always with traditions in mind. Additionally, the amalgamation of the 

traditional with the contemporary in this case reinforces my view that by merging the old 

with the new a new language will be created, one that is understood not only by the East 

Timorese but also from the Western perspective. Moreover, I consider that this 

combination has strengthened and fortified the impact of messages and ideas that most of 

Timor-Leste’s existing visual artists try to portray in their practice. Such connection was 

foregrounded in the article that I wrote for the Elastic / Borracha / Elástico: Timor-Leste 

Mobile Artists’ Residency exhibition catalogue: 
 

In this exhibition, for instance, I became exposed to and witnessed the perfect union in 

various forms of artistic expression. Firstly, the group painting, which started with an 

introduction by Duwan Lee, a local Larrakia elder, followed by the act of unification of East 

Timorese and Australian culture, where Larrakia artist Nadine Lee Birtimirri and I threw 
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ochre and rock powder simultaneously towards the middle of the canvas to signify the 

meeting or merger between these two nations; secondly, Veronica’s depiction of the Santa 

Cruz massacre, where the names of each victim were written and starkly woven in the tais 

(traditional East Timorese cloth); thirdly, the actual work from the Elastic Mobile Residency 

artists, where the images of long-established East Timorese traditional ways of weaving and 

daily life were portrayed in a contemporary approach, through a colourful and striking set of 

prints. 

The whole experience seemed to transcend all areas and boundaries between culturally 

diverse nations. It made me further appreciate that the traditional story telling, symbols, 

ceremonies, chanting, dancing etc, can be understood and communicated once it is used 

creatively in contemporary artistic expression. (Madeira quoted in Holder 2017, 54-55). 

 

In terms of East Timorese culture learning from, or exchanging with unfamiliar cultures, I 

am happy to note that although the progress is slow, it is flourishing and crossing 

boundaries. To cement my claim that the surfacing of the East Timorese voice in 

contemporary arts has certainly come to fruition, it worth noting that the prints (fig. 100) 

presented in the Elastic exhibition were awarded first prize, winning the prestigious 

(national) Fremantle Print Award in Australia in 2015. Importantly, the successful 

amalgamation between the ancestral and present-day visual arts practices has generated 

a thriving collaboration that is manifested in the artworks of the emerging and established 

East Timorese contemporary artists, particularly the female visual artists. 

 

The contribution and influence of the living female visual artists, including Viegas, 

Carrascalão Cid, and Dona Verónica, as well as my own practice, is also apparent. I 

imagine that Palazón’s use of the betel nut is a direct influence from my own initiative of 

introducing this customary practice in numerous artworks that include Mama Hamutuk (T) 

(Chewing Betel Nut Together), 2003, and Renascent 2007 (figs. 93 and 94). Furthermore, 

the prevalent fingerprints of East Timorese women, are noticeable throughout the Elastic 

exhibition where striking colourful posters presented by the Elastic team provide evidence 

of the impact and influence of tais weaving on Timor-Leste’s present-day creative and 

artistic practice, which is highlighted by Dona Verónica’s Tais Don.   

 

The rise and influence of female visual arts movement is comparable to Terry Smith’s 

notions of the “second current” and “postcolonial turn” (Smith 2009, 210), where the 

voices of artists scream for survival, sense of belonging and freedom. As such, the works 

produced have become part of creating a hybrid form of cultural activism, where artistic 

works are associated with struggles for liberation and cultural survival within the global 

circuit of cultural production. 
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Culture of Silence 
A crucial issue that emerged in the course of this research is the conception of the ‘culture 

of silence’ whereby Timor-Leste’s contemporary visual artistic practice has been largely 

ignored and hardly spoken or written about. This is a vital point, given that over the last 

few decades, endless attempts have been made by Western nations to cater for (and 

understand) the development and progress of the significance and artistic expressions in 

the South East Asia region. As Alison Carroll mentions in her article “Networks” regarding 

the rise of Chinese influence in the region: “China: how everyone quaked with the pot 

shots at Taiwan this year. Forget the poor Karen or the East Timorese – those are merely 

sideshows” (1996, 31). This thought is also emphasised by Holder: “the Asia Pacific 

Triennial of Contemporary Art (APT), [is] a glittering event that has turned its back on 

Timorese artists” (2017, 12). I agree with Carroll and Holder because, with the exception 

of the Elastic / Borracha Mobile Residency project, and the various individual and group 

exhibitions discussed throughout the thesis, the practices of East Timorese visual artists 

are unnoticed and disregarded for events like the APT. It is also important to note that 

most of these exhibitions were and are carried out with the artist’s own initiatives (which 

was a common occurrence in my case), or with support from Non-Governmental 

Organisations like Timor Aid. 

 

Significantly, this ‘culture of silence’ is more apparent in regards to contemporary female 

artists who are often overlooked for art exhibitions and events. The prime example is the 

recent exhibition entitled Memories, which was held in Dili on 30 November 2017. In 

chapter 1, I referred to a letter that I received in June 2017 from the Museu da Resistência 

(P) The Resistance Museum of Timor-Leste, to carry out an exhibition about the art 

produced by the women of Timor-Leste. But the significant voices of East Timorese 

female visual artists were once again ignored, partly because only two (Gabriela 

Carrascalão Cid and Raquel Belli) out of nine artists were East Timorese. Worse still, and 

more importantly, when the exhibition was advertised, most of the interviewees were male 

organisers and spokespeople, namely, Ricardo Gritto, Todd Wassel and an East 

Timorese man called Giulito Ximenes. The female voices were from a Portuguese lady 

and Belli, who is an East Timorese female tattoo artist. So the trend remains the same in 

the sense that East Timorese female artists are often overlooked and ignored, 

emphasising the male dominance (now not only nationally but on the international level as 

well) in Timor-Leste’s existing visual arts practice. 

 

This male dominance proves how critical this matter is, not only in terms of the 

development of artistic and cultural identity of this nation, but most importantly in relation 
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to the female contribution and influence on the future of Timor-Leste’s arts and culture. In 

chapter 3, I described how Timor-Leste’s cultural identity is induced with the essence of 

femininity, that is, found within the theoretical and mythical foundations such as the Lulik 

Circle, and is greatly ingrained with female fingerprints, evident in the creative arts and 

crafts. Given that women play a pivotal role in the country’s arts and cultural development, 

I fear that if the current trend is not brought to attention and dealt with, the nation will be 

faced with a crippled society – that the essence of the Timor-Leste’s cultural identity will 

be lost forever, because the ‘umbilical chord’ which ties all to the motherland and the 

foremothers will whither and die.  

 

Consequently, even though there has been some advancement in visual arts practice, I 

still consider that such expansion is minimal in relation to the overall context of East 

Timorese arts and cultural development. The lack of awareness, the lack of educational 

and institutional facilities, and the lack of exposure to the international market are some of 

the major factors fuelling this deficiency.  

 

Overall, I regard both exhibitions to be fundamental in providing historical accounts about 

what happened to Timor-Leste since Portuguese decolonisation, and creating awareness 

about the country’s ancestral and present-day arts practice. These exhibitions show firstly 

that Timor-Leste’s current visual arts practice is strongly associated with its long-

established customs such as animist and oral traditions. Further, the contemporary 

features like installation work and striking colourful posters show the notion of the “long-

term” whereby East Timorese culture is “fluid and malleable, able to absorb new values” 

(Trindade and Castro 2007, 16). Secondly, the two exhibitions highlight how Timor-Leste’s 

contemporary visual arts are highly influenced by the predominantly female arts and crafts 

industry, principally the textile (tais) industry. Thirdly, both exhibitions portray the concept 

of cultural activism (Holder 2015), or resistance art, which in the context of Timor-Leste 

emerged in the 1980s as a form of resistance against the Indonesian occupation. 

Fourthly, both presentations show the influence of Western values like written language, 

and Westernised art practices such as installation work in Timor-Leste’s existing visual 

arts practice. Finally, the merger between the traditional and the contemporary is clearly 

evident. I consider this amalgamation to be critical in bridging the gap between 

generations and diverse cross-cultural dialogues between Timor-Leste and the rest of the 

world.  

 

In regard to my arts practice, all the issues such as the ancestral influence, the impact of 

traditional arts and crafts, the essence of femininity, the amalgamation between the past 
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and the present, and the concept of cultural activism are prominent features. For instance, 

the idea of cultural activism had manifested earlier in the painting entitled Kiss and Don’t 

Tell, which was created in 2007 (fig. 101). This work depicts the struggle and the atrocities 

committed against East Timorese women during the Indonesian military occupation. It 

refers to the stories of many women who had been forced to put on makeup and kiss the 

wall while members of the Indonesian military raped them.    

    

     
Fig. 101: Kiss and Don’t Tell, 2007. By Maria Madeira. Photography by David Palazón. 

 

A macabre twist to the story was the fact that upon my return to Timor-Leste after the self-

determination of 1999, I actually slept in the bedroom where these atrocities and violence 

took place. The evidence was apparent, where clear visible impressions of hundreds of 

lipstick marks were imprinted at approximately the same height just above knee level 

position around the bedroom walls. After gaining some trust from the neighbours, I was 

able to get the full story, which influenced and led me to create this particular piece. 

 

Many of my artworks generated since have often drawn and borrowed elements from 

these past experiences to express present concerns and issues. An example is a drawing 

collage that I produced in 2014 entitled Contemporary Issues (fig. 102) where I used my 

artistic practice as a means of creating awareness; of becoming a voice for the voiceless 

and minority groups; of educating and empowering the younger generation, particularly 

women.    
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          Fig. 102: Contemporary Issues, (Detail), 2014. By Maria Madeira. Photography by David Palazón. 
 

Consequently, the traumatic experiences of sexual violence and the brutal exploitation of 

women were again the focal point of this work. As expressed by Holder: 
 

Maria Madeira’s works are a more subdued testimony to genocide. Her series of 16 

unframed collage drawings, Contemporary Issues, 2014 … delicately illuminate 

harrowing experiences of sexual violence and the courage of Timorese women 

speaking out. One monstrous humiliation was to force women to wear lipstick and 

kiss the wall before a multiple rape. The artist’s rituals include touching her lips to 

the surface of a work and spitting betel (ambiguously ‘welcome’ or ‘go away’), while 

her natural earth ochre signifies healing and the will not to capitulate. In her charred, 

then scarred and mutilated surfaces we get a sense of the horror of the words ‘stop’ 

and ‘enough’, embedded in the title Chega! And the epic undertaking ‘to focus on 

the past for the sake of the future” (2017, 30).  

 

In this work I emphasise how violence against women particularly sexual violence 

continues to impact Timor-Leste’s existing society and has become a part of its 

contemporary issues like gender-based violence and women’s rights. Resonating with the 

objectives of CAVR, Contemporary Issues was my expression of creating awareness and 

establishing the truth about the atrocities committed by Indonesian soldiers against East 

Timorese women; for I also share the belief that truth will encourage and lead to justice, 
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which in turn will help in the reconciliation process that will heal Timor-Leste’s broken 

society.  

 

In conclusion, my research and analysis regarding the contemporary arts and culture of 

Timor-Leste have led me to believe that cultural revival and the crucial need to express 

Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural identity are being re-established very quickly, and rapidly 

becoming a topic of great interest both on a national and international level. Although 

there is some evidence of development and progress, much still needs to be done in 

order to cement its stance in the international arts arena, particularly when compared to 

other neighbouring countries within the region. It will be by no means an easy task, but 

the impact of Western influence, the advancement of technology and the cross-cultural 

interaction has shed a new light on the perceptions of the emerging artists in the country.  

 

Moreover, the resilience of Timor-Leste’s creative people and the urge to have a voice, to 

speak out and divulge our cultural identity to the wider international community have 

started to create a hybrid new and contemporary artistic expression. This change will 

need to be nurtured and further developed to ensure Timor-Leste’s cultural survival and 

help us to better communicate with other international communities, especially regarding 

the modern-day and contemporary aspects of artistic practice.  

 

The answer to the question “What and where is our place within the East Timorese 

contemporary art sphere, from our position as female visual artists?” is apparent: that our 

voices do fit within the dominion of the second current and the postcolonial turn. 

Additionally, its contemporary tone speaks and expresses itself from the time of our 

ancestry. Regardless of which path it will take next, I am certain that the current steps that 

I and other East Timorese female artists are embarking on will make a positive impact, 

and assist in helping to ensure that the current and future generations of Timor-Leste, and 

those of other nations, come to interact and communicate – that all may grow to 

understand, learn, contribute to, appreciate and respect each other’s arts and culture. As 

it is only through understanding can we learn to be directors of our own destiny and 

engage in productive dialogue with other nations and cultures.  
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APPENDIX	
CHAPTER 1 
Appendix 1.1- My first Solo Exhibition in Timor-Leste was held in Hotel Timor, Dili from 

April to May 2005, and was presided by the then First Lady of Timor-Leste: Her 

Excellency Kirsty Sword Gusmão, at Hotel Timor, Dili, Timor-Leste.  
 

Appendix 1.2 – Ruy Cinatti was a Portuguese scholar, anthropologist and researcher, 

who in 1947 taught art to several East Timorese students at the Dili High School in 

Lahane. These students publicly exhibited artworks that depicted Timor-Leste’s everyday 

scenes, and included artists like José Martins Branco, Daniel Peloi, Sequito Calsona and 

João Soriano.  
 

Appendix 1.3 – Established in 2002, Arte Moris (meaning Living Art) is the first ‘non – 

official’ Fine Arts School and Cultural Centre in Timor-Leste. One of the schools main 

objectives is to use art as a means for healing and development of the country. Apart from 

visual arts, the school also offers facilities for music and theatre. Over the years, the 

students and the emerging artists from this school have carried out numerous educational, 

cultural and exhibitions events both nationally and internationally from 2003 in countries 

like, Timor-Leste, Australia, Indonesia and Switzerland.    
 

Appendix 1.4 – In May 2017, the Resistance Museum of Timor-Leste in Dili, held a 

collective exhibition entitled: “Konsolidarte”, showcasing the artworks portraying East 

Timorese food, with artists from various art groups, from Arte Ramelau, Afalyca, Arte 

Moris and Gembel. The exhibition followed a collaboration between the Resistance 

Museum of Timor-Leste and the East Timorese Arte Moris visual artists Tony Amaral and 

Xisto da Silva. 
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Appendix 1.5 – The following is an extract of the recent facebook message that I 

received from Ricardo Gritto about the proposed all East Timorese female exhibition at 

the Resistance Museum in Dili, Timor-Leste. Dated from Monday 29th of May – Friday 2nd 

June 2017. 

 

...iniciamos um ciclo de exposições no Museu da resistência existência a próxima 'e 

sobre a arte das mulheres de Timor ...não só quero te convidar como gostaria de contar 

contigo para selecionar e acompanhar a produção de outras mulheres que penses terem 

um papel importante na entidade artística do teu país (P). Meaning: we have started a 

round of exhibitions at the Resistance Museum, and we are now organising the next 

exhibition, which is about the art of the East Timorese women. I not only want to invite you 

but would also like to count on you to select and accompany the production (works) of 

other women that you think are suitable and play an important role in the visual arts 

practice of your country.  	
 

Appendix 1.6 – List of Artworks by Maria Madeira	
Title: Kladalak      

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: Rock powder, red earth, glue, shellac, and sealer. 

2014. Dimension: 130 x 100cm.    

 

Title: Husar Talin; Umbilical Chord (Installation)  

Material: Mixed Media on canvas (charcoal, pencil, betel nut, glue and sealer).  

2014. Dimension: 4.5 x 4.5m.  

 

Title: Untitled (David’s walls)   

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: Oil, acrylic, gesso, impasto gel, red earth, pencil, betel 

nut, shellac, ink, glue, sealer.  2014. Dimension: 198 x 142cm.    

 

Title: Female Generation (Jerasaun Feto Nian) Wall Installation 

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: Acrylic, gesso, impasto gel, red earth, pencil, betel nut, 

shellac, ink, glue, sealer.  2014. Dimension: 197 x 52cm.     

 

Title: Ti’i Kabas (Spinning Cotton)    

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: Acrylic, gesso, impasto gel, red earth, pencil, charcoal, 

betel nut, shellac, ink, glue, sealer.  2014. Dimension: 190 x 120cm.  

 

Title: Hau Ra’an Fakar Fatin (My Place of Birth) (4 pieces)   
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Material: Mixed Media on canvas: Red earth, ink, glue, sealer  2014. Dimension: 100 x 

80cm (Overall 100 x 3.20cm)  

 

Title: Mana (older sister)     

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: Acrylic, tais (traditional East Timorese cloth, glue, 

sealer.  

2014. Dimension: 1.20 x 100cm  

 

Title: Mota Laclo (Laclo River) (3 pieces)      

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: Rock powder, glue, sealer. 2013. Dimension: 35 x 

25cm (Overall 75 x 25cm)  

 

Title: Bi Tais (Tais Girl) (2 pieces)     

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: Acrylic, gesso, impasto gel, red earth, pencil, betel nut, 

rock powder, shellac, ink, glue, sealer.  2013. Dimension: 50 x 41cm (Overall 50 x 82cm)

   

Title: Ground Zero (4 pieces)   

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: Betel nut, glue, sealer. 2013. Dimension: 41x 30cm 

(Overall 41 x 1.20cm)  

 

Title: Lafaek (Crocodile)     

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: Acrylic, gesso, impasto gel, red earth, betel nut, shellac, 

glue, sealer. 2012. Dimension: 40 x 30cm      

 

Title: Ina Lou I, II, III, (Dear Mother I, II, III) X 3 

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: Acrylic, gesso, impasto gel, pencil, betel nut, glue, 

sealer.  

2010. Dimension: 91 x 46cm (Overall: 1.37 x 91cm)    

 

Title: Fatin Hasoru Malu (Meeting Point) 

Material: Mixed media on canvas: Acrylic, gesso, impasto gel, pencil, betel nut, glue, 

sealer.  

2010. Dimension: 110 x 50cm 

 

Title: Lao Rai (Traveller); Installation in collaboration with Matias Madeira  

Material: Mixed media: wood, glue, seeds, palm fronds, nails, acrylic, oil. 2010. 

Dimension: 400 x 80 x 115cm 
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Title: Ain Fatin (Footprints) 

Mixed media on canvas: Acrylic, gesso, impasto gel, pencil, betel nut, glue, sealer.  

2009. Dimension 91 x 100cm 

 

Title: Tebe Hare/Sama Hare  (Stepping on Rice Husks)  

Material: Mixed media on canvas: acrylic, diluted red earth, impasto gel, glue, betel  

nut, shellac, sealer. 2008. Dimension: 183 x 91cm 

 

Title: Bei-ala (Ancestors) 

Material: Mixed media on canvas: acrylic, impasto gel, gesso, ink, pastel, pencil,  

shellac, sealer. 2008. Dimension: 51 x 61cm 

 

Title: Rekonsiliasaun (Reconciliation) 

Material: Mixed media on Canvas: oil, gesso, impasto gel, glue, gauze, Tais (East  

Timorese traditional cloth). 2007. Dimensions: 121 x 91cm   

  

Title: Selebrasaun (Celebration) 

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: acrylic, gesso, impasto gel, glue, ink, gauze, 

shellac, tais (traditional East Timorese cloth), sealer.  2007. Dimension: 90 x 90cm 

        

Title: Mina Rai (Black Gold)   

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: acrylic, oil, pastel, gesso, impasto gel, coffee, glue, 

tais (traditional East Timorese cloth), sealer. 2007. Dimension: 121 x 91cm  

   

Title: Moris Fila Fali (Renaissance) 

Material: Mixed media on canvas: impasto gel, gesso, glue, betel nut, shellac, tais 

(traditional East Timorese cloth), sealer. 2007. Dimension: 61 x 76cm    

 

Title: Moris Foun (Renascence) 

Material: Mixed media on canvas: impasto gel, gesso, glue, betel nut, shellac, tais 

(traditional East Timorese cloth), sealer. 2007. Dimension: 61 x 76cm    

 

Title: Ina Lou (Dear Mother) 

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: oil, impasto gel, gesso, glue, betel nut, sealer.  

2007. Dimension: 1.37 x 91cm        

 

Title: Kanik (Open Wounds)   
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Material: Mixed Media on canvas: acrylic, oil, gesso, glue, gauze, tais (traditional 

East Timorese cloth), sealer. 2007. Dimension: 51 x 61cm  

 

Title:  Retrato I (Portrait I) 

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: acrylic, oil, impasto gel, gesso, glue, tais (traditional 

East Timorese cloth), sealer. 2007. Dimension: 51 x 41cm    

   

Title: Retrato II (Portrait II) 

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: acrylic, oil, impasto gel, gesso, glue, tais 

(traditional East Timorese cloth), sealer. 2007. Dimension: 51 x 41cm 

  

Title: Retrato III (Portrait III) 

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: acrylic, oil, impasto gel, gesso, glue, tais 

(traditional East Timorese cloth), sealer. 2007. Dimension: 51 x 41cm 

 

Title: Loro Sa’e / Loro Monu (Sun Rise / Sun Set) 

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: oil, glue, impasto gel, tais (traditional East 

Timorese cloth), sealer. 2007. Dimension: 61 x 91cm     

    

Title: Rekonsiliasaun (Reconciliation) 

Material: Mixed media on Canvas: oil, gesso, impasto gel, glue, gauze, Tais (East 

Timorese traditional cloth), sealer. 2007. Dimensions: 152 x 91 cm     

   

Title: Knua Lemorai (Scattered Villages) (3 pieces)     

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: Acrylic, red earth, betel nut, shellac, ink, glue, tais 

(traditional East Timorese cloth), sealer. 2006. Dimension: 25 x 20 cm (Overall: 25 x 60 

cm)   

 

Title: Dalan Halao (Journey) 

Material: Mixed media on canvas: acrylic, pastel, impasto gel, gesso, glue, tais  

(traditional East Timorese cloth), sealer. 2006. Dimension: 61 x 91cm 

 

Title: Fatin Manas (Troubled Spots) 

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: acrylic, impasto gel, gesso, glue, ink, tais  

(traditional East Timorese cloth), sealer. 2006. Dimension: 61 x 91cm 

 

Title: Insidente Izoladu (Isolated Incidents) 
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Material: Mixed Media on canvas: acrylic, gesso, impasto gel, glue, tais (traditional  

East Timorese cloth), sealer. 2006. Dimension: 61 x 91cm 

 

Title: Alvo (Targeted)     

Material: Mixed media on canvas: acrylic, gesso, impasto gel, glue, tais (traditional  

East Timorese cloth), sealer. 2006. Dimension: 25 x 20cm 

 

Title: Knua (Villages)   

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: acrylic, impasto gel, glue, tais (traditional East  

Timorese cloth), sealer. 2006. Dimension: 25 x 20cm 

 

Title: A La Timor Loro Sa’e       

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: acrylic, gesso, impasto gel, ink, glue, shellac, betel 

leaves, tais (traditional East Timorese cloth), and sealer. 2005. Dimension: 172 x 100cm

  

Title: Lilin (Candles) 

Material: Mixed Media on canvas; acrylic, oil, gesso, impasto gel, glue, ink, gauze, 

shellac, tais (traditional East Timorese cloth), sealer. 2005. Dimension: 121 x 91cm 

 

Title: Riku-soin Subar II (Hidden Treasures II) 

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: acrylic, ink, pencil, charcoal, sealer. 2005. Dimension: 

61 x 91cm      

Title: Primeiro Socorros (First Aid) 

Material: Mixed media on canvas: acrylic, glue, oil paint tais (traditional East 

Timorese cloth), sealer. 2005. Dimension: 65 x 80cm 

 

According to the legend, East Timor originated from the time a young boy first aided to 

rescue a crocodile, which later returned the favour by helping the young boy to see the 

world, and by becoming the Island of East Timor.  

Influenced by my work as an interpreter and translator for the Ambulance project, this 

painting is an attempt to express the necessity of first aid in East Timor as we struggle as 

an independent nation. Just like the young boy, this very young nation of East Timor 

needs rescuing in order to grow strong for the future generations to come.  

 

Title: Primeiro Socorros II (First Aid II) 

Material: Mixed media on canvas: acrylic, gesso, impasto gel, ink, glue, tais 

(traditional East Timorese cloth), sealer. 2005 Dimension: 65 x 80cm   
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Title: Lafaek (Crocodile) 

Material: Mixed media on canvas: acrylic, impasto gel, glue, tais (traditional East 

Timorese cloth), pencil, ink, sealer. 2005. Dimension: 25 x 20cm   

 

Title: Hili Batar (Picking Corn); Installation; Floor piece    

Material: Mixed media: wood, corn, acrylic, shellac and traditional East Timorese woven 

baskets.  

2003. Dimension: Approximately 130 x 60cm 

       

This work was influenced by the artist views and observation of the United Nations 

workers in East Timor. Although most of the UN workers were highly qualified in their 

home countries, somehow the lack of cultural, social and political understanding about 

East Timor especially regarding the language, forced the local population to criticise and 

show lack of respect amongst many of the UN workers, who were trying very hard to help 

with the rebuilding and development of the country. According to many of the locals, some 

of these UN workers might as well go and pick corn if they don’t even know how to spell 

the names of those who needed to be registered, adding with the unfamiliarity of the 

computer keys, which prolonged a simple 10 minutes task to up to an hour long. Thus, 

many locals started to complain and say: “They might as well go and ‘pick corn’, since 

they are taking time not only trying to spell our names, but to pick the letters one by one 

just like the local chooks, when they are trying to eat and pick the corn one by one. 

This sculpture is an interactive piece. The intention and the challenge, is for the viewer or 

the audience to try and spell their names, by picking the corn seeds which have the 

alphabet written on them. This will hopefully give the viewer or the audience member a 

sense of feeling that this task is at times, frustrating and time consuming. An emotional 

experience often felt by the East Timorese locals during the very crucial time of recovery, 

rebuilding and development of the world’s newest nation.   

     

Title: Mana Maria (Sister Maria)   

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: glue, shellac, tais (traditional East Timorese cloth), 

sealer. 2003. Dimension: 121 x 91cm.   

 

Title: Milisia II (Militia II) 

Material: Mixed media on board: acrylic, canvas, gesso, glue, tais (traditional East 

Timorese cloth), shellac, sealer. 2001. Dimension: 90 x 60 cm. 

 

Title: Milisia III (Militia III) 
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Material: Mixed media on board: acrylic, canvas, gesso, glue, tais (traditional East 

Timorese cloth), shellac, sealer. 2001. Dimension: 90 x 60 cm. 

 

Title: Lei da Catana (Law of the Machete)   

Material: Mixed Media on board: acrylic, impasto gel, glue, canvas, ink, pencil,  

sealer. 2001. Dimension: 91 x 80cm.  

 

Title: Lemo Rai (Wondering) 

Material: Mixed media on paper: charcoal, pastels, wire, shellac. 1996. Dimensions: 25 x 

20cm. 

 

The sea as the frightening beginning of a journey. The East Timorese in exile have a 

saying: Namkare lemos rai seluk seluk (wondering aimlessly throughout the world). 

 

Title: Nai Maromak Tulun Ami (Dear God Help us) 

Material: Mixed Media on canvas: acrylic, charcoal, ink, pastel, sealer. 

1996. Dimension: 85 x 1.16cm.      

A shattered country 

A dysfunctional family 

A heart that bleeds 

A crying home 

By the grace of god, may the disintegration of our homes and hearts be healed. 

 

Title: Timor Oan (Children of Timor) 

Material: Mixed media on canvas: acrylic, newspaper, gesso, glue, tais (traditional 

East Timorese cloth). 1994. Dimension: 61 x 76cm.   

 

Title: Kaibauk Drowning 

Material: Mixed Media on board: acrylic, ink, pastel, charcoal, glue, tais (traditional 

East Timorese cloth). 1996. Dimension: 91 x 80cm.     

  

Title: Buka Hela (Searching) 

Material: Mixed media on paper: pencil, ink. 1992. Dimension: 121 x 90cm.   

 

Title: Abut- Ama nia Fuk (Roots-Mum’s Hair) 

Material: Mixed media on paper: pencil, charcoal, ink. 1990. Dimension: 30 x 20cm. 

From a series of study drawings of my mum’s hair. 
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Solo Exhibitions by Maria Madeira  
 

September 2014: I carried out the first ever-solo exhibition by an East Timorese artist in 

Jakarta Indonesia. The exhibition was entitled Ina Lou; Dear Mother Earth; Ibu Pertiwi and it 

was held at Galeri Cipta II, in Taman Ismail Marzuki, Jakarta, Indonesia. 
 
October / November 2011: Exhibition entitled Familiar Steps was held at the Lusophonic 

Festival, in Macau. In this exhibition, I went to represent the visual arts voice of Timor-Leste. 
 
April 2010: Exhibition entitled Quietly Speaking (Koalia Neneik Deit) (T), which was held at 

Casa Europa, Dili, Timor-Leste. 
 
March 2008: Artist in Residence and exhibition entitled Threads of Culture, which was held at 

The Centre for Sustainable Living, Denmark, Western Australia. 
 
July / September 2007: Exhibition entitled Lian Tatoli (T) (Messenger), which was held at 

Kulcha, Multicultural arts of WA, Fremantle, Western Australia. 
June / July 2007: Artist in Residence and exhibition entitled Silent Voices, which was held at 

the Cannery Arts Centre, Esperance, Western Australia. 
 
April / May 2005: Exhibition, which was held at Hotel Timor, Dili, Timor-Leste, and presided 

by the then First Lady of Timor-Leste: Her Excellency Kirsty Sword Gusmão, at Hotel Timor, 

Dili, Timor-Leste.  
 
June 1997: Exhibition entitled Hamutuk (T) (Together), which was held at Kalla Yeedip 

Gallery, Midland, Western Australia. 
 
June / July 1996: First ever solo exhibition entitled East Timor – Land of Crosses, which was 

held at Perth Institute of Contemporary Arts (PICA), Perth, Western Australia.    
 

Appendix 1.7- David Palazón was born in Barcelona in 1972. He studied graphic 

design, before moving to the UK where he completed his studies at the London College of 

Communication and the Royal College of Art. He worked for 3 years as an associate 

lecturer at the University of the Arts London managing the Artepreneurs programme. 

David has won several awards and shown his work internationally including the BBC 

Africa 05, the 291 Gallery in London and the Aichi World Expo in 2005. In 2008, he went 
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to Timor-Leste and worked in several art, design and film projects, that included the CAVR 

exhibition design in 2008, and more recently as a executive producer for the CPLP 

DOCTV documentary Uma Lulik in partnership with Timorese director Victor de Sousa 

and IDA, where he currently also works as art director. In 2009, David worked as 

coordinator for the Tatoli ba Kultura research project in collaboration with Prof Tony Fry 

from Griffith University. Between 2010 and 2011, David worked closely with the Secretary 

of State and Director General for Culture in several projects that included acting as a 

curator for the Academy of Creative Industries. 

 
CHAPTER 2 
Appendix 2.1 – Alola Foundation or Fundasaun Alola in Tetun, was established in 

2001, and was founded by then First Lady, Sra Kirsty Sword Gusmão, under the Forum 

NGO Timor-Leste as a local women’s NGO. It is an organization that is committed to 

empower women with programs that are catered for women and children. The 

organisation was originally created to raise awareness of the widespread sexual violence 

against women and girls in Timor-Leste during the violence of September 1999. Their 

motto is “Feto Forte, Nasaun Forte – Strong Women, Strong Nation”, and the Foundation 

offers a wide range of programs that include: Advocacy, Economic Development, 

Education & Maternal, and Child Health. 
 

Timor Aid was founded in 1998 by East Timorese people and long-term international 

supporters of the country, and after 2000, the organisation started a textile collection in 

order to assist in the preservation of Timor-Leste’s endangered culture. As a result, Timor 

Aid has a great collection of textiles that represent the history and techniques of this craft, 

and continues to work, research and document aspects of this textile (tais weaving) 

tradition. One of Timor Aid’s main objectives is to model organizational excellence in 

undertaking programs to achieve sustainable economic, social and cultural development 

results. Timor Aid has worked with major funding agencies such as the European 

Commission, USAID, AusAID, UN agencies and various private foundations, and has 

implemented more than 80 projects in the areas of community development, health, 

education, capacity building, income generation and agriculture. Timor Aid has also been 

working in promoting the Tetun language, through producing books in Tetun like children’s 

books, and books documenting the culture of Timor-Leste. The organisation was also 

involved in the publishing of Linguistics of the standard dictionary of the Tetun language, 

in association with the National Institute.  
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Appendix 2.2 – In July – September 2009 Timor Aid and Alola Foundation carried out 

and exhibition entitled: “ Arte Futus Nian: Husi Naroman ba Nakukun, (T), meaning ”The 

Art of Futus: From Light to Dark /, at Casa Europa, Dili Timor-Leste; the exhibition 

curators were Joanna Barrkman and Anne Finch.  

 

Appendix 2.3 - Tatoli ba Kultura was a research project that’s main objective was to 

gather materials, and gain awareness and knowledge necessary to establish the future 

Academy of Creative Industries in Timor-Leste. The research was to identify products, 

skills, historic materials and artifacts from the country’s tangible and intangible culture. 

This was achieved through fieldwork research and access to inter/national collections and 

databases. The research is to provide the basis and become a form of reference for the 

development of a locally focused curriculum for an educational institution that is to deal 

primarily on issues such as conservation and innovation. The project was in collaboration 

with the Secretary of State of Culture and the Director General of Culture in Timor-Leste 

and funded by AusAid.  

Prof Tony Fry from QCA, Griffith University in Brisbane led the Tatoli Ba Kultura team. 

The project was coordinated in Dili by David Palazón (Designer & Filmmaker), and was 

comprised of other team members including: Maria Madeira (Painter & Educator), Elena 

Tognoli (Illustrator & Educator), Gibrael Carocho (Visual Artist), Nelson Turquel 

(Photographer & Musician), Victor de Sousa (Filmmaker) and Jen Shyu (Jazz musician) 

as guest researcher. The website as well as the mediamap is kindly supported by the US 

Embassy in Dili. www.tatolibakultura.org 

 
CHAPTER 3 
Appendix 3.1 – This explanation of the Lulik Circle was sourced from the interpretation 

of Jose ‘Josh’ Trindade’s  (2008, 2011) concept of the Sacred Domain called the “Lulik 

Circle”. 
 

 

Terms  

 

Description  

 

Opposition in 
Dualism to Balance  

Laran/Lulik  Centre/Sacred. Represents the cosmic 

world, source of rules and regulations and 

moral standards. The truth of lulik is 

unquestionable because it is determined by 

the ancestors.  

 

 

Two Outer Layers  

Ritual Uma Lulik  The sacred house of the Dato who holds Political Uma Lulik and 
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the ritual power  

 

Lulik  

Dato/Bei  Ritual power holders, the landlords, the 

insiders. They represent female values  

 

Liurai and Lulik  

Ritual Power  Authority to conduct ceremonies and rituals 

and ability to communicate with the 

ancestors  

Political Power and 

Lulik  

 

Old Values  
Old traditional values of the area which are 

determined by the ancestors of the Dato  

 

 

Main Uma Lulik  
 

The political sacred house of the Liurai  

 

Ritual Uma Lulik and 

Lulik  

Liurai Political power holder. Legitimacy of the 

Liurai is from the Dato who appointed the 

Liurai according to ancestral rules  

 

Dato and Lulik  

 

Political Power  

 

Authority to rule and administer the land 

and the people including dealing with the 

outside world  

 

Ritual Power and Lulik  

 

New Values  
The new values that are brought in by the 

Liurai or influences from the outside world  

 

Old Values and Lulik  

The arrows  
Represent relationships between layers and 

its entities which always complementary to 

each other to ensure harmony in the 

society. The layers and its entities always 

check and balance each other as in dualism 

concept  

 

 

 
Appendix 3.2 – The preamble of the East Timor constitution emphasises the idea of 

‘resistance and struggle’ (see East Timor Constitution 2002) serving as the main 

component in national identity and was favoured by resistance fighters, Fretilin members, 

and East Timorese exiles. Many East Timorese with different political backgrounds (UDT, 

APODETI and others), and those who simply voted in the 1999 popular consultation, felt 

excluded. This division created animosity, grievances and jealousy as those who were 

involved in the resistance struggle claim that they fought and suffered more during the 

resistance period compared to the others. These claims played a major role in triggering 

the 2006 crisis, divisions in government institutions (such as PNTL and F-FDTL) and the 

regional division of lorosa’e – loromonu,	(Trindade, 2008, 25).  

CHAPTER 4 
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Appendix 4.1 - Panca Sila (I), also known as the five principles, is a concept first raised 

by the President of the Republic of Indonesia, Sukarno. “They are: belief in one supreme 

God; justice and civility among peoples; the unity of Indonesia; democracy through 

deliberation and consensus among representatives; social justice for all. Panca Sila was 

later used by President Soeharto as a weapon, and is seen as “[…] synonymous with and 

justification for an integralist view of the state” (Schwarz, Adam, op. cit., 1999, p. 10 

quoted in Pride 2002, 76). 
 

CHAPTER 5 
Appendix 5.1 –	This is	the Sago harvesting ceremony that occurred in October 2014 in 

the eastern district of Viqueque. The images reveal the long established traditions and 

processes required to harvest Sago in the area. Figure 1 for instance, shows the initial 

stage of preparation where the elders gather together to offer, pay their respect, and 

present their intentions to the ancestors to carry out the Sago harvesting ritual. Because 

of its significant and sacred values, the participants must follow a strict dress code which 

includes the tais, and in this case, the traditional hair pin ornament worn by women, which 

is produced exclusively in this part of the world.   

 

 
Fig. 1: Preparing for the Sago Harvesting Ceremony in the Eastern Distrito of Viqueque.  

Photography by David Palazón. 
 

        
 

Fig. 2: Crushing and pounding the sago in the                    Fig. 3: East-Timorese wearing the traditional  
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Harvesting Ceremony in the Eastern Distrito of                  hairpin. Photography by Vitorino Dos Santos. 

Viqueque. Photography by Vitorino Dos Santos.    

 

In figure 2 one can see the process and the conduct for the crushing and pounding of the 

sago, which is accompanied with rhythmic musical performances involving singing and 

chanting. In casual conversations with some locals and friends, I was led to understand 

that musical performance is essential to harvesting ceremonies such as this, because 

according to the participants, music provides the rhythm and the beat for the motion of 

crushing the sago. Music offers incentive in that it makes the hard task of sago 

preparation more entertaining and the hours seem to pass quicker. The final stage of the 

ceremony is captured in figure 4, depicting the customary tradition of dancing the Bidu or 

the Tebe Dai, to celebrate the end of a successful harvesting. Bidu and Tebe Dai are 

traditional dancing from Timor-Leste, performed throughout the country, in various 

ceremonial occasions such as funeral rituals and inauguration of an Uma Lulik.    

 

  
 Fig 4: Performing the traditional dance called Tebedai, for the Sago Harvesting Ceremony in the Eastern 

District of Viqueque. Photography by Vitorino Dos Santos. 

 
Appendix 5.2 –	In Baucau, I came across the knua (T) (village) of Nunira, in the Sub-

District of Laga, where the Uma Lulik (T) (Sacred Houses), apart from the tip of the roof, 

which is considered sacred, were completely protected by tin roof (see figures 5, 6 and 7). 

As discussed throughout the thesis, the Uma Lulik is a dwelling place for the living as well 

the spiritual world, and all aspects surrounding the notion of the Uma Lulik, are strictly and 

profoundly embedded within the realm of animist belief and as such, are sacred (Hicks 

2004, 2008).  As such, any events or changes that are directly connected with Sacred 

Houses, have to be carried out in consultation with the spiritual and ancestral world. Thus, 
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in this case, the introduction of the tin roof occurred after intensive and meticulous sacred 

and animist ceremonies were performed throughout the year. The objective was to 

interact and communicate with the ancestors, to seek their approval and acceptance for 

this new approach and development.  

 

These adaptations to more modern and Western materials are due to several factors. 

According to the locals for example, the scarcity of natural local and traditional material 

has compelled many East Timorese to resort to more modern materials. Moreover, the 

durability and availability of these materials has made them attractive to the locals.  

Whilst conversing with the locals, and an elder of the family clan, Mr. Filomeno Amado 

mentioned that these Sacred Houses were rebuilt with the consent of the ancestors, and 

were inaugurated during Portuguese rule in 1974.  

 

                
Fig. 5: The Roof Uma Lulik of Nunira, (Detail).         Fig. 6: Uma Lulik of Nunira (Detail). Founded in 1974. 

Photography by David Palazón.                                Photography by David Palazón  

 

                   
Fig. 7: Uma Lulik of Nunira, in the District of Baucau, Sub District of Laga. Photography by David Palazón.  

Appendix 5.3 – In the South Eastern District of Suai Covalima similarly, elements of 

modern day artistic expression were found in the Uma Lulik from Fohorem (see fig. 8 and 

10), in a village called Laktos. Contrary to the visible evidence of western impact in 

Nunira, here the evidence were found inside the House, where sacred and symbolic 

images are strikingly and colourfully displayed in more contemporary manner. According 

to the Lian Nain Mr. Jose Barreto, (see fig. 8 in chapter 2), these images were foretold 



 220 

and shown to him by the ancestors via oral communication and dreams. After receiving 

the instructions for the images, symbols and patterns, Mr. Barreto discussed the ideas, 

which were interpreted, designed and carved by the artist and carpenter Mr. Jacinto 

Moniz, (fig. 9) - a native from Laktos.  

This Sacred House is closely associated to the matriarchal society within the District of 

Suai-Covalima. That is why we can see the symbols of the female breast captured here 

(fig. 10), as a very contemporary and colourful design, compared to the very traditional 

image of the female breast, captured in figure 11, (date and local identity unknown). 

Inaugurated approximately 7 years ago, some of the symbols, patterns and images, are 

sacred to this Uma Lulik; and not allowed to be duplicated in any other Uma Luliks around 

the country. 

     
Fig. 8: Uma Lulik of Fohorem, in the village of Laktos,              Fig. 9: Artist and carpenter Mr. Jacinto Moniz 

District of Covalima - Suai, in the Sub District of Fohorem.      Photography: David Palazón.   

Photography: David Palazón.  
 

              

Fig. 10: Sacred Female symbol.                                         Fig. 11: Sacred Door. Date and source unknown. 

Photography by David Palazón.         
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Fig. 12: Entrance to the first floor inside the Uma Lulik.in Fohorem, Suai. Photography by David    

Palazón. 

 
CHAPTER 6 
Appendix 6.1 – José Alexandre Gusmão (Kay Rala Xanana Gusmão) was born in 

1946 in Manatuto, Timor-Leste. From 1959 to 1962 Xanana went to study in the Jesuit 

seminary Nossa Senhora de Fatima in Dare. After joining the pro-independence party 

Fretilin in 1975, Xanana was appointed leader of the National Council for Revolutionary 

Resistance (CRRN) in 1981. Xanana left Fretilin in 1988 to form the National Council of 

Maubere Resistance (CNRM). In 1992 Xanana was captured by Indonesian forces in Dili 

and was sentenced to life imprisonment in 1993 where he remained until 1999. While in 

Cipinang Prison he was unanimously elected President of the non-partisan National 

Council of Timorese Resistance (CNRT). Xanana was released in September 1999, 

following the popular consultation in which 78.5% of East Timorese voted in favour of 

independence. Xanana became the country’s first President holding office from 2002 to 

2007. He also became Timor-Leste’s 5th Prime Minister from 2007 to 2015.  

 
Appendix 6.2 – José Ramos-Horta was born in 1949 in Dili, Timor-Leste and was 

educated in a Catholic mission. He became a journalist and was a co-founder of Fretilin 

Political Party. Before the Indonesian invasion in 1975, Ramos-Horta fled Timor-Leste and 

whilst in exile he became a prominent spokesperson for the East Timorese resistance and 

in 1996 he was co-recipient of the Nobel Peace prize alongside East Timorese Bishop, 

Mgr Carlos Filipe Ximenes Belo. After Timor-Leste’s independence in 2002, Ramos-Horta 

became the Foreign Affairs Minister in the provisional government. From 2006 – 2007 he 
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was appointed the third Prime Minister, and from 2007 - 2012 Ramos-Horta replaced 

Xanana Gusmão as the second President of the Republic of Timor-Leste.  

 

Bishop, Mgr Carlos Filipe Ximenes Belo, was born in Baucau, Timor-Leste in 1948. 

From 1983 – 1988, he was the Apostolic Administrator, and became Bishop in June 1988.  

During the Indonesian occupation Bishop Belo become one of the most effective 

spokespeople for the rights of the Timorese people. His significant and tireless work was 

acknowledged when he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize together with Jose Ramos-

Horta in 1996. 

 

Appendix 6.3 - June/July 1996 

Following is the copy of the West Australian newspaper article entitled: “Protest in Paint”, 

by Ron Banks, (dated June 25, 1996), about my first ever Solo Exhibition entitled: “East 

Timor – Land of Crosses”, which was held at Perth Institute of Contemporary Arts (PICA), 

Perth, Western Australia.   

 
 

Appendix 6.4 – Sanggar Matan is a group of young emerging artist originally from the 

Manatuto District, Timor-Leste. The group is very well known for its vibrant and striking 

colourful imagery applied to the renowned traditional ceramic production such as vases 

and figurines of Manatuto. Now they are based in Dili, and their work is being sold 

nationally as well as internationally.  

 
Sanggar Masin is an art collective, which was founded in May 2002. The main objective 

of this group was to assemble the youth who were interested in art and spread art and 

culture within Timor-Leste. Some of the projects tackled so far by this group, involve: 

“paint, batik, (an Indonesian style of printing and printing cloth) industry, illustration, 

theatre, graphic design, photography and video” (Palazón 2011, 97). In 2011 the 
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members of the group included: Baltazar Almeida, Alberto Vitor, Martino M. da Cruz, 

Alsino Baptista, Francisco de Jesus, Mario Fernandes, Rivaldo Londan, Isidor da L. 

Amaral, Celestino Soares and Manuel de Jesus. 
 

Gembel is another art collective that surfaced around 2010, and is compromised by up to 

20 artists. Just like the other groups, its main objective is to encourage the young people 

to develop and advance their artistic interests and endeavours. The overall goal is to 

create a sustainable artistic practice whilst divulging Timor-Leste’s arts and culture to the 

world.   

 

Afalyca is an art organisation that was established in 2007 in Baucau. The main objective 

of this group is to encourage the East Timorese youth to develop their creative 

endeavours, and create peace within their communities. Just like Arte Moris, apart from 

visual arts, here the members and participants can also use performance arts such as 

music and dance to divulge Timor-Leste’s arts and cultural identity.  

Over the years all of these art groups have worked with Non Government Organizations 

(NGOs) such as Timor Aid, Timor-Leste’s Resistance Museum, Australian Aid, Red Cross 

and World Vision, Plan International, The Catholic Children’s Fund, UNICEF, to name just 

a few, as well as carrying out various exhibitions in Timor-Leste, Portugal, Switzerland, 

and Australia. 

 

Appendix 6.5 - Manuel Justino ‘Bosco’ Alves do Rêgo (aka Bosco), was born in Dili 

Timor-Leste in 1965. After completing his agricultural study in Central Java, Bosco worked 

as an agriculture technician in Manatuto. As a student Bosco won a 2nd prize in a design 

competition and during the Indonesian occupation he used art as a form of resistance. For 

example, he painted some of the banners and posters for the demonstrations against the 

Indonesian occupation in 1991, of which it resulted in the Santa Cruz massacre. Since 

2000 Bosco has exhibited regularly in various solo and group shows, that include: “Timor, 

Art in Canvas, in 2003 sponsored by the Portuguese Embassy, ‘Art for Peace’, at Oriente 

Foundation in November 2006, and Timor in Oil and Charcoal’, in May 2003 at Oriente 

Foundation and Hotel Timor” (Palazón 2011, 40). Currently Bosco continues to 

successfully practice his artistic endeavours in Manatuto where he resides.  

Appendix 6.6 – These are examples of numerous group and solo exhibitions that 

accommodated primarily Timor-Leste’s male artists from various art groups such as Arte 

Moris and Afalyca.    

 

2003:  
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- “Primeira Feira do Livro Lusófono”(the 1st Portuguese Language Book Fair), Mercado 

Lama. 

- “Timor a Arte na Tela”, Instituto Camões, in collaboration with Fundação Oriente. 

- “Restoration of Independence Exhibition” at Hotel Dili. 

- “Arte Moris”, Centro Juvenil Padre António Vieira, Taibessi. 

- “Donors Conference for East Timor” Hotel Timor. 

- “Third Anniversary Celebration of the Xanana Gusmão Reading Room”. 

- Exhibition and workshops for the Catholic College Opening Event of Fundação São 

José, Baucau. 

2004: 

- Paintings are displayed for sale at the Vasco da Gama Hotel and Restaurant.(Since 

2004, ongoing) 

- Paintings are displayed for sale at the Hotel Timor. Ongoing. (Since 2004, ongoing) 

Permanent exhibition of paintings at Hotel Esplanada (Since 2004, ongoing) 

- Exhibition and events celebrating East Timor’s Independence Restoration Anniversary at 

the Timorese Cultural Center Uma Fukun, in collaboration with the Ministry of Education, 

Culture, Youth, Sport. 

- CDUSU Art Auction, Exhibition in Darwin and visit of five Arte Moris senior students, 

invited by the Charles Darwin University Students’ Union and The Darwin-Dili-Sister City 

Committee. 

- “Arte Moris. Living Art from Timor”, Exhibition in Sydney, visit and courses during 1 

month for 5 senior students, invited by COFA (College of Fine Art), New South Wales 

University. Coordinator Diane Losche. Followed by exhibition and music session with 

Timorese and Australian artists at The Knot Gallery, Surry Hills (2004, 2006)  

- Visit to the University of Newcastle and participation in workshops. 

- “Arte Moris”, Exhibition and jam session with Timorese and Australian artists at The Knot 

Gallery, Surrey Hills.  

2005:  

- Être: The Face of Human Rights, photo exhibition curated by Lars Muller at Arte Moris 

exhibition halls, with paintings from Arte Moris and documentaries by Centro Audiovisual, 

Max Stahl Timor Leste. Music by the Arte Moris Rabenta Stomp Band, Arte Moris HaKa 

Djembe group and Galaxy, with performances by Bibi Bulak.The paintings are now 

exhibited at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs since 2006.  

- “Living Culture – Cultura Moris”, an ethnographic exhibition at Arte Moris exhibition halls, 

from a rare national collection of ancient artifacts from Timor-Leste combined with the 

permanent collection of contemporary artworks from Arte Moris. Curated by Dr Phyllis 

Ferguson, Oxford University. 
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- “Children of the Crocodile – The Australia East Timor Story”, exhibition, Australian 

National Maritime Museum. 

2006 

-Exhibition organised by Arte Moris at the Embassy of Timor-Leste to Australia to 

celebrate November 28, Proclamation Day of Independence in 1975. 

- Exhibition and workshops hold for children by 7 senior students, invited by Blue 

Mountains E.T. Sisters, Lawson NSW. 

- Exhibition and courses for 3 students, Willoughby Workshop Art Centre NSW. 

- Exhibition at the Embassy of Timor-Leste to Australia to celebrate November 28, 

Proclamation Day of Independence in 1975. 

- “Art from Timor-Leste”, Exhibition at the UN Palais des Nations, in Geneva, Switzerland.  

- “Living Art from Timor Lorosa’e”, Exhibition and events honoring East Timor’s culture in    

collaboration with AMZH (Arte Moris Zurich) at ICS (Inter-Community School) in   

Zurich/Zumikon, Switzerland. (March –April 2006) 

2007 

- Exhibition "The ART of Timor-Leste" at the Gordon Gallery of TAFE in Geelong, Victoria, 

Australia. 

- Exhibitions and presentations in the Italian part of Switzerland following an invitation by 

Radio Televisione Svizzera / Italiana (RTSI). 

2008 

- Gembel Art printmaking project with artist Bayu Widodo, of Taring Padi, a month-long 

series of workshops in Dili and an exhibition, organised by Angie Bexley. 

2010 

- “Peace of Wall”, curator Chris Parkinson. Images and words on the walls of Timor-Leste 

(2006–2010), touring exhibition and blog peaceofwall.blogspot.co.uk. 

2011 

In September / October 2011 Tony Amaral, a recent graduate from the National Art 

School, Sydney, Australia, carried out his first Solo Exhibition entitled: Dame Ba Rai Neb’e 

Maka Iha Problema – “Peace to this troubled country”, at the Arte Moris Gallery, Arte 

Moris Comoro, Dili, Timor-Leste. 

“Kitchen Talks: The Food and Culture of Timor Leste”, exhibition at St Kilda Town Hall. 

Photographer Jorge de Araujo and writer Carmelita Gomes 

portphillip.vic.gov.au/he_gallery.htm (viewed 1 July 2016) 

2013 

- Tony Amaral, “Faces of East Timor”, McGlade Gallery Australian Catholic University, 

Sydney, curator Annalise Vogel, with Tristan Velasco, photographic exhibition. 

2015 
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- In 2015 October an exhibition entitled: “Arte Reciclagem” (Recycled Art), was carried out 

by two artist: Kiki Ze Lara and Jhony Campos, at Arte Moris, Gallery, Dili, Timor-Leste.  

- In December 2015, the artists from Arte Moris carried out an exhibition entitled: “Moris 

Nafatin” meaning ‘Still Alive’ that showcased paintings, sculptures, liner prints and 

installation works, at the Arte Moris Gallery, Dili, Timor-Leste.  

2017 

- In March 2017, the Ballarat Library, in Melbourne, Australia held a 

collaborative exhibition showcasing the artworks portraying East Timorese food, with 

artists from various art groups, from Arte Ramelau, Afalyca, Arte Moris and Gembel. The 

exhibition followed a collaboration between the Australian artists Trish, Sylvia and Anne-

Marie with two Arte Moris artists: Gil and Beny, who worked with young artists to create 

artistic expressions showcasing East Timorese food. 

- In March 2017 the Arte Moris artist Kiki Ze Lara, held an exhibition entitled: “Píntar Para 

Vivir” (Pinta Ba Moris in Tetum and Painting to Live in English), showcasing   Paintings at 

the Xanana Gusmão Reading Room, Dili, Timor-Leste. 

 

CHAPTER 7 
Appendix 7.1 – Albertina Viegas, was born in Dili, Timor-Leste in 1966. After the 

Indonesian invasion, Viegas arrived in Australia in 1975, where she completed a BA (Visual 

Arts), in Nepean College of Advanced Education in 1987. Group exhibitions include Fresh Art, 

SH Ervin Gallery, Sydney (1989). She is a co-founder of Street Level Gallery, in Penrith, and 

became Women’s coordinator for the Warburton Arts Project, Western Australia. Her 

curatorial activities include: East Timor 1974–1990, A Photographic Perspective, Fairfield 

School of Arts, Sydney (1990); East Timor 1942–1992, A Retrospective Exhibition, Tin Sheds 

Gallery, University of Sydney (1992); Yarnangu Ngaanya, Our Land – Our Body, Perth 

Institute of Contemporary Arts and SH Ervin Gallery, Sydney (1993); Tuba Rai Metin: Firmly 

Gripping the Earth, Darwin Fringe Festival (1996), Sydney and Canberra, exhibition 

catalogue, East Timor Cultural Centre Inc., Fairfield NSW, 1996. In June 2003, Viegas held 

the “Isle of Refuge” exhibition at the Ivan Dougherty art gallery in Sydney. For more 

information about the exhibition see: REUTERS/David Gray DG/FA. www.alamy.com/stock-

photo-a-visitor-passes-an-untitled-work-by-east-timorese-immigr...Viegas currently lives in 

Poland. 

 

Appendix 7.2 – Gabriela Carrascalão Cid, was born in Dili, Timor-Leste in 1949. 

Carrascalão Cid fled with her family to Australia during the Indonesian occupation, where she 

became a journalist, radio presenter and is now an accomplished visual artist. She is self-



 227 

taught with influences from Salvador Dali and Arthur Boyd to contemporary Portuguese 

painters like Júlio Pomar, Paula Rego and Gil Teixeira Lopes. Carrascalão Cid works on 

large-scale canvases, and is highly influenced by works and endevours of East Timorese 

women, particularly in the realm of traditional arts and culture. In 2013 she married famous 

Portuguese musician José Cid, and they now reside in Portugal. In December 2016 – March 

2017 Carrascalão Cid showcased her paintings in a solo exhibition entitled Mana Timor, 

which was held at the Museu do Vinho e da Vinha Bairrada, in Anadia, Portugal. 

 

Appendix 7.3 – Mrs. (Dona) Verónica Pereira Maia, is an East Timorese artist/master 

weaver, and was born in Fahorem, Suai Covalima, in 1930. She fled the Indonesian invasion 

seeking exile in Portugal. Whilst in exile she continued her tais weaving practice and taught 

Timor-Leste’s art and culture to the younger generation of East Timorese, including to the 

young Maria Madeira. Over the years she has undertaking “residencies and exhibitions at the 

Museo de Traje/National Museum of Costume, Lisbon. After the Santa Cruz Massacre in 

1991 was active in AFFET and in their programme of performances, demonstrations and art 

event Tuba-rai metin: firmly gripping the earth, State Square, Darwin for the 1996 Darwin 

Fringe Festival. She performed in the theatre productions ‘Diablo’ (Darwin Wharf, 1992) and 

‘Spirits Cry Freedom’ (1993), and undertook workshops at Northern Territory Museum of Arts 

and Sciences, Darwin (1989) and Craft Council Gallery, Darwin (1995). The new Government 

of Timor Leste laid her Tais Don (1995–96) memorial weaving at Santa Cruz Church in Dili for 

the inaugural commemoration of the 1991 massacre on 12 November 2000” (Holder 2017, 

108). In 2014 Dona Verónica was a special guest artist at the “Elastic (Borracha) Mobile 

Residancy” which was a group exhibition with three other fellow artists (Maria Madeira, Victor 

da Sousa, Narelle Jubelin and Fiona MacDonald, at the Chan Contemporary Art Space in 

Darwin, and the Cross Art Projects in Sydney, Australia. She has been living in Darwin since 

1985. 

 

Appendix 7.4 – in 1996 the exhibition “Tuba Rai Metin”: (Firmly Gripping the Earth), was 

held at Darwin Fringe Festival (10–15 August 1996), the Sydney events at the MCA (20–28 

September 1996), the Casula Powerhouse (4–23 November 1996), and the Canberra School 

of Art (opening 11 September 1997). Artist Albertina Viegas in collaboration initiated the 

exhibition with other artists like Dona Verónica Pereira Maia, Albertina and builders Antonio 

Maia, Risto Nousiainen, Gary Proctor and others. The exhibition included a Timorese sacred 

house, and the ‘Tais Don’ by Dona Verónica and the ”Katupa Soldados” by Viegas, which is 

discussed in chapter 7.  
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Appendix 7.5 – in 1992, an exhibition entitled Artists’ Regional Exchange 

Programme (ARX 3), was held at Peth Institute of Contemporary Art (PICA) in Perth 

Western Australia. Apart form David Jones in collaboration with Maria Madeira, the 

exhibition included other artists from Southeast Asia such as: Amanda Heng from 

Singapore, Barnard McIntyre from New Zealand, FX Harsono from Indonesia, Wong Hoy 

Cheong from Malaysia, and Australian artists Bryan Mather and Ian Howard.  

For more information about this exhibition see ‘Managing ARX’, Artlink, Vol. 12, No.3, 

Spring 1992, and the Newspaper Sydney Morning Herald dated 13th May 1992. 

 

Appendix 7.6 - Sebastião Silva was born in Dili, Timor-Leste in 1963. He is a self-

taught artist, and started his artistic endeavours in the early 1980’s, establishing himself 

as an accomplished artist in the early 1990s. Similar to Freitas Silva, “the attachment for 

his beloved country and people, especially in the countryside, are his driving force and 

are evident in his choice of subjects” (Palazón 2011, 98). As such, most of his works are 

focused primarily with the daily lives of East Timorese people like peaceful rural scenes 

and landscapes. His paintings are scattered throughout prestigious and humble 

households around the world.  

 

Appendix 7.7 – Abel Júpiter Freitas Silva was born in Baucau, and at the age of 19, 

he left Timor to Jakarta, where he stayed for five months, and then left for Macau. 

Here,“he studied and worked until August 1998, when he came to Portugal. He graduated 

in Political Sciences and International Relations from the Faculty of Social Sciences and 

the Humanities of Lisbon University. He was always very interested in painting, and his 

painting, often depict the daily living of the East Timorese people like agricultural activities 

and rural scenes.   

 

Appendix 7.8 – Alfeo Sanches was born in Com, Los Palos Timor-Leste in 1982. He 

was a student in Arte Moris, where he also taught. He has participated in numerous 

exhibitions  that include painted walls (with Eston Caminha and Xisto da Silva) for the 

launch of Peace of Wall: Street Art from East Timor, for Gertrude Street Projection 

Festival, in Melbourne, Australia 2014, where he currently resides. 

 

Victor Pereira De Sousa is an artist and filmmaker from Venilale, Baucau, Timor-Leste. “He 

studied at Arte Moris and was invited to work as Artist in Residence at Griffith University Film 

School in Brisbane (2010). He is part of the Academy of Creative Industries project and Dili 

design practice IDA founded by Catalan designer/film maker David Palazón. His film entitled: 
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Uma Lulik (Sacred House) was screened at the 2011 Brisbane International Film Festival is 

the first film by an indigenous Timorese” (Holder, 2017, 107). Victor lives between Dili and 

Venilale.  

 

Gibrael Carocho is an East Timorese artist whose works include painting, illustration, 

photography and music. He studied in Arte Moris, in Dili, in ISI, in Yogyakarta, and at the 

Gordon Institute of Tafe, in Geelong (Australia). Over the years Garrocho has had several 

group exhibitions in Geelong Art Gallery, Hotel Timor, Art Auction, at Charles Darwin 

University, and more. He was also a member of the Tatoli ba Kultura research project 

team. He currently resides in Dili, Timor-Leste where he works as a freelance, artist, art 

educator, illustrator and photographer, 

 

Tony José de Jesus Amaral was born in Ermera Timor-Leste, in 1984. Amaral is one of the 

first students of Arte Moris, and in 2011 he completed his Bachelor of Fine Art at the National 

Art School in Sydney and was awarded the Chroma Prize for Painting in his final year. He is 

the artistic director of Arte Moris. Amaral has participated in many art events, and has carried 

out numerous group and solo exhibitions that include: “Dame ba rai nebe’e maka iha 

problema (‘Peace to this troubled land’), Dili, 2011; At The Vanishing Point, Sydney, 2012; 

15th Asian Biennale in Bangladesh, 2012; McGlade Gallery, Australian Catholic University, 

2013. Visiting Research Fellow Australian Catholic University, School of Arts and Sciences 

(NSW/ACT), 2013; resident artist Darwin Community Arts Centre’s Asia in Darwin program 

(with Etson Caminha) in 2015” (Holder 2017, 107). Amaral lives in Dili. 

 

Appendix 7.9 – This mini biography of Narelle Jubelin was sourced from the catalogue 

entitled:  Elastic/Borracha/Elástico – Timor-Leste Mobile Artists Residency exhibition by 

Jo Holder, which was published in 2017. 

 

Narelle Jubelin, in 1986, was co-founder of First Draft Artist Run Initiative that continues 

today in Sydney. Narelle has been living and working in Madrid since 1996. Her 

installations and intricate petit-point renditions of heavily charged photographs allow her to 

explore historical lines interconnecting location and history. She is interested in the way 

objects travel and translate. Thus, every detail in her work is important: the display, the 

frame and the site. She has exhibited widely including at Aperto in the 1990 Venice 

Biennale; Places with a Past in Charleston South Carolina, a benchmark site-specific 

exhibition in 1991 curated by Mary- Jane Jacob; the Hayward Gallery, London in 1992; 

Museo Reina Sofia, Madrid and the Renaissance Society, Chicago in 1994; and 

participation in Sydney, Adelaide and Sharjah Biennales. In 2009 Narelle collaborated 
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with Mozambican/ Portuguese artist Ângela Ferreira at the Art Gallery of New South 

Wales and held a solo exhibition at Heide Museum of Modern Art, Melbourne. In 2012-13 

she staged a complex collaborations with university art galleries and nongallery cross-

campus sites at Sydney University, Monash University, Melbourne and Samstag, 

University of South Australia. Her individual survey exhibition, Plants and Plans with CAM 

Gulbenkian Foundation, Lisbon incorporated Victor De Sousa’s film Uma Lulik. 

 

Appendix 7.10 – The  “Elastic (Borracha) Mobile Residancy” Exhibition is a group 

exhibition that collaborated four artists (Maria Madeira and Victor de Sousa, from Timor-Leste 

together with Australian artists Narelle Jubelin and Fiona MacDonald. The exhibition was the 

result of the artists’ field research that was carried out in September of 2014, at the Chan 

Contemporary Art Space in Darwin, and the Cross Art Projects in Sydney. 

“The first exhibition made links to independence activists and campaigners for a just maritime 

boundary in the Timor Sea. The second highlighted the legacy of the writers, filmmakers and 

photographers who work to break the secrecy and lies of nations. They shed light on the 

suppression of the independence movement (1975–1999) and the death toll that resulted” 

(Holder 2017, 14). 

 

The collaborative (V. de Sousa, N. Jubelin, F. MacDonald and myself) work – set of prints entitled 

“Elastic / Borracha / Elástico” was the “First Prize Winner of Fremantle Arts Centre Print Awards in 

September 2015. 

 

Appendix 7.11 – The Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation (CAVR) 

operated from 2002 to 2005. They published Chega! The Report of the Commission for 

Reception, Truth and Reconciliation (CAVR), Executive Summary, 2005. They 

commissioned an exhibition, Chega!, including a poster exhibition (designed by David 

Palazón, on the decolonization story Istória Timor-Leste Husi, 2008) at cavr-timorleste.org 

 

The  “Chega!” meaning ‘enough’ or ‘stop’ exhibition 2008 main objective was to voice the 

pain and suffering endured by the East Timorese people, at the hands of Indonesian 

military. The exhibition was “commissioned by The United Nations Transitional 

Administration in East Timor (UNTAET), after establishing The Commission for Reception, 

Truth and Reconciliation (CRTR) in July 2001 to October 2005 to “promote the East 

Timorese reconciliation process” (Lock 2007, 257). 

 

 




