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Lumbung.space. Instagram 
feed, with drawing by Baan 
Noorg Collective, one of  
lumbung.space’s members, 
September 26, 2022. The 
drawing pictures the spirit  
of lumbung sustainability 
going beyond Documenta 15.
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A central theme for Documenta 15 was the idea and spirit of 
the Indonesian lumbung: literally, a communal structure for 
storing grain and agricultural tools; more broadly, an invisible 
and hereditary system that prepares a community for crisis. 
Thus, Nuraini Juliastuti’s talk on “Commons People: Lumbung 
as a Traveling Concept” (for Documenta 15’s “Let There Be 
Lumbung” session) considers how the idea of lumbung involves 
management of resources on many levels, highlighting that 
lumbung extends beyond form and materiality.1 

This article resonates with Indonesian perspectives on lum-
bung, collectivity, and collective narrative making.2 It was written 
as a reflection on how to write about Documenta 15 without 
experiencing it directly, since many people do not possess the 
ability to travel freely. I hope this text will help explain and 
extend the spirit of collectivism in Documenta 15 far beyond 
the exhibition itself. 

Let us begin with the spirit (jiwa) in a story that is literally 
connected to spiritualism (keyakinan spiritual). Here, the word 
spirit refers to ancestors as guardians of the land. Different  
people have different experiences for how they know the spirit. 
Some would say that the spirit wears a green skirt, while others 
believe the spirit is wearing a batik scarf.3 None of those stories 
is false. All narratives regarding the spirits are true, without 
any doubt. 

Consider, for example, an old swamp named Buret located 
in Tulungagung (East Java, Indonesia). Local people believe 
that the swamp is sacred for the praying rituals of the Baranusa 
animist community. Buret looks like most swamps: humid, 
surrounded by forest, with green or blue spring-fed water 
inhabited by algae. However, Buret is located in the middle  
of a marble quarry established during the colonial era (circa 
1880). More recently, the swamp has been the site of an impor-
tant story about illegal logging during the reformation era’s 
monetary crisis (1998–2000). The swamp holds the story of 
how an animist community initiated a ritual after the monetary 
crisis to preserve the forest and the spring. The swamp holds 
knowledge about how the surrounding land was extracted for 
marble mining. The swamp holds the story of the relationship 
between human beings and nature. 

The swamp alone has no medium to tell those stories. The 
swamp depends on people for its stories to be told. The swamp 
teaches us how oral history became both a preservation method 
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and a mode for connecting people. No one knows who started 
to tell the story about the spirit’s swamp; nevertheless, people 
believe that the swamp has important knowledge about the 
land and struggles over extraction—an often violent history. 
The actions people then undertake—if they agree to believe in 
that narrative—are a continuation of the swamp’s story: gener-
ated by and supporting that story. 

To continue the story is not merely to retell the exact story 
that people have heard before but also to think deeply about 
how to translate the belief, nuances, and thought of the swamp’s 
spirit, the knowledge holder. The work of translation is dis-
cussed by James Clifford as work that goes beyond transmit-
tance.4 Therefore, I shall try to decode the spirit of translation 
through the nyantrik method of apprenticeship, as adopted 
and adapted by the KUNCI Study Forum and Collective (a  
collective based in Yogyakarta that works at the intersection of 
art and critical pedagogy) in their learning method laboratory: 
the School of Improper Education. The idea of spirit will  
then lead to a discussion of how to foreground immateriality in 
collectivity discourse. 

Feelings, Nuances, Beliefs, and Thoughts 
Founded in Yogyakarta in 2016, the School of Improper Education 
is an enabling space for learning, questioning, recontextualizing, 
and practicing nyantrik (an important neotraditional model for 
pedagogy in Indonesia today).5 This model has had several 
contextualizations in the school’s situation. Because nyantrik 
is a long-established learning method developed when people 
had limited access to learning platforms for how to be an artist, 
recontextualizing nyantrik in collective learning became nec-
essary. One of nyantrik’s compelling features for adaptation 
concerns the senses. The idea of engaging the senses as collec-
tive learning tools becomes a prompt for reclaiming knowledge 
as part of our bodies and emotions. 

The wisdom of the nyantrik learning method is not about 
the result but about a willingness to learn about process.6 
Apprentices seek out a master and tell them of their desire to 
learn. In the nyantrik process, permission from the master is 
the core aspect of nyantrik implementation. Nyantrik begins 
with the apprentice moving to the master’s studio and/or home 
and following all their daily activities, even including domestic 
work (if so stipulated by the agreement between master and 
apprentice). Nyantrik highlights the ways domestic work and 
personal life are both attached to the master’s practice. 

A master is one who is highly skilled and publicly respected 
in their field of practice. In some popular cases, nyantrik learn-
ing applies to music and other traditional art practices that  
culminate in the materialization of the nyantrik process. For 
example, the gamelan is a set of traditional Javanese musical 
instruments; a gamelan musician not only learns how to play 
the instruments but also develops rasa, a broader capacity of 
intuitive sensory knowing.7 The materialization of the nyantrik 
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process is therefore not only a manifestation of the learning 
process but also an effort to understand the universe.8 Nyantrik 
should also be seen as a way of regenerating knowledge among 
practitioners. 

Knowledge cannot be separated from where we are and 
where we came from, how that knowledge is shaped, and how 
to enable a collective learning platform for activating the senses. 
As such, nyantrik could serve as a model for better understand-
ing the positionality linking collective learning platforms, 
domestic work, and the importance of bodily involvement in 
the learning process. All of these were important for Documenta 
15, with its themes of friendship, connection, and situatedness. 

These themes are also central for the knowledge that inhab-
its the swamp. The swamp alone has no medium to speak or 
tell its stories, but the swamp has spirit, senses, and emotions 
that animist practitioners engage with to preserve it. Baranusa 
animists positioned the swamp as their sacred place and 
demonstrated to a broader public how the swamp is an impor-
tant area by performing rituals there. The Baranusa animist 
community thus weaves, in the words of bell hooks, a spiritu-
ality and spiritual life that gives us the strength to love.9  
The Baranusa animists tried to build a love connection 
between human beings and nature through constructive belief. 
In Indonesia, a country dominated by six officially recognized 
religions (Islam, Protestantism, Catholicism, Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Confucianism), animist practitioners are out of 
bounds due to the alternative spectrum by which they view the 
differences between nature, human beings, and divinity. To 
valorize their practices, they must travel a rocky road that 
includes efforts to reclaim ritual as a cultural product with no 
relation to religion. 

Because Baranusa rituals often take place in the swamp, 
knowledge and wisdom are materialized through communion 
with the swamp. Baranusa animists made of their ritual a cul-
tural product and allow all people (regardless of whether they 
have roots in the area or are just generally interested in Javanese 
culture) to attend and learn about the ritual. The cultural product 
involves a rooted context but no material demands: rather than 
commodification, the focus is on engaging the community spirit 
that assembles the community’s stories. Ritual as a cultural 
product thus becomes a learning process for understanding the 
universe: its spirit, nuances, and even its violent history. That 
said, the number of people who have engaged in the ritual has 
not translated into the success of public efforts at land preser-
vation. Thus, the success of this engagement among people, ritual, 
and place must be understood from a particular point of view. 
The cultural product’s most important impact has been the act of 
presenting identity, rituals, and togetherness to a broader public. 

An Assemblage of Community and Storytelling 
The existence of the swamp’s spirit will not stop marble quarry-
ing. Even though the spirits are known as ancestors who have 
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the power to be guardians of the land, they cannot stop the 
marble quarrying that has taken place since the colonial era 
and its established force of a capitalist system of resource 
extraction. Nevertheless, the ritual of storytelling established 
an alternative survival strategy by creating an assemblage of 
relations among the animist group and the broader public.10 
Therefore, one of the methods for fighting the destruction of 
the swamp is to create a space where people can see the land 
beyond quantification: revealing how they are part of an (unfor-
gotten) constellation linking natural and human worlds. 

The story of the swamp’s resistance tells us how the swamp 
became a pool of resources for living people. The swamp thus 
became a monument to how people struggle for their land;  
a monument to how the people’s power could create an alter-
native mode of living that is not grounded in simple extraction; 
a monument to how people manifest a sovereign life for their 
own culture, land, and rooted knowledge. The swamp cannot 
be sustained without maintenance work, however, especially 
work involving the distribution of power, the decentralizing of 
a sense of belongingness, and a prefiguring of the people’s 
movement. The swamp’s resistance is a reminder that resources 
are also bound up in infrastructure and collective maintenance 
work, as well as the mutual relation between the swamp and 
the community that depends on the swamp’s existence. That 
is, the idea of lumbung should not be seen as simply involving 
form and materiality stored up as in a static, physical ware-
house. We must not forget the ongoing maintenance work that 
allows lumbung to be constantly of the present, constantly 
renewed.11 Lumbung will gain sovereignty by working through 
the community that inhabits it. 

Moving back to the swamp and how its spirit and Baranusa 
animists collaborate to resonate belief through a regular ritual 
(as cultural product) is to reflect on narrative as a mode of  
collective making. But collective making also needs endless 
maintenance work. The collective spirit provides a method by 
which to find alternative means of surviving in a crisis. The 
form will be a form of collectivism. And although the idea of 
collectivism will not demolish extraction and capitalism, col-
lectivism does provide a means by which to find an alternative 
form for building solidarity amid crisis. Is it not important to 
imagine a sovereign solidarity network while talking about  
collectivity? “Let there be lumbung” requires a longer process 
for generating social impact without getting stuck in a rigid 
definition of form and the materiality that is attached to the art 
itself. And we must not forget to appreciate the people who  
circulated stories about lumbung in the hope of making those 
values real and believable. 
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