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THE EMP T Y SPACES IN H IS  WORK

Peter de Thouars was born the 31st of October 1952 in Jakarta and bear his mother’s 

family name. He was, so he was told, a child of a premarital relationship of his father 

Dirk Simons, with whom his mother married in 1954. From that day, he was called Peter 

Simons. Peter’s parents were both born in the Netherlands East Indies. His great-grand-

father on his mother’s side was a descendant of a well-to-do French family, that had 

settled in the Netherlands during the seventeenth century. He was born on 1861 in Olst 

and left for the Indies at an early age. He married or lived unmarried, not uncommon at 

that time, with a local woman from Ciawi, a small village south of Bogor. He died in 1924 

in Sukabumi. His son Alexandre, Peter’s grandfather, was born in 1898 in Cimahi and had 

a relationship with Iti, a five-year younger Sudanese woman from the village of Sukane-

gara. He worked as a clerk at the post office. Between 1926 and 1932 they got four chil-



dren, two sons and two daughters, who after the early death of their father and mother 

in respectively 1933 and 1934, were put in orphanages in their hometown Sukabumi. 

Presumably, his grandfather felt the end approaching, as he married Iti shortly before his 

death. The eldest son was eight years old when his mother died. Henriëtte Lilly, Peter’s 

mother, the third child, was four years old. 

Peter knows almost nothing about the time his mother and her brothers and sister lived 

in an orphanage. He never knew were they exactly stayed. However, he remembers 

that he has heard that they did not grew up in the same orphanage. The boys and girls 

stayed presumably in separate children’s homes. He does not know either were they 

lived during the Japanese occupation. His mother was fifteen when the Japanese capitu-

lated. Only after World War II, did the children find each other again, but they continued 

to live at different addresses. At the end of 1949, Henriëtte lived in any case with other 

young women in a house in Jakarta at Jalan Kudus. At that time, she worked as typist 

and telephonist for H.E. Oving Jr.’s IJzer en Staalhandel, where more Indo-European 

women were employed. 

Peter’s father Dirk Simons, born in 1927, is one of the four children of the Indonesian nyai 

(concubine) of Dirk’s father. The family lived at the same address as the official family  

of Dirk’s father, Jalan Madioen in the Menteng area in Jakarta, albeit in other rooms. 

The children of the two families were half-brothers and half-sisters of each other.  

Without doubt they played with each other, although there must have been all kinds  

of conflicts between the families, not to mention the clear difference in social status  

between them. Also, Peter and his parents settled at this address after their marriage. 

His first two sisters were born there. Peter’s father worked in those years at the Bat-

aafsche Petroleum Maatschappij (BPM).

Peter remembers little from what happened in those years. He still knows, however 

that in his early childhood more and more relatives and friends left Indonesia. They took 

them to the boat in Tanjung Priok, where they threw serpentines off the railing to those 

who stayed behind which snapped if you grabbed them as the boat went out. The house 

became increasingly empty, doors were locked, and he felt more and more lonely.  

An indelible memory is also the daily visit to the market in the selendang of babu Manni. 

Regularly she covered his head with a part of the sling against the burning sun, or,  

as he understood later, to prevent that people because of his blond hair would regard 

him as a real Dutchman. Not without danger in those ominous postwar years, in which 

anti-Dutch sentiments still resurfaced. The spread soothing light with fell through the 

batik, he remembers to this day. At the time of the departure of Peter and his family  

to the Netherlands, Manni gave the selendang to his mother with the words: “Then I  

will be with him, so that he can forget me”.

The small family together with his father’s mother, Sari Bin Tasirin, left with the Johan 

van Oldenbarnevelt at the end of 1957. They had tried to leave much earlier, but his fa-

ther did not want to leave his mother behind, who did not have the right papers. Even-

tually, he succeeded in getting a letter of consent of the Queens Office. For the five-

year-old Peter, the departure felt as a flight or an exile. It took him away from a familiar 

environment, that because of the preceding exodus of relatives was already no longer as 



before. It confused him and he felt displaced, a state of mind that often returned in his 

further life.

The first year and a half, the family stayed in pension Walram in Valkenburg, where his 

grandmother died unexpectedly after about a year. After that, it settled in the village of 

Eys in South Limburg, where seven more children were born. Every night, Peter prayed 

on his knees that his uncles Otto and Henri de Thouars, the two brothers of his mother, 

also would come to the Netherlands and visit them. His prayer was answered. Otto, his 

oldest uncle, came first, together with his wife. Aunt Ans made a great impression on him. 

She was more Indo-European that anybody else in the family and believed strongly in 

ghosts and guna-guna (black magic). After a few years they went back to Indonesia. The 

youngest uncle, Henri, came a few years after uncle Otto to the Netherlands. He also did 

not want to stay and soon left for Australia. With the paternal relatives, the brothers and 

sisters of his father, as far as he knows, few contacts were maintained any more.

Peter keeps good memories of his childhood in the south of the country. Yet he felt 

different from his brothers and sisters. He differed from them because of his white skin, 

his interests, and tendency to keep himself aloof. In addition, he had a winning mental-

ity and wanted to live up to it. He was his mother’s favorite and conversely had a great 

affection for her. In photographs from his childhood, he always hangs on to his mother’s 

robes. They shared experiences in Indonesia that the other children missed.

For a long time, the family was the only Indo-European family in Eys, which had a 

population of less than a thousand. They were not discriminated against, although they 

realized that they were different and lived differently to a certain extent. The neigh-

bourhood children loved to visit them. His parents were open and hospitable. They did 

not have it easy in the Netherlands, but knew there was no way back. His mother was 

pragmatic and tried to make the best of it.

After high school, Peter attended college to become a biochemical analyst. After com-

pleting his compulsory military service he decided to study biology in Nijmegen. How-

ever, before the start of his studies, his mother unexpectedly died in 1975 at the age of 

45. His world collapsed. He was so upset that he gave up his plans to study for the time 

being. Instead, he went to work as a researcher on a project at the gynaecology depart-

ment of the Catholic University in Nijmegen.

In the late 1970s, his sister, also born in Jakarta, married. While preparing for the wed-

ding, Peter came across a document that showed that he was not an illegitimate child 

of his father Dirk Simons, but of an unknown person. It was a shocking experience that 

confused him again. Why had his mother never said anything about this? Why had his 

current father remained silent about it? A few months after his sister’s wedding party, 

he confronted his father about it. At first, his father vehemently denied that he was not 

his child. When Peter, walking out of the room, said that he assumed he could take his 

father at his word, his father broke down and admitted it. His father did not want him to 

leave the family. Out of respect for his father, Peter never asked him who his biological 

father was. His mother had never wanted to say it. All he knew was that it was  

a Dutchman who had gotten a job in post-war Indonesia. The other children were puz-

zled by it too, but in the end were not surprised. He had always been different. Despite 



the grief caused, everything fell into place for him. Feeling excluded and his urge to 

assert himself could be traced back to this concealed event. Later he discovered among 

his mother’s papers a photograph of a young white man and a postcard with the greet-

ing “much love from Wim.”

In 1981, his father died at the age of 54. Peter became guardian of his minor siblings and 

his married sister became supervisory guardian. Every weekend he went home to put 

things in order, where necessary. Before his father’s death, he had talked to him about 

his intention to go to art school. In 1982 he enrolled at the Academy of Fine Arts Arnhem, 

where he concentrated on free painting.

It turned out to be a good choice. He enjoyed the freedom to express himself on paper 

and linen. After graduation, he became active in the regional art world. He had a share 

in several artists’ initiatives such as the Paraplufabrieken in Nijmegen and the Gelder-

land Biënnale, initially called Anima G. He taught in his studio and at secondary schools, 

and was involved in all kinds of art projects in Arnhem and Nijmegen. Before anything 

else, however, he was an artist. His work has been exhibited in several galleries at home 

and abroad over the years. After the birth of his first child Vera in 1992, he decided to 

use the name de Thouars again.

It soon became clear how important his artistry was in shaping his personal identity.  

His search for his Indo-European roots, since the death of his parents, went hand in 

hand with incorporating Indonesian cultural elements into his artworks. In the 1980s,  

the tumpal, the triangle common in Indonesian batik and fabrics, which has both sym-

bolic meaning and aesthetic value, appeared in his work. He brought together 365 

watercolors of varying formations of tumpal, like medieval miniatures, in a work entitled 

Oracle. In a Western context, these repetitive abstract patterns evoke other associa-

tions, but for the artist himself they bridge the space between East and West. While  

in batik the tumpal are often filled in with effigies of animals or decorative motifs,  

he leaves them emphatically empty. 

In 2015, Peter returned to Indonesia for the first time, accompanied by his wife Petra 

and his children Vera and Alexander. Together they visited the former parental home in 

Jakarta, children of his uncle Otto, and the grave of his mother’s parents in Sukabumi, 

Grandpa Alexandre and Grandma Iti. Only recently did he discover by chance Grandma 

Iti’s last name: Djajadinata. With a shock, he realized that she actually never had a place 

in his memory and that he knew nothing about her. In colonial society, local women 

were apparently not worthy of being remembered. They belonged to the blank spaces 

in family history.  In 2018, he went to his country of origin again, this time mainly to im-

merse himself in Indonesian culture, such as the history and symbolism of batik. In doing 

so, he was inspired by studies by Alit Veldhuisen-Djajasoebrata on Javanese batik and by 

Robert Wessing on symbolism and batik patterns.

After returning from his travels, he made abstract paintings of a variety of subjects, 

such as the entrance to his grandparents’ cemetery in Sukabumi, of the Merapi, of rice 

fields, and of what he calls his primeval parents. He made films tittled Merapi, Brah-

ma or Malam. He also creates a series of watercolours based on the Pancasila, the five 

foundations of the Indonesian state: faith in God, justice, unity, democracy, and equality. 
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He depicts the five (panca) principles (sila) in five coloured stripes, each of which is put 

down in a brushstroke. Like the tumpal works, they are characterized by certainty and 

doubt, a rigid structure within which there is room for interpretation.

In his recent works, he builds as a painter on another motif from batik, the so-called 

modang or empty, unfilled spaces. They are spaces that reflect cosmic and magical  

forces. They are no doubt partly based on Peter’s first experiences in the selendang.

The philosopher Daan van Speijbroeck wrote in a catalog of Peter’s work titled Tanah 

Airku (My Homeland), “It remains precarious to put into words what can be seen in the 

work of Peter de Thouars, since in its chaos and having barely taken shape, it eludes 

language.” I can to some extent go along with this description, but the chaos, insofar  

as there is any, is usually restrained by geometric forms. They are the empty or strongly 

demarcated places in which an invisible or visible chaos still reigns, waiting to be filled 

in or further refined. They are typical of his entire work. At the start of a new work, he 

lets go of everything and the abstract works emerge that serve as models for a reality 

we cannot see or describe. They are a metaphor for what is unknown and unnamable.

Dr. Huub de Jonge

former associate professor cultural anthroplogy

(On)gedeelde Ervaringen
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ORACLE 1985-2023

In the 1980s, the tumpal, the triangle common in Indonesian batik and fabrics, which has both symbolic 

meaning and aesthetic value, appeared in his work. He brought together 365 watercolors of varying 

formations of tumpal, like medieval miniatures, in a work entitled Oracle. In a Western context, these 

repetitive abstract patterns evoke other associations, but for the artist himself they bridge the space 

between East and West. While in batik the tumpal are often filled in with effigies of animals or decorative 

motifs, he leaves them emphatically empty.
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