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Successfully Coping with Change without Losing Roots: 

Suprapto Suryodarmo and Joged Amerta Movement 

Lise Lavellei 

 
Abstract 

Suprapto Suryodarmo is a movement instructor, performance artist and Buddhist 
from Solo, Central Java. His work, Joged Amerta Movement, is both a theory and a 
practice. It is seen as a form of meditation, a type of healing, or an art. It is, however, best 
viewed as a practice, a language by movement, in its own right. It is a non-stylized, 
improvisational movement, based on daily life movements, and on the practitioner’s 
awareness and attitudes to life. It sees the human being as part of society, nature and the 
spiritual dimension of life; these three fields are intrinsically interconnected. 

At his outdoor studio in Solo, the Padepokan Lemah Putih, students from all 
walks of life practice movement. Though Suprapto Suryodarmo began with a few 
students in the early 1980s, his students now number several thousand worldwide, 
amongst them many Westerners.  

The training program does not provide final solutions, only tools which allow 
practitioners to create their own ‘product,’ i.e. their own movement- or dance-based 
creation, combining it with their professional background. Joged Amerta Movement thus 
accommodates people of different age, gender, ethnic, social, political and religious 
backgrounds in peaceful collaboration.  

Suprapto Suryodarmo has succeeded in positioning himself in globalizing 
Indonesia while still building on tradition, albeit predominantly a Hindu-Buddhist 
kejawen, heritage. Nevertheless, young Muslim Indonesians eagerly participate. Suprapto 
Suryodarmo, moreover, has been instrumental in the re-creation of traditional 
celebrations, rituals and parades in Solo. Suprapto Suryodarmo makes Indonesian culture 
come alive. 

 
Introduction  

This paper focuses on Suprapto Suryodarmo (b. 1945), a movement instructor, 

performance artist and Buddhist from Solo, Central Java, and his work, Joged Amerta 

Movement, which has attracted many people, especially Westerners, from all walks of life. 

Joged Amerta means ‘the dance or movement (joged) of the elixir of life’ (amerta). 

Joged Amerta Movement is a theory and a practice, a free, non-stylized, improvisational 

movement. It is based on ordinary daily movements such as walking, sitting, lying, crawling, 

running, and stopping to feel one’s condition or to check one’s position. It has also been 

inspired by the movements of playing children. 

Suprapto Suryodarmo created Joged Amerta Movement as a strategy to cope with 

change and globalization. Within Joged Amerta Movement, life is seen in terms of flux: 

everything is moving and influencing our inside and our outside, everything is mutually 
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interconnected and influential. Joged Amerta works particularly with the practitioner’s 

awareness, experiences and attitudes to life. In that manner, Joged Amerta is not only a 

movement art, but also training for life. 

The aim of Joged Amerta is to provide a physical, rather than purely verbal, response 

to life and to bridge one’s inner being with the outer environment, thereby helping one cope 

with changes and new developments such as modernity and globalization. It is, moreover, a 

tool, a language by movement, for personal development, communication, therapy, ritual and 

performance art. For the individual student this practice comprises recognition of the 

questions ‘Where do I come from?’ ‘Who am I?’ and ‘Where am I going?’ 

Suprapto Suryodarmo mainly teaches Joged Amerta Movement within three fields: 

‘human,’ ‘temple’ and ‘nature.’ Each field is connected to one of three overall themes: 

‘physical/bodily expression,’ ‘prayer,’ and ‘purification.’ Thus, the practice can be carried 

out in three manners, constituting three different fields: 

1. The ‘human field’ is based on human values, as opposed to values within divinity 

and nature. The ‘human field’ is expressed via physical/bodily movement based in 

the practitioner’s physicality as a cultural expression in the present moment. 

2. The ‘temple field’ is based on the human being seen as part of the divine. The 

‘temple field’ is expressed through physical/bodily movement based in an attitude 

of prayer, of bowing to life as a divine power. 

3. The ‘nature field’ is based on the human being seen as part of nature. The ‘nature 

field’ is expressed through physical/bodily movement based in an attitude of 

purification. 

 

Courses take place at Suprapto Suryodarmo’s school, situated in a village on the 

outskirts of Solo (Surakarta), Central Java. Courses also take place at temples and power-sites 

in the natural environments of the school. These are all manifestations of traditional Javanese 

culture, such as, for example, Candi Borobudur, Candi Sukuh and Parangtriris Beach. 

Courses are also held in Bali. In the West, Suprapto Suryodarmo’s teaching is presented in 

several countries, including the School for New Dance Development (SNDD) of Amsterdam 

Theaterschool (AHKii), Holland, and in England at Stonehenge, an ancient cultural site 

consisting of megalithic stones. Joged Amerta Movement is an increasingly popular practice. 

It has spread worldwide since it was first established in the mid-1980s, and is now found in 

Europe, America and Mexico, as well as in Asia Pacific (the Philippines, Japan, Australia), 

and India. In Indonesia, Joged Amerta Movement has reached the outer islands.  



3 
 

Outside Indonesia, Joged Amerta Movement as taught by Suprapto Suryodarmo’s 

teachers and students is termed the ‘Amerta Movement’ or ‘Sharing Movement’. The term 

‘Joged Amerta Movement’ is reserved Suprapto Suryodarmo’s own personal work and 

teachings. 

 
Joged Amerta Movement: New in Java and the West 

From its emergence in the mid-1980s, Joged Amerta Movement has constituted a new 

approach to dance, movement and performance in both Java and the West. In Java, this is 

because Joged Amerta Movement, as an expression, does not, as may be expected, come 

from the highly stylized Javanese dance, but is based on everyday movements, such as in 

children playing, and on consciousness, as practiced in relation to meditation. In the West, 

Joged Amerta likewise represents a new approach to movement, dance and performance. This 

was especially true in the 1980s, when Joged Amerta first emerged since Joged Amerta 

constitutes a holistic and ecological practice, a site-and person-specific one. This implies that, 

since the practice is being carried out with no dualism between body and mind, it is based on 

the mover’s or the dancer’s holistic being. Furthermore, Joged Amerta is a practice in which 

all things and beings are interconnected. As a practice, it is often carried out in natural 

environments. Within Joged Amerta Movement, the dancer, the human being, is seen as part 

of nature, not as the center of it. This is contrary to the general Western attitude and to the 

more dichotomized Western dance forms where mind and body are separated, and where the 

locations are most often indoors studios and theaters. With this comes the reality that, within 

Joged Amerta, the mover is dancing her/his own steps in a free, improvised manner, 

composing instantaneously while moving and dancing from one moment to the next. This is 

unlike Javanese classical dance, modern Western dance and classical ballet, in which 

movement, dance and performance consists of previously fixed gaits, gestures and rhythms 

which are controlled by a choreographer.  

Finally, the content and form in Joged Amerta Movement are characteristic of – or 

specific to – the person moving, dancing and performing, and also specific to the site of 

practice or performance. This implies that the improvised movement, dance or performance, 

makes sense as to content and form, in relation to the individual performer (‘person-

specific’), and to the site of performance (‘site-specific’). One may also say that Joged 

Amerta Movement is ‘contextually-based.’ In recent years (2013 onwards), however, many 

changes and developments have emerged in the dance, movement and performance in the 

West. This relates to the development of movement, dance and performance through the 
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practice itself, that is, the research of gaits, gestures, rhythms, styles, expressions and ways of 

relating and communicating with the ‘practice-based research’ and ‘artistic research’ 

methods. Moreover, the definition of art has been changing in some areas in the West, so that 

new, physical, non-text based movement and dance performance-events, often intercultural 

ones, have become more and more common. Furthermore, the natural body and free, non-

stylized movement and dance expressions have taken on a positive role which they did not 

have before. As such, at the beginning of the twenty-first century developments in art and 

other fields in the West, as related to the physical body and somatic movement, have drawn 

positive attention to Suprapto Suryodarmo’s work with Joged Amerta Movement. 

 
Cultural renaissance in Central Java 

Suprapto Suryodarmo also works actively to revive traditional Indonesian culture, 

preserve its roots, and communicate or translate this culture with a modern spirit into 

contemporary expression. Thus, Suprapto Suryodarmo – together with others – has been 

instrumental in the re-creation, the renaissance, of rituals, parades and celebrations in Solo. 

These events are again receiving serious recognition, on a larger scale, in Solo, similar to Bali 

and Yogyakarta. In 2006, Suprapto Suryodarmo assisted the Mayor of Solo in creating Reyog 

parades in the streets, along with other cultural events; likewise, annually, at New Year, 

Suprapto Suryodarmo organizes celebrations at Candi Sukuh, Central Java, termed Srawung 

Seni [Sharing Art], centered on art, religiosity and new rituals; in 2012 he joined the 

international art festival at Candi Borobudur, titled ‘Sharing Art & Religiosity, Art & 

Archaeology, Art & Mythos;’ and in 2013, Suprapto Suryodarmo assisted the regent of 

Sangiran, Central Java, in the creation of a combined conference and art event at Sangiran 

Archaelogical Museum. This event was named ‘Sharing Art Garden Ocean Mountain, 

Village Human Evolution’. Its purpose was to highlight the important archaeological site of 

Sangiran, inscribed as a World Heritage Site, since 1996, by UNESCO. 

 

Background 

One may ask: “Why all these activities?” The answer relates to Suprapto Suryodarmo’s 

passion for and dedication to dance, movement and performance, as well as his appreciation of 

and respect for traditional Javanese culture, the traditional outlook on life – called kejaweniii – 

and his open mind. An important inspiration behind Suprapto Suryodarmo’s work has also 

come from Buddhism,iv from the multi-artistic, multi-cultural and multi-spiritual city of Solo, 

as well as from his Western students. 
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Suprapto Suryodarmo holds a B.A. degree (sarjana muda), in philosophy, receiving it 

from Gajah Mada University with an essay on the Javanese myth Dewaruci. 

In 1986, he founded his movement art school, the Padepokan Lemah Putih, also 

termed the Taman Lemah Putih, [the Lemah Putih Garden], a uniquely shaped outdoor studio 

where he receives his Indonesian and foreign students. 

While incorporating global developments and changes in his movement art work, 

Suprapto Suryodarmo carefully maintains his cultural kejawen roots. This bridging between 

the ancient and modern, this flexibility, constitutes a key to Suprapto Suryodarmo’s success, 

not in the least overseas. Thus, more and more young Indonesians find their way to Suprapto 

Suryodarmo’s movement art school, hoping to discover and to learn about the movement art 

of their internationally known compatriot. They are modern Muslims, not necessarily well-

versed in the kejawen tradition. They are also of modern minds, open to the world; this may be 

why they choose Suprapto Suryodarmo as their mentor and a constructive link between Java, 

Indonesia and the larger, global world. 

 
 
What is Joged Amerta Movement?  

 When Joged Amerta Movement was first developed in the 1980s, it took some time to 

gain popularity in Indonesia. Among other reasons, this was because Joged Amerta Movement 

does not stem from Javanese dance, as mentioned above, but from everyday movement and 

from consciousness as practiced in meditation. Nevertheless, when asked about his opinion of 

Joged Amerta, the Indonesian painter and choreographer Bagong Kussudiarjo (d. 2004) 

replied: 

 
It is different from everything else. … It has great significance because it has 
given birth to something unique and different.v 

 

A flexible, communicative attitude to Javanese culture 

Suprapto Suryodarmo, in his attitude to his movement art work and to his Javanese 

culture, manifests tolerance, diversity, and a modern, flexible mind. He is able to adapt his 

approach to his culture to different student groups and situations and see it from different 

viewpoints. Thereby he succeeds in communicating Javanese culture in a meaningful and 

inspiring way to his – mostly foreign – students. This is especially evident in his manner of 

presenting Javanese cultural sites such as Candi Borobudur and Candi Sukuh. Taking the 

latter as an example, when Suprapto Suryodarmo was teaching a course at Candi Sukuh in the 
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mid-1990s, he explained the meaning of the Dewaruci myth connected to the temple to the 

students.vi When doing so, he estimated that it was appropriate to replace the traditional 

notion of Dewaruci as the ‘God within’ or the ‘inner teacher,’ with a modern concept. He 

replaced this traditional notion with, as he phrased it, ‘the question of finding authority in 

oneself.’ He did so in a manner to which all of his students could relate.vii Moreover, instead 

of behaving as a guru, in the traditional sense, Suprapto Suryodarmo sees himself as a 

gardener, a colleague, and a sparring-partner to his students. He favors a democratic approach 

to life and teaching, one in which students are his equals in a society of equals. In the wayang 

figure of Yudistira, the eldest of the five Pandawa-brothers in the Mahabharata epic, he finds 

a symbol of democracy: the second name of Yudistira is Samiaji, which means ‘equal value’ 

in Javanese, i.e. democracy, according to Suprapto Suryodarmo.viii 

 
Conclusion 

Joged Amerta Movement does not fit into a single category. Via Joged Amerta 

Movement, borders are merged or transcended – borders between life and movement, life and 

art, and between movement and dance. Joged Amerta Movement is a holistic, ecological and 

spiritual movement art. It is based on the practitioner’s wholeness and interdependence on the 

outer environment, the site of practice. Moreover, the practitioner is using herself/himself, 

body, mind and spirit, as an instrument for expression and communication.ix Joged Amerta 

Movement constitutes a movement language somewhat like the spoken word, a tool for 

expression of self, for personal development, relation, communication and performance art, 

including new ritual art. Moreover, Joged Amerta Movement constitutes a medium for 

research by movement, for creating new movement vocabularies and new styles of 

performing. Joged Amerta Movement, as expressed by Bagong Kussudiarjo, is indeed a 

unique expression in its own right, just as the embodied ‘movement-dance’ of the individual 

mover/dancer is unique, because each individual is a unique being. 

Suprapto Suryodarmo has managed to create a genuine interest and respect for his 

work, which is not easy with a non-mainstream, avant-garde movement art, as one may 

characterize Joged Amerta Movement. Reasons for Suprapto Suryodarmo’s success include 

the fact that Suprapto Suryodarmo has moved forward patiently and persistently, and that he 

has a modern, multi-cultural, multi-artistic and multi-spiritual approach to life and society, as 

well as his movement art. He embraces diversity and tolerance; he embraces different 

cultures, different ethnic and racial groups, and different expressions of religiosity without 

letting go of his Javanese roots and identity. Is that not an exact continuation of the traditional 
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Javanese spirit of patience, of trying to include rather than exclude, and of trying to accept, 

rather than reject? Such attitudes are a hallmark of Java’s high civilization, long history and 

long experience in having to accommodate new influences and diversity. As stated by the 

American scholar, Clifford Geertz,x 

 
Java – which has been civilized longer than England; which over a period of 
more than fifteen hundred years has seen Indians, Arabs, Chinese, Portuguese, 
and Dutch come and go; and which has today one of the world’s densest 
populations, highest development of the arts, … – is not easily characterized 
under a single label or easily pictured in terms of a dominant theme. 

 
Suprapto Suryodarmo, thanks to his faith in and promotion of traditional Javanese 

culture which has been adjusted to fit the modern world, has positioned himself successfully 

in globalizing Indonesia. In other words: his roots have embraced changes in a transformation 

towards the future, as communicated via dance and movement. 
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