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‘Change, or impending change, can often inspire  
the creation of myth, for it both threatens and 
promises. It threatens security of the established, 
while providing hope to the disestablished….’  
—Michael Aung-thwin1

The title, Mapping Asia, should 
be enough to induce an immediate 
state of dizziness at the 
sheer impossibility of such a 
proposition. Or perhaps generate 
a certain amount of curiosity 
at what AAA’s map of Asia looks 
like. How we define ‘Asia’ at 
Asia Art Archive is the question 
we are most frequently asked. 
And out of the three A’s that 
make up our name, ‘Asia’ is the 
one we most consistently debate, 
deliberate, and tussle with.

We realise that there is 
something about the positioning 
of Asia, Art, and Archive 
next to each other that 
presupposes a mapping process. 
Acknowledging both the value 
and limitations of the map 
as a tool, AAA has attempted 
to trace the phenomena, 
practices, discourses, and 
developments in contemporary 
art in Asia by building up a 
collection based on breadth 
(via a widespread network 
of researchers, advisors, 
collaborators, and friends) and 
depth (through focused thematic 
archival projects). As such, 
we are practicing a mapping 
of Asia that no longer depends 
on the map as artifact, but 

as something that lives and 
continues to unfold. And while 
we believe that AAA’s collection 
allows for a comparison of 
cross-regional histories and 
ideological networks, we must 
stress the importance of reading 
its material in conjunction 
with other mapping and archival 
initiatives.

Born digitally in the form 
of the third issue of our 
e-journal, Field Notes, Mapping 
Asia takes physical form in 
this publication. In our most 
field note-like issue to date, 
we interweave artist work, 
essays, an email exchange, 
literary extracts, a film plot, 
exhibition reviews, newspaper 
clippings, comics, and archival 
photos. If we were to list some 
of the entry points for the 
selections they would include 
(in no particular order) Hong 
Kong and Guangzhou as sites, 
speculative geographies, 
seaborne histories, territory 
and myth, island disputes, 
language, migration, and sites 
of knowledge production and 
distribution. The journal is 
in no way intended to survey 
or comprehensively cover any 
of these, but to point to the 
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Travel photo taken in late 1970s capturing  
view of Shenzen from Hong Kong.
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contentious considering Japan’s 
role as a major exponent in its 
legitimisation leading up to 
World War II, the variations 
of a ‘Pan-Asianism’ discourse 
created the space from which 
concepts of the nation and 
nationalism, the region and 
regionalism were formed and 
still live with us today. At 
the same time this anti-colonial 
movement forged what might 
otherwise have been unlikely 
transnational alliances from 
Turkey to India to Japan. 

In Mapping Asia, we trace what 
might be read as a contemporary 
lineage to these earlier 
debates between intellectuals 
and revolutionaries in the 
region with a recent email 
conversation between artist 
and Third Text 4 founder, 
Rasheed Araeen and Professor 
Chen Kuan-hsing inspired by 
Chen’s book, Asia as Method 5. 
In their exchange they move 
away from the idea of Asia as 
a site ‘in opposition to,’ and 
instead deliberate Asia and art 
as ‘active’; as possibilities 
upon and through which a 

process of de-colonialisation 
and deimperialisation can take 
place. We simultaneously draw 
a thread to the work of Bagyi 
Aung Soe (1924–1990), who upon 
returning to Burma from a year 
of study at the university in 
Santiniketan in 1951, created 
an artistic language that was 
able to challenge accepted 
notions of modernity as shaped 
by European perspectives. Bagyi 
Aung Soe’s work was clearly 
influenced by the school’s 
curriculum which combined 
traditional Indian theories of 
aesthetics, universalist ideals 
and Pan-Asianist theories. 
Concerned with the linguistic 
rationale and the communicative 
functions of art, Aung Soe’s 
work was able to transcend the 
simplistic binaries of tradition 
and modern, and East and West, 
by drawing on multiple reference 
points. And yet for this very 
reason, his work was labelled 
psychotic or mad painting by 
the art community and the very 
people who had supported his 
scholarship and passage to 
Santiniketan in the first place.

entanglements between them, and 
provide an additional space, 
alongside our other projects, 
to construct reference points 
and connections across time, 
sites, and geographies. We share 
with you some of the enquiries, 
threads, and (to borrow a 
geological term) hot spots that 
are currently shaping our notion 
of Asia. Echoing MAP Office’s 

Atlas of Asia Art Archive, which 
is imagined as an archipelagic 
configuration, like a series of 
islands that are independent, 
yet intricately connected by 
their relationship to one 
another and the ocean, we invite 
you to ignore the pagination and 
draw your own connections as you 
navigate the journal.

‘We are imagining a space in which the objects 
of identification can be multiplied and alternative 
frames of reference constructed so that societies  
in Asia (and those situated in the ‘Global South’)  
may also become each other’s points of reference… 
to provide alternative horizons and perspectives  
from those well-travelled.’  
—Chen Kuan-hsing2

It is believed that the term 
‘Asia’ was adopted in Asia in 
the sixteenth century after 
being introduced by Jesuit 
missionaries under Matteo Ricci. 
However, as discussed in the 
introduction to Pan-Asianism:  
A Documentary History 3, it  
was not until the eighteenth 
century that Asia ceased to 
represent something beyond 
a technical term used by 
cartographers. In reaction 

to the threat of Western 
colonialism, ‘Asia’ became 
a distinctive geopolitical 
space with common histories, 
diplomatic ties, trading links, 
religions, and now, a shared 
destiny.

While the justifications for, 
and definitions of an Asian 
solidarity throughout the first 
half of the 20th century were 
numerous, and often highly 
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course to universal suffrage 
as laid out in the Basic Law. 
At the same time, we might ask, 
what is it that Hong Kong can 
offer with its recent colonial 
history, Chinese immigrant 
population, and status as one 

country/two systems as a site 
for reconsidering alternative 
constructs around the nation? 
And what do these major 
historical ruptures and shifts 
in alliance do to the distortion 
of history and memory?

‘All places are misplaces, and all misplaces  
are misreadings,’ 
‘The prerequisite for the setting of boundaries  
on maps is possession of the power to create fiction.’  
—Dung Kai Cheung7

Maps and cartography have 
long been imperative to 
understanding how civilisations 
have navigated, rationalised, 
conquered, and shaped 
territories. By mimicking 
objective reality, maps 
visualise nations and spatial 
limitations, and create 
illusions of finitude. They 
erase the layering of movements 
and migrations over time and 
entangled histories, producing 
in their place identities, 
traditions, and models of 
existence based primarily 
on invented boundaries. The 
practice of mapping is one that 
is fundamentally flawed, in 
that it is inevitably skewed 
by the agenda of the map-maker 

and excludes everything that 
falls outside its borders. What 
forms of objective knowledge 
are ruptured when new islands 
suddenly make themselves 
apparent in the world?

Returning to our image 
of Shenzhen, this city’s 
transformation from a fishing 
village to a metropolis with 
one of China’s largest ports 
in just three decades has 
become synonymous with China’s 
economic miracle. Remarkably 
familiar from a 21st century 
vantage point is Guangzhou 
in the 19th century, home 
to a mixture of traders and 
travelers, a world where long 
distance travel was commonplace. 

‘My memory is again in the way of your history... 
Your memory keeps getting in the way  
of my history…’  
—Agha Shahid Ali6

‘You can see the nice view of 
China from here,’ is a travel 
photo taken in the late 1970s, 
20 years before the handover of 
British-colonial Hong Kong to 
Mainland China. The sign in the 
photo, hand-painted in English 
and Japanese text, leads one’s 
gaze to an underdeveloped piece 
of land that is now the city 
of Shenzhen with a sprawling 
and rapidly growing population 
of over 10 million. As we look 
back, the photo stands in stark 
contrast to the image of geo-
economic power that we have of 
China today. On the one hand 
it calls us to watch this rapid 
transformation unfold from the 
birth place of Deng Xiaoping’s 
open door reforms, and on the 
other, it reminds us that we can 
do so but only from a distance. 
Looking across the border, 16 
years after the handover, the 
significance of the sign as a 
delineation between two distinct 
territories remains—Mainland 
Chinese require a special visa 
to travel to Hong Kong, while 
a child born from Mainland and 
Hong Kong parents has right of 

abode the Mainland parent does 
not, and there is a growing 
xenophobia of Mainland Chinese, 
who are often referred to as 
‘locusts’ in the city.

Last year, hundreds of thousands 
gathered outside government 
quarters to protest the 
introduction of a mandatory 
national curriculum aimed at 
developing a sense of national 
identity and pride. Denounced 
as a brain-washing exercise 
by swathes of the public in 
Hong Kong because of its 
advocacy of China’s one party 
system, it invoked widespread 
demonstration, leading to its 
eventual withdrawal. Images 
of the protests echoed the 
since forgotten 1967 riots in 
the city, a leftist uprising 
against the colonial government 
originating from a minor labour 
dispute. Who gets to write 
the history of Hong Kong, 
and what that history will 
look like is a debate that 
will continue to play out in 
multiple arenas, especially 
as Hong Kong deliberates its 

NOTE FROM THE EDITORS

1312

MAPPING ASIA ASIA ART ARCHIVE



It is representative of other 
geographical nodes around the 
globe that because of their 
location and relationship to, 
for example, the sea, have 
become sites for convergence and 
crossover, migration, hybrid 
language, shared histories, 
and myths. It is these sites 
of layered pasts, these rich 
culturally-entangled histories 
that we are particularly 
interested in activating, 
especially with regards to 
enriching our often binary 
understanding of current global 
geo-political relations and 
economies. We point to these 
layers through the site of 
Guangzhou at three distinct 
points in time; the Ming dynasty 
voyages of Zheng He; the 19th 
century opium trade, and today’s 
China–Africa trade axis.

We are interested in exploring 
the necessity of myth and 
liminal spaces in constructing 
notions of territory and 
history. As such, we are pleased 
to include W for Weretiger, 
the first entry in Ho Tzu 
Nyen’s Critical Dictionary 
for Southeast Asia, a project 
being developed as part of his 
residency at AAA investigating 
the formation of the notion of 
Southeast Asia. The dictionary 

echoes the necessary negotiation 
between inherited maps, 
borders, and systems (nation, 
history, politics, economy) 
and terrain that is often 
slippery and unstable (myth, 
histories, memory, fiction) 
yet an essential component 
for considering the formation 
of territory. By continuously 
opening up our mapping 
process at Asia Art Archive to 
interventions, enquiries, and 
debate we hope to continuously 
expand and extend the notion 
of Asia. By activating less 
visible and/or dormant sites 
of knowledge and offering new 
reference points, how might 
we positively de-stablilise 
the often debilitating notions 
of territories that we have 
inherited?

1 Michael A. Aung-Thwin, Myth and History in the Historiography of Early Burma: 
Paradigms, Primary Sources and Prejudices, BRILL, Leiden, 2001.

2 Chen Kuan-hsing, Asia as Method: Toward Deimperialization, Duke University 
Press, London & Durham, 2010.

3 Sven Saaler and Christopher W. A. Szpilma, Pan-Asianism: A Documentary 
History, 1850–1920, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Maryland, 2011.

4 Third Text: Critical Perspectives on Contemporary Art & Culture, published by 
Kala Press, London until 2011 thereafter published by Taylor & Francis, London.

5 Chen, Asia as Method: Toward Deimperialization.

6 Agha Shahid Ali, ‘A Footnote to History,’ The Country Without a Post Office: 
Poems 1991–1995, W.W. Norton & Company, New York, NY, 1998, pp 43–44.

7 Dung Kai Cheung, Atlas: The Archaeology of an Imaginary City, Dung Kai 
Cheung, Anders Hansson, and Bonnie S McDougall, trans. Columbia University 
Press, New York, 2012.
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Atlas of Asia Art Archive Asia... is a point of arrival and departure.D10  
Numbers of buildings, starting from a 
checkpoint, are already welcoming visitors 
who want to apply for a passport and 
become its residents.H06 Voices of ‘Yes, sir! 
No, sir!’ are heard.J03 Those generic places 
with no defining characteristics apart from 
the smoothness of the necessary zones of 
frozen temporality are the antechambers 
of anticipation of something, somewhere, 
about to happen.I04 From the surface, all 
Asian metropolises have a lot in common, 
beginning with the compulsive use of 
media devices, LED screens, and lights 
transforming the skyline into a luminescent 
body.G01 Understanding the complexity of a 
city/territory is a difficult task, where one can 
lose him/herself within his/her own search 
and wherein the subject of this exploration 
can eventually also disappear.C12

Our naked body is our first territory. E06 A 
personal atlas of the world includes one’s 
individual interpretation and experience. A04 
New organisations and new horizons of a 
personal universe are consigned to miniature 
representation.E09 Finalised to the last 
pixel, the image idealises a territory close 
to perfection. A08 Bringing attention to the 
smallest hidden details, it distorts a simple 
documentary into a complex fiction. D02  
A personal empire starts from the strength 
of one’s imagination and materialises 
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MAP Office is a multi-
disciplinary platform 
(Laurent Gutierrez + 
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and imaginary terri-
tories using varied 
means of expression. 
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architects teaches 
at the School of 
Design, The Hong Kong 
Polytechnic University.
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Danh Vo
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J03 Empire’s Borders  
Chen Chieh-jen
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Raqs Media Collective

G01 Ho Chi Minh City 
Tiffany Chung

C12 Singapore 
Tan Pinpin

E06 Pastan 
Erbossyn Meldibekov

A04 World  
Zarina Hashmi

E09 Mappa Mundi  
Gulammohammed Sheikh

A08 Pureland 
Mariko Mori

D02 Pyongyang 
Seungwoo Back



in a symbolic dimension.H09 Tools are 
transformed into toys and routine into  
ritual.L05 The transposition requires 
movement from one dimension to another 
and is the subject of many interpretations 
and fantasies of the cartographer/ 
sculptor.G09 How to collect? What  
to collect?B06 Blind people are also  
travelling.C07 Photography, found objects, 
encounters, and collections of any kind  
are the materialisation of a voyage.C03  
Adding one element after another, docu-
mentation and interpretation are achieved 
through the construction of a visual  
and performative atlas of a society  
in its complex sociologic, political, and 
psychological definitions.K06

Imposing their rules on the difficult sea,  
the Moro pirates have threatened trade  
and colonial aspirations.C13 Forced and  
unfair trade has been commonly practiced 
over the last centuries, leading to the 
establishment of colonies.J05 The trade  
of primary resources, such as cotton,  
wood, silk, tea, porcelain, opium, and slaves 
charted new maritime routes between 
different continents.J04 For centuries the 
Southern hemisphere was seldom sailed  

due to a lack of maps and resulting 
navigation challenges.F06 The North  
Pacific Ocean corridor is populated by 
vessels linking one side to the other.J01 
Beginning a long sea journey driven by 
anxiety requires a mixture of both courage 
and desperation.D03 Maps are the primary 
instruments used to navigate oceans as  
well as the main managing charts for 
business.J02 Dynamic geographies are 
defined as the way we endlessly evaluate  
the world around us and continuously 
readjust to it.F09 Americanisation from the 
60s shaped young Asia Pacific populations 
with the development of a mass society—
mass production, mass consumption, mass 
media—a new pattern for a traditional 
society left alone to reconstruct a memory 
of the present into nostalgic imagery.D09 
Abandoned detritus shaped by years of war 
resembles pre-historic fossils populating  
the no-man’s land.L02 War memorials 
often fail to carry the messages they are 
made for.K05 The remains of America’s 
secret 2,756,941-ton bombing campaign 
during the Vietnam War, bomb craters are 
now peacefully scattered in the rubber 
plantations, left unnoticed to the foreign 
eye but still very present in local residents’ 
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H09 Empire 
Zheng Guogu

L05 Everyday 
Koki Tanaka

G09 Hong Kong Island 
Yutaka Sone

B06 Banshang Lane 
Song Dong

C07 Malaysia 
Pak Sheung Chuen

C03 Inland 
Simryn Gill
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Walid Raad

C13 Fluid World 
Yee I-lann

J05 East India 
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Shahzia Sikander

J04 Elsewhere 
Ni Haifeng
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F06 Victoria Harbour 
João Vasco Paiva

J01 Iwaki 
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D03 Dow Island 
Guan Wei

J02 Somaliland 
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Yuan Goangming
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memories.K08 In reminiscence of forgotten 
wars, the villagers and the soldiers engage  
in violent occupations.D11 Marking a territory 
often means taking possession of it.H07  
The partition is the simplest approach  
to marking and emphasising differences.L08 
State symbols along the route include colour 
codes related to different political colours.J07

It is true that territories like mountains, 
oceans, jungles, and rivers are more 
populated by strange creatures than by 
humans.C11 Fisherman without sea  
will meet them on the new land, wandering 
around in a mirror-like relationship.K03 
Myths, legends, fictions, stories, histories...
as many narratives as possible are required 
to define the contours of a territory.C08 
Geography and epistemology on the road 
as territories on the move are amongst  
the best training.B03 Everyday routes, 
like going from home to work, can take 
on various characteristics depending 
where one lives.L04 Following an oil 
pipeline, one eventually reaches its end 
and can reconstruct the world from a new 
perspective.A06 The variety of mountainous 
landscapes has given birth to a multiplicity 
of languages and identities.C10 Mountains 

are a location for finding deeper meaning in 
human life; they are often sacred, full  
of superstitious beliefs from various 
religions.D07 The planned flood, 
submerging the entire valley, will gradually 
move the boat to the top of a mountain, 
where it will remain after the water  
is gone.H05 Tsunamis, earthquakes, and 
typhoons are frequent in Asia. They  
are tragedies that deeply affect the 
population, the ecology, and the economy 
of a region.I03 Along the riverbanks,  
forced migrants became the subject of  
this tragedy brushed by the artist.D05  
Water can be contained in numerous  
ways.F02 A rainbow may be seen later, 
when the sun dares to appear.E01

30 metres deep under water, a collection of 
structures forms well-organised geometries 
with parallel lines, provoking the scientific 
world to question whether this is the ruin 
of an ancient Asia Pacific super-civilisation 
older than Egypt.D06 The legend of a giant 
mermaid measuring 165 metres from 
head to tail landing on the beach was the 
foundation myth for constructing the Sea 
Goddess Palace Temple.C09 Only its traces 
remain in the memories of its inhabitants as 
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part of an artistic construction.B10 Staring 
at the water flowing in a river makes people 
nostalgic.E08 Here, villagers live their lives 
following the rhythm of the seasons. A07 
Their friendship remains a key to its 
fundamental value.H03 The idea of a village 
is defined by the reality of a community 
as a form of social organisation.A03 
Clothes, books, kitchen tools, and toys 
are arranged with the same compact 
rational organisation as when in transit.B01 
Chinatown is a frozen territory.B09  
Day after day, month after month for 
several years, the artist’s blog has provided 
a significant picture of a society at a given 
moment.F01 Deprived from its life, the 
house is a source of sadness but also the 
occasion of reconstructed memories.I06  
A house is the body occupied by our 
physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual 
selves.G08 ‘The home is a suitcase’ 
suggests another level of abstracting  
the concept of home.B07 Its mobility  
allows the garden to be located anywhere 
and everywhere, making its ubiquity 
possible.B05 A community without land.E11 
Living in a sphere or a bubble is unusual  
as it allows for the possibility of cons-
tructing a limited world in the same way 

that exists for an island.B02 Floating cities 
or simple cabins, they allow passengers  
to experience a disconnected moment  
of time.C05 While displaced, war refugees 
tend to lose their identities, which  
are usually embedded within their  
lands.K07 The imbrication of body and 
territory is never so intricate as when  
the flesh inscribes the contour of territorial 
struggles.L05 In another approach, war 
takes the form of forceful resistance  
in order for a population to defend its  
right to the land, to the memory of  
its inheritance.K01 An abandoned group  
of houses, new shells for the definition  
of the elsewhere, is a common situation 
that tends to make people’s lives part  
of a ghostly scenery.B08 The first symptom 
of an occupation begins by laying out 
familiar and recognisable objects.B04  
Here and elsewhere, the need to be 
different, to learn from each other, is the 
basis of one’s identity.E07 Un-claiming  
the rock, the nationalist flag is temporarily 
swapped by another belief in a possible 
reconciliation.H01 To be well-behaved and 
have good manners is the basis of polite-
ness; what is legal and illegal depends very 
much on the time and place of a culture.E05
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Iconic architecture is connected by a massive 
infrastructure that recreates a meta-China 
ruled by massive capitalism.H02 Another 
Babylonian tower in construction anticipates 
its own destruction.G04 As this will always 
refer to a collective dream-like perception 
of the present time, it is most likely that the 
city of tomorrow will resemble a repeated 
scenario. Contrary to myth, history fluctuates 
in a conflicting appropriation of tangible 
traces and recognised facts.C04 The staging 
of artificial nature is a perfect setting in 
which to unfold a variety of occupational 
scenarios: resort, golf, retirement center, 
prison, or military base.K02 Palm trees, the 
horizon line, skyscrapers, and street scenes, 
the usual attributes of a tropical island,  
are viewed from the angle of an imminent 
drama.K04 Its mountains will be erased, its 
buildings and bridges will collapse, its cities 
will be destroyed.G10 The possibly forgotten 
city is disappearing within its sub-structure 
where the foundations are melting to  
the point of no return.G05 Dark and wet, the 
underground is an ideal stage for detective 
stories or hidden bomb shelters.G07 No sign 
of the once vibrant city actively dreaming  
to build an ‘imagined community’ after  
the Partition.I01

Islands are laboratories for building  
new societies but also for preserving old 
ones.D04 The attraction of the complex 
island is embraced from one viewpoint.G03 
Disconnected from the continent, the island 
imposes another temporality of the everyday, 
an ever-interrogative place from which to 
question contemporaneity.D08 A small pile of 
sand topped with one palm tree exists next  
to the gas stove, opening a new geopolitics  
of the household.C02 Referring to the  
lost land, each image is taken on the site  
of a newly built wall or obstacle in the  
desert.L01 The reflected image of 
reality would be perceived in an infinite 
reproduction of possible territories.F08 
Those mythic images, like the many layers 
of an archaeological site, have shaped our 
memories of this part of the world.D01 Due 
to their (islands’) small dimensions, they are 
more subject to political shifts.J06 A land  
of empty shells shining in the sun, a 
landscape of deliquescence where humidity 
reaches the climax of mugginess, the  
new square metre of territory is the perfect 
platform.F04 Among them, Loveland is 
a theme park dedicated to sex exhibits, 
large phallus statues, stone labias, and an 
exhibition on the ‘masturbation cycle’ for  
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H02 RMB City 
Cao Fei

G04 Utopia 
Lee Bul

C04 Singapore 
Ho Tzu Nyen

K02 29 Palms 
An-My Le

K04 Hawaii 
Daido Moriyama

G10 Mindscape 
Yuan Shun

G05 Second-Hand City 
Michael Honghwee Lee

G07 Tiananmen 
Shen Shaomin

I01 Karachi 
Bani Abidi
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D04 Manora Island 
Naiza Khan

G03 Hong Kong Island 
Lam Tungpang

D08 Gotland 
Fiona Tan

C02 Berkeley Island 
Guy Ben-Ner

L01 Arabian Gulf 
Tarek Al-Ghoussein

F08 Bikini Bottom 
Rirkrit Tiravanija

D01 Middle East 
Jananne Al-Ani

J06 Cook Island 
Yuk King Tan

F04 Lau Fau Shan 
MAP Office



the future health of the new couple.E04  
It is perhaps a new homeland for  
an unspoiled human geography.C01

Like the pieces of a puzzle, no territory could 
exist without those surrounding it. They 
form a network connected by the complex 
system of portolan, a navigational measure 
using triangulation. Water is the earth’s 
biggest territory.A05 Can we guarantee 
its security?E03 What if the oceans were 
transformed into one giant island?

Land and sea are inverted, borders change 
positions, names and legends become 
arbitrary, topographies are replaced, and  
the center of gravity is shifted.E02 Soon  
it disappears.L03 Sounds from sugar lands 
extract sounds of the fabric of a new  
society.J08 The sky is mirrored in the  
dormant water, accentuating this infinite 
dimension.F07 It is a sign of existence  
and eternity placed here and there consum-
ing any surface.E10 A new ecology, bellowing 
for rebirth will eventually emerge from  
the dirty water.A01 Phosphorescent polyps 
and fish glowing at night echo the shining 
stars in the sky.F05 We all have a piece  
of sky.H04 Before borders and other territorial 

E04 Jeju Island 
Jung Yeondoo

C01 Faroe Islands 
Nadiah Bamadhaj

A05 Ryukyu Arc 
Ichi Ikeda

E03 Ramallah 
Khaled Hourani

E02 World 
Hong Hao

L03 Nabulus 
Mona Hatoum

J08 Huwei 
Wang Hongkai

F07 Chiang Mai 
Sudsiri Pui-Ock

E10 Kowloon 
Tsang Tsou Choi

A01 Yamuna River 
Ravi Agarwal

F05 Cebu 
David Medalla

H04 Sky 
Yoko Ono

constraints.H08 Constellations are defined 
by groups of stars connected through 
lines-of-sight in permanent rotation around 
the earth’s axis.F03 A globe flattened and 
sliced like an apple’s skin loses its three 
dimensionality.I02 The projected linear  
man-made monument is the horizontal 
expansion of limitation, producing a mirror 
effect on either side.L07 A bridge is a frontier 
between two sides of a span.L06 Most  
of the contemporary and future human 
conflicts of the globalised world are/will  
be concentrated in this relatively  
small territory.A02 Asia... is everywhere  
and nowhere. G02

H08 Eurasia 
Yang Jiechang

F03 Cosmos 
Tatsuo Kawaguchi

I02 Globe 
Huang Yong Ping

L07 Borders 
Varvara Shavrova

L06 Yangtze River 
Bridge 
Qiu Zhijie

A02 Arctic 
Subhankar Banerjee

G02 Ousss 
Koo Jeong-A
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Asia is the montage of phrases1 directly cut from 
the 111 territories found in Atlas of Asia Art Archive.2 
Together they epitomise a hazy silhouette, like a ghost, 
a quintessence of Asia. Built on the multiplicity of 
contemporary art production, the Atlas opens another 
form of narration through the classification and connection 
of artworks and practices from artists based in Asia. 
Together, they create an archipelago of related territories 
functioning in a composed yet diffuse geography. Then, 
following Edouard Glissant,3 it would seem appropriate  
to outline a metaphorical map of the Asian archipelago 
from the selection of artists and the territories they work 
with as collected by Asia Art Archive. This new reading 
would allow a possible representation of the fragments of 
Asia in defining a new taxonomy of its contours.

1 In the e-journal, each of them ends with a code leading to the hyper-linked  
page of each of the 111 territories and their classifications. 

2 The Atlas of Asia Art Archive is the result of a six-month artists’ residency  
at Asia Art Archive from February to August 2012 and can be downloaded  
at: www.aaa.org.hk/atlas. 

3 Edouard Glissant, Poetics of Relation, University of Michigan Press,  
Ann Arbor, 1997.
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A02 | 111 A AAA

“One summer evening in the refuge I sat 
meditating on a nameless hilltop, looking out 
at the braided Kongakut River valley and the 
mountains of the Brooks Range beyond, and 
found amidst its startling beauty a glimpse of 
hope and faith in the future of humanity. 
No matter how industrialized our nation gets, 
no matter how our resource needs change, 
I believe we will have the moral courage 
to keep places like the Arctic Refuge free of 
development so that future citizens of the world 
will continue to have the opportunity to meet 
nature in its wildest form. During my time in 
the Arctic I learned much about nature from 
my Native friends, the Gwich’in Athabascan 
Indians and the Inupiat Eskimos.” 
Subhankar Banerjee                        [A02a]

The Arctic region spreads from a 66˚33’44’’ 
latitude circle to the centre of the North Pole. Most 

of the globalised world are/will be concentrated 
in this relatively small territory. Climate change, 
underground resources, and human rights are 
the keys to environmental, economic, and social 
issues inscribed in the future of this pristine land. 
The conservation of biodiversity, the defence of 
indigenous communities, and the control of land 
use are directing its protection. Teshekpuk Lake 
Wetlands, Utukok River Uplands, Kasegaluk 
Lagoon, Beaufort and Chukchi seas, Yukon 
province of Canada, and Sakha Republic of 
Siberia are all poetic names that foretell the 
multiple locations in which future battles of 
resistance will be fought for a still fragile 
sustainable development.

those outlined by universal values

D04 | 111 A AAA

“Hashmi has taken the leap from a personal 
journey into the realm of shared journeys – 
addressing the dilemma of people and cities 
across the world from Delhi to Sarajevo to 
Baghdad to New York.” Geeti Sen             [A04b]

in the geography and the position of borders. 
A personal atlas of the world includes one’s 
individual interpretation and experience. The 

the position of territories, locating mountains and 
rivers, and drawing the coastline. This ingenious 
practice is not required to outline borders. Their 
positions remain arbitrary and can be easily erased, 
shifted, swept, and replaced at will. This inclination 
for personal mapping operates as a prophecy with 
the borders of a personal atlas that one day could 
correspond to the experience of crossing them.

“I thought it would be a good idea to look at 
all the borders I had crossed. I was thinking of 
not just borders on a map but also the barriers 
one crosses in life-where you come from, the 
risks you take in life in crossing over to do 
new things. I started with the border that has 
most affected my life-the border between India 
and Pakistan. I decided to make an atlas from 
existing maps and draw the borders that I have 
crossed from country to country... There is the 
American continent with Mexico, Canada, and 
the United States. Then, there’s Europe, there’s 
the Middle East from Turkey to Saudi Arabia, 
and there’s Africa-the only country I have 

my map. ” Zarina Hashmi                      [A04a]

those outlined by universal values
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C08 | 111 A AAA

“In this project we create and recreate the 

to reveal the people’s personal idea and 
imagination about their experiences, memories, 
event, space and history. We use found and 
used objects that contained by anonymous 

markets and second hand shop to inspire, 

ruangrupa                                                 [C08a]

“Apart from the many stories presented, they 
also touch on Anabell Chong. [...] ruangrupa 
on the other hand, reconstructed this narrative 
by creating a new character called Allabella 
Chong. Not very far away from the original, 
they also have included sexy items like skimpy 
bars and underwear and not to forget phallic 
looking objects in a special case dedicated for 
her.” rainbowartsproject                          [C08b]

as many narratives as possible are required to 

the Singaporean territory, one expects stories 

But, rumors and urban legends are not focused 

also on such infamous characters as the legendary 
Grace Quek (aka Annabel Chong), the porn star 
actress famous for engaging in the world’s biggest 
gang bang with 251 sexual acts in 10 continuous 
hours. In this historical irony, the Messalina of the 
East continues to complicate the mythology about 
one of the most obedient territories.

C11 | 111 A AAA

“Cambodia’s political volley between the 
evil to the east and the evil to the west is as 
predictable as the changing course of the 
Mekong River itself. It is in Phnom Penh every 
year that waters from as far north as Tibet 

the Tonlé Sap river basin and forcing the river 

[...] It is a contradiction and wonder that the 
Mekong River simultaneously separates and 
connects, nourishes and destroys, informs 
and obfuscates, geographically demarking 
national borders while connecting peoples and 
economies through a life sustaining artery. 
The GMS (Greater Mekong Subregion 
including Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, 
Laos and Vietnam) has historically been one of 
constant redistribution of land and people and 
thus culture.” 
Richard Streitmatter-Tran                        [C11a]

understanding that criss-cross each other, and 
sometimes overlap. Our beliefs are very much 

as well as by geographical position and political 
dimension. It is true that territories like mountains, 
oceans, jungles, and rivers are more populated by 
strange creatures than by humans. The Mekong 
and the surrounding jungle region form one such 
territory. The relationship between a giant Mekong 

satellite builds a new mythology that blurs the 

C12 | 111 A AAA

“Invisible City chronicles the ways people 
attempt to leave a mark before they and their 

director trying to preserve his decaying trove 
of Singa-pore footage to an intrepid Japanese 
journalist hunting down Singaporean war 
veterans, Tan Pin Pin draws out doubts, hopes 
and the ordinary moments of these protagonists 
who attempt immortality.” Pin Pin Tan   [C12a]

“As its name implies, this documentary is about 
a Singapore that remains invisible, pointing to 
national consciousness as a fragmented reality 
with critical bits ignored or demonised. Turning 
a sharp eye on the subject of memory, the 

people struggling to leave a mark before they 

fading memory to catalogue his treasure trove 
of rare old footage of the island; an aggrieved 
student activist from the 1950s wanting to set 
the record straight for history; etc. In turn 
poignant, indignant and thought-provoking, 

be remembered and history written, objectively, 
without fear or favour” 
Pin Pin Tan                                               [C12b]

Understanding the complexity of a city/territory 

within his/her own search and when the subject 
of this exploration can eventually also disappear. 
Invisible City challenges collective memories 
of Singapore where personal histories seem to 
be so fragile and uncertain. The chronicity of 
territorial ambiguity is viewed through the haze of 
hypothetical knowledge. 
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F02 | 111 A AAA

unlimited

“  depicts an imaginary, 
paradise-like view of pools of water on an 
island in the middle of an ocean. A closer look
at the image shows that the island is surrounded
 by craggy cliffs, making it seem as if access 

however, this is an idyllic place where anyone 
would want to spend some time.” 
Fumio Nanjo           [F02b]

will reveal resort pools scattered about. Fukuda 
uses the medium of photography as a tool to 
retouch and intervene with his own photographs, 
in an effort to manipulate reality and the 
imaginary world to challenge our perceptions.” 
Fumio Nanjo                                               [F02a]

What is the difference between land and liquid? 
Flying above the seas and oceans, one counts an 

to locate or name. They appear and disappear like 
once-in-a-lifetime fantasies. Beginning with real 

of the global environment. Appropriating those 
islands, it transforms them into fantastic laboratories 
for the manipulation of geology and geography.

Water is in water. Water can be contained in 
numerous ways. An ocean is a gigantic swimming 
pool, a thousand miles long and wide. Some 
islands are surrounded by this vast immensity. 
Other islands contain enough water to sustain 
themselves. Voyagers can easily pass within a few 
miles of an atoll and never see it, its land only a 
few feet above the sea. 

unlimited

F03 | 111 A AAA

“The year each star’s light was emitted 
is inscribed on photographs of the night sky,
calculated from the distance of each starts in 
the light year.” Chiharu Tsukamoto          [F03a]

“Kawaguchi’s Cosmos series presents photo-
graphs of various constellations – Cygnus, 
Hercules, etc. – and adds dates to each star, 
signifying how long the light has been traveling 
across space to reach us. The great variety in 
the dates reminds us that the constellations 
only make sense when seen from our particular 
vantage point in cosmic time and space.” 
Marius Gombrich                                      [F03b]

Cosmos is not only a synonym for universe; it 
also refers to a system of order, a spacio-temporal 

plethora of planets. For the common person, this 

simple attraction of its visual magnetism. Besides the 
striking image of tiny sparkles illuminating the deep 

is played out every night. The cosmos is a map in 
which one can learn about the year each star’s light 
was emitted. It also shows the calculated distance of 

by groups of stars connected through lines-of-sight in 
permanent rotation around the earth’s axis. Cosmos-
Cygnus and Cosmos-Lira are two atlases of the 
universe from the perspective of one star.

unlimited

F04 | 111 A AAA

How to reach China? Reclamation is a popular way 
to extend the limits of Hong Kong into the sea. 
Reclamation is an instrument used by the government 
and developers, but what happens when an 
individual entity begins its own reclamation project? 
A traditional oyster-farming village, Lau Fau Shan, 
has through the century stretched out its limits into 
Deep Bay towards Shenzhen. By throwing oyster 
shells in the water with the intention of re/claiming 
one square meter of land, Lau Fau Shan participates 
in this similar logic. A land of empty shells shining 
in the sun, a landscape of deliquescence where 
humidity reaches the climax of mugginess, the new 
square meter of territory is the perfect platform from 
which to observe Shenzhen’s booming urbanisation. 
Therefore, this Personal Island proudly claims the 
unique position of Hong Kong within China. 

towards Shenzhen by building an ad hoc land
bridge. The evidence of this quasi-utopian
venture is offered more subtly as a straight-
forward record of this project: a mound of 
comparatively cleaned and whitened oyster 
shells sits atop a drying plain of embedded 
shells and oyster reefs, bordered in the distance 

Bay, working boats, and the haze-ridden 
silhouette of mainland Chinese territory.” 
Robin Peckham                                        [F04b]

reclaiming land by accident - a collateral 
reclamation, that has reference, if you will, 
to waste, reuse, recycling and ownership.” 
Norman Ford                                            [F04a]

unlimited

F05 | 111 A AAA

“When I was 9 years old my family went on 
holiday to Cebu, Philippines. We vacationed 
with my mother’s relatives, half of whom 

the coastal town of Dalaguete. While there 
I discovered a clay deposit in the barrio of 
Kalayan. I played with the clay and made 
shapes of different animals. One day I showed 
my clay ‘sculpture’ to an older cousin, I told 
him, ‘Wouldn’t it be fun if we can transform a 
small coral island off the shore of our barrio 
into a large sculpture shaped like a tortoise 
(one of my clay sculptures)? My cousin greeted 
my idea with great enthusiasm. In no time he 
mobilized all our able relatives who comprised 
practically the entire population of the town 
and who were equally enthusiastic with my 
idea. Together we cleaned the small coral 
island of weeds. Afterwards we shaped it into 
a large sculpture resembling my little clay 
tortoise. At high tide the entire coral island-
sculpture disappeared in the foam. At night it 
glowed because of the phosphorescent polyps 

has since changed shapes many times. It is now 
overgrown with vegetation and palm trees. It 
belongs to all the people in the town.” 
David Medalla                                       [F05a]

echo the shining stars in the sky. Two parallel 

Coral and shells materialise as pure ornaments free 

phosphorescence disappears under the foam of the 
sea moulding to its contours. In the shape of a giant 
tortoise, the island sculpture seizes the mind in a 
powerful but ambiguous way.



Conversation between  
Rasheed Araeen  
and Chen Kuan-hsing 

From: Rasheed Araeen 
Date: Sunday, Aug 11, 2013 at 11:00 PM  
Subject: Re: Greetings 
To: Chen Kuan-hsing

Dear Chen Kuan-hsing

I have just finished your book which I read with great  
interest and I write to you to express admiration for the  
work you have done.1 

Before I respond to some of your points, I must tell you I’m 
not an academic, nor do I write academically, for academics. 
The struggle I invoke here was somewhat in defiance  
of what you call ‘the limits of colonial history.’ I was born  
and educated in Pakistan, and moved to London in 1964 
after graduating with a degree in civil engineering to pursue 
art. Here I encountered the most advanced forms of modern 
sculpture but at the same time, I began to feel disillusioned 
and frustrated because I was seen as an outsider, ‘the other.’ 
Having come across Franz Fanon, I began writing about 
cultural imperialism in 1975–76 as part of a collective struggle 
of Asian and African people in the UK. The following year,  
I founded the magazine Black Phoenix (later resurrected as 
Third Text) where I published ‘Black Manifesto’ in the first 
issue. The ‘Black Manifesto’ became the mission statement 
for what followed as a continuing struggle against the 
Eurocentric production, dissemination, and legitimisation  
of knowledge.2

1 Chen Kuan-Hsing, Asia as Method: Toward Deimperialization, Duke University 
Press, Durham and London, 2010. AAA’s Hammad Nasar passed the book to 
Rasheed Araeen in 2013, which prompted the artist to begin this exchange.

2 Black Phoenix was discontinued after three issues, and was resurrected in 1987 
as Third Text: Third World Perspectives on Contemporary Art and Culture.
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Around the same time, the British state developed its own 
plan and agenda to pacify the struggle. First in 1973 a 
controversial meeting invited Asian and African groups to 
discuss their situation. This was boycotted by radical groups 
including the Black Panthers. In 1974, Naseem Khan (later 
appointed as Head of Diversity for Arts Council England) 
supported by a committee that included Prof Stuart Hall  
(a pioneer of Cultural Studies) was commissioned by 
Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation (CGF), the Arts Council, 
and the Commission of Racial Equality, the latter two organs 
of the British state, to investigate ‘the cultures of African  
and Asian people.’ Shortly after, Khan published a book  
The Arts Britain Ignores (1976 (the year I finished writing 
Black Manifesto)), which was largely welcomed by Africans 
and Asians of British society who saw in it a space in which 
they could pursue their careers. But this was not a space  
that would lead them into the mainstream, with the 
possibility of confrontation and decolonisation, but one that 
allowed for a separate discourse to define and represent 
exclusively those who must remain ‘immigrants.’ 

In 1987 (the year I began publishing Third Text), The Arts 
Council launched its project: ‘To create in the UK the 
foremost gallery for the exhibition and appreciation of 
contemporary visual arts by artists from Asia, Africa, Latin 
America, and the Pacific basin and those who have cultural 
roots in these regions but who live in Europe and the West.’ 
This project was named INIVA and had as its founding 
director Gilane Tawadros (member of the  

Advisory Committee of Third Text) with Stuart Hall as the 
chair of its Trustees Board. In addition, the Arts Council 
launched the gravy train of so-called ‘cultural diversity’ in  
the early 1990s and the first person to jump into the driver’s 
seat was Stuart Hall. 

As chair of the Trustees Board of INIVA for 15 years, with 
approximately £15 million of public money spent, why  
did Stuart Hall, eminent professor of cultural studies, fail  
to help Britain’s art institutions to decolonise themselves? 
Was this failure owing to his self-interest or was there 
something fundamentally wrong in some of the ideas of  
the cultural studies he pioneered and theorised? My point  
is that while post-colonial theories, and cultural and  
subaltern studies have exposed issues and produced a 
discourse whose importance I do not deny, they have  
not led us into what you have suggested as the urgent  
need for the decolonisation of the prevailing world system. 

This brings me back to your book. I find it difficult to agree 
with the assertion that ‘the intellectual and subjective work 
of decolonisation … was stalled by the cold war.’ While the 
cold war did interfere with it and we suffered many defeats, 
the struggle for decolonisation was never stalled or stopped, 
not even in East Asia. In fact, the ideas of modernity and 
modernism became tools against colonialism. They were 
taken up by artists in the colonies to reinforce the struggle for 
the independence of their countries. For instance at the end 
of the war, East Asia was in turmoil, trying to recover from its 
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material devastation and assert its independence.  
And although it did somehow recover economically with 
post-war industrial modernisation, its intellectual work 
got trapped by the domination of American Abstract 
Expressionism, which created artists who were mostly 
surrogates of what was happening in New York. But this 
situation also triggered an extraordinarily original avant-
garde art movement - the Gutai, emerging in Japan in 
1956. Although the historical significance of Gutai lies in its 
defiance of American cultural hegemony, it made no impact 
on the continuing imperialism in Asia or elsewhere. The 
fault for this did not lie with the artists’ practice but with the 
absence of scholarship, sufficient material and intellectual 
resources in Japan or East Asia which were needed 
to underpin their work as historically and ideologically 
significant. Only when Asia produces its own interpretation 
and understanding of history, which advances the ideas of 
modernity and modernism, will it be possible to understand 
the true significance of Gutai. The main struggle of art today 
is therefore the struggle against this history.  

And so I want to propose that an important part of the 
struggle was missing from your book: that which lies in its 
confrontation with the ‘knowledge production [which]  
is one of the major sites in which imperialism operates and 
exercises its power.’3 In 2008, I started publishing Third 
Text Asia, ‘to offer a critical space for the development of 

scholarship… in pursuit of [our own] understanding of art’s 
complexity and significance…’ I saw Asia as a site, not  
as method as proposed by you. Asia can and should be a  
site of anti-imperialist struggle, but your proposition of  
Asia as Method is too ambiguous and general. It does not 
lead us into a concrete discourse by which we can confront 
the particularity of neo-imperialist knowledge and produce 
counter-knowledge. Instead, I would propose Art as Method, 
because it is art by which modernity as an advancing 
force is defined with its exclusive European subjectivity; 
only art can confront neo-imperialism and offer a model 
of decolonisation. Moreover, art is concerned with making 
things and thus can enter the everyday and become part  
of its collective productivity. Only through collectivity can  
we win the struggle.  

Regards, 
Rasheed Araeen 
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Hong Kong protest against 
National Education, 2011. 
Photographed by Terence Pang. 



From: Chen Kuan-hsing 
Date: Friday, Aug 16, 2013 at 06:04 PM  
Subject: Re: Greetings 
To: Rasheed Araeen

Dear Rasheed,  

Thank you for the engaged discussion. Reading your  
letter makes me immediately aware that you are one of our 
qian-bei (a respected earlier generation intellectual), from 
whom we learn a great deal. I also feel that we may have  
a similar take on writing: my generation (born in the 1950s) 
still writes for the larger intellectual community beyond  
the academy and despises those with academic 
pretensions. But my book Asia as Method has to find an 
entrypoint into the discussion, and ‘cultural studies’ is  
a cross-discipline field with which I am familiar, and in 
which I have been able to get work done. 

I very much appreciate your telling the story of how 
‘British Cultural Studies’ (in particular Stuart Hall as a 
representative figure) has supported the mediation of  
the state agenda of multiculturalism through art 
institutions, and has not been able to carry out 
deimperialisation work in the UK. Never having had a 
chance to study or stay there for more than a week, I do 
not have enough knowledge of the London intellectual 
scene, especially Stuart’s role in the art world, so your 
analysis does fill an important gap in my understanding. 
But your stronger argument regarding what is inherent 

in cultural studies on the deimperialisation and 
decolonisation part can perhaps open more discussions 
here: as a general tendency, in the imperial metropolises  
of London, Paris, and New York, deimperialisation  
has not become a broad cultural-political movement.  
This cannot be explained by the ‘complicity’ of cultural 
studies or post-colonial studies; though larger intellectual 
work (both in and outside the academy) can be held 
responsible, the reasons for the lack of deimperialisation 
are still to be discovered. What was the historical 
conjuncture when the Third World decolonisation 
movement (in the form of national independence) began  
in the 1950s but did not culminate on all levels in  
a self-critical and reflexive intellectual movement in the 
metropolises, not even opening the imperialist history up 
for debate? My own imagined test to identify the extent  
of deimperialisation would be looking at textbooks  
used in London schools to see how British imperialist 
history is being written now.  

When imperial history is not fully contested, and public-
political understanding of that history is not placed  
in the ‘internationalist’ imagination, multiculturalism will 
come into the picture to contain the ‘post-colonial subjects’ 
(migrants from the former Common Wealth colonies) 
within the British nation state as ‘ethnic minorities’; 
racism becomes a ‘local’ issue to be absorbed into state 
management. 
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Besides the larger historical forces that need to be put in 
place to explain the ‘complicity’ in different metropolises, 
on one level, and only one level, my short answer lies  
in the limits of ‘European modes of knowledge,’ which 
include cultural studies and post-colonial studies. To be 
able to articulate what ‘one’s own’ mode of knowledge  
is requires an outside system of thought, including 
language. English monolingualism would perhaps need to 
be overcome to even begin the work of decolonisation.  
I’m saying that more substantial research needs to be done 
to explain more explicitly what undermines struggles  
like Black Phoenix and Third Text.

Another missing dimension of ‘Asia as method,’  
as you correctly point out, is engagement with the arts.  
My knowledge about art is really close to nothing.  
In fact, I have only begun learning about the art world 
recently in joining the West Heavens project and in 
organising the Asian Circle of Thought Forum for the 
2012 Shanghai Biennial. My initial understanding is 
that many art institutions have been and continue to be 
set up in different parts of Asia, but this does not mean 
decolonisation work is being done through institutions, 
and worse, certain institutions are even more Eurocentric. 
This is partly the case because the notion of ‘art,’ like  
other major subjects such as ‘religion,’ ‘philosophy,’ and 
‘science,’ has not been problematised and still follows  
the European understanding of art (history) which 
organises everything. And, as you know, once these 

institutions are in place, they are very difficult to change. 
It is at this level of work that I’d like very much to learn 
more from you on ‘art as method,’ and to what extent it can 
be a major vehicle towards decolonisation, once the very 
notion of art itself is problematised, and to what extent 
art institutions in reality can lead in constituting a larger 
movement of deimperialisation in the metropolises and  
of decolonisation in the former colonies. 

For me, Asia is much more than a site. Asia has many 
histories of practice and diverse modes of knowledge, as 
well as critical intellectual traditions. My own approach 
to ‘Asia as Method’ is to allow intellectuals in different 
locations in Asia to learn from one another, so that their 
histories and knowledge can be shared to become a 
system of reference points that eventually arrives at a 
different understanding of world history. The recent 
formation of the Modern Asian Thought project is 
precisely such an initiative. The project was launched 
during the 2012 Asian Circle of Thought Shanghai Forum. 
Three groups came together to collaborate on this  
project: the Inter-Asia Cultural Studies network (formed  
in the late 1990s), the East Asian Critical Journal 
Conference (formed in 2006), and the West Heavens 
Project (formed in 2010). The purpose of the project is to 
re-discover, re-mobilise, and re-center sources of thought 
emerging in the modern era (19th and 20th Centuries) 
throughout Asia. Its programmes include lectures, a digital 
archive, translations, publications, workshops, exhibitions, 
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and a summer school. The first summer school, offering 
an intensive course on ‘Introduction to Modern Asian 
Thought,’ will focus on works of earlier thinkers  
such as Tagore and Lu Xun, and Gandhi and Mao,  
as well as postwar thinkers, including Takeuchi Yoshimi  
and Mizoguchi Yuzo, and Paik Nak-chung and Chen 
Yingzhen.  

Best, 
Kuan-hsing

From: Rasheed Araeen 
Date: Tuesday, Sep 17, 2013 at 11:28 PM  
Subject: Re: Greetings 
To: Chen Kuan-hsing

Dear Kuan-hsing,

I want to focus on art, a discourse in which ordinary people 
can enter and turn into a collective struggle. Following your 
own guidance, there are at least three tasks to be performed: 
1) to recover the suppressed or misrepresented knowledge 
from the history of West-centric discourse of (neo)
imperialism 2) to produce new knowledge which can take 
humanity towards real liberation and freedom 3) these must 
not remain trapped within institutional ivory towers, but must 
enter the dynamics of ordinary people’s lives. Only when 
these people can speak for themselves, with the possession 
of knowledge and consciousness of their own creative power, 
will there be a revolution.            

In light of the above, I want to propose Art as Method for the 
following reasons:

1) You were right when you referred to the Cold War 
as an impediment to the continuity of the struggle for 
decolonisation. Besides the post-war domination of 
American popular culture in Asia, Abstract Expressionism 
also distracted from and undermined the creative potential 
of the post-colonial nation states of Third World, particularly 
when they had a democratic ‘socialist’ agenda. In Pakistan, 
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Abstract Expressionism arrived in 1958, following the 
arrival of Rock-n-Roll, Coca-Cola, and blue jeans, and was 
patronised and promoted by the CIA-supported military 
regime of Ayyub Khan. As such, Abstract Expressionism 
was deliberately used as a Cold War policy and tool by the 
US against socialism, and it is art that can confront neo-
imperialism. 

2) Although the kind of art I have alluded to above is of 
an elitist disposition, dependent on and addressing the 
bourgeois regime, there is also a level at which ordinary 
people are involved. Art is about making things, and making 
them creatively, which is fundamental to the creativity 
of ordinary people. Once this creativity is recognised as 
central to the overall struggle for democratic freedom, the 
re-appropriation by people of the knowledge produced by 
the bourgeois regime can enhance the interface between 
creativity and productivity. 

3) While critiquing the West, it is imperative to recognise 
the historically valuable aspects of the knowledge produced 
under the shadow of imperialism, which can empower our 
own struggle. The Western tradition of art, the precursor to 
modernism in the 20th century which spread globally with 
colonialism, is based on representation, particularly of what 
the eye can see. However, one of the important aspects of 
modernism has been its struggle against representation, so 
that imagination could liberate itself from the spectacle of 
the visible and contemplate ideas beyond: it’s not enough 

to reflect but to change the world (Marx). At the end of the 
1960s, some artists abandoned the making of art in the form 
of painting, sculpture, etc, and turned to what they found in 
the rural earth and to intervene in and change it. This was 
historically a paradigm shift in the perception of art: it was a 
shift from representation or reflection to intervention in  
what one saw and experienced to change and transform it. 

4) The art world is still occupied with the idea of art as a 
precious object or commodity legitimised by the bourgeois 
art establishment and sold in the market place. Alternatively, 
Art as Method proposes a creative process by which to 
liberate the idea of transformation by transferring it to the 
ordinary people who, by making it part of their productivity, 
produce an egalitarian system of production, social relation, 
and discourse involving other disciplines of knowledge,  
such as philosophy, science, history, economy, ecology, etc.  
as I have suggested and elaborated in my book Art Beyond 
Art (I can send you a copy if you like).                         

With kind regards,   
Rasheed
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Bagyi Aung Soe with Affandi  
at Rabindranath Tagore’s  
ashram in 1951 at Santiniketan, 
India. Image originally 
published in Affandi  
by Sardjana Sumichan, 2007.



From: Chen Kuan-hsing 
Date: Monday, Sep 23, 2013 at 04:26 PM  
Subject: Re: Greetings 
To: Rasheed Araeen

Dear Rasheed,

I do understand everything you are saying and I am mostly 
in agreement with what you try to do. But I’m not certain 
to what extent people involved in the art world would 
want to hear it. Elsewhere, I have used the image of ‘living 
fossils’ to describe friends who are involved in some of the 
projects across Asia, since it is that specific generation of 
intellectuals who share common concerns and beliefs, and 
want to implement what needs to be done when they are 
in a position to do so. At the same time, we all realise that 
the larger contexts and conditions have been transformed 
to the extent that others, especially the latter generations, 
can no longer fully comprehend the historically constituted 
driving energies of our attempts.

When I began to be involved in the Shanghai Biennial 
in early 2010, I quickly realised the strategic value of 
the art institution as a ‘site for struggle,’ since it was 
estimated that there would be a half million people 
visiting the exhibition. But I was quickly reminded of 
unrealistic expectations since there have always been well 
established gaps between ‘the elites and the masses,’ 
i.e., those who organise and produce the work and the 
visitors. Museum programme officers, curators, and 

artists are talking to and among themselves, and the 
success or failure of the event has nothing to do with the 
genuine participation of the visitors/citizens. I guess there 
is nothing new in this simple realisation for people like 
you who have always wanted to transform the situation. 
The dilemma is that it would be stupid to give up this 
potentially important strategic site, always and already 
put in place to be mobilised, but it is in vain to change 
the received elitist understanding of art, not to mention 
to change the brains of those who drive the institutional 
machine. One would further have to come to terms with 
the material reality that interests operate on all levels, 
including artists who need to make a living. It is in light  
of this dilemma or productive tension that I want to reflect 
on or echo the points made in your concrete proposal  
for ‘Art as Method.’

If I correctly understand your point about Abstract 
Expressionism in the early Cold War period, the literati 
circle in the pro-US side of East Asia seemed to have a very 
similar experience, not only in visual arts like painting but in 
the triumph of modernist literature, promoted through the 
hand of the US Information Office based in Taipei, Hong 
Kong, and Seoul. In the Cold War/authoritarian era, ‘abstract 
expression’ had become an artistic and literary technique 
to avoid political troubles. The result created a generation 
of works of art that avoided government censorship, but 
at the same time had an unintended consequence: elitist 
abstraction excluded popular readership. 
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Since 2006, myself and a group of colleagues involved 
with the independent journal Taiwan: A Radical Quarterly 
in Social Studies and the Center for Asia-Pacific/Cultural 
Studies at Chiao Tung University, recently began to 
reconstruct the history of post-war leftist thought in 
Taiwan by focusing on the work of novelist Chen Yingzhen 
and painter Wu Yaozhong. Chen Yingzhen (b.1936) and 
Wu Yaozhong (1937–1987) were close friends starting in 
junior high school. From 1968 to 1975, the two of them 
were jailed for a study group they started in 1964, a group 
that was arguably the first ‘organised’ left leaning grouping 
after the red purge in the early 1950s. Chen published his 
first short story in 1959 and his last novel in 2001 before a 
stroke prevented him from further writing. His work as a 
whole has become an important source for understanding 
postwar political and intellectual history in Taiwan. 
Meanwhile, Wu Yaozhong, having won many awards for 
his oil paintings since late 1950s, made a living by painting 
book covers after his release from jail in 1975. It has 
become apparent today that his paintings that circulated 
on the covers of literary and intellectual books reached 
this mass readership. As such, Wu was perhaps the most 
influential painter in postwar Taiwan. 

To understand their work today, we are making efforts 
to read it not just contextually but to slowly unpack its 
nuanced expressions. I would guess that the popular 
perception of art as inaccessible has to do with this 
moment in history: when the gap between artist and 

reader opened. Our project is to reconstitute Taiwan’s 
postwar leftist intellectual history as mediated through 
these two important figures, by locating Chen’s and Wu’s 
work and thought in relation to their immediate circles 
of friends in the larger context of political history. For 
instance, under the rubric of ‘Searching for Paintings,’ 
a two-year project was undertaken to recollect Wu’s 
‘lost’ paintings through interviews with his friends, 
collaborators, and family members. In 2012, a series of 
exhibitions of the rediscovered works were held along 
with public forums on Wu’s life in relation to the larger 
environment in the 1970s and 80s. Two books, including 
some of Wu’s paintings, were published. Likewise, several 
books were published around Chen Yingzhen. In early 
2014, we finished the eighth public forum in the series 
‘Revisiting the back street: the 1960s mediating through 
Chen Yingzhen.’ Forums are held in various sites in the 
city of Taipei designed to return audiences to specific 
moments in history. We hope to be able to reconstruct 
a fuller history of the left, which is by and large excluded 
from Taiwan’s official story. By slowly recovering this lost 
history, we also hope to connect and reconnect the history 
of leftist thought in regional and global terms.

In short, if we want to follow your notion of art, we’ll need 
to radically turn things around. Doing so may turn our 
eyes to the creative energies and forms of mundane daily 
life, such as a mother making beautiful dinner dishes 
invested with love and care. It may change the very idea 
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of art institutions, since creative works are produced and 
created everywhere in social space, such as the eye-
catching slogan displayed in the street demonstration. 
It may also challenge what needs to be written into the 
so-called art history, to include all forms of creative work. 
It further reveals that creative work cannot be reduced 
to the category of visual arts as it is now so dominantly 
conceived and organised in all the arts biennials. It’s 
interesting to note that, in your account of the shift from 
‘representation or reflection to intervention’ in modernism, 
that art institutions for better or worse have consciously or 
unconsciously documented the transformation process. 
Perhaps, this can be highlighted: art institutions as 
documentation sites for popular memory, so that social 
transformation can be prepared or even inspired to happen 
elsewhere. Conceived this way, one would not expect 
‘bourgeois institutions’ to do more than they can afford, 
but to redirect where forms and energies of intervention 
can be made in more strategically relevant social and 
political arenas. Conceptualised this way, one would 
expect genuine artistic practice to go on in the struggle of 
daily life; and individuals or groups who creatively make 
things that contribute to social transformation on all levels 
will be given due attention for their genuine artistic work. 
And only by establishing an alternative understanding of 
art and rewriting art history accordingly, can one begin to 
change the conception of art as a rare object to be sold 
in the market and to assign the role of art as a creative 
process to change the world.

I have not yet read Art Beyond Art but would very much 
like to. My hunch is that the key points you are making in 
formulating ‘Art as Method’ are in tune with the arguments 
made in Art Beyond Art as well as the spirit upholding the 
Third Text project from the very beginning. I am certain 
there are many people out there sharing your ideas, and 
these are not necessarily the living fossils within the art 
world, but those who believe in the necessity for ongoing 
social transformation towards a better future. 

Best, 
Kuan-hsing
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From: Rasheed Araeen 
Date: Monday, Sep 23, 2013 at 06:57 PM  
Subject: Re: Greetings 
To: Kuan-Hsing Chen

Dear Kuan-hsing

Many thanks for your beautiful response. By ‘Art as 
Method’ I actually mean ‘Creativity of People as Method.’ 
Once this creativity is recognised as part of people’s 
productivity and is then organised as a collective 
endeavour, it can become the basic tool of the struggle. I 
will come to this later when I have some time to elaborate 
on this point, and respond to your letter properly. 
Meanwhile I want to send you my book Art Beyond Art. 
Please send me your address. 

Best wishes,  
Rasheed   
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Japan’s Prime Minister  
Shinzo Abe is led by  
Shinto priest as he visits 
Yasukuni shrine in Tokyo  
26 December 2013.  
Photographed by Toru Hanai. 



A Diagram of Asiatic Art  
by Okakura

On 9 May 1908 the Japanese scholar Okakura Kakuzo 
(1862–1913) wrote a thirteen page report for the 
Committee of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (MFA), 
giving his assessment of the role and future of the 
Department of Chinese and Japanese art. Divided into 
two sections, the report in the first section dealt with the 
organisation of the Department, and the strengths and 
weaknesses of the collection in the second. The latter 
included a diagram as a visual aid to explain the evolution 
of and connections between the arts of India, China, and 
Japan, and exemplified the prevailing conceptualisation 
of ‘Asian Art’ in America in the early 20th century. While 
examining the position of Indian art within Okakura’s 
schema, and in the context of the Museum’s collections, 
one can read this diagrammatic attempt at organisation 
and categorisation as an early gesture towards 
establishing a canonical structure for Asian Art.1 

Since the late 19th century, the MFA had been enriched by 
the donation of East Asian art by Boston area collectors, 
while the presence of Edward Sylvester Morse (1830–
1925), William Sturgis Bigelow (1850–1926), and Ernest 
Fenollosa (1853–1908) also concentrated scholarly interest 
in the city. When Okakura Kakuzo arrived at the Museum 
in 1904, first in an advisory capacity and later as the 
curator of the Department of Chinese and Japanese Art, 

1 For further discussion of canonical structures and their persistence, see 
Anna Bryzski’s ‘Introduction’ in Partisan Canons where she has argued for, 
‘the existence of multiple, historically situated canonical formations, that is, 
of different canons, produced at different times and in different geographic 
locations by individuals, groups, and institutions pursuing at times very different 
agendas. On the level of function, those canonical formations are discursive 
structures that organize information within a particular field according to a 
hierarchic order, which engenders cultural meanings, confers and withholds 
value, and ultimately participates in production of knowledge.’ Anna Brzyski, 
ed., Partisan Canons, Duke University Press, Durham, 2008, p 5.
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he was already an internationally renowned scholar and 
brought talents that were much needed at the institution. 
Shortly before coming to the MFA, Okakura had authored 
Ideals of the East (1903), published after a year spent 
studying art in India, where he came into contact with 
Bengali intellectuals including members of the Tagore 
family. Okakura had famously opened his book with the 
bold statement ‘Asia is One,’ however, it was not until he 
was in Boston that his ideas about Asia could be worked 
out beyond the page. At the MFA, with museum funds 
at his disposal, he was in a position to substantively and 
materially realise his claims for the unity within Asia. 
Moreover such an objective complemented the MFA’s 
ambitions in being the foremost museum in Asian Art,  
and one of Okakura’s responsibilities was to help realise 
this goal.  

The MFA’s Japanese collection of art was second-to-none 
outside Japan, but in terms of Chinese Art, the Museum 
was feeling bested by the collector Charles Lang Freer’s 
(1854–1919) growing collection. The MFA was also 
competitive with the Metropolitan Museum of Art,  
New York. The turn to Chinese art in the opening decade 
of the 20th century was particularly expedient, for it was  
a period of great political turmoil in Mainland China,  
and important objects were entering the international 
market in unprecedented numbers. Although he continued 
to make important acquisitions of Japanese art for the 
Museum, one of Okakura’s most significant contributions 

was his development of the MFA’s collections of Chinese 
Art, and by the time he made his report to the Museum 
Committee, the MFA’s collections had already been greatly 
enriched by his efforts on trips to China in the  
years between 1904 and 1908. 

With the rapid growth of the Chinese collection, Okakura’s 
‘Asia is One’ model, and the project of collecting Asia in 
the American museum, was fast being realised. Rustom 
Bharucha has however tellingly noted that ‘it would be 
more appropriate to designate his Asia as ‘three-in-
one,’ constituted by the three ‘mighty civilisations’ of 
China, India, and Japan.’2 At the MFA however, the large 
civilisational gap of India in the narrative was becoming 
evident. Ideals of the East was written whilst in India, 
and the art and culture of the subcontinent as well as the 
specific intellectual milieu of the Bengali intelligentsia 
had a tremendous impact on Okakura’s imagining of Asia. 
It is very likely that in time, having propelled the MFA’s 
expansion through the collection of Chinese art, Okakura 
would have turned to collecting Indian art as well. Indeed, 
in his introduction to the strengths and weaknesses of the 
department’s holdings, he set the stage with the following 
statement: 

2 Bharucha goes on to add that, ‘The relationship of these civilizations is less 
multilateral than triangular, with the bases of Chinese communitarianism and 
Indian spirituality feeding the apex of ‘art’ to be found in Japan.’ Bharucha, ‘The 
Illusions and Antagonisms of Civilizational Exchange,’ in Shaheen Merali, ed., 
Re-imagining Asia: A Thousand Years of Separation, Saqi, London, 2008, p 91.
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‘There is a deep significance in the fact that 
the art of the Extreme Orient should be so well 
represented in America, the most Western  
of Western nations. It makes our Museum a potent 
factor in the scheme of universal culture, and 
entitles it to the attention not only of Americans, 
but also of humanity at large… In order to estimate 
the strength and the weakness of our Collection 
we must pass in review the different expressions  
of Eastern Art which have time after time unfolded 
themselves to reveal the national consciousness  
at each successive period. It will be no easy task  
to give an adequate idea of the interrelation of  
the different phases of Asiatic Art. In the following 
diagram I have attempted a bare outline of the  
art development of the three principle nations  
of the East, India, China, and Japan…’(Handwritten 
letter to the Committee of the Museum of  
Fine Arts, Boston from Okakura Kakuzo, Adviser  
to the Department, Department of Chinese and 
Japanese Art, pages 1–8, 9 May 1908, Museum  
of Fine Arts, Boston.) [FIG 1] 

Such a diagram makes evident that at this stage Okakura’s 
interests in Indian art were schematic and roughly  
hewn.  Whereas he delineated a progression of stylistic 
forms based on dynastic eras for China and Japan, 
his interests in India only extended as far as art from 
‘Buddhist’ and ‘Hindu’ periods, presenting parallels to and 

departures from the dynastic arts of China and Japan.  
In keeping with the prevailing understandings of the 
cultures of Southeast Asia as being derivative of those 
of India and China (in contrast to independent Japanese 
progression), the arts from Southeast Asia did not even 
merit mention within the schema. ‘Arabia,’ ‘Persia,’ 
and ‘Greece’ were relegated to a secondary position—
impossible to historically gloss over, but visually and 
conceptually kept at a distance from India and China 
through the use of parenthetical notations in the 
diagram—a distinction between civilisational heartlands 
and mere geographical bases. For Okakura, Persia and 
Greece were important primarily in establishing lineages 
for the more significant nodes for ‘Gandhara,’ ‘Wei,’ and 
‘Tang’ dynasties illustrated by crisscrossed arrows that 
pointed to these connections, while it was sufficient to 
indicate an unbroken link from the art of ancient Arabia  
to ‘Mohammedan Art,’ its presence mainly necessitated  
by its connections to later ‘Yuan’ China. 

Even though Okakura’s ideas for Ideals of the East had 
crystallised in India, in it he had famously affirmed that 
Japan was a ‘museum of Asiatic civilization,’ the ancient 
expressions of which were in the civilisations of China  
and India and that the history of Japanese art was the 
history of Asiatic ideals. In the diagram, he translated this 
emphasis by clearly marking the artistic links from China 
and India to Japan, while the need to detail the connections 
diminished as the cultural and geographical distance from 
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FIG 1 Detail from handwritten letter to the Committee of the Museum   
 of Fine Arts, Boston from Okakura Kakuzo, Adviser to the   
 Department, Department of Chinese and Japanese Art, page 8,  
 9 May 1908, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
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Japan grew greater, and in visual terms thinned from  
right to left. Moreover, Okakura numbered artistic 
progression, designating parallel developments with 
corresponding numbers, in a ‘generational’ organisation. 
Tellingly, while the arts of India tapered off somewhere 
between Hindu and Mohammedan Art in the 7th 
generation, and those of China continued till a 10th 
generation, it was only the arts of Japan that succeeded  
in progressing until a 12th generation, that of the Meiji  
or the modern era. 

According to the diagram, the Islamic tradition coming 
from ‘Arabia’ was a parallel development, fundamentally 
outside the conception of the Buddhist genealogy for 
Asian Art as described by Okakura. Okakura’s diagram 
had placed ‘Mohammedan Art’ in a marginal position— 
a parallel, but distantly related category to the arts  
of Japan. Yet it was to the arts of India and particularly  
its Mughal painting tradition that ‘Mohammedan Art’  
was most closely aligned. At about the same time  
as Japanese and Chinese (and latterly Indian) art were 
being conceptually connected as ‘Asian art’ a similar 
development was taking place in the field of ‘Islamic Art.’ 
The ideas of ‘Islamic art’ were being crystallised around  
a series of exhibitions taking place in Europe at the  
turn of the century and leading up to World War I.3  

3 David Roxburgh has examined this relationship in his essay ‘Au Bonheur Des 
Amateurs: Collecting and Exhibiting Islamic Art, Ca. 1880–1910,’ Ars Orientalis, 
2000, vol 30.

In America the interest in objects from the ‘Near East’ 
had also been piqued by 19th century expositions at 
Philadelphia and Chicago. A little later American collectors 
such as Henry Walters and Charles Lang Freer looked  
to Europe for connoisseurly inspiration and access to 
objects, even as dealers were beginning to operate  
in America.4 The term ‘Islamic Art,’ which gradually 
came to eclipse other early monikers like ‘arts musulman’ 
(popular in France) or ‘Mohammedan Art’ (preferred  
at the MFA in its early years), was generally understood 
as being from lands where Islam spread from West 
Asia during initial conquests in the seventh and eighth 
centuries, while not necessarily only being art made 
exclusively by Muslim artists or for Muslim patrons. Sheila 
Blair and Jonathan M Bloom have noted that Islamic  
Art from ‘regions where Islam flourished in later centuries, 
such as tropical Africa, Eastern Europe, Southern Russia, 
Western China, Northern India, and Southeast Asia,  
are marginalised by this definition and thereby treated  
as peripheral to the main story…’5 These early biases  
of ‘Islamic Art’ were reflected in the formation of 
collections as well. 

4 Dikran Kelekian played a key role in Freer’s interests in Islamic art, and would 
be a source of objects for the MFA as well. For an assessment of his role in 
influencing the collections of Henry Walters, see Marianna Shreve Simpson, ‘  
“A Gallant Era”: Henry Walters, Islamic Art, and the Kelekian Connection,’  
Ars Orientalis, Exhibiting the Middle East: Collections and Perceptions of 
Islamic Art, 2000, vol 30, pp 91–112; and Marilyn Jenkins-Madina ‘Collecting the 
“Orient” at the Met: Early Tastemakers in America’ Ars Orientalis, Exhibiting the 
Middle East: Collections and Perceptions of Islamic Art, 2000, vol 30, pp 69–89. 

5 Sheila S Blair and Jonathan M Bloom, ‘The Mirage of Islamic Art: Reflections on 
the Study of an Unwieldy Field,’ The Art Bulletin, 2003, vol 85.1, p 152.
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In America, Indian art stood at the margins of both  
the ascendant fields of ‘Asian Art’ and ‘Islamic 
Art.’ Mughal paintings in particular were subject to 
classificatory inconsistencies, and at this time were 
variously termed ‘Islamic,’ ‘Indo-Persian,’ and even  
‘Asian’ in a manner reflective not only of the instabilities  
in the scope of the categories themselves, but also  
of the inconsistencies in museum and market systems, 
and evolving art historical frameworks. 

Thus Okakura’s 1908 diagram is quite revealing  
in terms of the manner in which Indian art was being 
primed for placement within the Museum primarily  
given the prevailing understandings of the arts of Asia,  
and somewhat tangentially given the growing interest  
in Islamic Art. Although its Chinese art collections 
would continue to grow, the MFA went on to purchase 
a few Indian paintings through Gaganendranath Tagore 
in 1914, the Victor Goloubew collection of Persian and 
Indian paintings in 1914, and the Ananda Coomaraswamy 
collection in 1917. American interests had been gradually 
expanding westward from Japan, to China, and finally to 
India, echoing what Ananda Coomaraswamy (1877–1947) 
would note a few years later, as being ‘the last of the  
great Asiatic arts to attract the attention of Western 
students and to obtain a recognised place.’6 

6 Ananda Coomaraswamy, ‘Introduction,’ Sculpture, Painting and Drawings of 
Ancient India, Kevorkian galleries, New York, 1918.

Yet while Okakura’s 1908 diagram was intended to present 
the scope for the development of the MFA’s Asian Art 
collections in particular, it also presented an art historical 
mapping of the arts of Asia, indicating their relationship 
to one another, as well as their relative position to 
Islamic Art, although the latter was only barely sketched 
out. However, like Alfred Barr’s famous flowchart of 
modernism that would follow about two decades later, and 
which has justifiably been the subject of much analysis 
in consolidating a tendentious art historical canonicity,7 
Okakura’s diagram was also flawed by omissions, and 
relationships that were more complicated to reconcile 
than arrows sufficed, as subsequent art historical writings 
would show.8 Nevertheless, this plotting of art along 
a chart of historical progression was not only a visual 
articulation of Okakura’s ideas, but can also be seen as 
an early attempt at the organisation of the burgeoning 
and often bewildering histories of non-Western art into a 
canonical structure. 

7 Marcia Brennan has given a summarised account of the interpretations and 
critiques of Barr’s diagram, as a preface to her own analysis of the diagram’s 
capacity for ‘the dialogical theorization of gendered subjectivity embedded 
within the aesthetic structures of canonical modernism.’ Marcia Brennan,  
‘The Multiple Masculinities of Canonical Modernism: James Johnson Sweeney 
and Alfred H. Barr Jr. in the 1930s’ in Anna Brzyski, ed., Partisan Canons,  
Duke University Press, Durham, 2008, p 180.

8 While comparing the two diagrams, it is however important to remember  
the marked differences in their circulation; while Alfred Barr’s diagram  
was prominently visible on the cover of the exhibition catalogue Cubism and 
Abstract Art (Museum of Modern Art, 1936), Okakura’s 1908 diagram was  
in a set of notes among his papers and part of the MFA’s departmental archive.
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In 1951, Bagyi Aung Soe (1923/24–1990) who would come 
to be recognised as the pioneer of modern art in Burma was 
awarded the Indian Government Scholarship to study art 
at the Viśva-Bharati University founded by Rabindranath 
Tagore (1861–1941) in Śāntiniketan. This undated sketch of 
a female figure in Santhali red-bordered white sari probably 
goes back to his brief but momentous sojourn there, where 
there is a sizable Santhal community. The painterly approach 
of European academic painting in his earliest illustrations 
between 1948 and 1950 is here superseded by a linear 
treatment of form. In spite of the still hesitant line work and 
the lingering tendency to suggest spatial depth and three-
dimensional volume, a paradigmatic shift in seeing and 
representing the visible world is clearly in place. 

1951–1952 
Pastel, gouache, and ink on cardboard 
110 × 150 mm 
Image courtesy of U Sonny Nyein
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Prior to his immersion in Śāntiniketan, Aung Soe worshipped 
Western art as the sole model for artistic creation, and 
expressed negligible interest in traditional Burmese art. To 
be sure, the relativisation of Western art here witnessed and 
the ensuing volte-face cannot be understood independently 
of his initiation to Śāntiniketan’s concept of art and the 
artist. Fostered through a pedagogical programme devised 
by Tagore’s right-hand man and Aung Soe’s revered guru, 

c. 1985 
Pencil, gouache and felt-tip pen on paper 
228 × 298 mm 
Collection of Gajah Gallery

Nandalal Bose (1882–1966), it was the sum of ancient Indian 
theories of aesthetics, Tagore’s humanist and universalist 
ideals transcending demarcations of national borders, and 
the debates on nationalist and Pan-Asianist ideologies 
initiated by many a luminary in the orbit of the ashram: 
Okakura Kakuzō (1862–1913), Sister Nivedita (1867–1911), and 
Ananda Coomaraswamy (1877–1947), for example. 

Indeed, the impact of Tagore’s university ‘where the world 
roosts in one nest’ (Sanskrit: ‘Yatra Viśvam Bhavatyekanidai’ 1) 
was enduring. More than thirty years after leaving 
Śāntiniketan, Aung Soe continued to draw guidance and 
inspiration from his experiences there, as can be seen in 
a painting from the 1980s which features the exact same 
silhouette of the slightly bent Santhal female figure at work 
in the fields. It even bears the inscription ‘Santineketan 
[sic]’ in homage to his alma mater. Conforming to his guru’s 
instructions on ‘life rhythm,’ whereby ‘[a]n accomplished 
artist is absorbed with the expression of the inner character 
and movement of objects, not their anatomical (or structural) 
variety,’2 details of the body structure are foregone. 

1 Nicolas Nercam, Peindre au Bengale (1939–1977): Contribution à une lecture 
plurielle de la modernité, L’Harmattan, Paris, 2005, pp 70–72.

2  Nandalal Bose, Vision and Creation, Viśva-Bharati, Kolkata, 1999, p 28.
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Shumawa Magazine, February 1953 
Gouache on paper 
Dimensions unknown 
Current location unknown

Śāntiniketan taught Aung Soe to see and to think of art in 
terms of its linguistic rationale and communicative function. 
Style was not an end in itself. Following his return to Yangon 
in 1952 and over the next three decades, through illustration, 
which, in place of the virtually inexistent gallery and museum, 
served as the site of avant-garde artistic experimentations, 
he examined the linguistic rationale of a plethora of pictorial 
idioms, ranging from the ukiyo-e to cubism.3 In innovating 
new idioms, his non-figurative illustrations published in 
Shumawa Magazine in January and February 1953 provoked 
a furore which saw traditionalists branding his art as ‘seik-ta-
za-pangyi,’ meaning psychotic or mad painting—an epithet 
that would become synonymous with Aung Soe’s works as 
well as modern art in general in Burma. 

The reaction to these illustrations must be understood 
against the context of Aung Soe’s scholarship to study in 
Śāntiniketan. His candidacy was supported by Burma’s 
literary giants like Zawgyi (1907–1990) and Min Thu Wun 
(1909–2004) who aspired for the modernisation of traditional 
Burmese art, and it was a mandate that he took on when he 
left for India. But Aung Soe’s contemporaries were ignorant of 
the intricacies of Tagore’s and Bose’s vision of art and hence 
failed to appreciate his reorientation. Even Min Thu Wun 

3 In addition to Aung Soe’s aversion to the kismet of art as a merchandise  
and that of the modern artist as the professional, he was eager to take art 
beyond the gallery and to reach out to all levels of the Burmese society.  
Until he passed away in 1990, illustration provided him with just the means  
to do so as well as a modest income. 
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was disappointed that the wunderkind’s works had strayed 
from Burmese art—a criticism that did not take into account 
the full scope of Aung Soe’s experimentations embracing 
traditional Burmese painting and modern European art 
alike.4 Indeed, Aung Soe’s quest to create a modern Burmese 
painting according to Tagore’s definition of true modernism 
as ‘freedom of mind, not slavery of taste’ and ‘independence 
of thought and action, not tutelage under European 
schoolmasters’ based on the world’s wealth of pictorial 
traditions was a solitary odyssey with neither ally nor aid. 

4 Min Thu Wun, ‘The Beginnings of the Story of Bagyi Aung Soe’  
[Burmese manuscript], c. 1991. 

After returning to Yangon from Śāntiniketan, Aung Soe 
avidly studied traditional Burmese art. He lived and worked 
amongst craftsmen, and travelled to archaeological sites 
like Bagan to examine both folk and classical art. While he 
experimented freely in folk art, the isms of Western art, and 
other pictorial styles since the beginning of the 1950s, it was 
only in the 1970s that he published innovative adaptations of 
classical Burmese painting—one of the most consummate 
examples of which is this collage. On this cover of Moway 
Magazine, Aung Soe revisits for the umpteenth time the 
theatrical representation of the Hindu epic of the Rāmāyana. 

Moway Magazine, August 1979 
Collage with gouache and pen on paper 
Dimensions unknown 
Current location unknown
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Against a brightly coloured expressionistic background are 
cut-outs of drawings of actors in the costumes of Rama 
(Burmese: Yama), Sita (Thira), Ravenna (Datthagiri) and his 
sister Sūrpanakhā (Trigatha) in the form of the golden deer 
executed in the classical style, as well as a love sign in scarlet. 

The underlying aesthetic rationale of this blend of artistic 
references and techniques is a unified vision of the traditional 
and the avant-garde, the East and the West. For Aung Soe, 
as it was for Bose, while ‘the artist cannot discard his cultural 
heritage’ because ‘the stronger the national identity, the 
greater its place in the world,’5 it was his or her duty to bridge 
the old and the new: ‘to search for the soul in the old and 
foster the progress of the new’ and ‘to forge new paths out 
of the old.’6 Traditional art was not perceived as a hindrance 
to the spirit of invention—on the contrary. Based on Bose’s 
vision of the dynamic symbiosis between the old and the 
new, whereby tradition is conceived as ‘the outer shell of  
the seed that holds the embryo of new growth,’ Aung Soe  
created modern Burmese art based on ‘new tradition’:  
‘the tradition of the world’s traditions.’7 

5 Bagyi Aung Soe, From Tradition to Modernity [Burmese], Khin May Si Sapay, 
Yangon, 1978, pp 217–222. 

6 Ibid.

7 Tradition is the outer shell of the seed that holds the embryo of new growth; 
this shell protects the embryo from being destroyed by heat or rain or violence. 
When it is intact it will come out, break open even this hard shell. Similarly in 
art, this inner embryo should have the power enough to break tradition open. 
Then only will new art emerge. Subramanyan, 1982, p 20.
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c. 1985 
Felt-tip pen on paper 
280 × 183 mm 
Collection of Gajah Gallery



In Śāntiniketan, alongside Bose’s concept of ‘life rhythm,’  
Aung Soe was initiated to the classical Indian pictorial strategy 
of visual correspondences (Sanskrit: sādŗiśyabodha).8  
These approaches prioritised the subject matter’s energy 
and spirit over its literal form. By 1978, he had resolved to 
paint the formless mind animating matter: ‘to paint truth, not 
pictures’ according to the teachings of the historical Buddha.9 
It was not just any episode from the Buddha’s previous and 
last lives that he sought to picture, but the truths he taught, 
such as the Three Marks of Existence of impermanence 
(Pāli: anicca), suffering (dukkha) and non-self (anattā). 
The question would be how he made manifest—not just 
described, narrated or symbolised—that which has no form 
through art. It was towards the middle of the 1980s that he 
made the quantum leap, of which this felt-tip pen drawing of 
a topsy-turvy Buddha with the gesture of ‘calling the earth to 
witness’ (Sanskrit: bhumisparśamudra) is an example. 

The vocabulary of this novel pictorial language comprises  
of esoteric devices valued for their ‘psycho-cosmic 
mechanism’: mantra, yantra and numerals and letters of the 
‘great language,’ such as the ‘powerful’ Burmese consonants 
‘sa-da-ba-wa’ and ‘ka-ga-na-la.’ 10 The yantra comprise of 

8 See Abanindranath Tagore, Some Notes on Indian Artistic Anatomy, Indian Society 
of Oriental Art, Kolkata, 1914.

9 See Aung Soe, pp 217–222.

10 Philip Rawson, Tantra: The Indian Cult of Ecstasy, Thames and Hudson, London, 
1978, p 64.

Burmese esoteric diagrams (Burmese: sama) and cabalistic 
runes (in), while the mantra include auspicious incantations 
widespread in Burma, as well as Mahayanist ones like 
the Heart Sūtra and Avalokiteśvara mantra rendered in 
Tibetan script, which are almost unheard of in the country. 
‘Om’ whose Burmese equivalent is ‘aung’ is here written in 
Bengali. To be sure, none of these apparatuses are endorsed 
by Burmese Theravāda Buddhism. Aung Soe drew on 
the spiritual strategies and instruments of Zen, Tantra, 
and Burmese esoteric paths alike, and did not confine 
himself to any single doctrine. Even scientific formulae and 
mathematical equations were employed to articulate the 
ultimate realities expounded in Buddhist teachings. It is clear 
that manaw maheikdi dat painting cannot be pigeonholed 
into any single category of the modern, the traditional, the 
Burmese, the Indian, or the Southeast Asian. 

To picture the ultimate reality beyond appearances, the 
lesson on pattern and rhythm distilled from classical 
Burmese painting also allowed Aung Soe to simulate the 
behaviour of the most fundamental element of all mental 
and material phenomena, such as the vibration of waves 
and particles within an atom. In this work, tightly packed, 
short parallel lines embody the rise and fall of the breath as 
experienced by the mediator-artist without the intermediary 
of a foreign medium like an electrocardiogram. Meditation is 
subsumed into artistic creation, and it is not fortuitous that 
Aung Soe christened this art ‘manaw maheikdi dat painting,’ 
meaning the painting of the ultimate constituents of all 
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phenomena through mental power achieved in concentration 
meditation (Pāli: samatha). His affirmation of ‘I draw solar 
energy’ refers precisely to the picturing with and of this 
mental power likened to the sun’s rays. He specified: ‘If 
you want to know what I draw or paint, try meditation and 
you will see it.’ Keenly aware of the abstruse nature of his 
version of Buddhist art, he acquiesced: ‘those who know 
can appreciate and benefit from it; those who don’t pass by 
without seeing anything.’ 
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c. 1985 
Felt-tip pen on paper 
Dimensions unknown 
Image courtesy of Aung Soe Family



The female figure traverses Aung Soe’s entire career. 
Beginning with studies of the female body and 
psychology, he later moved on to explore the female 
principle: the śakti or Great Goddess and the  
yoni. The most important goddess in the country 
today is certainly Thuyathadi, guardian of the Buddhist 
scriptures and Burmanised version of Saraswatī,  
the Hindu goddess of knowledge, whose role  
in Burmese esotericism is moreover paramount. In 
Aung Soe’s first attempts at picturing the goddess  
in the 1970s, conforming to iconographic conventions, 
she is invariably represented with a book and her 
sacred goose (Burmese: hintha). In stark contrast are 
evocations of the same goddess in the 1980s, as is this 
profile representation of a stout female figure wrapped 
in a common sarong, whose ample buttocks are 
conflated with the hintha. The background is a mosaic 
of his characteristic ‘rainbow’ or ‘psychedelic’ colours, 
with each case bearing numerals and letters of the 
Burmese alphabet. 

It is no longer the resplendent goddess transmitted 
through tradition that we see, but Aung Soe’s return 
to the quotidian: his full assimilation of the principles 
of emptiness (Pāli: suññatā) and thusness (tathatā) 
which transcend all dichotomies between the sublime 
and the plain, the earthly and the divine, the traditional 
and the modern, and even form and non-form. Again, 
Aung Soe’s attainment mirrors Bose’s: ‘I used to 

formerly see the divine in the images of divinities 
alone; now I see it in the images of men, trees, and 
mountains.’11 Ultimately, it is the activity of the goddess 
of knowledge that Aung Soe sought to render manifest, 
not her appearance which is fictitious in the first place. 
Oftentimes, there is not even a female figure featured; 
only the mantra associated with Thuyathadi—written 
over the torso in this instance—allows the identification 
of a drawing or painting as such. He explained: ‘The 
goddess Thuyathadi  does not have a body and exists 
only in spirit which can only be met in the supernatural 
spiritual world.’ Given that her nature is ‘similar to the 
intangible (Zen) painting which cannot be touched but 
only felt,’ ‘one can assume that her statues and images 
in paintings arise from the imagination of painters.’ 
In other words, all representations of the goddess 
are necessarily mind-born, and likewise those of the 
Buddha. Above all, each manaw maheikdi dat painting 
is a support for meditation and the site of mental and 
spiritual transformation. Even the sensuous female 
body serves the same end: the transformation of desire 
through meditation on desire, thereby achieving release 
from attachment to it. 

11 Bose, p 18.
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Press Conference by  
Zhou Tiehai, 1997. 





This excerpt is taken from  
River of Smoke by Amitav Ghosh. 











Days of Cannibalism Three Locations— 
Three Economies 
The Hotel, the Bar,  
the Cattle Post.

Days of Cannibalism is a film about the people living in the 
shadow of the China/Africa trade axis. 

It starts in a hotel in Guangzhou, China and moves to a bar  
in a village called Ha Sekake, in Lesotho, Southern Africa  
that leads to a cattle post in Lesotho’s high mountains. 

It’s a film about three economies: 

It moves from the hotel where the import/export economy 
of global capitalism plays out, to the small scale capitalism 
of the village with its bar called Days of Cannibalism to the 
violence of a cattle raid. 

Cows to the Basotho have a greater than monetary value; 
they are traditionally an extension of the self, so a cattle raid 
is an act of metaphoric cannibalism and is thus at the very 
core, a metaphor for what happens in the other two locations 
and economic systems.
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No Debt Is An Island by  
Andrew Ross and MTL (Nitasha 
Dhillon and Amin Husain), 2013.

This is a printable PDF 
launching a solidarity  
initi a tive as one of the  
contri butions to Gulf  
Labor’s 52 Weeks. 



After the Plague The exhibition A Journal of the Plague Year: Fear,  
ghosts, rebels. SARS, Leslie and the Hong Kong Story  
takes its name from A Journal of the Plague Year,  
a novel published in 1722 by English author Daniel Defoe 
(1660–1731) depicting London under siege by the plague  
that struck in 1665. Defoe goes to great pains to achieve  
an effect of verisimilitude, identifying specific neighborhoods, 
streets, and even houses in which events took place. 
Additionally, [the book] provides tables of casualty figures 
and discusses the credibility of various accounts and 
anecdotes received by the narrator.’1 Whether the Journal 
should be regarded as fiction or as an historical account 
with facts to support it was a controversial subject in the 
eighteenth century when the book was published. With  
the appearance of the new genre of the ‘historical novel’ 
early the following century, ‘other literary critics have [since] 
argued that the work can indeed be regarded as a work  
of imaginative fiction, and thus can justifiably be described 
as an “historical novel”.’ 2 Seen from this perspective, the 
‘Hong Kong Story’ has appropriated the historical novel form 
to explore the dialectics of history writing and its oscillations 
between the excavation and construction of evidence. 
Documents, ephemera, and contemporary works of art are 
displayed side by side to guide the viewer in and out of two 
worlds: one solid and the other floating, engaging sensory  
as well as reflective faculties in an exploratory experience. 
The pieces collectively render Hong Kong’s unwritten history 
as one that struggles with marginalisation both at home  
and beyond.

1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Journal_of_the_Plague_Year.  
(Accessed on 20 June 2013).

2 Ibid.
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The subtitle works as a montage of sorts and speaks to  
a chain of events that forms people’s collective memories: 
boiled vinegar, face masks, quarantines, Amoy Gardens, 
death tolls, an infected city, Leslie Cheung‘s suicide,  
500,000 people coming together to rally against Article 23 
on July 1.... And thus Hong Kong is changed… 

Fundamental to the narrative is the evocation of the haunting 
imagery brought on by the traumas of SARS and Cheung’s 
suicide. In the words of Natalia Chan, Cheung’s death 
became a legend: ‘the tragedies and damage of the SARS 
epoch are infused into his flesh and blood.’ 3 The exhibition 
abounds with documents and works that stand on their own 
right and yet engage in dialogues with one another that bring 
them into being poetically. Abandoned and shadowy souls 
are depicted in paintings by Firenze Lai. Magazine clippings, 
music albums, and stiletto heels cobble together portraits 
of Leslie Cheung in show business. An eerie scene from 
Vanilla Sky of the male protagonist lost in broad daylight 
on empty New York streets plays over and over again in a 
never-ending loop. Historic photographs of 1894 plague 
cases serve as reminders of past epidemic horrors. Stills 
ingrained with murkiness by photographer Bernd Behr 
(2003–2007) capture the SARS site at Amoy Gardens. A 
pair of blood-stained straw shoes—remnants from the Sino-
Japanese War—evidence the biological warfare waged by the 

3 Chan, Natalia, Butterfly of Forbidden Colours: The Artistic Image of Leslie 
Cheung, Joint Publishing, Hong Kong, 2008, p 22. (In Chinese) 

Japanese Army’s 731 battalion (collected by James T Hong). 
The medical pathology records of mid-nineteenth century 
Lam Qua (whose original name was Kwan Kiu Cheung) are 
treated as artistic portraits. Select cuts of the movie Farewell 
My Concubine play. Adrian Wong’s chicken-kissing photo 
defies the inherent threat posed by intimate contact with the 
SARS host (Chicken Kiss, 2007). Tozer Pak’s July 1 protest 
march (from his works that appeared in newspapers) is 
documented. 

Poet, literary critic, scholar, and cinephile Natalia Chan 
undertook in-depth studies of Leslie Cheung, demonstrating 
the indulgence and obsession of a fan (Chan followed Leslie 
for over 20 years) as well as presenting cogent arguments 
and analyses that had taken her deep into the nooks and 
crannies of Cheung’s life. In her eyes Cheung was a ‘butterfly 
of forbidden colours’, ‘his delicateness, vulnerability, glamour, 
luminosity, pride, and loudness representing a forbidden, 
foreboding, forbidding, and discarded type of colour that 
is not of this conventional world, and [is hence deemed] 
unacceptable.’4 In Chan’s analysis, Cheung was a forbidden 
colour in body and gender politics. Let’s begin with his name: 
Cheung’s English name, Leslie, is gender-neutral, therefore 
flagging his gender orientation. Then one can consider his 
sensuous and exquisite looks: a male body with female 
sensibilities, an air of nobility belonging to the upper class, 
a gaze that sends come-hither signals, a delicate beauty 

4 Chan, p 25.

AFTER THE PLAGUE

129128

MAPPING ASIA PHOEBE WONG 



denoting a tenderness that is completely feminine. More 
importantly, with his actor-auteur consciousness, Cheung 
brings forth his own subjectivity. In the early 1990s Cheung 
made a comeback in show business, taking on roles that 
challenged him in every sense, roles that were acrobatic 
and gymnastic, floating around the transgender margins 
and subverting the rigidity of conventional rules about 
gender and sexuality. In his concert his attire was at once 
male and female. Through costume changes, he roamed 
the in-between frontiers of the two genders. He made the 
utmost effort to fight for the leading female-portrayed-by-
a-male role in Farewell My Concubine. However, with his 
performance he successfully subverted the homophobia 
inherent in the movie, reaffirming his artistic talent and his 
out-of-the box creativity.5

Reading Natalia Chan’s appraisal of Leslie Cheung’s 
achievements and position as an artist reminds me of the 
insight offered by poet and critic Jass Leung, who reviewed 
the reprised performance of the Yuan dynasty opera The 
Logbook of Ghosts by Zuni Icosahedron in 2009, and argued 
that ‘ghosts [are] a spiritual consciousness that exist in the 
margins of the human world, [and that] the Yuan opera points 
to an artistic medium that has more penetrating power than 
mainstream knowledge and value systems.’6 Despite being 

5 Ibid.

6 http://leungjass.blogspot.hk/2009/05/blog-post.html.  
(Accessed on 20 June 2013).
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Yang Kang, 1830–1850. Lam Qua, Portrait no 48.   
Oil on canvas. Image courtesy of Yale University, Harvey Cushing/ 
John Hay Whitney Medical Library and Para Site



one of the few pan-Asian superstars and an idol to  
millions, Cheung, in the margins, never found out where  
he truly belonged.

An overly strong sense of subjectivity naturally induces  
in others the fear and anxiety of being marginalised.  
Hong Kong artist Ricky Yeung’s performance, Man and  
Cage (1987), featuring him bare chested, painted with  
oils, and caged for forty-eight hours, speaks directly to  
the fears and worries of Hong Kong people about integration 
with China during the 1997 transition. China and Hong 
Kong are immensely and intensely bound, and in conflict 
that cannot be untangled or resolved easily. The serious 
problem of parallel imports of baby milk formulae at the 
border and the influx of pregnant Chinese Mainlanders on 
return visas entering Hong Kong to give birth, are reflections 
of these fears and worries. In 2013 Hong Kong people put 
an advertisement in the newspaper to object to the visits of 
these pregnant women on return visas; they even compared 
these women’s children to locusts. The plague overtook  
Hong Kong in 1894, giving rise to ‘a dubious association 
of the disease with Asia and heightening the “yellow peril” 
scares in Europe and America at the time.’7 Have Hong 
Kong’s trials been in vain? Liquid Borders (2012–13), an audio 
collage by local artist Samson Yeung, is a first-hand attempt 
by the artist to record, on location, the sounds of vibrations 

7 http://urbannomadfilmfest.blogspot.de/2009/12/blog-post_08.html.  
(Accessed on 15 August 2013).
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of the metal fence at the border and of the Shenzhen River, 
before the disappearance of the restricted area at the border 
between China and Hong Kong. In Yeung’s mind, more 
obstructive than the physical fence is the invisible wall of 
cultural values, attitude, and conscious ness separating the 
two places. Taipei 101: A Travelogue of Symptoms (2004) 
by American-Chinese artist, James T Hong, is a video 
production about the experience of an American-Chinese 
finding his roots in Taiwan, ‘discovering to his surprise [that] 
Taiwanese culture has apparently been invaded forcefully 
by American culture, and has become so polluted that it’s 
been globalised as well as Americanised, appropriated by 
capitalism and cross-border white supremacy.’8 A Travelogue 
of Symptoms was shot during the period of SARS; in the  
film the off-camera coughing sounds become a metaphor  
for the ‘invasion.’

In 2013, ten years after SARS, Leslie Cheung’s passing,  
and July 1, how do these layered memories resonate? 
Underneath all the changes, does anything remain or repeat 
itself? What seems most disturbing is not always the  
plague but the amnesia. In Hong Kong novelist Dung Kai 
Cheung’s Atlas: The Archaeology of an Imaginary City (1997), 
a chapter entitled ‘The Curse of Tai Ping Shan’ keeps  
readers contemplating long after they put the book down:

8 See A Journal of the Plague Year exhibition brochure.

9 Dung Kai Cheung, ‘The Curse of Tai Ping Shan,’ Atlas: The Archaeology of an  
Imaginary City, Dung Kai Cheung, Anders Hansson, and Bonnie S McDougall, 
trans., Columbia University Press, New York, 2012. Para Site has reprinted the 
chapter in chapbook format and distributed it as a free artwork at the exhibition.

The sad history of Tai Ping Shan was then buried 
under the flowers and birdsong of Blake Garden. 
Giant banyan trees locked in the souls of the dead, 
their benign roots driving out putrid vapours  
so that everything implied by the name ‘Peace 
Mountain’ came true. From then on peace spread 
as widely as the plague had once done. It eroded 
the memories of Victoria’s inhabitants, while  
also bequeathing the symptoms of forgetfulness  
to later generations, so that people eventually 
began to doubt that Tai Ping Shan had been the 
home of their forefathers, just as they also failed  
to realise that many directors of the earliest 
charitable institution in the entire city, Tung Wah 
Hospital, had been opium merchants. A small 
number still obstinately believed in the story of  
Tai Ping Shan but were no longer able to find any 
clues to its existence on maps.9
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Manila stores to pull  
Chinese-made globes showing 
claims to islands by  
Harry Harrison.



The Critical Dictionary  
for Southeast Asia 

W for Weretiger
A common notion found throughout the peoples of  
Southeast Asia is that there are some individuals who have 
the ability to magically transform themselves into tigers. 

The basis for this belief lies in the ambiguity of the tiger’s 
association with people: the two species occupy similar 
ecological niches, in which they neither have a relationship 
of direct competition or mutual cooperation. The tiger’s 
preferred habitat is an ecologically liminal or transitional 
zone: spaces near water and at the edges of forests.  
Similarly, the people of Southeast Asia had historically 
settled along water, while their agricultural activities  
created forest edges, the tiger’s preferred transitional zone. 
The agricultural produce of men attracted deer, pigs,  
and monkeys, which in turn attracted the tigers that hunted 
them, leading tigers to populate the liminal areas between 
villages and the forest. 

People have a tendency to attribute human-like qualities  
to the animals they live in close proximity with. Thus, tigers 
are sometimes believed to live in villages, subject to rulers, 
and with their own social structures and rules. Occasionally 
these tigers transform into humans, a magical act that 
usually takes place in the crossing of a boundary such as 
passing through a tunnel or swimming across a river.  
These tiger-people were thought to be dangerous, and  
were feared, although they were not necessarily always 
considered evil.
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To the peoples of Southeast Asia, tigers embodied the power 
of nature, which was essentially ambiguous. The forest 
was a space outside civilisation and beyond human control, 
but it was also the place where magical herbs for healing 
could be gathered. In this sense, tigers were guardians and 
emissaries from the forest, passing between nature and 
culture, a boundary also traversed by shamans, who are in 
turn also attributed with the power to transform into tigers. 
This relationship with the tiger is apparent in the healing 
rituals of some village shamans: their hands may appear 
to change into tiger claws, or their behaviors might take on 
aspects of a tiger. Sometimes, the presence of tigers can 
even be perceived to be beneficial to a human community, 
as they help to rid cultivated land of foragers. And since 
the protection of crops is a task usually assigned to the 
community’s ancestors, it is perhaps unsurprising that a 
partial merger should occur between tigers and ancestors: 
tigers are sometimes perceived as ancestor spirits, and 
as such, they might even be regarded as enforcers of 
ancestral rules, punishing offenders, but also guarding their 
descendants’ property.

This symbolic web between tigers, ancestors, and shamans 
should be differentiated from that of magicians who 
magically transform into weretigers for their own, usually 
nefarious purposes. The magician’s purpose for transforming 
into a tiger can range from a taste for raw flesh to murderous 
intent. These transformational processes sometimes require 
the magician to go some distance from the village, where he 

will shed civilisation by the removal of his clothes, followed 
by the recitation of a magical formula. This process can 
sometimes be facilitated by the use of a piece of tiger skin  
or a yellow and black striped piece of cloth. Sometimes,  
it is said that the transformation requires one to somersault— 
occasionally through one’s own urine, creating the sign of the 
spiral, which in turn evokes water, traditionally understood  
as a passage to the underworld. 

The tiger is an inhabitant of the liminal zone between the 
civilised and the wild, and as such, the relationship between 
the human and the tiger is one of deep ambiguity. As 
manifestations of protective ancestral spirits they can be 
considered a force for good, but when a man takes the  
form of a tiger outside the community, such actions  
are considered to be beyond the pale. He is thought to have 
forsaken humanity, to be out of touch with ‘God’ or the 
creative power of the universe.

The Critical Dictionary for Southeast Asia 

Closed in on the north by the impenetrable 
mountain complex of the eastern Himalayas, 
and gradually broken  off into an archipelagic 
swarm of islands in the South that are finally 
rounded  by the massive geological arcs of 
Sumatra and Java is a region of bewildering 
multitudes, a region that has never been 
interpolated by the force of a single language, 
polity, tradition, or religion.

The Critical Dictionary Of Southeast Asia 
springs from a simple question: what 
constitutes the unity of this region? And it 
proceeds by engaging thinkers and artists 
working on, and in Southeast Asia to speculate 
on a series of motifs that cut across the 
boundaries of nation states and slip through 
the borders of academic disciplines. While their 
collective vibrations promise to deliver a song 
of the region, a Southeast Asia manifested not 
by reason, but resonance.
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‘The world’s newest island’  
from South China Morning Post. 



A Parallel Narrative
FRANCISCO CAMACHO

 l 
Despite the economic diversification and technological 
advances in our world today, cultures remain separated, even 
isolated. The conceptual barriers that exist between nations 
cause them to misinterpret each other. The abyss separating 
cultures still remains.

Our conceptions of the world we live in, our social 
identities, and our knowledge are largely based on sets 
of ideals, as are the ways we understand our history. Our 
perceptions of the past events that construct our ideas 
of culture change depending on the issues we face. An 
overly scientific understanding of history might prevent 
later generations from undertaking projects of cultural 
reform and renewal. Gilles Deleuze stated that the reality 
of history is not the same reality experienced by people.

Following this logic, I propose that Chinese sailors  
crossed the Pacific Ocean in search of what could be 
found on the other side. Contrary to what historians have 
been able to prove, archeological artefacts from pre-
Hispanic America are very similar to those from China 
and unlike those of societies elsewhere in the world. The 
Chinese and Mesoamerican cultures also share similar 
technologies and approaches to materials, as well as 
iconographies and myths. 

To understand the links between these two bodies of 
archeological artefacts, we must work towards undoing 
our reliance on science to better understand our past. 
To investigate similarities between Chinese and South 
American ‘antiquity’ without prejudice, we must find 
new ways to reconcile the apparent irrationality of visual 
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evidence with the apparent rationality of the language  
of academic research.

 ll  
The zenith is an imaginary point directly ‘above’ any  
particular location, vertically opposite to its apparent 
gravitational force, which pulls us towards the nadir. 

The zenith works as a conceptual image, a powerful 
metaphor for the imaginary lines we draw between points. 
It is a useful tool in understanding how natural and political 
frontiers are in fact imaginary boundaries. The zenith 
illustrates how soft power, the power of attraction, functions.

The notion of the zenith helps us to chart a course toward  
a point that will never be reached, but will lead to other points 
along its path. We allow ourselves to be guided by it. The 
zenith is the conceptual device that sailors would have used 
to imagine the other side of the horizon.

The zenith is a notion that can also be applied to history,  
a political symbol illustrating how societies evolve. 
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 lll 
In the Chinese classical world, the ocean was something 
to be afraid of as it was thought to contain monsters. If 
we observe certain patterns in the Forbidden City, we find 
many ocean monsters. The Chinese cosmological order 
discouraged exploration and the conquering of seas; the 
Chinese were a people of the land, the ocean represented the 
‘yang’ in opposition to their ‘yin.’ 

And yet, we have uncovered evidence of travels by the 
Chinese of the early Ming Dynasty to places as far as  
Sri Lanka, the Arabian Peninsula, and east Africa. They 
even brought a giraffe from Africa back to China. 

On both sides of the ocean, in China and South America, 
the representation of objects for both utilitarian and ritual 
purposes appears similar. In China and Mexico, jade was 
carved using the same technique and it is said that royal 
families from both sides of the ocean were buried with 
jade balls inside their mouths.

There are claims that antique objects from China and 
South America are so stylistically similar that it is not easy 
to identify their origins. The official academic hypothesis 
is that these similarities are the result of the ‘Hegelian 
Spirit,’ but when two archeological objects from both 
shores of the Pacific region are juxtaposed, it seems that 
the convergences are beyond Hegelian concepts, and the 
suggestion that a social network was established between 
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two cultures from Asia and America much before the 
Spaniards arrived in America reveals itself.

 lV 
History tell us that China was self-sufficient and needed 
nothing from the Indian Ocean or any other ocean, and  
that the Chinese were more concerned about the growing 
threat to their Western borders. In his book ‘1421, the Year 
China Discovered the World’, the sailor and adventurer  
Gavin Menzies hypothesises Zheng He’s journey from China 
to the Americas with a fleet ten times that of Columbus. 

Is it so far-fetched then, to read the style and technique of 
these archeological objects, and to trace similarities in the 
stylistic evolution on both shores of the Pacific and recognise 
a relationship? Can we imagine a methodology based on  
this hypothesis, the affinity of objects, and/or on the concept 
of the zenith? 

 V 
During the first half of the XIX century, French cartographers 
named the territory of present day Vancouver ‘Fusang’  
in reference to an ancient Chinese legend. In this legend, 
a Buddhist monk went to a faraway Eastern land to teach 
Buddhist doctrines. He discovered a land devoid of iron 
where farming and weapon technology remained primitive. 
The people had archaic social structures and maintained  
a simple, nomadic lifestyle. 

A PARALLEL NARRATIVE

155154

MAPPING ASIA FRANCISCO CAMACHO



MAPPING ASIA FRANCISCO CAMACHO

His encounters also align with French historical records 
about the area between present day California and British 
Columbia. It is described as one of the rare areas in the world 
without any naturally occurring iron, and, thus, a place where 
technological and social advancements were slower than in 
other parts of the world. In his writings, the monk describes 
one of the local plants, which he calls fusang. Descriptions 
of the appearance and uses of fusang correspond to those of 
the plant referred to now as maguey in Mexico.

A similar legend exists in ancient Central and Southern 
American populations, only its told from the other side. The 
ancient Muisca culture from what is now Bogota, Colombia 
had a myth in which a god from a very remote land came 
and organised its society. Bochica, as they called him, taught 
them agricultural and handicraft techniques, like textiles and 
ceramics. He also promoted meditation for mindfulness. 
The legends of Quetzatcoatl in Mexico and of Viracha in 
Peru also involve a foreign benefactor. None of the legends 
ascribe Bochica, Quetzatcoatl, or Viracha with supernatural 
powers. They only depict them as figures who brought more 
advanced technologies from more advanced civilisations.

The parallel legends of Fusang and Muisca each work  
as images of Zenithal relationships, which cannot be  
unified but exist on both sides of the ocean, linked only  
by imagination and intuition.  
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 Vl 
Recently divers discovered a large ship off the coast of 
Japan. The ship was transporting commercial goods such 
as porcelain dishes, cups, and teapots, as well as many 
sculptures and other art objects when it sank. The water 
conserved these fine art pieces for many centuries and  
they returned to the water’s surface in a perfect state,  
as if they were just put on the bottom of the ocean a few 
hours before.
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 Images sourced from les Olmeques. Soustelle, Jacques, Editions Arthaud, 1979.
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Screen shot from A genetic  
atlas of human admixture 
history, 2014  
(http://admixturemap. 
paintmychromosomes.com/)



On Unconsolidated Grounds
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ADAM BOBBETTE

I would like to tell two stories about cosmoses and their 
implication in practices of distributing care and danger. 
I want to put the two stories beside each other, to think 
together about the history of land in Hong Kong and the 
history of volcanic plumes in Central Java, Indonesia. 

Both of these stories rely on and attempt to elaborate 
problem fields. They are not solutions. They are ways of 
posing problems, of drawing them out to give us a space  
to think and build concepts with them. The better told  
the story, the more productive the concepts, the more 
distributed, the more capable of taking place or becoming 
placed. This is the first problem field: concepts have  
places. Thinking with them is to take a place, it is a way  
to be somewhere. Conversely then, the way we are 
somewhere is a form of knowing. The second problem  
field is that the role we give to non-human agents in  
politics is circumscribed by our definitions of humans as 
political beings.

Story 1: Merapi
I recently began studying the plumes produced by volcanoes 
in Indonesia. In particular, the plumes of Merapi, one of  
the world’s most active volcanoes. It erupts on a roughly  
four-year cycle. This was driven by an interest in the history 
of air in Indonesia as a natural-cultural history. My interest 
was not in the history of air as a scientific object, but as 
something entangled with human life, as independent and 
dependent, it too having a history, agency, and engagement 
in a long-term relationship with humans, so to speak. 

The plume of Mount Merapi is then an entryway to this 
history. It is neither natural nor cultural but a nature-culture. 
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The plume, moreover, not only is connected to human 
institutions, but it also forms cosmoses quite literally  
by connecting the ground with the sky. The plume offers  
a very special opening of our world of practices on the  
ground to a cosmos. It connects and it lets in. I will give  
three examples of this.

The colonial legacy 
The image of a volcano plume has long fascinated  
the European imaginary. Featured in travel narratives and 
guide books from the height of 18th and 19th centuries  
to the present, images of the plume were used in part for 
building and distributing an image of the Dutch East  
Indies as what Rudolf Mrázek has called, ‘Happy Land.’ 1  
A Dutch Tourist Bureau-issued guidebook from the early 
20th century Java the Wonderland features an image  
on its cover from the photography studio of Ohannes 
Kurkdjian (a Surabayan by way of Armenia). Kurkdjian’s 
studio produced countless such images.[FIG 1] It is tempting  
to read this image as a meditation on this transition  
between solid and fluid, from unconsolidated foreground 
to the solid small sediments of the crater itself, to the 
disintegrated plume pushing skywards. These are three 
states of the same matter on a magazine circulating  
between the new and old world.  

MAPPING ASIA ADAM BOBBETTE

1 Rudolf Mrázek, Engineers of Happy Land: Technology and Nationalism  
in a Colony, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 2002.

The Kraton [FIG 2]

Merapi is twenty kilometers north of Yogyakarta and is the 
Northern point in an old royal axis that runs North-South. 
It aligns with the Sultans palace, which roughly marks 
the centre and is still the active seat of governance in the 
district. The palace plan is aligned along a North-South grid 
plan. The Southern pole of the axis is the South Sea about 
another twenty kilometers away. There are gods at each 
end of the axis with the Sultan in the centre who has dutiful 
obligations to Islam, Republican Parliamentary Democracy, 
and Hindu-Buddhism. Urbanisation spreads up into the 
hills of Merapi which is, and has been for some thousand 
plus years, occupied on all sides far up towards the summit 
by small scale production of rice, fruit, root vegetables and 
fodder. Likewise there is sand mining, craft production, and 
other small-scale industry. All along its slopes are networks 
of villages, villas, and other infrastructures of layered ancestry 

FIG 1 Photograph of Semeru.
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including Buddhist, Muslim, and Dutch. The different 
sides of the mountains are divided according to different 
administrative regencies with their administrative centres 
located downhill, such as the Palace (Kraton) in Yogyakarta. 
Religious practices differ from the Northern slope to the 
Southern and situate Muslim practices beside and often on 
top of animism, Buddhism, and Christianity. The North-South 
axis that connects the Kraton is one form of connecting  
the peak with an administration, a landscape and a cosmos,  
a residue of the medieval sultanates that ruled this area. 
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FIG 2 Yogyakarta, including regency in yellow, royal axis in white,  
 the Kraton at the centre, Merapi at topmost end.

Deles
Deles is the closest village to Merapi’s cone on the  
South—Yogyakarta facing—side. However, its adjacent 
villages are no further than a half-kilometer away  
and connected by continuously worked land. The long 
road from the base to a few hundred meters from  
Deles is, like everywhere on Merapi, traversed by 
multicoloured lorries filled with mined rock and sand,  
their windshields and sides decorated with macho slogans 
that named the trucks. The further up we ascended, the 
potholes increased in size, broken away by the bounce 
of the heavy trucks and erosion. A system of emergency 
route signs lined all roads and the occasional small 
billboard on the side of the road explained the value of 
staying calm, careful, and watchful of the volcano and 
showed the best outfit of rubber boots and a rain parka 
in case of ash plumes. This desertion infrastructure is 
distributed across all of Merapi’s South side. It is the 
on-the ground strategy of disaster management and one 
strategy among geological and visual monitoring.

Deles is a modest collection of weathered buildings, 
65 families, livestock pens, and roaming chickens. 
One lookout tower, a community radio receiver, and 
government geological survey outpost mark the skyline. 
The village historian and prominent figure had no idea how 
old Deles was. It does however contain the burial place  
of an old plant doctor. Sukiman Mohtar Pratomo suspects 
that the recorded history of Deles was destroyed upon  
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the arrival of Islam to Java in the 11th century, situating the 
history as belonging to the Hindu-Buddhist longue durée 
and subtly marking a tense relation with the Kraton.

Much of what follows was derived from a long conversation 
and walk around Deles with Sukiman. He has recently 
entered the imaginary of Indonesia through his appearance 
on a national television show that features ‘inspiring’ 
characters. Since that appearance he has been asked to give 
talks around the world. He tweets, is tremendously active  
on Facebook, and is a radio dj. The media is central to  
his compositional strategy for Deles, which he returned to 
after spending an unhappy time in the government’s forestry 
department where he became known as a provocateur.  
What is remarkable is the weaving of risk, care, and danger 
into the compositional strategy of Deles. For him, the  
cosmos of the Merapi plume looks much different than  
for other villages.

He gave me a series of videos of the 2010 eruption taken 
from the lookout tower just feet from his house. He plugged 
his drive into my computer and was overwhelmed: ‘there 
is just so much material I sometimes get lost.’ For weeks 
members of the village took videos and photos on their 
handheld phones as the eruption unfolded. Voices chatter 
about the quality of the plume, what it means, where it 
is going, how amazing it is, clamouring excitedly as the 
camera’s poor quality digital video follows a lahar billowing 
down the side of a crest. It looks like a line on the mountain  
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is exploding, pushing downward, and silently filling the sky 
like ink bleeds into water. The hardened surface of rock 
instantly puffs into a dust cloud. These videos take place at 
all times of the day and dusk. The videos and images are  
then sold to international media, all of the profits ending up  
in a collective village savings account.[FIG 3]

Sukiman has implemented a series of practices, which 
incorporate eruptions and evacuations into the fabric  
of village life and minimise their destructive capacity. The 
plume is conceptualised as a gift. Merapi is never angry or 
vengeful, but gives excessively when it erupts. The problem 
for the village is how to adequately receive these gifts, with 
a return of excessive generosity. The eruptions do not tear 

FIG 3 Still photograph from the most recent Merapi eruption taken with a cell  
 phone from the Deles watchtower.
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or sever the human-animal, human-human, or human-
landscape relations of the village, but deepen and extend 
them. These strategies include defensive measures that 
protect existing relationships, which are under threat and in 
danger of being de-linked and recomposed. In the broadest 
sense, the strategies are motivated by a conception of 
generosity, that by helping living things to thrive those things 
will also help you thrive. There is a mutual impulse across 
living things (which non-problematically and unequivocally 
includes geology) to facilitate the thriving of others. 

Mutual thriving across species boundaries however 
must mitigate against an individual’s potential 
acceleration into an excessive thirst for personal 
accumulation. One of the most salient threats in Deles, 
in this regard, is money because of its capacity to 
facilitate personal (family, or small band) accumulation 
at a rapid rate. This accumulation bypasses or breaks 
relationships that would slow accumulation down by 
way of distribution systems, such as families or friends. 
One of the dangers of money is that it can introduce 
a different kind of excess into the cosmos, an excess 
which seems that one has lucked into it by being in the 
right place at the right time and should affirm that by 
accumulating as much as possible. This is actually  
an excess based upon scarcity, driven by a sense that 
the money could run dry at any time. The accumulation 
of money introduces wholly other kinds of relations  
and affiliations with objects that weren’t there before. 
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An excess of commodities begin to appear, including 
the translation of people into commodities (via prosti-
tution, the increased presence of waged laborours  
in one’s daily life).[FIG 4]

Money is dangerous but not wholly bad. It is understood 
in terms of its power to alter capacities to act (affect 
practices). As such, care and caution is demanded in 
experimenting with those capacities [of money] that would 
increase mutual multi-species thriving. Sand mining is 
one vehicle for get-rich-quick schemes that Deles has 
developed strategic practices to altogether impede. Any 
area which was covered with minable sand deposits has 
been planted with fruit trees. Miners then cannot mine it 
because it is being put to use. The offence for destroying 
a piece of land in use would be too significant. The second 
strategy against the invasion of mining was described by 

FIG 4 Sand mining Merapi.



MAPPING ASIA ADAM BOBBETTE

of the hill they began a process of settling back in. The 
village held shooting competitions for young people at 
the perimeter of the tree line. The kids were charged with 
shooting fruit seeds in slingshots as far as possible into 
the denuded forest to accelerate its regrowth. This was 
a gift to keep up good relations with the monkeys. Many 
other villages maintain antagonistic relations with Merapi’s 
monkeys. They shoot the monkeys and the monkeys steal 
their crops. Deles feeds them. The monkeys evacuate 
the mountaintop when it is going to erupt. Giving them 
friendly passage through Deles allows the villagers an  
early warning signal of an eruption.  
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Sukiman as psychological warfare. He tells stories to wives 
in the village about other husbands that have fallen victim 
to the dangers of money. The husbands, he tells the wives, 
are unprepared for the capacities that are too quickly 
produced. They become fascinated by novel commodities 
and the ease with which they can be acquired. Acquisition 
becomes an end in itself—all the powers of the world 
seem to orient themselves towards it. In this nightmare, 
wives lose their capacity as household account managers, 
and the networks they have created break while the 
husbands continue to accumulate toward their own 
interests. In this new world of re-arranged capacities, 
men buy prostitutes and gamble in the mining villages at 
the base of the mountain. Gambling becomes possible 
because the accumulation of money was in the first place 
the result of a cosmic dice throw; gambling just repeats it. 
The miner sinks into debt, which seals the irreversibility  
of this cosmos of accumulation. Now they rely on mining 
and the actors who facilitate it, the bosses, the middlemen, 
the police they need to pay off. The accumulation of  
money has facilitated a new cosmos of self-interested, 
desperate practices, always lagging behind, never able to 
accumulate enough to pay debts. The nightmare seems  
to have worked. Deles has no mining nor miners.[FIG 5]

The practices of mutual cross-species thriving is 
occasioned by and envelops the irruptions. In the 
aftermath of the 2010 eruption, when the village returned 
after its waiting time in a refugee camp at the bottom FIG 5 Sand mining Merapi.



Money is negotiated through a collective investment of 
responsibility over its capacities to affect action only ever 
through all villagers and the mountain. Each month, in 
their local village meetings, villagers pitch in a minimum 
percentage of their earnings or above to the volcano fund 
which facilitates monitoring and evacuation. Unlike most 
villages, they do not rely on the government for assistance 
and actively dissuade it. It is too dangerous to get the 
government or police involved. When an eruption does 
occur, they refer to the time they spend in refugee camps 
as a ‘holiday’ and ‘picnic.’ They have a large shared tent 
for communal activities and they bring all their animals 
with them to minimise severing relations or abrupt re-
organisation of human-animal societies. The collective 
funds are then relied upon while they are on holiday.  
A village produced account book helps them keep track 
of money. A mantra printed on the cover reads: ‘this is my 
family’s savings account book. It is for the future, in case 
we need it at the refugee camp. I know and understand 
that living near Merapi means that we have to be prepared 
for the safety of our own family and neighbors.’ 

To thrive is not a state which an individual or group— 
human, animal, or geological—would reach but a process 
of negotiating the unpredictability of excess within 
thresholds of vulnerability. This is a different kind of debt 
than those of the trapped miners; there is no falling behind 
or threat of retribution. One way to look at this would be to 
say that this is a kind of small-scale state model of disaster 
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relief, where a collective fund is preserved for unexpected 
events. This barely explains anything, however. Deles is not 
only a financial strategy because money is not separated 
from its capacity to act in a cosmos circumscribed  
by contingency and multi-species relationships. More 
significantly, money is one facilitator of relations amongst 
many. The practices of saving and sequestering is a  
way of avoiding the capacity of money to overcode all 
relations and usher in another cosmos. 

The Merapi cosmos creates conditions where self-
preservation can’t appear on the playing field  
of life choices. There is no self and preservation 
is meaningless. The contingency of the cosmos is 
enfolded into mutual-thriving, and through practices 
on the ground, re-composed with and through others. 
There is nothing to preserve, only relationships to 
grow. This is not conditioned by an idea of harmony or 
equilibrial states with nature. Multi-species relations are 
always out of synch, too much grows too fast, things die, 
the volcano erupts and produces as much dangerous 
material as otherwise. Unpredictability is the norm. This 
is a cosmos in perpetual disequilibrium and constantly 
vulnerable to producing poisonous results. If there 
is one wager that this cosmos hinges upon, it is that 
thriving is of mutual benefit to the village, the animals, 
and the plants. This cosmos is fully cohabitating a world 
of adjacent and overlapping cosmos. The plume of 
Merapi connects with practices on the ground at Deles 
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but also with the other practices distributed across  
the mountain. The composition of a cosmos is through 
the active vigilance of other practices not to close off  
or segregate but protect porous borders, to be careful  
of the practices which enter the village. 

Story 2: Hong Kong [FIG 6]

An austere 1982 map labeled only ‘Mid-Levels Area’ shows 
a circle lying scrunched and twisted on top of the steep 
topography of Hong Kong Island. The Northern edge of the 
line runs haphazardly down the centre of streets and through 
the middle of buildings. It outlines the Western edge of the 
campus of Hong Kong University, cuts across a small corner 
of the botanical gardens, and encircles some of the most 
affluent neighbourhoods in the city, some of its oldest built 
fabric and a substantial area of undeveloped sub-tropical 
forest on a mountainside. This line was originally drawn in 
1979, on a now missing cumbersomely named map: ‘Area 
Number 1 of the Scheduled Areas in the Fifth Schedule of the 
Buildings Ordinance,’ in other words, the Mid-Levels. That 
line created a halt in the typical workings of the city. Inside 
its border, as of May 1979, no construction, buying, or selling 
of land would be allowed for a period of at least three years. 
This was the Temporary Restriction on Building Development 
(Mid-Levels) Ordinance. Shortly before it went into effect,  
the director of the Lands Department was caught and 
sent to jail for leaking the placement of this line before the 
moratorium to his friends and generating a flurry of sold 
properties, jumped leases, and his own handsome profits. FIG 6 A hole in the Mid-Levels.

Creating this line was a gesture of anticipation worth 
reflecting on because it was driven by an uncertain 
ground. Local geologists and geotechnical engineers, 
both inside government and out, did not understand the 
geomorphology of Hong Kong Island and needed to halt the 
development of its surface. This was compounded primarily 
by three forces. First: the city had a long and difficult 
history of disastrous urban landslides—they were a yearly 
occurrence in this hilly wet terrain, had taken many lives, 
and caused the destruction of civil infrastructure. 
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Second: the government had recently created a new 
office of geo-technical engineers called the Geo Technical 
Control Office tasked with creating norms for geotechnical 
work. Third: the city rapidly expanded along its hillsides 
under the pressure of intense population increases from 
the disasters of the Cultural Revolution and post-colonial 
conflicts in Southast Asia (the Vietnam War, for example). 
One result of this combined history occurred in 1972. On a 
slope now encircled by this line, days of rain had liquefied 
the ground around a 30-storey apartment building which 
sent it moving down the hill, removing the upper stories of 
its neighbour on its way it. James Clavell later wrote this into 
Nobel House, his noir business thriller about Hong Kong, in 
which his fictionalised account of the slide killed a party full 
of champagne-sipping property developers, bankers, and 
others of the financial elite. Nobel House presents an image 
of an excessive ground as a stale dialectic; the ground can 
be either profit or death, but rarely anything otherwise.[FIG 7]

The Mid-Levels study created an exception within the city,  
a kind of counter city that was neither profit nor death.  
The gap in our knowledge about the earth’s surface 
generated political-economic effects at the level of the city 
itself. Over the next three years geologists created library 
shelves worth of reports, photographs, and maps about the 
space inside the circle. Geologists, geotechnical engineers, 
and geomorphologists drawn locally and internationally, 
working for private firms and the government became 
involved. The surface of the earth in this circle became  
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FIG 7 Sau Mau Ping resettlement estate immediately after the landslide in 1972.  
 The shantytown adjacent to the housing block was entirely engulfed and is  
 no longer visible in the image. 
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more cosmopolitan than it had been before: its samples 
circulated the globe, photographs of it were consulted  
in the UK, its picture was taken from airplanes and by  
New Zealand geotechnical engineers with 35 mm cameras. 
This portion of the surface of the earth, as Andrew Barry 
describes by way of Isabelle Stengers’ additive metaphysics, 
became more ‘informationally rich.’ It was not a passive 
subject of knowledge. What was understood as a hole in 
both knowledge and on the surface of the map got filled in, 
excessively connected, and distributed.2

One result was that geologists found that the hole was 
littered with colluvium. Colluvium is like the dandruff of 
the earth. Geologists describe it with terms like ‘loose’ and 
‘unconsolidated.’ It is produced by the erosional forces 
of weather and geology and collected over long periods 
of time at the base of hills, mountains, and low-lying 
surfaces. It is highly unstable and yet many of the buildings 
in the Mid-Levels were built on it or around it. Moreover, 
geotechnical engineers noticed that colluvium was all over 
the archipelago, and not just within this squiggly circle. 
The exception began to flip into the rule, the hole began to 
capture something about all of Hong Kong, or all of Hong 
Kong was in the hole. 
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2 See Isabelle Stengers, Cosmopolitics vol 1 & 2, University of Minnesota Press, 
Minneapolis, 2010–2011, Andrew Barry, ‘Materialist Politics: Metallurgy’  
in Political Matter: Technoscience, Democracy, and Public Life, University of 
Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 2010, and Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: 
An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2005.

This study was named Territory of Hong Kong.[FIG 8]  
Colluvium plays a central role in these maps, including  
‘Map 11’, Colluvium on Undeveloped Terrain which shows  
its distribution from the island to the New Territories. 
Likewise, ‘Map 6’ pictures the slope instability of the  
territory. The goal was to mobilise these maps in steering 
territorial development through a politics predicated  
on anticipation.

A brief history of property in Hong Kong reflects upon this: 
the island was forcibly leased from the dynasty, followed 
by the leasing of Kowloon and the New Territories. There 
was from this moment a time limit; the colony had this 
impermanence inscribed in its very foundation. Additionally, 
all land in Hong Kong is only ever available as leased;  
no one can own it but the government. Even if remuneration 

FIG 8 Geotechnical Area Studies Programme, Territory of Hong Kong, 1989.
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for rent is largely symbolic against down payments,  
this basic fact structures the entire political system of  
Hong Kong; the ground is impermanently distributed.  
This is the foundation of a system of permanent  
anticipation of uncertainty. It is a material, political- 
economy of anticipation, we could say. 

We can find that the urban role of anticipation has  
an even longer history of being rooted in the ground. 
Sydney Skertchly, one of the earliest geographers to 
describe the geology of Hong Kong wrote in 1893 that 
it was sculpted in the ‘great laboratory’ of the earth’s 
contingent physical forces. In the 1980s, the historian 
Dafydd Evans saw a similar play of contingencies driving 
the morphology of the colonial city. ‘The history of the 
establishment of the crown colony of Hong Kong’ he 
writes, ‘is a chapter of accidents.’ In his account, greed, 
small mindedness, and inexperience created a sequence 
of administrative and legal accidents that built upon 
each other in the planning of the city. Ackbar Abbas in 
1997, wrote that ‘Hong Kong was built on contingency, 
on geographic and historical accidents; shaped by times 
and circumstances beyond its control and by pragmatic 
accommodation to events.’3 We should pause on 
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Abbas’ reflection here as it synthesises both Skertchly’s 
geological observations and Evan’s urban and sociological 
study. Abbas’s insights suggest that the geological 
accident Skertchly is fond of describing led to the political 
or cultural accidents that founded Hong Kong. Beginning, 
for instance, with its geographically contingent location 
which was turned opportunistically to the advantage of the 
British. Or, the common narrative of itself as peopleless 
but subject to a watershed of precarious and landless 
populations from Mainland China and Southeast Asia. The 
ground is as unstable as the polity that inhabits it.

More than in being two mountains, it is in their ontological 
dispositions to the uncertain that the two cases  
connect. However, the practices of Merapi and Hong Kong 
differ significantly in one precise way: accumulation  
and its distribution. Hong Kong has persistently mobilised, 
channeled, and tamed its insecurity through the hongs  
(the first European companies to found the place)  
old and new, harnessing its uncertainty to drive processes 
of centralisation and monopolisation. It has successfully 
perpetuated a world myth of free trade as a kind of 
egalitarian opportunism indicated by low income tax and 
the ease of obtaining business licenses. However, since  
its inception, the city has been run by a handful  
of powerful families while its political operations are 
governed constitutionally by a few hundred of the most 
important of the capitalist class. Li Ka-Shing is an 
excellent example. Between 1972 and 1979 his company 

3 See Sydney Skertchly, Our Island: A Naturalists Description of Hong Kong  
(Kelly & Walsh, Hong Kong, 1893), Dafydd M.E. Evans, ‘The Foundation of  
Hong Kong: a Chapter of Accidents’, in Hong Kong: the Interaction of Traditions 
and Life in the Towns, ed. Marjorie Topley (Hong Kong Branch of the Royal 
Asiatic Society, Hong Kong, 1975) and Ackbar Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and 
the Politics of Dissapearance (Hong Kong University Press, Hong Kong, 1997).
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Cheung Kong Holdings went from owning 350,000 
square feet to over 15,000,000 square feet, including 
plot and floors. In this time he acquired Green Island 
Cement Company, reducing his dependency on foreign 
cement competition and making him the owner of one of 
two such companies in Hong Kong. Finally, he could  
cover the earth in concrete, stop landslides, and erect 
buildings on stabilised ground in one consolidated process. 
This was an immensely lucrative position and gave him 
more power to act at greater scales of magnitude. As 

FIG 9 Li Ka-Shing’s Cheung Kong Holdings Map of over 40 recent big scale  
 property projects in Hong Kong. Vickers, Da Costa & Co Hong Kong Ltd: 
 Southeast Asian Research, Cheung Kong (Holdings) Ltd. 1979–84  
 Perspective. 1979. p 15.
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he profited he could own more companies and in turn 
more land. This capitalist model, while still distributing to 
others—as it must in any cash transaction—is a cosmos  
of perpetual growth, the expansion of reach, and centrali-
sation simultaneously. By the early 1980s, Li had control 
of over two hundred subsidiary companies, including 
shampoo, logistics, grocery stores, and pharmacies. [FIG 9]

This is a different cosmos than in Deles. Perhaps  
most striking is the way in which the cosmos of the 
mountain-colluvium-monopoly system in Hong Kong 
has given rise to a world rich in objects but otherwise 
impoverished by its own flourishing. For a place  
that celebrates prosperity at all costs there is perhaps  
a place no more impoverished in its very conception  
of prosperity.      

 Acknowledgements: I would like to thank Elly, Sukiman, Uung, Ina, and  
Bandis whose kindness and generosity introduced me to a different cosmos.
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The blackened skin of the 
last tiger shot in Hong Kong 
displayed at the Tin Hau  
Temple in Stanley on Hong Kong 
Island. The tiger was bagged 
near the local police station  
in 1942 by officer Ruh Singh.  
The beast weighed 240 pounds  
and was 73 inches long, standing 
at 3 feet tall. Hong Kong was 
under Japanese rule at the time.  
The tiger is not native  
to Hong Kong. Photographed by 
Jeannie Wu.
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