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Since its inception, Asia Art Archive has been dedicated to documenting and increasing 
access to information on recent histories of art in Asia, histories that continue to be 
difficult to research, where material and documentation are scattered and writings 
sparsely translated. On 5 June 2012, alongside the launch of the present issue of Field 
Notes, AAA inaugurates a re-constructed website which will over time provide online 
access to hundreds of thousands of digitised primary source materials and video 
recordings. This database will make available for the first time slides, photographs, 
correspondences, notebooks, interviews, and sketches; invaluable artifacts for research. 

Bringing this substantial body of material into the public realm has led AAA to further 
consider its responsibility as not only disseminators of this material, but also its role in 
how the material will be interpreted and built upon. In line with this thinking, a decision 
was made to bid farewell to Diaaalogue, AAA’s long standing monthly newsletter (1). 
In its place, comes Field Notes, a tri-annual bi-lingual e-journal intended to provide 
the space for a more in-depth reflection of issues prevalent in the field, with Asia as 
a malleable anchoring point. As part of this process, the first issue of Field Notes 
presents an opportune platform for AAA to begin by addressing a theme that is central 
not only to AAA, but one of the most vexed topics of discussions and publication in 
recent years. And so in this issue, entitled ‘The And: An Expanded Questionnaire on the 
Contemporary’ we address the notion of ‘the contemporary in art’ with specificity to the 
contexts in Asia. 

Considering the countless internal debates at AAA over the last decade on what it 
means for an archive to be documenting the contemporary, we felt it important to take 
the reins of this current first issue, despite our intention to invite co-editors for future 
editions of the journal. Aware of a ‘global’ sense of unsettling, and what seems like a 
collective anxiety around ‘the contemporary’ manifested through the proliferation of 
conferences and publications around the theme, our approach to this issue had to be 
carefully considered. As we revisited these discussions, it became clear that one of 
the most referenced documents on the topic was American art historian and critic Hal 
Foster’s questionnaire (2) sent out in 2009 to critics and curators in North America and 
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Europe. Considering the role of the non-Western world within this conversation, the 
deeply entrenched relationship of the contemporary to the global, it was an interesting 
proposition for the questionnaire to be resuscitated and addressed from alternate 
latitudes (3) . While the premise for our questionnaire was to expand the original’s 
geographical remit and to further increase the participants around the table, as we 
developed its text, it became clear that the premise of AAA’s questionnaire deviated 
considerably from the Foster original. The AAA questionnaire’s set of questions sought 
to provide multiple entry points for the divergent support systems for contemporary art in 
the region, and while intended as triggers rather than overarching frameworks, the large 
majority of respondents followed them carefully, an indication to us of their consequence 
in relation to thinking about the contemporary. And so AAA’s questionnaire is in fact an 
expanded and mutated version of the original. In order to keep the downloadable version 
of the journal manageable we have selected responses which we found to most suitably 
represent the range of perspectives and positions. The complete set of 44 responses is 
available from the online version of the journal both in Chinese and in English. 

Inevitably, when looking out the window, one’s view is going to be very different 
depending not only on geographic coordinates, but on many other factors, from 
altitude to the time of day or night. Where it would appear that as a result of the 
institutionalisation of contemporary art in museums and universities in the West, that 
when you talk of contemporary art you’re talking about the same thing from the same 
elevation, the same cannot be said for many countries in, for example, Asia. The 
division of contemporary art from above and contemporary art from below in David 
Teh’s response to the questionnaire perhaps best illustrates the diverse and uneven 
levels of interpretation, not only when comparing different countries in the region but 
within a single country. One thing’s for sure: it’s unlikely that when you speak about 
contemporary art in Asia you’re necessarily referring to the same thing. So generally 
speaking, there’s contemporary art from below, ‘whereby artists have devised strategies 
for mediating and sometimes transcending their local traditions and modernisms’ 
and contemporary art from above whereby institutions, governments and the market 
’have […] put themselves forward as champions and patrons of a local/regional 
“contemporary art”.’ And even when standing at the same altitude, contemporaneity 
might look very different; what’s up for auction or taught in school is not necessarily 
being shown in museums and vice versa; the work of an artist being shown on the 
international biennial circuit may not necessarily be part of the exhibition circuit at 
home. Or as artist Naiza Khan observes in Pakistan, for example, ‘despite the lack of 
critical apparatus of engaged voices within’ or the absence of the development of local 
knowledge around contemporary art practice in institutions, art practice continues at a 
dynamic pace. 

Responses from the questionnaire not only map the multiple and often disjunctive layers 
in which one must consider contemporary art in Asia, but make apparent the urgency to 
go a step further and consider the origins and usages of the very word ‘contemporary’ 
in the art histories of the region. As observed by Joan Kee, ‘There is a surfeit of terms, 
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all of which are deeply embedded in highly specific historical trajectories. The words 
used to produce the phrase ‘contemporary art’ could be the same, but meanings vary 
considerably as do their approaches.’ For some countries, as in China, as Karen Smith 
notes, it’s a lack of alternatives; ‘contemporary has become the most convenient term 
for art being produced in this present age…but “contemporary” has little relation 
to a specific attitude of mind or philosophy vis-à-vis a Euro-American concept.’ The 
responses also consider the possibilities of finding new approaches to the word. Reiko 
Tomii calls for the contemporary to be liberated from its imminent and all-encompassing 
form, preferring instead ‘contemporarity’ which may unleash us from the indefiniteness 
of its grasp. Or can we imagine, as Hu Fang does, a time of hierographs, finding ways to 
unload words of their meaning, seeking new graphic prototypes.  

The problem with the current usage of the contemporary in incorporating art from other 
parts of the world following modernity, as David Clarke among others points out, is that 
it does so without any serious threat to Western hegemony. The temporal bracketing of 
contemporary art history is what Atreyee Gupta describes as being ‘merely symptomatic 
of a larger tendency to frame the contemporary through signs that are fully legible only 
within a European and American context.’ When we consider that the words modern and 
contemporary were synonymously being used in academic art discourse in the mid- 20th 
century in Thailand, that modernism was firmly entrenched in Indian art discourse well 
through the 70s, or that the usage of dangdai yishu (contemporary art) in China in the 
1980s was born from a very different trajectory to gendai bijitsu (contemporary art) in 
Japan in the 1960s, the danger of the prevalent usage of the word is to reduce these 
specificities to simply mean art being produced now, in the footsteps of modernity and 
within the rubric of globalisation. 

The need to develop sets of keywords and glossaries in the field that consider the 
origins, evolution, and nuances of words currently in usage in local contexts is an 
essential step in freeing the ‘contemporary’ from these confines. With the expansion 
of AAA’s Collection Online, for example, the urgency to develop a keyword system 
to annotate the material has become evident. It is exactly this history of specifics or 
‘scholarship of specifics’ that a large number of respondents call for. Eileen Legaspi-
Ramirez envisions a rooted stream of contemporaneity as a way of foiling Foster’s 
reference to contemporary art practice as non-orbit. Yet, Legaspi-Ramirez, like other 
respondents warn of the fraught nature of many of these attempts. The danger lies on the 
one hand in producing yet another set of canons and on the other, as flagged by Joan 
Kee, considering the basic lack of art historical documentation, in a system that offers 
few incentives to art historians, where the power of the market/government institution 
can become a ‘gate keeper syndrome’ where power is in the hands of a few dominant 
mediators in the region.

Yet, within the writing of a history of specifics also lies the possibilities of expanding 
art history’s methodologies and approaches. While a number of respondents, like Lee 
Weng Choy pick up on the dangers in relegating art history to studies of the visual, lest 
it should be ‘subsumed by that larger field of enquiry,’ Lee at the same time faults art 
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history for being far too conservative an enterprise. As succinctly put by David Teh, ‘to 
ghetto-ise “fine art” or “contemporary art” in the region, to pretend it’s not imbedded 
in, and richly informed by a host of other less exclusive cultural fields, would be to 
repeat the dumbest mistake of art history’s history.’ This is reiterated in Iola Lenzi’s 
response, who insists on the study of the history of South East Asian art beyond any 
temporal chronology, and views contemporary art as being predominantly shaped by 
local conditions as opposed to an ‘off-shoot’ of practices elsewhere. She insists on a 
thorough look at regional culture, history, and geography as well as aesthetics in any 
consideration of contemporary art in Asia. 

Atreyee Gupta calls for a reintroduction of a ‘politics of place’ in to the conceptualisation 
of contemporary art and contemporaneity, on the one hand to replace the obscurity of 
the global, of the ‘no-history, no-nation, no-place,’ and on the other to consider ‘a new 
ethics for transformational art practices that has emerged through the politics of locality.’ 
If contemporary art’s characteristics, are as Patrick Flores describes, a sense on the 
one hand that art being made all over the world ‘is coordinated by some mega-structure 
of neo-liberal persuasion,’ and at the same time, the ground from which resistance to 
totality can be fought, then it would seem that it is in the ways that we connect history to 
place wherein lie the potential to mobilise this resistance. 

Miwon Kwon, in the original questionnaire suggests that the writing of contemporary 
art history is different to art history in the way it deals with the present as it provides 
the opportunity to ‘keep its eye on the living life of the artwork in the present, no matter 
how old, no matter when it was originally made.’ (4) In this issue, we therefore delve in 
to the Archive with an article on artist Ivan Peries (1921 – 1988) and his practice by art 
historian Senake Bandaranayake originally published in Third Text in 1987/88. (5)(6) 
Around the time of the artist’s death, Bandaranayake critically looks at the work of Peries, 
one of the leading members of the 43 Group, by firmly arguing for their grounding within 
historical and social frameworks, stating ‘If these paintings are to be understood at all 
in any significant way, they must be understood in terms of the contribution they make 
to the cultural experience and traditions of society in which they exist.’ Bandaranayake 
traces the way in which Peries’ works move from an external and public plane, in his 
employment of traditional national signifiers in his work (even after moving to England 
in 1946), to an internal and private plane as he sought to imbue these forms with ‘inner 
feelings.’ It is these factors, he contends, that situate Peries’ work in a social and 
therefore cultural vacuum despite their formal artistic merit – illegible in their contexts of 
origin (Ceylon), illegible by the art centres of the world (UK). 

This is probably a natural juncture at which to bring in readings of Peries with notions 
of the untimely; that being contemporary would suggest being out of joint with the 
present; or that being contemporary is in fact one’s attitude to the present: a perception 
of darkness. There’s no need to rehash here Ravi Sundaram’s skillful journey through 
Nietzsche and Agamben’s account of contemporaneity for the Raqs panel, ‘Has the 
moment of the contemporary come and gone?’ held at India Art Fair in January this 
year, the transcripts of which are included in this issue. Instead we’d like to highlight the 
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discussion that happens at the point at which Sundaram considers the potentialities 
of a new public realm brought about by technological advances; a world where the 
power of the archive or the writing of history no longer resides in the hands of the state 
or the coloniser. This becomes even more powerful when combined in Asia where  the 
contemporary has never been read uniquely through its relationship to the before or 
after, to a linear history. As pointed out in the Raqs panel through Kal, the word for both 
yesterday and tomorrow in Hidustani, Urdu and Bengali, time’s relationship to the present 
and past not only differs depending on where in the world you are, but what you do  
with it.

And so we must also be careful not to take for granted any single concept of the 
contemporary, whether it’s being ‘in time together’, ‘comrades of time’, or ‘of the time’. 
In the panel, Shuddhabrata invokes the philosophy of samay, the Sanskrit word for time, 
which alludes to the ‘ability to perceive that someone is standing with you.’ He describes 
thinking through samay to suggest that ‘the frame that you are in is already filled with the 
presence of others and what they bring to life.’ Hence by recognising that  space is by 
its very nature co-habited, one already assumes that alongside oneself is the presence 
and the temporalities and velocities of others. If we are to take for example, Apichatpong 
Weerasathul’s Uncle Boonmee from his 2010 film Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His 
Past Lives (7), according to one logic he ‘revisits’ his past lives, travelling into the times 
and spaces of his prior selves. Yet seen through another, Uncle Boonmee has perhaps 
always existed through and alongside his other forms. His manifestation(s), way(s) of 
being and non-being, and temporalit(ies) are hence conflated and cannot be thought of 
as separate at all. 

As our eyes wander out of AAA’s 11th floor window, over the decaying rooftops, bursts 
of jungle, and on to the adjacent high rise residential blocks of Sheung Wan, we are 
reminded of Hong Kong architect, Gary Chang’s description of the city; ‘everything 
overlaps in space and time…the idea of permanent and temporary, there is no such 
hierarchy.’ 

Thus we end the journal with documentation of two artworks by Pak Sheung Chuen, 
an artist based in Hong Kong. The first entitled ‘Waiting for a Friend’ and the second, 
‘Inexistent Time’. His work, which often documents the unfolding of process, side steps 
the systems of everyday life by probing and testing their very potentiality. It is within 
the technologies of the quotidien, structures that many of us have been conditioned to 
take for granted, that Pak evokes the potential for humanisation and spiritual revelation. 
In ‘Waiting for a Friend’, Pak sets himself in a Hong Kong underground station, where 
he awaits an imminent encounter with ‘a friend.’ As public space, the subway station 
characterises the exaggerated range of velocities and transient encounters of the city 
above. Pak enters this shared space, embracing its co-habitation, especially with the 
guest whom he anticipates the arrival of four hours later. He embodies the relativity of 
time, on the one hand enveloped by the speeds of the urban city thus contrasting his 
own temporal state, as he waits: a paused moment in time. 
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In the installation ‘Inexistent Time’, Pak exposes the apparatus of the film reel and its 
inherent temporality. Taking a 35 mm film reel, where 24 images create the illusion 
of 1 narrative second, Pak removes the stills to create a second film out of the in-
between spaces of each frame. By extracting the focal point of the film, Pak reveals 
the technology out of which a sense of linear time has been constructed. He severs the 
deception of progress, asking his audience to pay attention rather to the liminal, the void 
that is omnipresent throughout the film, and the matrix upon which the film is woven. Is 
there a possibility of reading time through darkness, as perhaps Pak is suggesting? Or is 
time ultimately inextricable from the apparatus out of which it is defined?

As we end on this note with the image of a flickering ‘black film’ reel, where the 
imminence of time appears to be put on hold, we return to the question of ‘the 
contemporary.’ But now our minds are set at ease, having confronted this amorphism. 
We can move beyond it: forward, backward or in unexpected directions. And that in 
fact the contemporary in art resides in and is informed by in-between space, beyond 
the footlights. From above, from below, in individual practice and even from within the 
institution, the contemporary is variable and unbinding, continuously evolving. And this 
is perhaps where Eileen Legaspi-Ramirez’s call for a ‘re-imagining of history’ is most 
poignant. Within the region, the countless histories and narratives, visions and positions 
have yet to be uncovered to make possible their ongoing trajectories. 

We take this opportunity to ask that you, the reader, please take a moment to visit AAA’s 
Collection Online. Rummage through the wealth of material from photographs to letters, 
testaments to ideas, conversations, events, possibilities, and crossings, contributed 
by artists, initiators, critics, thinkers, writers, obsessive archivists, etc. Perhaps this 
will recall a conversation, bound to a place, with a friend. And hopefully it can inspire 
a life beyond. Because it is only through working together to ‘reimagine’, as Eileen so 
gracefully puts it, that we can begin to understand what it truly means to be together, in 
this time. 

(1) Diaaalogue, AAA’s former monthly newsletter, launched in 2003 with a regular column on 
contemporary art activities in Asia contributed by writers, critics, curators, and experts. The archived 
newsletter can still be accessed from our website. 

(2) Hal Foster et al, eds, ‘Questionnaire on “The Contemporary” ’, October 130, Fall 2009.  
http://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/pdf/10.1162/octo.2009.130.1.3

(3) The original questionnaire can be found on our website http://aaa.org.hk/FieldNotes/Details/1167

(4) Miwon Kwon in Hal Foster et al, eds, ‘Questionnaire on “The Contemporary” ’, October 130, Fall 
2009: 14.

(5) Senake Bandaranayake, ‘Ivan Peries: (painting 1939-1969) The Predicament of the bourgeois artist 
in the societies of the Third World’, Third Text no. 2 (Winter 1987/1988): 77-92; Third Text Asia no. 3 
(Autumn 2009).

(6) For personal reasons, Senake Bandaranayake did not contribute to AAA’s questionnaire proposing 
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instead a reprint of his 1987 essay on artist Ivan Peries. The core of the article was written in the 
1960s. Since then, Bandaranayake’s perceptions of Ivan Peries’ practice has greatly evolved. We 
therefore also include an afterword by the author written in 2009.

(7) Apichatpong Weerasethakul, Uncle Boonmee who can recall his past lives, 2010, film, 114 min.



FIELD NOTES 01

11

An Expanded Questionnaire
On The Contemporary

A
n 

Ex
pa

nd
ed

 Q
ue

st
io

nn
ai

re
  

O
n 

Th
e 

C
on

te
m

po
ra

ry

Sohyun Anh, Michelle Antoinette, 
Rasheed Araeen, Kurt Chan, David 

Clarke, Patrick Flores, Gao Shiming, 
Tapati Guha Thakurta, Atreyee 

Gupta, Hu Fang, Joan Kee, Naiza 
Khan, Hyunjin Kim, Martina Köppel-

Yang, Lee Weng Choy, Eileen 
Legaspi-Ramirez, Iola Lenzi, Vidya 
Shivadas, Karen Smith, David Teh, 

Reiko Tomii, Caroline Turner

These are selected contributions.  
To view the complete set of 

responses please visit the online 
version of Field Notes.

Contributors:



An Expanded Questionnaire
On The Contemporary

FIELD NOTES 01

12

Mon 10/19/2011 3:31 PM

Rasheed Araeen, Editor of Third Text 

Art Institutions, Visual Culture and Territoriality and their Roles in Defining and 
Legitimizing the Contemporary    

The art institution plays a fundamental role in defining what is contemporary art, but 
it is done in tandem or collaboration with the demands of the art market. This role of 
the institution, such as Tate in Britain, is such that it is often hidden behind the myth of 
institutional independence; but it can also be overtly visible such as in the case of Turner 
Prize. In fact, Turner Prize, which is tied to one’s success at the market place – the criteria 
for nomination is the number of exhibitions one had in the previous year or years – is the 
main source of the global success of contemporary British art. 

In fact the artist must follow, particularly in most of the West, the path prescribed 
institutionally if he/she wishes be successful professionally. The career seeking 
artist must go through the prescribed art school education and obtain the necessary 
qualification before he/she is considered eligible for entry into the art market and then 
into museum exhibitions and collections. The ambitious artist is fully aware of this 
trajectory, right from the beginning of his/her journey, and that there is no escape from 
this predetermination, which thus makes the individual practice part of institutional 
practice. 

The totality of visual culture also predetermines what is recognized as art practice, 
and contemporary art is no exception. In fact, visual culture can be a resource for art. 
The richness of visual culture not only can act as an aspiration for art, but can also 
enable it to appropriate its forms. But with globalization and the global expansion of 
the art market, and its demands for exotic goods in the name of cultural diversity, this 
appropriation has now become regional, particularly in Asia. The contemporary Chinese 
artist must display his/her Chinese origin, the work of the Indian artist must show its 
Indian roots, and so on, in order for the work to be recognized institutionally and by the 
art market. In fact, the success of artists from Asia today is very much dependent on 
their Asian identities which must be visible in their work. 

However, there is no so such thing as the discipline of visual culture. If by visual culture 
is meant culture as a whole, produced by the collectivity of society, its creativity is free 
from what is understood by the ‘discipline’. Recently there has been a tendency on the 
part of some historians to introduce the totality of visual culture as a replacement for the 
discipline of art history, with detrimental consequences for the understanding of art as 
a historically determined knowledge.  By abandoning the discipline of art history, art has 
now been turned into any cultural commodity which can merely be sold and brought at 
the market place. 

This change has particularly affected contemporary art practice. Its detachment from 
the history of ideas, not only from one’s own regional history but what is universal, has 
turned art into what cannot respond to these ideas critically in a pursuit to take these 
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ideas further in the advancement of humanity to create a better world. On the other 
hand, if the contemporary was a continuation of ideas within the trajectory of human 
history it could offer us a critical tool by which it would look at the past, and in doing so 
would separate the positive from the negative, the success from the failure, and make 
the ideas move further in such a way that they would enhance the human imagination 
necessary for the innovation or creation of something new not only for itself but for the 
good of humanity at large.      

However, there is a specific problem in Asia in this respect. Asia has been at the 
forefront particularly of postwar mainstream modernism or the avant-garde and its 
original contribution is tremendous. But the recognized histories of art in Asia do not fully 
recognize this contribution. This is largely due to the deliberate ignorance of one nation 
about the achievements of another. Consequently, the tropes of the contemporary are 
either trapped in nationalist discourses, which ignore the historical achievements of Asia 
as a whole, or they follow the path determined by histories written by/in the West.    

Globalization has played the major role in this respect; it has created an illusion of trans-
territoriality, a space within which all cultures can meet and interact. But the globalization 
of art emerged with the globalization of capital and its art market, institutionally 
operated and controlled by the West, particularly by its notion of difference that is now 
fundamental in maintaining human creativity within the boundaries of nation states, 
particularly in Asia.     

Also, when art becomes trapped within a nation state it tends to turn to folk and 
traditional practices, raising a question whose problematic complexity cannot be dealt 
with by dismissing the role of one’s own cultural tradition in art. As a matter of fact, 
traditions—folk or other—are important as they connect the contemporary with the past 
and provide it material for continuity. But in the prevailing system of contemporary art 
practice based on the privileged individualism, this material is appropriated, exploited 
and changed to something else entirely for the benefit of the alienated subject or 
individual, so that the traditions remain static repeating themselves without a forward 
movement within themselves. Moreover, if an artist’s contemporary practice is entirely 
dependent on tradition, claiming the authenticity of its continuity removed from the 
dynamic of the present, it is a dead body for the vultures of the culture industry.  

Folk traditions of course represent the inheritance of the bygone days of the collectivity 
of the masses, a creativity that was organically integrated with collective productivity. 
But within the prevailing system, or the bourgeois capitalist society, rural masses are 
disempowered in being deprived of creative productivity, which is as fundamental 
to what they create as folk art, and are thus subjected to producing only what is in 
the interest and pleasure of privileged urban inhabitants. The world today faces the 
destruction of all life, as the system continues to exploit and pollute the mother earth 
with all her natural resources and rural inhabitants, without recognition for the solution 
to the problems of climate change that lies in the return to what was the integrated 
collective productivity and creativity of the rural masses.              
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The art industry within Asia now is the byproduct of and part of globalization; and it 
cannot therefore function outside this development. Though it has produced tremendous 
innovative energy and creativity, its evaluation and legitimization remains dependent 
on the metropolitan centers of the West. The rise of institutions in Asia is not really 
considerable with the exception of what’s happening in the Gulf region, but it is also 
connected to the institutions in the West, particularly to the power of its museums. The 
global expansion of the Guggenheim Museum of New York, particularly its ambition in 
Asia, is worth mentioning here. 

…………………………………….

Sat 12/31/2011 12:21 PM

Kurt Chan, Associate Professor in the Department of Fine Arts at the Chinese 
University of Hong Kong

What role has the institution played in defining contemporary art? And where does 
individual practice locate itself in relation to institutional practice?

Contemporary art is a process that constantly redefines and probes its own boundaries. 
This process is propelled by artists, curators, art critics and intermediaries in the field; 
it cannot be defined by a unitary art institution. The flexibility and responsiveness of an 
individual is usually more acute and quicker than that of an institution, thus an individual’s 
artistic activities can better interact with and respond to other ideological trends in the 
society. [This interaction] in turn generate[s] the contemporary spirit. AAA’s function 
is to record and archive ‘the process of becoming’ in contemporary art – that which 
remains continuous in this domain. Sometimes she can initiate timely cooperation with 
other individuals or institutions, and actively ‘mold’ our present time. [Yet] [t]he paradox 
is this: the effectiveness of selecting and archiving artistic documents/documentation 
is a verdict that only history can cast – ‘who’ uses the Archive, and ‘how’ the Archive’s 
collection would be utilised in the future are vital to the integrity and power of AAA’s 
voice.

Most believe that artists’ or researchers’ activities in the arts are unpredictable because 
they conduct individualistic, unique and creative work. On the contrary, the [macro] 
development of such activities is closely connected to and influenced by contemporary 
social conditions. For example, the operation of an ‘institution’ must comply with certain 
historical conditions and professional codes of practice, such as scientific methods, 
and/or academic standards. The ‘institution’s’ mode of operation and ‘deliverables’ must 
be credible and share the same language as other institutions; only then can institutions 
conduct exchanges and transfers. If we see the individual as sensitive, flexible and multi-
faceted, then the institution must be slow, cautious, and authoritative…

If any individual wishes to enhance his/her personal practice and development, he/she 
must comply with the institution’s criterion and identify common ground with it. Currently 
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the distance between institution and individual is narrowing, as artistic practitioners 
and institutions both share a complicated, delicate relationship with the university. 
Universities are now the breeding ground of artistic practitioners; when artistic practice 
becomes increasingly intellectual, artistic institutions inevitably operate under the same 
knowledge system. Hence [artistic practice and artistic mechanism] share a certain 
kinship. Art practitioners’ ability to adapt to institutions should not be a problem once 
the arts is well established in the university system as an academic discipline. Nowadays 
many of Hong Kong’s young artists know how to not only find a platform that suits their 
practices, but also to waltz with related institutions.

In the past ten years, the tertiary level art curriculum has significantly configured itself 
to accommodate artistic trends and discourses. The pedagogical content of the 
discipline is no longer divided by medium, and critical theory is introduced as well. These 
[changes] allow for a different option in the interpretation of art, one that is alternative 
to traditional art history. [These changes] lead the reform of art education, and 
simultaneously influence the leanings of artistic institutions. The factors above illustrate 
the relationship between the individual and institution within art’s ecosystem, which is 
evolving from a subordinate to an interactive one. At least this seems to be the case in 
Hong Kong.

Does the discipline of contemporary art reside within the greater paradigm of visual 
culture, in the context of the region? Are the discipline of visual culture and its 
manifestations (art and visual theory) detrimental to the disciplines of art history, and 
contemporary art criticism?

In Hong Kong, contemporary art and visual culture, as with many other bodies of 
knowledge, are ‘transplanted’ from the West. The result of such ‘transplant’ is that [we] 
have lost/forgone the general cognition of that knowledge’s historical development, 
as well as its relationship with other bodies of knowledge. When numerous fragments 
replace the whole and become the entirety, we can only rely on our imagination to fill in 
the gaps between the fragments. While creativity is involved [in this process of filling the 
gaps], there exists even more ‘misinterpretation.’

The popularisation of Visual Culture in Hong Kong occurred within the last ten years. 
Discourses around contemporary art in Hong Kong used to be anchored on the 
framework of art history. Before it developed to become today’s discussion that centres 
on visual culture and theory of social participation, it was first influenced by literary 
theory and semantics in the 1980s, and critical theory in the 1990s. To a certain extent, 
contemporary art in Hong Kong has constantly referenced other academic theories 
as it develops and attempts to describe evolving contemporary methods and issues. 
[Hong Kong contemporary art/contemporary art in Hong Kong] stems from traditional, 
independent systems of knowledge, such as art history, and has since expanded 
more broadly to daily life, applying itself to politics and culture. As noted earlier, Hong 
Kong’s art history is partly constituted by ‘ ‘horizontal transplant.’ Its axes are in reality a 
culmination of cross-sections borrowed from the West. Hence it would not be surprising 



An Expanded Questionnaire
On The Contemporary

FIELD NOTES 01

16

if Hong Kong contemporary art/contemporary art in Hong Kong is included as a classic 
example/model of visual culture. After all, this is an international trend; [what singles out 
one place from the other] is how [this trend] is put into practice and the results it yields…

Art criticism in Hong Kong has traditionally been based on art history, as the origin 
and existence of artistic autonomy during modernism can only be derived from art’s 
historical development. As art began to integrate with other disciplines and engage in 
dialogue with the society, it was necessary to borrow from other academic disciplines 
in order to develop methods and tools that describe and discuss contemporary art. At 
the same time, traditional art history began to lose its original position, and its effective 
voice in contemporary art. This has indirectly contributed to art history’s opposition 
with critical theory.

Are we trapped in a trope of ‘the contemporary’?

‘The contemporary’ for me refers to the collective consciousness of an entire generation; 
it is an acknowledgement of contemporary life. In this informational age, being 
‘contemporary’ is even a recognition and pursuit of globalisation; it makes us feel as 
if we are standing at the forefront of global culture. ‘The contemporary’ in art consists 
of two perplexing aspects. On one hand it establishes itself in the hopes of surpassing 
‘the immediate past’ of ‘the contemporary’; it situates between the past and the future, 
illustrating not only progress but also the courage required for new discoveries. On the 
other hand, ‘the contemporary’ loses its charm and individuality when it becomes an 
artistic consensus and is celebrated by everyone.

For many art practitioners nowadays, being ‘contemporary’ is a responsibility. It is 
something one must do in order to prove how one is positively facing the challenges of 
his/her own time. Being ‘contemporary’ can of course be simply a trend, something one 
does in order to feel up to date.

Are temporality and historicity prescribed based on territoriality?

If I understood this premise correctly, the Internet has blurred geographical boundaries 
and barriers. Our understanding of the world is very easily influenced by regions with 
high levels of communication freedoms and technology. On the contrary, traditional 
culture holds more sway on individuals in areas where information is more restricted. 
In any case, our cognition of brief events or history is more broadly conditioned and 
affected by the hybrid influence of geographical location and informational flow. If 
we include the Internet as a factor that affects geographical boundaries, then our 
understanding of time and history boils down to the question of how quickly information 

travels. 

How do folk and traditional practices inform or translate into contemporary practices?

The practice of ‘contemporary art’ has spread to every corner of the world. In 
order to boost their ‘regional characteristics,’ and hence their competitiveness and 
attractiveness, [some regions] have to rely on local cultural symbols and traditional 
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craftsmanship. In today’s world, technology is an essential part of our daily lives, and 
art practitioners of cosmopolitan cities are all using similar methods and techniques to 
express [themselves]. It is only natural when the audience becomes tired of a certain 
type of content and form, their gaze shifts to the up-and-coming nations/countries, 
where local artists would adjust their practices to gain access into the international 
art scene. In a certain way artists from these burgeoning nations/countries and the 
international art scene are ‘co-conspirators.’

According to my own observation, contemporary artists are often interested in traditional 
crafts out of utilitarian purposes. They may not share a symbiotic relationship with 
traditional crafts. Traditional crafts are often just one other option amidst a range of 
artistic methods. Craftsmen who are seriously committed to the craft, on the other 
hand, may not be able to follow or agree with contemporary art. The possibility of their 
appearances in contemporary art occasions may depend on the cooperation with artists 
or the mediation of curators.

The manifestation of regional traditional crafts in contemporary art can be seen as a 
kind of ‘re-creation’; it is a strategy that both resists and integrates the phenomenon of 
globalisation. 

Can the rise of institutions and the growth of the art industry within Asia endanger, 
rather than benefit, politically engaged art, an expression of individual agency that has 
emerged in the region out of necessity?

Creative industries or artistic institutions and ‘political participatory art’ are all hot spots 
of development in contemporary art. However, they take on different paths and do not 
openly clash with each other yet. This is because they do not need to encounter each 
other at the same occasion. In Hong Kong, they have their own piece of centre stage. 
Contemporary art forms are diversified to an extent such that traditional venues and 
technical support are not necessary; thus the robustness of artistic institutions do 
not definitively affect practitioners who assume the streets and fluid art forms as their 
performative platform. 

Creative industry is a form of commercial activity, in which the definition of a work 
of art is relaxed to accommodate commercial strategies in a more comprehensive 
and flexible manner. This expansion of capitalism would undoubtedly stir up a lot of 
confusion and dissatisfaction amongst artists. But amongst the examples we are aware 
of, even in occasions where concepts are in conflict, both parties illustrate their points 
of view via, and through, the appearance of the other party. To view the issue from 
another perspective, [politically engaged art and commercial activities] are each other’s 
necessary ‘enemy.’ Hong Kong is a society that is accustomed to capitalism and various 
kinds of social struggle; it usually would not seek to suppress the minority who practices 
‘social participatory art.’ 
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Mon 1/16/2012 1:06 AM

Martina Köppel-Yang, Independent scholar and curator based in Paris

What role has the institution played in defining contemporary art? And where does 
individual practice locate itself in relation to institutional practice?

The institution has always played an important role in the development of contemporary 
Chinese art, and official guidelines set the framework in which contemporary art is 
allowed to develop still today. The reasons for this extremely close and complicated 
relationship between individual practice and institution are not only to find in the 
structure of the communist art bureaucracy itself. We have to search much earlier. 
We can find origins of this relationship in the May Fourth Movement and the reform 
of the Chinese education system through Cai Yuanpei in 1917. Cai claimed to 
replace Confucian teaching through aesthetic and artistic education to enhance the 
modernization of Republican China. Art was considered an instrument educating the 
individual and had to play a crucial role in reforming society. Hence, individual artistic 
practice was naturally embedded in and closely intertwined with institutional practice 
and establishment. The close relationship between institution and individual practice 
can thus be considered as characteristic of Chinese modernity. (This is fundamentally 
different from the Western tradition.) As the project of a Chinese modernity was revived 
after the Cultural Revolution, this basic relationship did not change. 

In the first decade after the Cultural Revolution the Chinese avant-garde developed in 
ideological and institutional gaps within the official art bureaucracy. Institutions, such 
as art academies or art magazines, were first to promote contemporary art, for example 
through reforms in teaching methods or through publications and the organization of 
conferences. The museum as an institution played a minor role in the 1980s. Today, of 
course, museums are part of the so-called cultural industries, a sector created under 
the guideline of the Three Represents. With the guideline of the Three Represents 
that officially recognizes contemporary art and culture as part of the culture of the 
progressive China the overall assimilation of individual and alternative practice in the 
official discourse has further been enhanced. Often described as normalization in the 
Western sense, meaning the modeling of an art scene following Western standards, this 
development nevertheless puts artists and individual practice in a difficult position. 

How does the discourse on contemporary art reside within the greater paradigm of visual 
culture, in the context of the region?

Asian cultures are young cultures and therefore the position of youth culture with all its 
manifestations, if visual or other, plays an important role also in the contemporary art of 
this region. Further, the influence or interaction with everyday life plays an important role 
in contemporary art from Asia. 

Are we trapped in a trope of ‘the contemporary’?

We are only trapped if we want to be trapped.
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Are temporality and historicity prescribed based on territoriality?

I think temporality and historicity are expressions of a certain culture, concepts related to 
a specific worldview. They are therefore not only based on territoriality but also related to 
a specific time. 

How do folk and traditional practices inform or translate into contemporary practices?

This is a complex question that could be the subject of a PHD thesis. I here can only give 
a very concise answer. There are different approaches of translating the traditional and 
vernacular into contemporary practices. To simplify, I wish to name several kinds: there 
is translation on a formal, a symbolic and a discursive level, using different strategies, 
from assimilation to deconstruction and appropriation. The apparently most successful 
formula of translating the vernacular and the traditional into the contemporary seems to 
be the use of symbols from the traditional and vernacular pool and to insert them into a 
contemporary language environment. Artists, like for example Cai Guoqiang and Zhang 
Huan, gained their international recognition by using this kind of appropriative method. 
This method, even though successful in the sense of being welcomed by a large public, 
does not provide innovative concepts. Other artists, like for example Huang Yongping, 
employed a deconstructive method in the 1980s and early 1990s and successfully 
intervened on a discursive level. Zheng Guogu again mixes elements of traditional, 
vernacular, popular and contemporary culture, creating strong artistic statements that 
are rooted in his local environment and gain a large recognition on an international level. 
Yang Jiechang then approaches contemporary concepts and context by using traditional 
techniques and formal language. One thing is sure, traditional and vernacular practices 
are a vital source for contemporary artists from Asia.

Can the rise of institutions and the growth of the art industry within Asia endanger, 
rather than benefit, politically engaged art, an expression of individual agency that has 
emerged in the region out of necessity?

This is a question to be asked not only in the context of Asian art, but of art and any 
intellectual expression as such. If we consider language an institution, then the very act 
of speaking makes us enter an institutional system. Yet, in order to express ourselves, 
we have to make use of some kind of language. Enhancing the diversity of language, of 
the institutional system, should be considered beneficial. However, we have to decide 
how, with whom and in what context to speak. Important is to be aware of the respective 
situation and to intervene correspondingly. Politically engaged art has always existed in 
the PR China, even during the Cultural Revolution. With a clear adversary it seems easier 
to find a strong and pure position. The rise of institutions, the growing importance of the 
art market, hence the pluralization of the scene and not to forget globalization, and in 
particular the globalization of the art market, make the situation more complicated and 
blurry. This means the methods of intervention have to be adjusted correspondingly. 
Today individual agency has to intervene more intelligently, with more subtlety and 
complexity to be efficient. The artist who disguises himself into a dissident and engages 
in mediatized performances and events is certainly not the most interesting and true 
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political artist. We are living in an era where the search for new paradigms and models is 
crucial. Contemporary Asian art with its specific cultural background here can contribute 
interesting and far-reaching positions. 

…………………………………….

Thu 1/19/2012 4:21 PM

David Clarke, Professor of Fine Arts at the University of Hong Kong

Art Now: Beyond the Contemporary

The notion of the modern, used within artistic discourse, can function analytically 
since one can relate modernity in culture to larger historical patterns, such as the 
rise of capitalism. For me the term ‘contemporary’ is not embedded in this way in a 
larger explanatory analysis, and thus I don’t find it useful as an analytical category. I 
use the term out of convenience (it has become so widespread as to be more or less 
unavoidable at present), but don’t expect it to be load-bearing, to help explain things 
in any deeper way. Used to describe art in a situational manner, to refer to art made in 
times adjacent to the present moment, its referent is something of a moving target and it 
doesn’t really help us much when we want to take the more external perspective on time 

which historical explanation requires. 

Being concerned with the present moment is of course a good thing – we need to live 
in the now, even if we don’t always want to be living for the now – but accepting some 
ideology of the contemporary doesn’t really help with this. The ‘moving target’ nature 
of the contemporary leads to many cases where academic fieldwork which was done 
in what was then the present moment is (because of the time taken by the process of 
scholarly production) published and read as comment on the art of an arbitrarily-defined 
moment in the recent past, but without the value of historical contextualization which 
the study of such art needs. Art made in any given present moment is often deeply 
engaged with art made in past moments – many works by Picasso or De Chirico, for 
instance, sprang from a dialogue with the art of other times. Ai Weiwei’s Forever Bicycles 
installation of 2011 cannot be comprehended in any meaningful way without reference 
to Duchamp’s Bicycle Wheel, first made almost exactly a hundred years earlier in 1913. 
Instead of valorizing certain things being made now as ‘contemporary’, why not treat the 
whole field of visual production surviving into the present moment as a potential source 
of inspiration for now (whether we are a maker or a spectator of art)? The very old can 
be just as paradigm-busting for our present-day consciousness as the very recent – can 
be radically new to us even if not newly made - so why bracket it off from consideration? 
As [Francis] Picabia once said, ‘there is no antiquity’ - to think that there is ‘antiquity’ is 
perhaps to suffer from a lack of empathy with humans from other times and places. 

In my writing on Chinese art I have tended to avoid a focus on the ‘contemporary’ period 
alone, wishing to deal with it alongside earlier modern moments as part of a continuum. 
I put modern and contemporary Chinese art together in my most recent book Chinese 
Art and its Encounter with the World, for instance, as well as in my immediately previous 
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book-length study, Water and Art. This refusal of an artificial distinction between modern 
and contemporary is particularly important in the case of non-Western art, since it has 
become easy for Western institutions to incorporate art from other parts of the world 
within decontextualized presentations of the contemporary without any serious threat to 
Western cultural hegemony. Some contemporary Chinese artists are now widely known 
in the West, yet Chinese modernism remains an almost unexplored territory. Western 
museums of modern art seem unlikely to move their Matisses and Mondrians to make 
wall space for it any time soon, since to do so would threaten Western-centred cultural 
narratives in a more fundamental way than can currently be accommodated. 

A similar desire to refuse the ideology of the contemporary lay behind a decision of the 
Museums Advisory Group, which came up with the conceptual plan for the projected 
institution M+ on Hong Kong’s West Kowloon Cultural District waterfront site. The 
group chose to make ‘now’ the temporal focus of M+ instead of using the loaded term 
‘contemporary’ (it also broadened the focus from ‘art’ to ‘visual culture’ as a whole, and 
chose ‘here’ – i.e. Hong Kong – as its spatial focus rather than - say – ‘China’). By not 
proposing a contemporary art museum for West Kowloon the intention was to further 
open up the range of objects that could potentially be displayed – not only would all 
kinds of visual culture be included but potentially that culture could come from any time 
period. Relevance to ‘now’ – something open in nature and subject to constant curatorial 
redefinition and justification – would be the only given temporal frame. Undoubtedly 
there will be a pressure to normalize M+ as the conceptual plan is actualized (already 
Hong Kong Government officials frequently refer to it as a ‘museum’, when the whole 
point of the ‘+’ sign is to indicate that it is conceived as more than that), and it will 
be interesting to see if as a result it comes to be more like a standard model for a 
contemporary art museum.

Of course, we can see that the whole of consumer culture has an economically 
necessary orientation towards the newly-produced product, and a valorization of the 
contemporary helps art to sit happily within this field. But to the extent that thinking 
about art has some autonomy from the marketplace surely we would want to consciously 
move away from this undue emphasis on the newly produced. The important thing is to 
place new and not so new art within the same frame, not to denigrate the former in favour 
of the latter (or vice versa). Such a phenomenon of denigration seems to occur in the 
field of classical music, where most orchestras tend to serve up a diet of eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century music to a twenty-first-century audience, but rarely risk the 
presentation of recently-composed music. Although there are those in the contemporary 
art world who seem happy to ignore earlier art the reverse is also true – art historians 
can often be allergic to the contemporary. I met this for instance when I submitted an 
article on recent Chinese art for consideration by a leading Western academic art history 
journal. Although that journal claims to publish on all areas of art history the editor at 
that time refused to send my article out for peer review because it dealt with living artists 
(as if history was a time period rather than a method). If such barriers as this could be 
broken down then the discourse on recently-created art could benefit more from insights 
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derived from historical methodologies and knowledge bases, while art history in its turn 
could benefit from the lively perspectives that art critical writing is capable of, and from 
its clear desire to engage with the present day. 

……………………………………

Sat 1/28/2012 9:07 AM

Patrick Flores, Professor in the Art Studies Department of University of the 
Philippines Diliman

“Errant in Form”

In thinking about the contemporary, a drawing by the Spanish painter Francisco Goya 
titled For Being Born Elsewhere (Por Haber Nacido en Otra Parte, 1814-1823) initiates 
a frisson. It is taken from a series of sketches depicting persons prosecuted by the 
Inquisition. The esteemed art historian Albert Boime describes the victims as wearing 
“the long conical cap known as the coroza and the tunic known as the sanbenito, 
which fit over the chest and upon which were inscribed the reasons for condemnation” 
primarily stemming from faith. It occurred to me that while in another time, to be born 
elsewhere meant fate worthy of death, an exclusion by virtue of a different genesis, in 
the ecology of the contemporary, to be birthed elsewhere might be a privilege, in fact 
an exception by virtue of a genetic, that is natural, difference. For a body to emerge 
in another place is to affirm a vast worldliness that enables equivalent histories and 
humanities to reciprocate, to demonstrate the index of belonging and the attendant 
violence and promise this belonging entails in the process of by turns being conquered 
and being in the world with others. “Being born elsewhere” is a condition and at the 
same time, in light of the word “for,” the basis for a decision to claim to have originated 
locally, to be native and folk not as heritage but as entitlement, and to be self-conscious 
about this lineage and the modernity of this self-consciousness, just like the feeling 
of others who have been verisimilarly born elsewhere in their own province and in a 
world within. It is this locality of origin, this autonomy of emergence eccentrically, 
that ensures the disposition to move beyond it, to explore the finitude of difference 
and the infinity of the new. It is this freedom to emerge elsewhere that guarantees the 
subject of contemporary means to properly participate in the project of emancipation 
or transcendence -- to be free, at last. The “contemporary” is, therefore, radical to 
the degree that it motivates us to at once internalize the totality of the self and of the 
universe and to transcend it. It is difficult to grasp this in language, but I think the 
“global” is nuanced enough a term to probe the “contemporary art” that we so diligently, 
if not vexingly, contemplate. It insinuates the constraint of the “all”; it prefigures “all” 
possibility in what a thinker so felicitously conceives as the “sudden vicinity of things.” 
On the one hand, there is the belief that global art or art that is made contemporaneously 
all over the world in the present is coordinated by some meta-structure of neo-liberal 
persuasion. On the other, there is the always-already resolute desire to resist this totality, 
an everyday hope that resistance would actually inhere in the truly worldly. In this vein, 
the “global contemporary” because it lives in the same time but in different places, at 
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discrepant rhythms, through a gamut of vectors, is by nature, to borrow a phrase from 
the philosopher of the Baroque José Lezama Lima, “errant in form, but firmly rooted in its 
essences.” It is this errant form and essential rootedness that is quite elusive, too nimble 
to be caught by any instrumentalist impulse. But it is also neither eternally inchoate nor 
aleatory; it is errant, and therefore conscious of norm, aware of translation, decisively 
political; it is rooted, and therefore sensitive to origin and the future. It invests in the 
procedures of communication, dialogue, collaboration, reciprocity; it is determinate 
at the same time that it is chastened by the “commonality of finitude,” and so open 
to chance and precarity, and the dreams of lastingness. This construction site, this 
laboratory, this emergent place of making and unmaking, is an effort to create a situation 
of this play, speculation, critique, bricolage, going out on a limb for art that must 
outlive certain contexts that oftentimes refuse it, from an earth in near exhaustion to a 
multitude in unimaginable poverty and persecution. This reflection on the contemporary 
is derived in large part from my engagement as a member of the advisory committee of 
the project of the Zenter für Kunst und Medientechnologie in Karlsruhe, Germany called 
The Global Contemporary: Art Worlds After 1989 in 2011. The initiative was bound to 
be a fraught one, threading the needle of the attempt to mark the co-incidents of the 
contemporary and to intimate its restless globality, thus the aspiration to create a sense 
of incompleteness, an on-going-ness that is generative and like ornament or patterns 
in textile, “open-endedly social.” But seen alongside an exhibitionary complex or any 
situation of historicization of the present, from the naming of art in the market and its 
belaboured critique to its remembrance in the history of art in whatever critical way 
this is enacted, a modality of a contingent contemporary in an art world still mainly 
beholden to “presentation” and the production of “event” may seem inevitably aberrant. 
The exhibition is fully formed, a collection of objects prone to becoming commodities, 
curated with authority, explained through a pedagogy, cued by themes, confined 
in space. It should appear then that the exhibition, regardless how it postures to be 
complete and sufficient, is ultimately incommensurate, always suffering from the lack 
that is not intuited: how it is made, how the public receives it, how its afterlife would 
transpire. It should appear, furthermore, that the exhibitionary, alongside the capture in 
discourse, does not overdetermine the contemporary. While it ensures the “sensible” 
and the “present,” it does not reduce the art to a thing that merely “makes sense” and 
that is “there.” The exhibitionary, this ostensivity or ostensibility, is an instance of a 
performance of a longer duration, a node in a network of past and prospective contexts. 
It is not terminus; rather it is a mere part of a playing out, of work, memories of facture. 
And since, it belongs to a broader conversation, a wider sympathy of revelations and 
comparisons, it is necessarily inclined to persist, to go on. It is “time consuming” and 
hence actually existing and tentative, historicized and contemporary, archival and 
arriving, always “born elsewhere.” 
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Mon 1/30/2012 10:06 AM 
Iola Lenzi, Curator and critic of based in Singapore

What role has the institution played in defining contemporary art? And where does 
individual practice locate itself in relation to institutional practice?

In Southeast Asia the ‘institution’, as in the non-commercial state-funded gallery, or the 
state-run biennale, has had a checkered history in terms of its nurturing of contemporary 
art. The situation varies a great deal according to country. In most regional countries, 
institutional support (or would-be institutional support) for contemporary art is either 
recent, or still non-existent.  Philippines boasts by far the best developed state-funded 
institutional network of the region, though artists in that country may argue the system’s 
inadequacy on various levels. Most countries in Southeast Asia, and especially Laos, 
Cambodia, and Myanmar, provide no state institutional backing for contemporary art 
to speak of, so the question does not apply in these countries, where practices flourish 
despite any real institutional help. Thailand, and especially Singapore however are worth 
discussing since in these countries, the nature and depth of the provided support has 
some influence on developing practices.

Singapore: 

Singapore Art Museum opened in January 1996 and at the time seemed, in its collecting 
ambitions, nascent programmes, and exhibition initiatives, to be seeking to stake a 
place in the Asian/Southeast Asian contemporary art world along with Fukuoka and 
Queensland. State initiatives in Singapore’s contemporary art world, be they galleries or 
the Biennale (started in 2006) have a credibility problem because of both state censorship 
and institutional self-censorship that anticipates possible state censorship. Regional 
contemporary art, when independent, is often politically, socially, and institutionally critical, 
and so at odds with a socially conservative government wary of dissent.  

SAM’s opening display was a big Southeast Asian show and work by many of the 
emerging figures on the SEA art scene was featured. At the time, Singapore’s art 
community, and to a certain extent the regional art community, felt optimistic about 
SAM’s role as a nurturing home for the contemporary in all its diverse and experimental 
guises. It is important to remember the date of SAM’s opening: 1996 was the year 
of Apinan Poshyananda’s Traditions/Tensions (September), at the time the biggest 
ever SEA exhibition, and the first such initiative taken beyond the Asia/Pacific region; 
1996 marked the second APT, considered by many as the coming of age of SEA 
contemporary; retrospectively, 1996 was also the peak of the Asian Tigers period, a 
time of great optimism for the region when economic expansion seemed to also promise 
political liberalization. Within a year the Asian Financial Crisis, sparked in Thailand, would 
put an end to this optimistic sentiment in Singapore and Thailand. In Indonesia, the 
crisis accelerated political change, and the ousting of Suharto in May 1997 changed the 
country’s cultural scene very substantially. 
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In Singapore economic factors rule every facet of life and even today, when culture 
and art are so much discussed and seemingly key aspects of city-state public policy, 
their economic attributes are really the only angles considered. Thus, after the eruption 
of the Asian Crisis, contemporary art was put on Singapore’s policy back burner for 
several years. SAM seemed to lose whatever good-will and momentum it had accrued 
after its opening and very quickly ceased to appear to have any particular allegiance 
to Southeast Asian contemporary art, putting up a plethora of exhibitions unrelated to 
contemporary practice in either Singapore or the region that did little to enhance the 
young institution’s reputation. 

Several serious, canon-aspiring Southeast Asian exhibitions (documented by research 
catalogues) were put up in the late 1990s, but these focused mainly on SEA modernism 
rather than contemporary art, the museum clearly preferring the safe distance of pre-
1990s formalism and European derivation to the experimental and often politicized 
currents emerging across the region in the 1990s. From its early identification with 
current and contemporary regional practices, SAM quickly sought the safety of 
academic regional modernism. 

As a result of this quick change of allegiance, audiences and Singapore’s art community 
were confused. By the early 21st century, many Singapore artists were expressing 
negative views of the museum which was considered by a growing number as irrelevant 
to local practices, as well as an inadequate international representative of Singapore’s 
recent contemporary practices, never mind those of wider Southeast Asia. Artists as well 
as informed cultural players in Singapore regularly cited SAM’s lack of commitment to 
living artists and absence of curatorial rigour.  

During this period the museum continued to collect recent local and regional art but 
the public was not aware of the specifics of the acquisition guidelines or policy, and 
purchases seem to be made fairly randomly such that important and clearly seminal 
pieces by regional luminaries, despite very low prices at that time, failed to make their 
way into the national collection. Artists in Singapore seemed to be aware of this ad-hoc 
approach to collecting and though some rather mercenary artists played to SAM’s 
increasing interest in innocuous, accessible, public-space sculpture, most, to their 
credit, quickly learned to ignore the institution and get on with their practices. Regionally, 
from the new millennium onward, SAM lost its early credibility and many non-commercial 
artists in Jogja, Hanoi and Bangkok seemed little interested in the institution’s activities.  

Therefore, for at least a decade after its opening, save its inaugural 1996 show, SAM did 
little to define contemporary art in Singapore, or the region. 

Recently however, with SAM’s new directorship from 2009, and the creation of TNAGS 
(the National Art Gallery Singapore), SAM has been striving to re-invent itself and hence 
re-position itself at the centre of Southeast Asian living practice. The international and 
local market’s interest in Indonesian art, and this market’s surge in price, have probably 
had a lot to do with SAM’s renewed focus on the region. Several would-be canon-
defining SEA shows have taken place since 2009, most notably a large modern and 
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contemporary Filipino show put up in tandem with the Atheneo, an FX Harsono mid-
career survey organised in collaboration with the artist’s gallery and for which early and 
seminal work was re-made by SAM, and the 2011 six-country SEA twenty year survey 
‘Negotiating Home, History and Nation’ which I guest-curated in collaboration with 
SAM. This last, more or less installed as proposed despite its heavy political slant, with 
its thick catalogue, illustrates the institution’s will to participate in the making of SEA 
contemporary art history.

The recent Amanda Heng mid-career solo, probably the strongest to date of SAM’s 
series of exhibitions devoted to local contemporary artists, was a comprehensive 
presentation of Heng’s several decades of practice. The catalogue places her as a 
pivotal artist in recent Singapore art history so it would again be fair to say that SAM now 
aspires to be, or is effectively, canon-establishing. 

Because this institutional change of course is recent, it is probably too early to determine 
what effect SAM’s new engagement with living artists will have on practices.

Because of SAM’s hybrid vocation as a museum championing Singapore as well as 
other Asian art (SEA, Chinese, Japanese, Korean and Indian have all been showcased 
in the last three years) it is necessary to differentiate SAM’s influence on the practices 
of Singapore artists with any possible influence on those of regional/Asian artists. 
In Singapore SAM is uniquely positioned –along with TNAGS which appears, rather 
confusingly, as a rival- as the only institutional body supporting and acquiring Singapore 
contemporary art in any depth. However in the regional forum SAM’s position is less 
certain. Others beyond Singapore are coming to the fore as potential players supporting 
contemporary art from Southeast Asia, even if this interest tends to be nationally rather 
than regionally directed. Institutions in Hong Kong and China are now training their eyes 
on SEA art. The Fukuoka Museum of Asian Art, in the 1990s the strongest collector of 
regional contemporary, and still boasting the most authoritative research on regional 
practices despite slashed acquisition budgets, is still considered by a majority of 
regional artists the most prestigious institutional home for their work.

Queensland Art Museum, with its APT, is also perceived regionally to have more 
credibility than SAM. However, the ‘Negotiating Home, History and Nation’ exhibition 
did go some way to reminding regional artists of SAM’s original vocation and because a 
majority of works selected for the show were purchased by the museum, the museum’s 
commitment to collecting was re-asserted. However the works purchased were for 
the most part older pieces dating back to the 1990s so it is not clear that this bout 
of collecting will have influenced current artistic practices. As an institution of the 
state, SAM is still today perceived by some in Singapore and beyond as biased in its 
preference for safe, uncritical or pseudo-critical art. Ethical, independent artists are not 
likely influenced by this perceived bias but some local and a few regional artists keen to 
sell to SAM have in recent years have appeared to make work expressly for the museum’s 
consumption. Though generalization is impossible, many examples are characterised by 
slick visuals and tame, friendly socio-political content. In other words, the work harbours 
a critical veneer but is so conceptually poor or confused as to offend no one. Some 
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critics in Singapore tend to glorify this art as they too can pretend to take political risks 
while effectively offending no one and taking no risk at all. In Singapore the glorification 
of ersatz political art is a national sport that would make for a very interesting academic 
study were it not so detrimental to the writing of a plausible art history of contemporary 
art in Singapore. But this is another topic that is related to Singapore’s cultural politics 
from the early 1990s, the city-state’s close involvement in the budding critical visual arts 
scene from the early 1990s onward, and control of performance art from 1995…

Thailand:

Thailand has had a flourishing non-mainstream art scene since the early 1990s and 
boasts one of the region’s best internationally-recognised curators, Dr. Apinan 
Poshyananda.

Yet to this day, Thailand has no state-funded gallery devoted to contemporary art. Thai 
artists started their battle for a contemporary art gallery over 15 years ago but have 
not yet succeeded in acquiring a dedicated public contemporary space as the coveted 
gallery morphed into the mixed public-private BACC. The Bangkok Art and Culture 
Centre (BACC) was inaugurated in 2008 but this is a city institution with no budget 
for acquisitions and a mixed exhibitions programme somewhere between gallery and 
community centre. Under new directorship since summer 2011, with some committed 
cultural players on the board, and as the only big public-access space suitable for 
showing contemporary art in Bangkok, BACC must inevitably develop into an influential 
force for practitioners in Thailand and possibly the region. However, because of the 
institution’s relative youth, it would probably be premature to talk about BACC’s current 
role in defining contemporary art in Thailand and its place as a shaper of local practices.     

Does the discipline of contemporary art reside within the greater paradigm of visual 
culture, in the context of the region? Are the discipline of visual culture and its 
manifestations (art and visual theory) detrimental to the disciplines of art history, and 
contemporary art criticism?

In the age of internet and total immersion in visual culture everywhere, it is difficult not 
to say ‘yes’ to this question. However a recognition of this ‘yes’ does not preclude a 
questioning of the sort of visual theory that some attempt to graft onto Southeast Asian 
contemporary practice. 

Beyond contemporary practice –as in beyond ahead and beyond behind- there is 
Southeast Asian art. The history of Southeast Asian art though hardly written, is old. 
My research of art in the region has taught me not only to relate and compare practices 
throughout Southeast Asia, but also to relate contemporary practices with pre-existing 
cultural information. A good part of my research is devoted to thinking about where the 
contemporary in SEA comes from and my conclusion is that unlike regional modern art of 
many decades ago, it is shaped predominantly by local conditions. In a globalised world 
outside influences merge with the parochial, but SEA contemporary is not an offshoot of 
practices elsewhere. 
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If one believes in this indigenousness of the contemporary, it follows that any critical discussion 
of regional contemporary art should start in Asia and Southeast Asia, regional culture, history, 
geography, aesthetics…  and wider Asian culture thus key elements for understanding and 
analysing regional art and writing its art history. Western theory is not necessarily to be discarded 
but should be pondered critically in relation to the art it is supposed to be decoding. Because art 
historians and theorists of Southeast Asia tend to be trained in Western universities, they often try 
to apply Western theory to Asian art. And because they start with the discourse rather than the 
art, they tend not to actually look at the art they are reading. They therefore miss the clear mis-fit 
between practice and words.

Contemporary Southeast Asian art calls for analysis in the context of a broader visual culture 
because it is rooted to begin with in a broad visual culture; but the understanding of that culture 
must start with local elements, widening out to include information from global sources.  

Are we trapped in a trope of ‘the contemporary’?

The very presence here of this question raises the worrying idea that some are indeed trapped in 
the discursive side of the field, so forgetting to start with the practice.  

The precision provided by a definition or a single version of ‘the contemporary’ can be reassuring 
but in Southeast Asia, where recent art history is still being written, and by many hands, there is 
the danger of limiting the discourse with definitions and their exclusions. Best then to avoid ‘the 
contemporary’ and settle for contemporary in the much broader and ill-defined sense. In the 
context of Southeast Asia’s vast, plural and rich terrain of contemporary practices, to be trapped in 
any sort of trope is to have lost sight of the art in favour of the tools used to decode it.     

 How do folk and traditional practices inform or translate into contemporary practices?

This is a big topic as artists around Southeast Asia mine village/folk vernaculars (mostly as opposed 
to court artistic expressions) and traditions in different and sophisticated ways. Traditional media, 
techniques, images, and forms are often used to translate complex ideas and make these accessible 
to wide audiences. Contrary to some pre-1990s practices, these vernaculars are not however 
resurrected literally and for their own sake, artists not going back to traditional languages, but rather 
moving forward using carefully-selected aspects of them as tools serving their ideas. Numerous 
essays outline the subject and rather than synthesise this important theme here over pages, I would 
direct the reader to comments in my amply-footnoted curatorial essay for ‘Negotiating Home, 
History and Nation’ where I contextualise the topic within the wider field.   

Can the rise of institutions and the growth of the art industry within Asia endanger, rather than 
benefit, politically engaged art, an expression of individual agency that has emerged in the region 
out of necessity?

This question deserves a nuanced answer and could be developed into a long research paper. But 
posed as a ‘can?’ question, the quick answer is ‘yes’. 

The art Industry understood as the art market:

The danger the heated art market poses to socially engaged expression is not so much to that art’s 
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existence, since typically many engaged artists produce art for the man in the street as 
opposed to collectors, but rather to engaged art’s visibility and public accessibility. 

In Indonesia, where the internal market for local art has been very strong for several 
years, socially engaged art now must compete much harder for gallery space since 
more commercially-viable artists tend to be favoured by art dealers keen to sell. Some 
established names associated with engaged practices still get shown, but it seems more 
difficult for younger, experimental social artists to find representation. 

The same phenomenon occurred in late 1990s Hanoi when the commercial art market 
there exploded. Suddenly the avant-garde, socially-inclined artists who had had space 
to grow and show – albeit facing the challenge of censorship –, had to compete for 
viewership with artists whose works were not socially-challenging but commercial and 
decorative, so attractive to gallery-owners. As a result, some idealistic avant-garde 
Hanoi artists of the 1990s dropped out of the scene and stopped producing. Others 
changed their practices to make it more sellable. Others still changed their practices 
so drastically as to draw a very clear distinction between their own experimental and 
engaged expression on one hand, and the commercial art world on the other.  

In the case of late 1990s Hanoi, the rapid and indiscriminate expansion of the market 
had a clear negative impact on developing non-mainstream practices and because there 
existed no strong institution championing engaged or non-commercial art, this nefarious 
impact was not tempered in any way.      

The Institution:

The emergence of institutions can also affect the visibility or accessibility of socially-
engaged practices. Here I understand ‘Institution’ as a state-funded or accountable 
non-profit venue rather than a commercial one, though in some places in SEA, notably 
Indonesia, dealers set up non-profit “spaces” or “foundations” that serve to boost the 
dealer’s personal collection which is often one and the same as his commercial stable. 

Effects vary around the region – few countries in Southeast Asia today boast big 
contemporary art institutions – but it is true I believe that those few institutions that 
have come to the fore in the last decade or so aspire to canon-making roles. As a result, 
through their significant advertising budgets and programmes, they influence public 
perception about what sort of art is art historical. The issue with this is that exhibitions, 
particularly of critically-untested art, are put up with thin or non-existent curatorial 
justification. In other words, the essays – if any – published by the curatorium in the 
accompanying catalogue, often fail to tell audiences WHY the art on show is important 
and deserves space in the publicly-funded institution. This favoring of some art and 
artists should not necessarily influence the production of artists excluded from the list 
of institutional protégés. Yet since the institutions tend to influence collectors, and so 
commercial gallery-owners, artists outside the institutional loop may tend to adapt 
their practice to something closer to the ‘approved’ institutional genre. This of course 
is true everywhere, not only in Southeast Asia. But the dearth of institutional support 
and multiple critical voices in the region is more likely to create a monolithic channel of 
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‘accepted’ art that is difficult to counter. Institutions in Southeast Asia being supported 
by governments that are socially conservative, one can imagine that on the whole, 
institutions will tend to side-line practices that are experimental, political, sexual, etc… 

The Singapore Biennale 2011 (SB3), remembered for its censorship incident as well, 
paradoxically, as for its uniformity, illustrates this point, while similar censorship kerfuffles 
have marred public exhibitions in Indonesia in the last several years.

Some institutions do push boundaries however and so as exceptions that prove the rule, 
may provide encouragement to artists making art outside the mainstream. In Singapore 
the Substation has off and on over the years been a forum for alternative practices. The 
same is generally true of Singapore’s Esplanade, as well, more recently, and in fits and 
starts, as Singapore Art Museum. In Bangkok, the university art galleries can also play a 
role in showing alternative art, and the Jogja Biennale has cast itself too as an institution 
prepared to champion the non-mainstream and socially-engaged, which are often the 
same in SEA.  

……………………………………

Mon 1/30/2012 7:54 AM

Joan Kee, Assistant Professor of the department of History of Art at University of 
Michigan 

Moves in the Field

The recent push to define the “contemporary” seems suspiciously akin to what was 
previously a similar rush to discuss the “global.” Most of the time, the “contemporary” is 
best regarded as a gauge indicating different assumptions. The initial questions for this 
enquête, for instance, reveal an understanding of contemporary art deeply inflected by 
certain modernist, and to some cases, highly Eurocentric, ideas, including an unwavering 
faith in the sanctity of individual will, as well as on an equally unquestioned belief in the 
validity of segregating “contemporary” art (implicitly equated with the “new”) from 
artworks identified as “folk” or “traditional.” 

If we must think about the “contemporary,” however, it is worthwhile to reflect upon the 
degree to which the study of contemporary Asian art constantly forces a reconsideration 
of assumptions; even the very phrase “contemporary art” can hardly be taken for 
granted.  There is a surfeit of terms, all of which are deeply embedded in highly specific 
historical trajectories. The words used to produce the phrase “contemporary art” could 
be the same, but meanings vary considerably as do their approaches to time. Gendai 
bijutsu, for example, is not the same as dangdai yishu, nor does it readily translate into 
hyŏndae misul. And gendai bijutsu as it was invoked in 1965 is not the same as gendai 
bijutsu in 1980. Then there are other definitions, like sidae ŏi yesul, literally meaning “art 
of our time” and used in 1930s Korea to refer to the aspirations of those seeking to make 
work that was relevant to the specifics of a given time and place. Others use Romanized 
versions of the phrase “contemporary art,” a move suggesting that contemporary art 
itself as a Western phenomenon, or at least one heavily inflected by Western values. 
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The plurality of definitions forces you to think about contemporary art as a heuristic 
impossibility because of its very imperviousness to essentialist thinking. You can’t think 
of a contained, standalone contemporary art, in large part because of these multiple 
definitions.

Moreover, “contemporary art” becomes an impossible idea if you admit its contingent 
nature. So much of the discussion is really about trying to make sense of what has come 
before, or crudely put, “the past.” But how do you do this when there is still so much 
basic empirical work to be done, even in relatively affluent countries with a critical mass 
of interest in art? Since the early 1980s, South Korea, for example, has had an extremely 
robust artistic infrastructure with plenty of art schools, students, museums, galleries, and 
publications, not to mention a government eager to promote Korean culture overseas. 
And there are many scholars who work to build upon this. Yet there is still a good deal of 
basic historical information that needs to be done -- birth dates and exhibition venues are 
missing or erroneously noted, artwork dimensions nowhere to be found, photographs 
improperly cropped and whole bodies of work completely written out of the historical 
record. Part of this absence of a written history is the result of an incentive system that 
offers very few tangible or intangible rewards to art historians and curators. But the work 
is nonetheless crucial, for without it, can one really think about the contemporary at all? 
If we’re going to think about the “contemporary” as a history of contemporary art, then 
we’ll have to do some empirical digging first. 

The real concern, however, is that the idea of a viable contemporary art has to also be 
accompanied by some sense of criteria. What kinds of works are we willing to include 
in our histories of contemporary art? This is an especially pressing issue in many parts 
of the world, where the “gatekeeper” syndrome, in which a handful of commentators, 
particularly those able to speak, read, and write major European languages control, 
or mediate access to the art of a particular region, is especially strong. It seems 
churlish to fault certain parts of the world for this syndrome, particularly in those 
places where artworks are made and discussed at considerable risk to their creators’/
discussants’ personal and professional well-being. Yet it is also risky not to think about 
the subsequent effects of this syndrome, particularly when an artwork’s market value 
is increasingly becoming the primary standard by which art is valued. In many parts of 
Asia, there is an almost insurmountable disparity between the power of the market and 
that of other institutions, including, but not limited to, the museum, the university, and 
even the state. Indeed, you wonder whether Ai Weiwei’s troubles with the Chinese state 
was actually a symptom of this disparity and the state’s attempts to reclaim some of 
the authority now wielded by a multinational market in which value is determined largely 
by consumer demand and very little by specialists in a given field. The one exception 
might be state-run funding bodies in affluent countries, including the ADC in Hong Kong, 
the NAC in Singapore, Arts Council Korea, or the Japan Foundation; these institutions 
have had some success in shaping what is considered “contemporary Asian art” by 
sponsoring exhibitions, artist projects, residencies, and the like.

In such a climate, we can’t afford to mistake relativism for genuine tolerance, nor simply 
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include all works without acknowledging the standards upon which such inclusion 
occurs. Logically, it is inconsistent to say that there is no basis upon which to consider 
something “good” or “bad,” yet write about, display, or buy some works and not others. 
It is even more inconsistent to say there are no standards, no criteria for judgment, for 
then you also suggest, by extension, that that any illiberal or absurd position is likewise 
acceptable. Granted, it makes no sense to ask whether something is absolutely good; 
one discusses something as good in relation to something else. Yet there is also a 
need to clearly distinguish between the necessity of exercising caution when passing 
judgment and the wholesale embrace of an attitude tantamount to moral relativism. 
Likewise, there is a need to consider the practice of inclusion: although most people 
will strongly agree that the art world needs to be more inclusive/expansive, it does not 
also hold that most people will agree on what to include. Can there ever be such a thing 
as bad inclusion? I think so, especially when it takes place when those entrusted with 
the power of inclusion are not made to account for their choices. We all recognize the 
complexity of contemporary art, but the real challenge is actually having to confront it. 

Having said this, the notion of the contemporary, or rather of being contemporary 
(“contemporaneity”) can be very useful in rethinking the period commonly designated as 
the modern. Certainly it forces a different reading of time that compels a simultaneous 
acknowledgement of the synchronic and diachronic. This kind of reading is productive 
in rethinking artworks made in colonized areas, where it can be intensely difficult to 
think about artworks outside rubrics like “innovation,” “advancement,” and “the new,” 
rubrics that tend to position the artwork in a zero-sum battle between progress and 
obsolescence, or the condition of being avant-garde versus something that’s nostalgic. 

Perhaps most significant about the “contemporary” is the extent to which so many 
commentators are regarding it as an opportunity to redress the ills of past attempts 
at historicization, hence the emphasis on keeping things open. It might thus be most 
useful as a symptom of what we hope to get out of art, or what we hope it will do. For 
this reason, it would be interesting to consider the exclusionary nature of contemporary 
art. Although most discussions of contemporary art stress its vastness, uncertainty, 
and ambiguity, usually in a positive way, there are whole areas that don’t get discussed, 
even now when anything supposedly goes: art intended to function as propaganda 
for an authoritarian regime, ink painting (other than as a source of “tradition”), copies, 
forgeries, and religious art, to name a few examples. When we talk about “contemporary 
art,” we’re really talking about a very tiny fraction of the world’s artistic production. What 
are we to make of this when “contemporary art” is increasingly periodized on account of 
its expansiveness and inclusiveness? 

One of the interesting paradoxes of contemporary art is that although there is 
no consensus on what it actually means, or on how to teach or curate it, there is 
nevertheless strong agreement of its existence as a field. In addition, the field loosely 
recognized as “contemporary Asian art” has great potential to shape the parameters 
of contemporary art in general. But the future of these contemporary art fields will 
depend on what we claim as its domain of inquiry, that is, on the questions we ask of 
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contemporary art and how we purport to answer them. In short, the field depends on the 
moves we undertake on its behalf, now more than ever before.

……………………………………

Tue 1/31/2012 12:27 AM

Lee Weng Choy, Critic based in Singapore

Art History or Visual Culture: Diversity and Disparity

The October questionnaire on the contemporary posited that “The category 
of ‘contemporary art’ is not a new one. What is new is the sense that, in its very 
heterogeneity, much present practice seems to float free of historical determination, 
conceptual definition, and critical judgment…. At the same time, perhaps paradoxically, 
‘contemporary art’ has become an institutional object in its own right: in the academic 
world there are professorships and programmes, and in the museum world departments 
and institutions, all devoted to the subject …”. 

The over thirty respondents included the likes of Alexander Alberro, James Elkins, Okwui 
Enwezor, Grant Kester, Miwon Kwon, Pamela Lee and Terry Smith. In a footnote, the 
October editors said they approached about seventy art critics, historians and curators. 
Here’s the shocker: they only approached persons based in Europe and the US, because 
they felt that the questions, as formulated, were ‘specific to these regions’. Seriously? 
Most respondents touched on the global nature of contemporary art. 

Here’s the irony: I’d wager that if you had included some Australian and New Zealand-
based respondents, and while we’re at it, why not include some from Asia, South 
America, and Africa, well, then, my bet is that the kinds of responses you would get 
would be different from the existing 30-plus commentaries that October actually 
compiled, but they wouldn’t be that different — they would be perfectly recognisable. 
You wouldn’t have to publish separate volumes; the new compilation would be bigger, 
with more diversity, but it would still make sense as a single collection. So the claim 
“specific to these regions” seems a lame alibi, either belying a laziness or lack of 
curiosity — what’s the worse of the two, I couldn’t say.

With the establishment of “contemporary art” as an institutional object, one has 
to negotiate the question of the global, even when one wants to insist on regional 
perspectives. So, given this global frame, how does one begin to answer the question of 
whether or not we should continue to teach and study art history as a discipline in itself, 
or merge it with that larger field called “visual culture”? 

There is, of course, a history, or rather, a number of histories of the emergence of visual 
culture as an institutional field. One could also look at specific institutions as case studies: 
for instance, The School of the Art Institute of Chicago, where I was recently a visiting 
lecturer, has both an “art history” department and a department of “visual and critical 
studies”. Both approaches are beyond the scope of my remarks here. Rather, I’d like to 
proffer a hypothesis about how art history as a discipline differs from visual culture as a field.
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Contemporary art may be characterised by a great plurality, but what also frames today’s 
art is what brings it together. One of the underlying premises of contemporary art is 
that one can curate art from any and everywhere, and exhibit it all together. This is what 
platforms like biennales do — hopefully with the aim of not just displaying this diversity, 
but prompting the different works to speak to each other. It makes sense to speak of art 
as a specific field, even if one can’t draw clear boundaries around it. Even if we do not 
have a unified, coherent world art history, what I’m arguing for is commensurability within 
this global pluralism, because our various multiple regional and local histories intersect 
or can intersect — and it’s platforms and institutions like biennales, art schools and 
universities which encourage as well as manage these interconnections. 

“Visual Culture” may be something else. Perhaps it doesn’t yet designate a category so 
much as a whole universe of phenomena. Within “contemporary art” we have a great 
diversity. But within “visual culture” we may have great disparities. I suppose one way of 
differentiating the two terms is that with “diversity” there is commensurability, but with 
“disparity” there isn’t — not yet, at any rate. Do we have platforms and institutions that 
bring together the whole gamut of visual culture? What would a biennale of video games, 
contemporary art, popular tv shows, design, fashion, movies, magazines, comics, the 
list goes on and on — what kind of exhibition would that be? What would a university 
department that studied every visible cultural form be like? 

Of course, there already are departments of visual culture, but they don’t, as far 
as I know, attempt to encompass all of visual culture, rather, they make provisional 
expansions and conjunctions. I am not arguing that “visual culture” as a field of study 
is not legitimate or valuable. I’m arguing that “art history” is something else — it has 
its faults, it’s historically been far too conservative an enterprise — but it shouldn’t be 
subsumed by that larger field of enquiry. 

If I fault October for confining a questionnaire on contemporary art to a region (like 
Europe and the US), I wouldn’t fault the journal for confining a questionnaire to the 
subject of “art”, rather than expanding it to include “visual culture”. 

……………………………………

Tue 1/31/2012 1:31 PM

Caroline Turner, Senior Research Fellow at the Research School of Humanities and 
the Arts, Australian National University

The Asia Art Archive Questionnaire is a timely example of the leadership role Asian 
scholars and institutions, including the Asia Art Archive, are playing in contemporary 
art debates. In the last two decades of dynamic change in the art world in Asia, where 
fluidity and mutability are the order of the day, the region has developed its own forums 
for art and created new cultural networks for the region and beyond.

‘Are we trapped in a trope of “the Contemporary”?’

Yes perhaps but inevitably so because, as historians have long accepted, history, 
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including art history, can only be written from the perspective of the present, as Italian 
philosopher Benedetto Croce suggested by his oft quoted aphorism ‘All history is 
contemporary history’. (1)

Contemporary art both reflects and informs contemporary society. Art historian Donald 
Preziosi has noted art does not exist ‘as a second reality alongside the world in which we 
live day today’. It is, in his words, ‘rather … one of the powerful social instruments for the 
creation and maintenance of the world in which we live’. (2) 

A focus on the contemporary is perhaps also inevitable in Asia given the extraordinary 
changes, political, economic and social that people in the Asian region have confronted 
in the last 60 years as well as the more recent geopolitical and economic alterations in 
the balance of global power. Many experts suggest that this will see the impending close 
of more than two centuries of global domination by first Europe, then the United States. 
Yet this phenomenon, so challenging to many in the ‘West’, is described by Singaporean 
scholar Kishore Mahbubani perceptively as simply a case of ‘the world returning to the 
historical norm of the place of Asian societies’ in the global hierarchy. (3)

What we are also witnessing today is not only geopolitical or economic resurgence 
in Asia but an Asian contemporary art drawing on cultures of thousands of years, the 
influence of which will inevitably become more and more evident this century. The 
contemporary context for that art is challenging. Geeta Kapur, one of the pre-eminent 
writers on art in the region, has described the context for many Indian (and by extension 
many Asian) artists, stating that art at the cutting edge of ‘community, nation, market…
will differ from Western neo-avant-gardes in that it has as its referents, a civil society 
in huge ferment, a political society whose constituencies are redefining the meaning 
of democracy and a demographic scale that defies simple theories of hegemony’. (4) 
Kapur also raises in this essay the issue of Asian diasporas. We need to consider when 
discussing contemporary art that many artists today are global travelers.

At the 2007 Asian Art Museum Directors Meeting in Singapore, Okwui Enwezor referred 
to the important Bellagio conference of 1997 in Italy, which I also attended, and which 
discussed major recurring international exhibitions of contemporary art. This conference 
was a significant international event but there were few Asian representatives, although 
Apinan Poshyananda was a key speaker. That small number of Asian representatives 
would be an impossibility today because Asian art is now informing so many debates 
about art in our contemporary world. The conference took place in the context of the 
1997 Documenta X exhibition, an intellectually fascinating exhibition but one in which, 
as a Latin American colleague pointed out, there were only a handful of Latin American, 
African and Asian artists included. That situation of course has changed dramatically 
with artists from these regions seen more and more in the many world biennales as in 
Enwezor’s own Documenta in 2002. 

In 1993 distinguished Asian historian Wang Gungwu noted that: ‘The modern world has 
made people aware of similarities and differences among themselves to an extent never 
dreamed of in the past. Being thus more aware, people can never be the same again’ (5). 



An Expanded Questionnaire
On The Contemporary

FIELD NOTES 01

36

Globalization has generated debates about differences, similarities, parallel histories, art 
histories and art practices that demand multifaceted and varied responses.

Miwon Kwon in the Foster Questionnaire notes that: ‘Contemporary art history… marks 
a temporal bracketing and a spatial encompassing, a site of a deep tension between 
very different formations of knowledge and traditions, thus a challenging pressure point 
for the field of art history in general. For instance, what is the status of contemporary 
Chinese art history?... How closely should it be linked to Chinese art, cultural, or 
political history? How coordinated should it be with Western art history or aesthetic 
discourse? Is contemporary Chinese art history a subfield of contemporary art history? 
Or are they comparable categories, with the presumption that the unnamed territory of 
contemporary art history is Western-American?...’ (6)

These are all good questions. They are questions that need to be answered in the 
twenty-first century by scholars, theorists, curators and artists and necessitate more 
calibrated and infinitely nuanced discourses about multiple and changing art histories. It 
is as many scholars have noted not a simple case of centres and peripheries, local and/
or global, and it is already clear that the landscape of contemporary art can no longer 
be viewed only in terms of a EuroAmericentric paradigm or the structures of Western art 
history. But these and similar questions have been and are being discussed in numerous 
forums in Asia - two examples being the many conferences over the last two decades 
of the Japan Foundation and the recent conferences around the Third and Fourth 
Guangzhou Triennales. 

In the process of making sense of this new twenty-first century landscape of art Asian 
scholars and artists are playing and must play a significant role. Here context is critical. 
Asia is no monolithic entity. Different countries of the region have their own histories of 
art and of contemporary artistic creation and traditional art, including folk practices, and 
contemporary art still exist side by side, as Jim Supangkat has pointed out for Indonesia. 
While much debate is focussed on contemporary art it has long been realised that there 
is a need to link the modern art history of the region to contemporary discussions. 
Jim Supangkat, Redza Piyadasa, TK Sabapathy, John Clark, Akira Tatehata, Apinan 
Poshyananda and Patrick Flores, among others, have been in the forefront in exploring 
these legacies of the modern and more recent past. (7)

Asian artists have also responded to the challenges required by new perspectives of 
history. Nowhere is this better illustrated than by Chang Tsong-Zung’s brilliant project 
West Heavens, the name by which India was known in China from the time Buddhism 
came to China. The title ‘signals the invitation to encounter locations and histories 
across old and new borders…For China today, after a century of revolutions, it is critical 
to remind ourselves that in our imagination of the world there is not just the West, but 
also the West Heavens’. (8) Indian and Chinese artists worked together in the exhibition, 
curated as part of the project by Chaitanya Sambrani, to explore links between the 
emerging superpowers. These were evoked impressively by Gulammohammed Sheikh 
in his imposing installation City: Memories, Dreams, Desire, Statues and Ghosts: Return 
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of Hiuen Tsang (Xuangzang), mapping the historical onto the contemporary through the 
tumultuous reality of modern India. 

What is the role of the institution?

Universities and museums as well as institutions such as the Asia Art Archive play a vital role 
in these debates. We should accept that institutions, including museums, can be and are 
radical institutions in terms of social change and that exhibition models can encapsulate 
radical experimentation. The many curators who came together on the Asia-Pacific Triennial 
exhibitions I worked on for a decade saw it as a laboratory where ideas and the work of living 
artists could be debated in ways that were inclusive of the artists’ voices. 

Institutions are vitally significant, one hopes, in combatting the rampant consumerism 
and market-driven forces affecting the art world globally today. But institutions are 
complemented by the many artist initiatives, outside museums or large institutions, that 
are also sites of experiment and creativity. Examples include Sàn Art in Ho Chi Minh City 
set up in 2007 by artists including Dinh Q Lŏ for the benefit of Vietnamese artists whose 
work had been overlooked by political and commercial systems. One of the oldest such 
projects is Cemeti Art House in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, founded in 1988 by artists Mella 
Jaarsma and Nindityo Adipurnomo. Cemeti has always been concerned with issues 
affecting its local community, like the natural disasters of the 2004 tsunami and the 2005 
earthquake, when the artists helped set up relief facilities and ran workshops for children. 
And another recent example in Japan is that in the aftermath of the 2011 Great East Asia 
Earthquake and Tsunami there are a multitude of art projects springing up in affected 
areas to assist communities to deal with the trauma of those events. 

Many of these projects are away from the great cities that increasingly are coming to 
characterize twenty-first century Asia. However, there are equally many artists who have 
looked at the urban city as a site for change. The Aar Paar project for example addressed 
the tensions between India and Pakistan and took place in Mumbai and Karachi in 2002. 
Ten artists from each city developed art projects by email which were then inserted 
in public spaces in each city, attempting to speak to ordinary people across societies 
deeply divided on historical, religious and political lines and where the threat of war is an 
abiding reality.

Focusing on the present helps us perhaps to believe we can put terrible events of the 
past behind us. As Jacques Derrida wrote of the twentieth century: ‘No degree of 
progress allows one to ignore that never before in absolute figures have so many men, 
women, and children been subjugated, starved or exterminated on earth’. (9) Indonesian 
artist Dadang Christanto is one artist who has confronted these realities through his 
Count Project to count the victims of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries and to 
reveal hidden histories, including the Indonesian killings of 1965-66 in which Christanto’s 
father was one of the hundreds of thousands of victims. 

But Christanto’s project is not confined to Indonesia – he is concerned with violence 
across the world. Terry Smith in arguing that contemporary art ‘is no longer one kind 
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of art’ yet ‘perhaps for the first time in history’ is ‘truly an art of the world’ goes on to 
define three distinctive currents in contemporary art. ‘The second’ of these currents he 
suggests, ‘has arisen from movements toward political and economic independence that 
occurred in former colonies and on the edges of Europe, and is thus shaped above all 
by clashing ideologies and experiences. The result is that artists prioritize both local and 
global issues as the urgent content of their work’. (10)

Many artists in Asia today address the connections between art and social change 
through specific local, regional and sometimes global perspectives. They also address 
contested ground in relation to history, tradition, religion, rapid economic, social and 
political change and the threat of violence and even war in the region and beyond. 
As I have argued elsewhere, in their passionate commitment to social justice many 
contemporary Asian artists have explored ideas critical to all our definitions of humanity.

 (1) The discipline of history has accepted that ‘contemporary history’ exists as a legitimate and 

necessary field of enquiry, something many international scholars of art history have resisted, 

preferring to see contemporary art as the domain of art criticism as suggested by some scholars 

answering the Foster Questionnaire.

(2) Donald Preziosi, Rethinking Art History, Meditations on a coy science, (New Haven and London: 

Yale University Press, 1989, p. 49.

(3) Kishore Mahbubani, The New Asian Hemisphere, The Irresistible Shift of Global Power to the 

East. Public Affairs New York, 2008, p.52.

(4) Geeta Kapur, ‘Dismantled Norms: Apropos other Avantgardes’ in Caroline Turner (ed.), Art and 

Social Change: Contemporary Art in Asia and the Pacific, Pandanus Books, 2005, pp.46-100. This 

quotation p.97.

 (5) Wang Gungwu ‘Foreword’ in Caroline Turner (ed.), Tradition and Change: Contemporary Art of 

Asia and the Pacific, University of Queensland Press,1993, p.vii.

(6) Miwon Kwon, OCTOBER 130, fall 2009, pp. 3–124. This quotation p.13.

(7) Okwui Enwezor has pointed as an example of this to Patrick Flores’ groundbreaking project Turns 

in Tropics: Artist-Curator, developed for the 7th Gwangju Biennial which Enwezor curated. Enwezor, 

OCTOBER 130, fall 2009, pp.33-40.

 (8) Chang Tsong-Zung Exhibition booklet Introduction, unpaginated and website http://

westheavens.net/en/. (2010) (accessed 18 January 2011).

(9) Jacques Derrida, Spectres for Marx. London, Routledge, 1994, p.85.

(10) Terry Smith ‘Contemporary Art in Transition: From Late Modern Art to Now’

http://www.globalartmuseum.de/site/guest_author/298] 2010 (accessed 12 March 2011)
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Eileen Legaspi-Ramirez, Faculty Member at the Department of Art Studies of 
University of the Philippines

Roots and Routes

One of my starkest realizations about just how off-track popular vs academic thinking is 
regarding contemporary art came during a fairly recent visit to Manila by a British curator 
on an explo trip. It had been a quick pass through the city for her as most of these visits 
tend to be, but it had seemed she had been politely letting slide a quirk she’d noted even 
during lackadaisical exchanges she’d been in. Gingerly posing the question about how 
modernism was old hat but apparently still casually used interchangeably as a stand-in 
for “contemporary” in conversations she had had with artists and curators thereabouts, 
I attempted to assuage her that it really was much less about being ignorant of the 
debates about postmodernism and the posed temporality of contemporaneity, as it was 
about the existence of parallel universes and passionate assertions of altermodernities in 
these parts. 

So what’s this got to do with the Asia Art Archive’s work and its articulated mission of 
stewarding memories of the inevitably turning past tense of this region’s contemporary 
art? Of course AAA brought this ‘soul-searching’ upon itself by invoking Hal Foster and 
his Questionnaire on the Contemporary in the vaunted 2009 issue of October. But then 
one too would logically ask, what does AAA, sited as it is in one of the longer-standing 
capitalist cores of Asia, have to with October and its hardly subtle political affinities? 
In a way this brings me to the incongruences cited by my British acquaintance literally 
passing through a locus of contending laggard semi-feudalist, post-colonial, arguably 
post-Fordist streams of living in the Philippines of this moment.

As AAA inwardly checks itself against suggested categories of the individual and 
institution, it does so too summoning the fraught relationships between nowness and 
the global/local. As variably passionate claims and counterclaims get traded back and 
forth about what it is that constitutes our present—much of the debate has been about 
how the self has increasingly been given centerstage, how the seduction of subjectivities 
remain fascinating to scholars, and in some accounts, so much so that the thus less 
nuanced context-making of time and space have been seen to fade into the far far 
background.

Needless to say this triumphalism over microstories and the bio/personal is not shared 
across the board. The voices in October, however limited as the spread was perceived, 
still provided a compelling mix of a read. There was for instance, Okwui Enwezor’s (after 
Chakrabarty’s) elaboration on heterotemporality, which argued against Foster’s conjured 
free flight while still suggesting a patently weak sense of fidelity to both territory and 
larger causes beyond the self, all this emanating from the contemporary artworld’s 
variably dispersed or multi-nodal sites of proffered autonomy and influence and thus 
tending toward a knowledge domain strongly characterized by gradiations of difference 
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rather than vapid generalizations. Terry Smith points too to this asynchronicity and 
strong sense of contingency. Thus, we could extend the logic perhaps and rather than 
look at contemporaneity as a trap, it may merely be taken as a state of affairs that needs 
minding rather than an ultimate surrendering to. As AAA, positioned as the archive that 
it is, continues to attempt to modestly do a ‘memory map’ of a region, the contours of 
which are continually being debated, it might then consider being more given to flex 
amongst the sites that it desires to have its presence felt and build creatively from the 
variably successful work it has been allowed and enabled to do in states and non-state 
sites peopled by inequitably empowered artworld agents, weak cultural institutions, and 
stalled as well as fledgling capacity-building projects that impinge on domains ranging 
across art education to the more market-conflicted reaches of discourse production.

I suppose my proposition here is to seek and occupy some productive space in which 
AAA might critically regard the contemporary. Grant Kester’s response to Foster’s 
taunt cited how the present state of affairs effectively constitutes artists themselves as 
countervailing authorities to the traditional gatekeeping art historian and critic. And I 
believe that suggests a place where AAA might be useful to those keen on tapping into 
its resources in working through their art and the discourse that gets built around it. 
My sense is that artists, and most anyone trying to keep in pace with the contemporary 
artworld would hanker after a radar or at least some respite from the rabid nowness that 
the field is associated with. And that is precisely, in my mind, where AAA possibly fits. 
At the risk of giving myself over to some foolhardy romanticism, perhaps this is my pitch 
for a dreamt-of rooted stream of contemporaneity as a foil to Foster’s formulation of 
contemporary practice as a non-orbit. Joshua Shannon, in the same 2009 October issue 
suggests that this juncture provides a window for “a scholarship of specifics” which I 
would almost immediately associate with how AAA has literally made space for personal 
archives as hybrids of physical and digital traces. Further, T.J. Demos cites Appadurai’s 
notion of “imaginary landscapes” amidst uneven geographies manifested in the socio-
political and cultural spheres. Johanna Burton (also in the same volume) tangentially 
suggests how debates surrounding the study of visual culture (possibly related to Kelly 
Baum’s notion of a dis-identification with the discipline of art” are tied into the sprawl 
of practices that have at one time or the other come under the problematic category, 
contemporary. Still in October, Pamela Lee writes of the attendant problems in relation 
to the “imagined historicity” of the contemporary. As someone recently subjected to 
having to sift through personal archives and fairly recent media accounts, digitized 
and otherwise, I feel for this latter point quite strongly. So much so that I would say 
that perhaps the charge to AAA in this regard is for it to actively participate in the re-
imagining of history amidst its unfolding, historicizing the otherwise inherently intractable 
imagination in full recognition of the fraught nature of this project. I’m wont to say that it’s 
a treacherous route to take but one that can not be opted out of. 
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David Teh, Researcher and curator based in Singapore

What role has the institution played in defining contemporary art? And where does 
individual practice locate itself in relation to institutional practice?

One of the distinctive features of Asian contemporary art is that these two questions 
cannot be answered in any regionally coherent way. (I’m going to talk about a kind 
of layman’s Asia, not the Art AsiaPacific (or Asia Pacific Triennial) Asia that now 
encompasses the Middle East, has vaulted the Urals and will soon take Kreuzberg.) As 
I see it, there are at least three distinctive worlds in which art institutions exert differing 
levels of gravity. One is specific to modern developed nations a certain way down the 
path to a post-industrial economy (led by Japan, and in its wake, Korea, Taiwan, perhaps 
Singapore). Second, we have the post-colonial developing world where institutions 
have been founded (or re-tooled) as part of modern nation-building programs (Thailand, 
the Philippines, Indonesia...). And then, the yet to be institutionalised art-worlds of 
the socialist or post-socialist laggards (Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar...) where stuff we 
find interesting and ‘contemporary’ seldom if ever issues from institutions. The two 
big powerhouses, China and India, probably contain institutions (and lacks) we could 
associate with all three of these categories, as befits their vast scales and diversity and 
internally uneven states of development.

The three types of setting come with different models of funding, bureaucracy, etc, 
differing levels of market development and openness, and not surprisingly, generate 
distinct modes of exhibition and collection. Some places have picked up the aesthetics 
and the rhetoric of ‘the contemporary’; some have not. I wouldn’t want to make broad 
geographical statements about this - for now, these questions are best answered case 
by case, artist by artist, country by country. But I think it’s worth noting that where the 
aesthetic discourse of contemporaneity (not necessarily implying the use of the term 
itself) has emerged, it hasn’t always been by the same means. There is something 
we might call contemporaneity from below, whereby artists have devised aesthetic 
strategies for mediating between - and sometimes transcending - their local traditions 
and modernisms, and what they’ve seen abroad; and this has brought them into 
dialogue, and into circulation, with wider international currents. ‘The contemporary’ has 
been the global, open-source discourse for lassoing many of these positions. There 
is also something like a contemporaneity from above, whereby institutions (including 
governments and the market) have picked up on this convergence and put themselves 
forward as champions and patrons of a local/regional ‘contemporary art’. (In either case, 
this discourse of the contemporary is inextricable from a certain upswing in transnational 
flows of bodies and ideas.) In some places, both vectors are visible; but they don’t 
necessarily always meet in the middle.

Looking at the Thai case, which I know more intimately, I’d say it’s squarely in the 2nd (or 
‘developing’) category, notwithstanding the fact that Thailand wasn’t formally colonised. 
The word ‘contemporary’ (and its Thai cognate, ruam samai) has been around almost 
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as long as the notion of ‘modern’ art itself; the two terms were almost synonymous 
within the official discourse of academic art in the mid-20th century. Some of today’s 
‘contemporary’ artists are still observant of this claim exerted by institutions over the 
present. Some are decidedly not. Their claim to the contemporary is often implicit, and 
consists in techniques, styles and attitudes that are more post-modern with less hinging 
upon the national. This doesn’t mean their work is less ‘Thai’, simply that they are careful 
to avoid the aestheticisation and reification of Thainess, in which several generations of 
artist have already specialised.

Within Bangkok’s elite Silpakorn University, one can discern an institutional notion of 
the contemporary, though the Silpakorn mafia hardly seeks to be definitive about it. As 
elsewhere in the Thai bureaucracy, in order to survive there, the concept needs to be 
adapted to fit into with a worldview that’s hierarchical, (at least outwardly) monarchist, 
patriarchal, and largely ignorant of the international industrial context beyond its own 
narrow horizons. As much as possible, such an institution seeks to maintain its station 
atop the institutional pyramid, but for artists working outside of it- and even some 
within - competing ideas of contemporaneity are bound to creep in. For the purposes 
of increasingly mobile young artists in the 1990s, institutions played a minimal role 
in defining what was contemporary. Independent initiatives were far more influential. 
Since the early 2000s, though, the state has been reappropriating the terrain of the 
contemporary - most obviously through the institution of an Office of Contemporary Art 
and Culture (since 2003) - and individuals have had to tread carefully, usually around 
institutions rather than through them, in figuring a contemporaneity that’s legible and 
inoffensive to both local and international audiences. Charisma and kudos accrued in 
one sphere may be parlayed into the other in lucrative ways. Thailand’s lack of market 
infrastructure means that the threshold tends to be guarded by a few power-brokers 
with currency in both international, and national-institutional spheres. Negotiating 
smooth passage between these two barely overlapping spheres distinguishes the most 
successful contemporary artists. But what qualifies their contemporaneity abroad is 
often quite different from what qualifies it at home.

Does the discipline of contemporary art reside within the greater paradigm of visual 
culture, in the context of the region? Are the discipline of visual culture and its 
manifestations (art and visual theory) detrimental to the disciplines of art history, and 
contemporary art criticism?

My answer to the first bit is a resounding Yes. It does and it must. To ghetto-ise ‘fine art’ 
or ‘contemporary art’ in the region, to pretend it’s not embedded in, and richly informed 
by, a host of other less exclusive cultural fields, would be to repeat the dumbest mistake 
of art history’s history. But this makes the second bit tricky, because in my opinion Yes, 
the discursive activity branding itself as ‘visual culture’ studies is in some cases quite 
detrimental to the development of historical knowledge and critical discourse on art.

Genuinely ‘critical’ contemporary art criticism has long been a threatened species, 
worldwide really, and never had much of a foothold in Asia; its prospects are dim. But 
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art history is a beast that can serve many masters (market, academe, institutions and 
states). The problem with the ‘visual culture’ rubric is that it is often a workaround or 
short-cut that relegates the historical study of the visual to the margins. Cultural context 
comes at the expense of formal history, expansive referencing at the expense of focused 
analysis. This is less a criticism of ‘visual culture’ itself as an intellectual framework and 
more a criticism of how it has been deployed in the reorganisation of higher education in 
the humanities. If ‘the visual’ has a history, then surely art history must be central, rather 
than incidental, to that pursuit.

For any decent humanities faculty, it’s easy enough to cobble together an undergraduate 
module or minor programme in visual culture - its appeal to students is obvious (I’ve just done 
this in Singapore and the module was over-subscribed the very first time it was offered).

Foreign and mature-aged students will queue up, cash in hand, for an MA. It’s fairly 
cheap to provide; (semi-) qualified staff are plentiful on the global academic labour 
market; synergies may be found with other divisions in the university. This sort of 
opportunistic construction is hardly surprising and goes with the neo-liberal territory. 
In some places it’s probably better than nothing. But it’s telling that the drawcards that 
many such programmes boast are the new-age rockstar ‘independent curators’ (often 
nomadic or based elsewhere) and not, by and large, serious critics or historians. They 
pump out plenty of anecdotal books about themselves and their jetsetting exploits but 
everybody knows that proper research, research with historical purchase, is a slow 
business more suited to the sedentary life. The Ivy League people will tell you there’s a 
big difference between their ‘visual studies’ degrees and the new vogue for ‘curatorial’ 
and arts management MAs. They’re probably right. But in this part of the world, the lines 
are blurred. And ‘visual culture’ is often the substitute discourse - art history lite - that 
papers over the cracks in a one-year crash course. In my experience, graduates of these 
sorts of programmes (unless they had prior art historical training) are not well equipped 
for critical art historical or curatorial research.

If Asia ends up with these kinds of programmes, without art historical ones, it will be to 
the great detriment of our contemporary artists and our societies. We should wake up 
to the fact that contemporary art is, at the end of the day, a fiduciary business, and that 
scholarship is a central pillar propping up its currency. Good artists know this. Good 
institutions know this. Good collectors know this. In a game of trust, there is simply no 
substitute for a methodical and relatively disinterested scholarship. The alternative - as 
we know only too well - is speculation, which isn’t healthy for the artists or the investors.

Are we trapped in a trope of ‘the contemporary’?

Are temporality and historicity prescribed based on territoriality?

How do folk and traditional practices inform or translate into contemporary practices?

I’ll answer these together. Firstly, no, we are not trapped in a trope of the contemporary. 
In many places something calling itself ‘contemporary art’ is still struggling to constitute 
and assert itself as a category of aesthetic production. In many parts of this region, 
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it’s simply invisible. But it may be true that international art discourse is trapped. At the 
Euro-American centre, renewed focus on the matter of contemporaneity seems largely a 
result of the expiry of the relational (I’m not just referring to [Nicolas] Bourriaud, but to a 
host of approaches to art and art-making of which ‘relational aesthetics’ describes one 
small but conspicuous clump) as a candidate for what would follow the postmodern - a 
“presumptive replacement” for the latter, as Joan Kee and Patrick Flores recently put it. 
The idea that the relational might shunt us out of the postmodern is just as wishful as the 
idea that talking about contemporaneity will somehow get us beyond the problematics of 
relativism, networks and globalisation.

In any case, since you’ve characterised ‘the contemporary’ as a kind of trap, I think 
it helps to specify a subject. It’s clear that the art historian needs it, especially as art 
history’s pendulum swings back towards its linear Unconscious. (The Hegelians had 
been quiet for years, but the contemporary promise of a ‘world art history’ has drawn 
even them out of the closet.) Judging from the growing discourse of the contemporary, 
it’s clear also that the theorists and curators need it. But do artists need it? This 
is perhaps the more pressing question, and it’s often overlooked. I can’t answer it 
satisfactorily, except to say that I don’t know many artists in Southeast Asia who care too 
much about the term, nor strive to identify themselves with it.

In western art history, we can identify a certain contemporaneity avant la lettre - it’s 
constitutive of the modern itself. Turner had it, this instantaneity that seems so proper 
to its age and yet, like any vanguard, was also somehow untimely. If the sense of 
contemporaneity inherited by contemporary art discourse (via Benjamin, Baudelaire, et 
al.) is to have any resonance for artists in Southeast Asia, I think it will be important to 
push beyond this dialectic of the un/timely. Linear time needn’t necessarily be replaced, 
but it must be complicated by, entwined with and filtered through the cyclical, the 
reversible, and the reiterative. Here in Southeast Asia, the links between past, present 
and future are not just made of different stuff - language being the most obvious 
quotidian proof of this - but you can also do different things with them. Time-travel, 
remembrance, speculation, exorcism, political theatre... they’re not the same everywhere, 
and nor is the amplitude of visual art. The secrets of its contemporaneity will lie in local 
cultural, political and aesthetic histories, not in some ‘world’ art history.

Again, by way of example, let me describe the situation in Thailand. What does the notion 
of the ‘contemporary’ mean there? How is it deployed, by whom, and to what ends? Its 
early use alongside the notion of ‘the modern’ marked out something culturally different 
from the local, something from elsewhere. As modern art became more and more 
blinkered by questions of Thainess, especially since the 1980s, it probably makes sense 
that the matter of contemporaneity faded from view. Most of today’s artists don’t use it 
to describe themselves (any more than they use ‘Southeast Asia’); it’s more a tool in the 
framing, rather than the practice, of contemporary art. Amongst the ‘framers’, meanwhile 
- critics, curators, organisers, policy-makers, etc - ‘the contemporary’ is not a consensus, 
but an argument. It’s a struggle over what deserves to be promoted, celebrated, 
critiqued and, eventually, remembered.
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Can the rise of institutions and the growth of the art industry within Asia endanger, 
rather than benefit, politically engaged art, an expression of individual agency that has 
emerged in the region out of necessity?

Again it’s unwise to generalise across Asia, as far as I can tell. The rise/growth 
of institutions and industry is neither good nor bad in itself. New York is full of art 
institutions, yet there’s still heaps of interesting art being made and shown there. It can 
certainly threaten politically engaged practices, no doubt about it. But what matters is 
a) whether they’re good institutions in the first place and b) whether their growth (like 
the proverbial mango-tree) casts a suffocating shadow over the undergrowth. We could 
note the recuperation and gentrification of performance art in Singapore as a text-book 
example. It’s also important to note here that ‘politically engaged art’ needn’t always 
be an ‘expression of individual agency’. Contemporary art in Southeast Asia has had it 
bourgeois-revolutionary moments when individuals became able to assert and exercise 
new-found democratic voices. And we’ve dialectical images to show for it. But in 21st 
century art, much of the energy comes from groups - and not just groups of artists, 
but also groups of curators, collectives, ad hoc and institutional, networks of non-art 
collaborators, groups of viewers and participants, etc.... I don’t think institutions, where 
they grow, will threaten artistic expression and political engagement.

Nobody expects these things from institutions anyway. The important question is how to 
build good institutions, staffed by professionals who know what research is and who can 
promote and above all defend contemporary practice. There will always be no-go areas 
for such organisations. That’s the nature of patronage. But it’s not a problem if there are 
different sorts of institution, and different sorts of patron.

……………………………………

Fri 2/3/2012 2:38 PM

Michelle Antoinette, Postdoctoral Fellow at Australia National University College of 
Arts and Social Sciences and Australia National University College of Asia and the 
Pacific 

In his Art Bulletin contribution of 2010, “The State of Art History: Contemporary Art”, 
leading theorist of contemporary art, Professor Terry Smith, concludes his piece with the 
following thought-provoking reflections:

Placemaking, world picturing and connectivity are the most common concerns 
of artists these days because they are the substance of contemporary being. 
Increasingly, they override residual distinctions based on style, mode, medium 
and ideology. They are present in all art that is truly contemporary. Distinguishing, 
precisely, this presence in each artwork is the most important challenge to an art 
criticism that would be adequate to the demands of contemporaneity. Tracing the 
currency of each artwork within the larger forces that are shaping this present is 
the task of contemporary art history. (1)
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Smith, one of the invitees and respondents to Foster’s original questionnaire on ‘the 
contemporary’, has dedicated much of his research, thinking and writing over the last 
decade to the topic of contemporary art, producing a number of significant publications 
on the topic, including most recently, his colossal undertaking, Contemporary Art: 
World Currents. (2) For Smith, there is a shift in art practice in the latter decades 
of the twentieth century, which registers the transition from the “modern” to the 
“contemporary”; the latter standing for more than just a label to describe the art of our 
present times. Rather, what Smith and others are attempting to interpret and articulate 
is something decidedly different in the concerns and practices of contemporary artists 
which becomes more clearly manifest in the 1980s and is distinguishable from the 
modern art currents which came before them (roughly spanning the period of the late 
eighteenth century through to the 1950s). In particular, Smith interprets the difference of 
contemporary art through its attention to the world.

Contemporary art is – perhaps for the first time in history – truly an art of the 
world. It comes from the whole world, and frequently tries to imagine the world as 
a differentiated yet inevitably connected whole. This is the definition of diversity: 
it is the key characteristic of contemporary art, as it is of contemporary life, in the 
world today. (3)

Indeed, the idea of ‘the world’, in its various guises (universalism, internationalisation, 
globalisation, transnationalism, cosmpolitanism, etc) has been of great interest to many 
in rethinking the parameters of art history as we know it and in particular, coming to 
terms with the remarkable impact of globalising processes on art practice since the 
late 1980s. It prompted a conference on the topic of “The world and world-making in 
art” which I co-convened (with Dr Caroline Turner, Zara Stanhope and Jackie Menzies) 
in 2011 at the Australian National University in Canberra. (4) Smith, along with other 
eminent art historians presented papers as key speakers. Professor Patrick Flores 
(Professor in Art History at the University of the Philippines) gave a keynote address, 
reflecting the concerns of numerous other papers throughout the conference about the 
current significance and place of ‘Asia’ in our ‘worldly’ discussions on contemporary 
art. In particular, he pointed to the glocal entanglements of ‘worldly’ belonging which is 
the postcolonial condition of the Philippines, and the powerful agency of the colonized 
in “disrupting the dominant worlding” of the western, occidental or European colonial 
imagination.(5) Flores elaborates on the notion of “worlding” in his post-conference 
summary of ideas raised from the conference:

… “worlding,” which is the process and mapping of this world, a geography 
of coordinates. For instance, how is the Asian modern worlded? And how is 
contemporary art described in terms of how it plays out in the world. This process 
of worlding destabilizes the density and tenacity of the … “world.” It lays bare the 
traces of its making, its construction, its rigidification, and finally its vulnerability 
to a reworlding. (6)

It is now widely acknowledged that world-making in art has been a political project 
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dominated by the EuroAmericentric ‘world view’. Taking Flores’ notion of “reworlding” 
further, I want to suggest here that a defining feature of contemporary art – its very 
reason for existence – is as a result of the reworlding of art practice and Art History since 
the closing decades of the late twentieth century. Indeed, the assumed ‘worldly’ currents 
of modern and contemporary Art History prior to then, as we now well know, presumed 
EuroAmerican authority on the subjects and left much of the rest of the world out of the 
‘world picture’, so to speak, in the story of modern and contemporary art. Contemporary 
art then also registers the distinct shift in thinking about the world from Eurocentric 
models of world-making to non-EuroAmerican perspectives. For both Smith and Flores, 
the postcolonial condition in particular is central to what prompts such reworlding. Smith 
describes this new art emerging from the postcolonial condition with consequences for 
the contemporary as “locally specific yet worldly in implication, inclusive yet oppositional 
and anti-institutional, concrete but also various, mobile and open-ended.” (7) He 
elaborates: 

…art now comes from the whole world, from a growing number of art-producing 
localities that no longer depend on the approval of a metropolitan center and are, 
to an unprecendented degree, connected to each other in a multiplicity of ways, 
not least regionally and globally. Geopolitical change has shifted the world picture 
from presumptions about the inevitability of modernization and the universality of 
EuroAmerican values to recognition of the coexistence of difference, of disjunctive 
diversity, as characteristic of our contemporary condition. Contemporary life draws 
increasing numbers of artists to imagine the world… as a highly differentiated yet 
inevitably connected whole. (8)

Recent conferences, exhibitions and publications undertaken by ZKM, the Center for Art 
and Media Karlsruhe, under the broader rubric of Global Art and the Museum have also 
sought to investigate the meaning of contemporary art with ‘geography’ at the forefront 
of such inquiries: “Where is Contemporary Art?”, for instance, was the guiding question 
of the ZKM’s symposia of 2007. (9) The shift from the question of ‘What is contemporary 
art?’ to ‘Where is contemporary art?’ reflects the sentiments of others that a constituent 
component of what makes contemporary art different to that art which has come before are 
the concerns and questions of geography and locatedness in the globalised art landscape. 
That contemporary art practice is a plural and differentiated project which defies a single 
universalist perspective. The logical extensions to these questions against the Asian 
context would be: “Where is contemporary Asian art?” (9) And in my endeavours, more 
specifically, ‘Where is Southeast Asia in exhibitions of contemporary Asian art?’

In my own work on contemporary Southeast Asian art over recent decades, I have 
grappled with articulating the distinctions and affinities of Southeast Asian art practice 
in relation to other contemporary art practices to be found in the global art landscape 
from the 1980s until now. (11) Unlike the catalogue of nations which became a feature 
of the contemporary art biennales and triennales of the 1990s, my work has sought to 
investigate the possibilities and consequences of a ‘regional’ view of art history – not 
one which assumes an essentialised Southeast Asia, but rather one that is necessarily 
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seen as always shifting in its contours and scope, and also, in continuous dialogue or 
relation with both local and global histories and currents informing art practice. In other 
words, I have explored the significance of contemporary Southeast Asian art and artists 
and their place within the newly globalised art world and the field of ‘contemporary art’, 
enfolded and refracted through the wider international visibility of contemporary Asian 
art since the late twentieth century. This regional impetus and scope is foregrounded 
in the desire to probe the very constitution of contemporary art itself, especially within 
the context of ‘the global contemporary’. In this sense, my work is an effort to reflect 
on the generative possibilities of Southeast Asian regionalism as a critical apparatus 
for forging more complex interpretations concerning the conditions and constitution 
of contemporary art and its developing critique and history, beyond the EuroAmerican 
focused models which once dominated art history. It is not only concerned to counter 
the omissions of mainstream (Western) art history, but also recognises the specific 
contributions of Southeast Asian artists and their cultural and aesthetic histories to our 
understanding of contemporary art. In other words, the new and diverse forms of avant-
garde or experimental art in Southeast Asia which have emerged since the late twentieth 
century are in fact constitutive of the very development and existence of that growing 
field of practice and study that we now call ‘contemporary art’, (12) contributing to its 
formation and evolving definitions. Importantly, my attention to contemporary Southeast 
Asian art is informed by earlier histories of art from within the region itself, including its 
earlier international cross-currents. 

Of course, the idea of ‘Southeast Asia’ continues to be debated for its parameters, 
significance and critical possibilities. In my work I am attentive to the impossibility of 
describing contemporary Southeast Asian art in an all-inclusive, totalist frame while 
also addressing the local and personal contexts of art production which find presence 
in contemporary Southeast Asian art. In this sense, I follow the work of area studies 
scholars who argue the critical utility of ‘Southeast Asia’, not as a fixed category of 
geographical reference, but as a “contingent device” for developing knowledge about 
the region. (13) Paradoxically, regionalism continues to thrive in a globalising world and 
finds strong presence in the practices and discourses of contemporary art from regions 
such as ‘Southeast Asia’, and larger ones such as ‘Asia’, in which new contemporary art 
networks (14) are being forged across national borders, as seen in the important work of 
the Asia Art Archive.

With the forceful emergence of contemporary Southeast Asian art on the international 
landscape at the close of the twentieth century, two long-standing impasses are finally 
surmounted: first, that locales such as Southeast Asia, once imagined as peripheral to 
the project of modernity and therefore, perpetually and exclusively marked by practices 
of tradition, are finally recognised as significant contexts of modern and contemporary 
art production; and second, recognition that culturally cognate, and similar but different, 
processes and practices of modernization, occurring in the West and elsewhere, activate 
different manifestations of modern and contemporary art. By this reckoning, the notion 
of ‘tradition’ can no longer be regarded simply in an antithetical stance to modernity but 
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rather must be seen as a constitutive part of what forges such modernity. In this vein, 
‘contemporary art’ must acknowledge the plural and manifold artistic practices of people 
the world over and recognise that the ‘traditional’ may exist contiguously and even find 
presence in contemporary art and life. (15) Thus, contemporary Southeast Asian art 
offers the potential of pushing the parameters of contemporary art more generally (the 
means by which we define it, including its modes, mediums, styles, and conditions of 
reception, among other formalist and affective considerations) so as to encompass 
those kinds of living ‘folk’ or ‘traditional’ art that are less readily translatable into the 
preexisting frames of international avant-garde art practices with their EuroAmerican 
inheritances and biases.

The belated acknowledgement of Asia’s ‘living’ visual cultures occurs after a largely 
exclusive, orientalist interest in pre-modern forms of Asian art such as Buddhist and 
Hindu stone carvings from Japan and Indonesia, traditional wooden masks and puppets 
from Malaya, Chinese ink woodcuts and calligraphic paintings, embroidered textiles of 
South and Southeast Asia, and ukiyo-e prints from the Edo and Meiji periods of Japan. 
Through the prevalence of these representations ‘Asian Art’ becomes eternally anchored 
to a traditional past and continues to govern popular imaginations about ‘authentic’ 
Asian cultures. In particular, Asia comes to signify the ‘primitive’, the ‘timeless’ and the 
‘traditional’.

As Geeta Kapur remarked of the situation, “Non-Western nations, though struggling 
with the processes of modernization, are excluded from claiming modernism. Or 
they are seen as incidental to it.” (16) Along with Kapur, a handful of other Asian art 
history specialists such as John Clark, T.K. Sabapathy, Redza Piyadasa, Patrick Flores, 
Apinan Poshyanada, and Jim Supangkat, paved the way in the late 1980s and 1990s 
for the recognition of modern art history in Asia, dedicating their work to redressing 
anachronistic perceptions of Asian art and asserting the unique and manifold 
developments of modernity and Modernism across the Asian region. (17) Since the 
emergence of their important contributions to the field of Asian art histories, Modernism 
has been recast not as an exclusively Western idea or phenomenon but one which is both 
born out of and influenced by Asian cultural currents. As the curator Catherine David 
once commented, “It is very dangerous to go on claiming that modernity is a particularly 
Western invention and story, and that it has affected the others only on the rebound or by 
borrowing or reproduction […] modernity has touched everyone.” (18) 

The pioneering work of these theorists of modern Asian art not only carves a space for 
the documentation of modern art practice in Asia and an attention to its distinctiveness, 
but also signals that the contemporary art practices to be found across Asia today have 
art historical precedents of their own, and are not simply an imitation or extension of 
EuroAmerican currents of contemporary art practice. In his exhibition Telah Terbit (1997), 
the Singapore-based curator Ahmad Mashadi enlightened us to the local currents of 
contemporary art in Southeast Asia which can be traced to the 1960s and 1970s. During 
this period significant artists dared to break new ground in their local art contexts 
including: Redza Piyadasa and Sulaiman Esa of Malaysia (with their project of 1974 
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Towards a Mystical Reality), the Kaisahan Group of the Philippines, the Gerakan Seni 
Rupa Baru (New Art Movement) in Indonesia (1975-79), and the Singaporean Cheo Chai-
Hang (with his experimental conceptual art practices of the mid-1970s). (19) Moreover, 
the genres of installation and performance art, often cited as key markers of international 
contemporary art practice with their histories in EuroAmerican art traditions, have been 
argued by some as bearing affinities to Southeast Asian cultural rituals, including Filipino 
sculptural traditions and the Indonesian wayang theatre and puppetry traditions. (20) So 
too, the recent attention ‘to socially-engaged’ or ‘participatory art’ practices since the 
French curator Nicolas Bourriaud’s theories of “relational art” has raised the question of 
longer, locally-driven histories of community-based, dialogical art practices in cultures 
across Southeast Asia. (21) What is more certain is that, in general, contemporary art in 
Southeast Asia emerges in response to a reevaluation of established modernisms in the 
region and a reconsideration of the significance, purpose and means of art practice for 
rapidly changing Southeast Asian societies. Dominant concerns of early contemporary 
art practice include the questioning of ‘internationalism’ as a hegemonic framework for 
art practice, particularly in its preoccupations with the fashionable styles of abstraction 
and formalism, a consequent turn to social and political contexts (23), and an insistence 
to reflexivity as part of the very constitution of art. (22) In this context, as Flores has 
discussed, the instrumental hybrid figure of the Southeast Asian “artist-curator” 
emerges with important consequences for the history of curation (of contemporary art) 
in Southeast Asia and therefore also, for the exhibition of contemporary Southeast Asian 
art (locally and beyond). (24) 

My research has also been attuned to the largely failed attention in much contemporary 
art scholarship to the aesthetic encounter in contemporary Southeast Asian art – that is, 
the acute attentiveness and sensitivity to formalist and affective considerations which 
lies at the core of art practice and its reception. These have often been overlooked 
in place of the hegemonic socio-political and culturalist discourses and ideologies 
prevalent since the late 1980s international attention to contemporary art outside 
EuroAmerica, particularly coalescing under the sign of postcolonialism. As a result, what 
we know about contemporary Southeast Asian art has been largely and sometimes 
exclusively guided by issues of ethnicity, politics, and cultural history, and less so by 
the art movements, aesthetic currents and affective concerns which have informed 
contemporary art practices emanating from the region. This approach runs the risk of 
anthropologising the art object, reducing it to a mere mirror of Southeast Asian cultures. 
It also denies the possibility of forging distinctions and relation between contemporary 
Southeast Asian art and contemporary art produced in different contexts: what formal 
considerations of modes, mediums, styles, and conditions of reception, for instance, 
prompt us to be moved by contemporary Southeast Asian art in ways different or similar 
to other contemporary art? What is the relationship of such formalist and affective 
considerations to earlier practices and histories of art emanating from the region?

What I am arguing for is a notion of ‘contemporary art’ which also recalls the actual 
encounter with art as an affective and sensory experience of embodied relation. These 
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relations are of course differentiated through the multiplicity of experiences that are 
possible in the embodied encounter with art (modes and milieu of reception, discursive 
frames, individual experience, etc). Although such affect is often posited within the realm 
of ‘emotion’ and ‘feeling’, these encounters are not without real political influence and 
ethical consequence. As Meskimmon and Bennett (also speakers at our conference) 
have argued in different ways, art has the capacity to affect us, to move us to enact 
politics in the world. (25) It enables a politics of transformation through the sensory 
response to art itself.

Meskimmon has argued in her book Contemporary Art and the Cosmopolitan 
Imagination, that as much as “artworks show us about the world… they can [also] enable 
us to participate in, and potentially change, the parameters through which we negotiate 
that world”. (26) Situating her arguments within art’s affective turn, Meskimmon’s 
“commitment [is] to articulating works of art beyond the logic of representation where 
that entails art’s operation as a mute mirroring, a mere reflection of the conditions of the 
world, rather than as an active constituent element within them.” (27) While Meskimmon’s 
intent is not explicitly about probing the defining criteria for contemporary art, I would 
suggest that her argument about the ‘cosmopolitan imagination’ is yet another means of 
distinguishing and revealing the particular ‘worldliness’ of contemporary art, articulated 
through the affective frames of relation and dialogue that are constituent elements of 
encountering art, and which makes art a contemporary concern of transcultural curiosity 
and experience. I quote her at length:

Understanding ourselves as wholly embedded within the world, we can imagine 
people and things beyond our immediate experience and develop our ability to 
respond to very different spaces, meanings and others.

Potentially, art is one of the most significant modes through which the 
cosmopolitan imagination emerges and is articulated. By materializing concepts 
and meanings beyond the limits of a narrow individualism, art enables us to 
encounter difference, imagine change that has yet to come, and make possible 
the new…

Imagining ourselves at home in the world, where our homes are not fixed objects 
but processes of material and conceptual engagements with other people and 
different places, is the first step toward becoming cosmopolitan. Art is especially 
able to convey the intimate relation between the material and the conceptual that 
this requires, invoking the contingency of home but positioning us at the nexus 
of the ‘real’ and the ‘imaginary’, while using the sensory force of objects, images 
and spaces to engage memory, desire and cognition. In short, art threatens to 
bring us to our sense in the midst of anaesthetising histories designed to facilitate 
the instrumental logic of global capitalism. In its affectivity, it runs counter to 
those forces that would isolate us in our singularity and foreclose generosity, 
intimacy and care – the very source of ethical agency. (28)
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Echoing Meskimmon, I suggest that in recalling the affective foundations for engaging 
with art we are also in a position to recognise both the particular generative contexts 
of contemporary Southeast Asian art, as well as its affective effect on all those who 
experience it – within, across and beyond its regional borders, reflecting the intensely 
globalised practices and conditions of being-in-the-world which have marked humanity 
since the late twentieth century.

Certainly the particular significance of contemporary art is defined by new world 
currents and relations and the recognition of once peripheral localities in the constitution 
of contemporary art. However, in recognizing the difference of contemporary art from 
Southeast Asia I am also, at the same time, suggesting its cosmopolitan connectedness 
to contemporary art from elsewhere with different contexts and influences of making. 
That as well as difference, there is a commonality and mutuality in contemporary art 
practice, its defining discourses and ideas, that reverberates in the global currents of 
contemporary art making and its reception and which asks us to respond to aesthetics 
with human sensitivity. In this way, contemporary art’s intellectual frame activates a 
space for considering questions of the particular and the relational, discrepant and 
intersecting worlds, and parallel flows of world-making in all its diversity. 
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Reiko Tomii, Scholar and co-founder of PoNJA-GenKon, based in New York

“Contemporarity” Studies?

Why do we want to talk about “the contemporary”? Because we are witnessing the 
formation of “contemporary art” that is not merely current. (If it were, then, every 
era has had its own share of contemporary—read: new—art). Without necessarily 
acknowledging it, we sense something special is happening in front of our eyes and we 
long to articulate it.

The issue of “the contemporary” or gendai has informed my study of post-1945 
Japanese art almost from the beginning. Two essays of mine—“Historicizing 
‘Contemporary Art’: Some Discursive Practices in Gendai Bijutsu in Japan” (2004) and 
“‘International Contemporaneity’ in the 1960s: Discoursing on Art in Japan and Beyond” 
(2009) (1)—in particular represent my effort to examine the art critical discourse about 
gendai and the concept of “international contemporaneity” in 1960s Japan, when 
gendai bijutsu (literally “contemporary art”) became institutionalized as an extension of 
“avant-garde” (zen’ei) art. It is my contention that 1960s Japan serves as a paradigmatic 
site of world art history, not only because of its artistic importance as one of the major 
battlegrounds of postwar vanguard art worldwide but also its critical implications.

A vexing nature of world art history or transnational art history is language—because, 
needless to say, the lack thereof constitutes barriers beyond one’s familiar languages 
but, more fundamentally, because language defines how we think.

In my study of gendai, I have been especially frustrated by the lack of the term’s exact 
counterpart in English. A convenient noun-adjective, gendai signifies a concrete sense 
of time (“[of] our era” and “[of] today”), with a distinct connotation of “times after 
kindai (modern times),” although the demarcation point from kindai to gendai is fluid. 
Thus, although it can be combined with art (bijutsu), like the English “contemporary,” to 
form gendai bijutsui, the resulting phrase, unlike the English “contemporary art,” has a 
clearly recognized historical sense, both as an area of practice (distinct from the modern 
practices of painting and sculpture that date back to Meiji Japan) and as a periodization 
term signifying that which comes after kindai bijutsu (modern art). Furthermore, as a 
stand-alone noun, gendai carries an abstract concept as opposed to kindai, which in this 
sense should be translated as “modernity.” (2)

In art, it was the art critic Miyakawa Atushi (1933–1977) who perceptively recognized 
the urgency of positively conceptualized gendai, as opposed to kindai, witnessing the 
Japanese art world awash with new tendencies of gestural abstraction and Anti-Art 
(Han-geijutsu) in what I define as the expanded 1960s. He wrote in his landmark essay of 
1963, “After ‘Informel,’”

Although people have already started talking about contemporary painting, 
as opposed to modern art, they just make a distinction from kindai what has 



An Expanded Questionnaire
On The Contemporary

FIELD NOTES 01

56

become a matter of fact. However, kindai is not merely a style-concept [yōshiki 
gainen]; it constitutes a value-concept [kachi gainen], underlined by an intense 
consciousness and sensitivity of kindai first recognized by Baudelaire.

Paradoxically speaking, having so long deemed kindai as a synonym of 
contemporain, we now reach a point at which we should not relegate gendai 
into the generic concept of contemporain, a point at which we should redeem in 
advance gendai from contemporain.(3)

Almost five decades after this text was written, today Miyakawa’s call for the discourse 
of gendai sounds more relevant than ever, as we confront the issue of the contemporary 
and contemporary art. Following his contention that kindai at once concerns “style” 
and “value,” I argue that the current state of art in particular and the world in general 
demands to conceptualize “the contemporary” as both “style” and “value,” which are 
“underlined by an intense consciousness and sensitivity” of today’s world.

In the world of art, the discursive articulation of “style” is a basic concern and we have 
developed a gamut of ideas and terms to deal with “contemporary art.” However, how 
about “value”? Have we even begun to articulate its “value” (which I take Miyakawa to 
have meant a set of conceptual, critical, and theoretical perspectives)?

Speaking of “value,” what is the parallel for “contemporary” that “modernity” is 
for “modern”? Granted, “contemporaneity” signifies the quality or state of being 
contemporary. However, this noun has to perform double duty as the noun form of both 
“contemporary” and “contemporaneous,” the latter more matter-of-factly meaning 
“existing, occurring, or originating during the same time.” (4) Although I have probed the 
critical and methodological depth of “contemporaneity” as “being contemporaneous” 
in my study, I must admit it is at best confusing to have to use one noun for these 
two adjectives that are complementary yet of different critical weights: if two given 
works are contemporaneous (i.e., made at the same time, chronologically speaking), 
they may not both be called “contemporary art” (art critically speaking). Yet, “being 
contemporaneous” in a broad global context indelibly marks “contemporary art” and our 
engagement with it.

The Japanese language is here again useful, having two different words for two different 
concepts, dōjidai (the state of being contemporaneous, in the same era) and gendai (the 
state of being contemporary).

Needless to say, “the contemporary” makes a noun form of “contemporary” imbued 
with a conceptual significance, which make a pair with “the modern.” However, not 
having a distinct noun form of its own makes “contemporary” a bastard sibling to 
“modern,” which can boast of “modernity.”

Therefore, I would like to propose “contemporarity” (contemporar[y] + ity) as a sister 
concept of “modernity” (modern +ity) and “contemporarity studies” as an expanded 
counterpart of “modernity studies.”

I can think of a few theoretical merits of this neologism. 
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Above all, “contemporarity” underscores our sense of living in a world fundamentally 
changed from that of modernity, which has gone on for more than one century. If History 
with a capital letter “H” may have famously ended and “contemporarity” could not 
happen without modernity, history did not end with modernity, as we continue to live in 
contemporarity that is part of historical unfolding. 

Currently, contemporary art is often discussed in the context of the globalizing art 
industry—the globalized art market and the international exhibition circuit of biennales 
and triennales. However, homogeneity characterizes the state of art far less accurately 
than that of economics. The industry’s globalization often prompted intense localizations 
of some practices, as seen with community-based contemporary practices that have 
proliferated in Japan. (One such example is Inujima Project by Yanagi Yukinori, a 
poster child of the globalizing art world with his The World Flag Ant Farm [1990], who 
eschewed the commercialization of contemporary art and returned to Japan.) In other 
words, we need to understand contemporary art in its state of contemporarity between 
“global” and “local,” “transnational” and “national.” Local inflections continue to mark 
contemporary art as with modern art. If we now examine modernism in terms of multiple 
modernisms and alternative modernities, don’t we also have to consider contemporary 
art in terms of multiple and alternative contemporarities? Indeed, multiplicity and 
heterogeneity are two hallmarks of contemporary art. 

As applications of contemporarity, two questions attracted my attention among those 
posed by the archive. 

Are we trapped in a trope of ‘the contemporary’? Are temporality and historicity 
prescribed based on territoriality?

The pitfall of “the contemporary” is its ahistoricality, so long as we are bound by its 
“present-ness.” Since contemporarity is the state beyond modernity, by definition, it is 
a historical and historicized concept that should allow us to deploy all art-historical and 
other historical tools we have developed to study modernity, even though their mindless 
application is certainly dangerous. 

Furthermore, as with modernity and modern art, different temporalities and historicities 
of contemporarity and contemporary art are informed, not by any means “prescribed,” 
by local disseminations and inflections. While the territoriality of Eurocentricism may 
be as strong today as decades ago, its sense of territory has since been fragmented 
by the very diversity of contemporary practices. By conceptualizing our sense of time 
as contemporarity, we may be able to offer a fresh insight that will liberate us from the 
stricture of modernity.

This term and concept is not free of its own complication. For example, one may demand 
an “exact periodization” of modern vs. contemporary times. Suppose modernity covers 
roughly from the 1850s to the 1950s: would contemporarity be from the 1960s onward? 
If so, then, in fifty years or a century, would we need another new “periodization term” 
when contemporarity loses its validity? 
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It is important to remember that even though we may have a general “standard 
time(frame)” of modernity vs. contemporarity, that will be complicated by many “local 
time(frames)” or assorted local clocks that mark time differently. But as a whole, the 
time differences, so to speak, are dramatically more closed up in contemporarity than in 
modernity.

As for the future of contemporarity, I am more than certain that at one point in the future 
we may need another concept and term to articulate the present-ness then. It can be 
easily imagined, if only we see how the word “modern” itself is bound by this “present-
ness” problem (in English, “modern” also refers to “today’s” as we commonly talk 
about “modern politics” and “modern life” in the everyday context). But that is precisely 
the reason, as the critic Miyakawa perceptively pointed out, why we need to positively 
conceptualize our “contemporarity” as opposed to “modernity.” 

Ultimately, this is a project larger than art, but art appears to prompt us most acutely to 
expand ourselves in our thinking.

(1) “Historicizing ‘Contemporary Art’” was first published in Positions 12.3 (Winter 2004), 611–41; 

and reprinted in Contemporary Art in Asia: A Critical Reader, ed. Melissa Chiu and Benjamin 

Genocchio (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2011), 295–325. “‘International Contemporaneity’ in the 1960s” 

first appears in Japan Review, no. 21 (2009), 123–47 (http://shinku.nichibun.ac.jp/jpub/pdf/jr/

JN2103.pdf).

(2) Linguistic discussion is complicated by the interchangeability of “modern” and “contemporary” 

in English: post-Newtonian physics is called gendai butsurigaku (contemporary physics) in Japanese 

and “modern physics” in English. Furthermore, different meanings of the same 現代 have been 

conceptualized in different cultures using Chinese characters.

(3) Miyakawa Atsushi, “Anforumeru igo” (After Informel), Bijutsu tech, no. 220 (May 1963); reprinted 

in Miyakawa Atsushi chosakush (Writings by Miyakawa Atsushi), vol. 2 (Tokyo: Bijutsu Shuppan-sha, 

1980), 17. The use of French in translations are from the original Japanese text. 

(4) http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/contemporaneous.

(5) In my study of 20th-century collectivism in Japanese art, I have already encountered a similar 

problem: the sense of gendai bijutsu which was firmly established by 1970 in the art world is now 

replaced by kontenporar to, literally “contemporary art,” underscored by the globalization, turning 

gendai bijutsu into a thing of the past in many ways. See Tomii, “Collectivism in 20th-Century 

Japanese Art：An Introduction with Operational Observations of Dantai”  in “Collectivism in 20th-

Century Japanese Art,” guest-edited with Midori Yoshimoto, Positions (forthcoming in 2013).
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Wed 2/22/2012 11:35 PM

Hu Fang, Critic and curator based in Beijing and Guangzhou

Back to Prehistoric Cosmopolis; Dongba Hieroglyphs 

The story goes back to five years ago, when I first came across the Swedish sinologist 
Cecilia Lindqvist’s publication China: Empire of Living Symbols. This book once 
again illuminated to me the trans-temporal quality of hieroglyphs, as well as the over-
consumption of words and writing which so plague our current reality. It also became 
clear to me that amidst the rapid changes that China undergoes, we are forgetting 
history at an incredible speed. By a stroke of chance I recently discovered the mysterious 
celebration of hieroglyphs preserved in the Dongba culture, which allegedly harbours the 
only surviving hieroglyphic system in the world. Indeed, the Dongba hieroglyphs face the 
danger of becoming a touristic commodity; nonetheless such a development does not 
overshadow their vitality and charm.

Before there were any writing systems, figurative and abstract representations were the 
medium through which humankind communicated. The histories of such images lurk 
beneath the characters we now use – these images are the subconscious ‘lingua franca.’

Instead of treating hieroglyphs as writing, we may as well see them as new spatial 
prototypes. While the ‘immediate interaction’ enabled by the hieroglyphic form promises 
a whole new imaginative horizon, it simultaneously demands attention to their content. 
Hieroglyphs not only embody an urgency to express, but also assert an autonomous 
status as a poetic language that refuses to be consumed.

Our present time may be one where pre-historical silence meets post-historical 
(consumed) silence. Existing expressions never suffice. In the current state of affairs,  
are we not desperately questioning the crisis in human beings’ inner worlds and the 
illusion of ourselves as the sole centre of the world? This concept has not only prevented 
human beings from communicating with the world, but also deterred our interactions with 
the self. 
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When space becomes denser than the scale of humanity, it in turn oppresses our living 
space. Should we not then return to pose this basic question – how can human senses 
sculpt the body of a space while allowing all that happens within to shape ourselves at 
the same time? 

When interaction becomes an alienated economic act instead of a mutual coming 
together of hearts, should we not consider breaking down the ‘bubble economy’ of 
language and returning to the direct contact of everyday life? Should we not probe 
the question of how the expressions and interactions of an individual can influence the 
everyday’s perception and thus extend its universality?

Perhaps, at the end of this process, our attempts would create precisely a new public 
domain – a Wordless Echo – where a new language flowing between sounds, images, 
and bodies excites the human sensorium and implies a new political order –

Those who insist on singing

Those who frantically write in the deepest of nights

Those who try to remember everything with their senses

With their eyes, noses, ears, and skin

Are also learning how to give up – 

To give up on defense

To give up on explanation

–– The poetry of air

Can only be read

In the act of breathing ––

This is the reason flora blossom

And also the signal of reconciliation between the world and us.

……………………………………

Wed 4/18/2012 11:57 AM

Tapati Guha Thakurta, Professor of History at the Centre for Studies in Social 
Sciences, Calcutta

I will structure my comment taking up three key themes raises in the questionnaire – 

(i) the importance of institutional sites in defining contemporary art practice 

(ii) the paradigm of contemporary ‘visual culture’ vis-à-vis that of contemporary ‘art’

(iii) the critical tropes of the regional and the vernacular

(i) On the first theme - let me begin with a historical reflection on the way the emergence 
of modern art activity in India was grounded in the formation of a professional sphere of 
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training, interpretation, and the public reception of art. The maturing of the new identities 
of the ‘modern’ and the ‘national’ in Indian art, from the late 19th into the early and mid 
20th century, runs parallel to the history of private and formal art education in the art 
schools of British India, the spread of salons and art societies, the rise of art criticism 
and illustrated art journals, and the coming together of artists, critics, connoisseurs, 
collectors and an initiated art public. The move away from the colonial institutions to 
indigenous non-state initiatives and nationalist and political platforms (like, for instance, 
the Indian Society of Oriental Art in Calcutta in 1907, or the Anti-Fascist Artists and 
Writers’ Association in 1942) shaped the main grounds for nurturing the periods’ 
changing configurations of ‘modern’, ‘modernist’, ‘avant-garde’ and ‘progressive’ art 
activity. We can trace in parallel the spread of a series of new professional careers in art, 
that will take us from the livelihoods of Academic portrait, landscape or mythological 
painters, to the growing trans-regional schools of ‘Indian-style’ painters who during the 
1920s and 30s moved from Bengal to art schools all over the subcontinent, to a diverse 
range of careers in commercial art, design and publicities, linking the circuits of art 
school training with the booming print industry and the emergent worlds of theatre, film 
and advertising. It is out of these spreading professional livelihoods that the vocation 
of the full-time independent creative artist would be continually distilled, reified and 
reinvented. As I have argued in my earlier writing, these institutional formations become 
central in defining the social sites of ‘modern’ art practices. They also serve, in an 
important way, to separate out their practitioners and publics from those of both earlier 
and contemporary circuits of aristocratic and royal patronage in India, and from the 
circuits of popular, commercial and mass picture productions. 

This kind of historical background notates what the questionnaire calls the markings 
of ‘temporality’ and ‘historicity’ that define the entity called ‘modern India’ and help 
situate it within an Asian and global framework of the ‘contemporary’. It gives us a 
vantage point from which to survey the changed institutional thrusts and dimensions of 
modern art practices in post-Independence and contemporary India. One major shift 
that connotes the move from the ‘modern’ to the ‘contemporary’ in the Indian art scene 
is the dissipation of state patronage and the boom in private art galleries, corporate 
investments in art, and the spectacular careers of 20th century Indian art in international 
art auctions and the art market. Geeta Kapur’s setting apart of the ‘contemporary’ from 
the earlier trajectories of high modernisms and her aligning of the new category with a 
set of individual and collective artistic articulations of the 1980s can be rethought here. 
Perhaps one important way to periodize the ‘contemporary’ in Indian art history and mark 
its ruptures with the past is to foreground the powers of new commercial and corporate 
interventions in art on a national and global level, during the late 1990s and 2000s – 
and to see how various orders of alternative/critical art practice are either willingly 
negotiating or are getting caught in the vortex of this all-powerful privatized ‘institutional’ 
domain. One would have to investigate in what ways the ‘age’ of the ’contemporary’ 
in Indian art has become synonymous with the era of economic liberalization and the 
workings of global capital.
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The 1950s, 60s and 70s saw the central role of state institutions (like the NGMA and 
the Lalit Kala Akademi) in promoting the nation’s and the region’s modern art through 
collecting, exhibiting, workshops, publications, public commissions, competitions and 
awards, By contrast, the past three decades has seen that role almost entirely taken over 
by private entrepreneurs, gallery owners and art collectors. I do not have the expertise to 
analyze all that is entailed in the new range of privatized and globalised art initiatives that 
dominates today’s worlds of contemporary practice. Nor would I dismiss the renewed 
and reactivated agency of the state in promoting the nation’s modern art on a global 
forum. The signal role played by an institution like the NGMA, New Delhi, in recent years 
in profiling the modernist artistic legacy of Santiniketan (through its mega-exhibitions 
of Nandalal Bose, Benodebehari Mukherjee, Rabindranath Tagore and Ramkinkar Baij) 
or of the Ministry of Culture, Government of India, in facilitating such exhibitions, and in 
sponsoring the international travels and the comprehensive publication of Rabindranath 
Tagore’s paintings on the occasion of the 150th anniversary of the poet’s birth) are 
important cases in instance. My suggestion would be to closely research these different 
institutional sites of promotion of contemporary Indian art – to see how the ‘national’ 
gets freshly framed through the lens of the global and corporate, how this institutional 
sphere continually inflects individual practice, and how it becomes constitutive of the 
‘contemporary’. 

(ii) On the second theme - I would like to stress the imperatives of opening up the 
nomenclature of the ‘contemporary’ from these defined circuits of art practice to 
a broader field of popular, everyday visual production. What is at stake here is not 
only a recasting of the disciplinary concerns of art history and the positioning of the 
privileged object of ‘art’ within a broader domain of ‘visual culture’. What this also 
pushes us to consider is a series of historical and contemporary contexts where these 
popular productions have entered the same institutional circles of collecting, exhibiting, 
archiving and scholarly research. Like the objects of modern and contemporary Indian 
art, various genres of ‘popular’ imagery – ranging from 19th century Kalighat painting 
and mythological picture-prints to latter day calendar art, film posters, commercial 
advertisements or studio photographs – are today engaging the discerning attentions 
of collectors and connoisseurs, scholars and curators, and emerging as the subjects 
of exhibition catalogues and the academic book industry. Furthermore, it is also crucial 
to underline the extent to each which these popular genres – whether they be the 
works of folk and tribal artists or of calendar and poster painters or those who design 
advertisements, pavilions and street publicities – can lay claims to the identity of the 
‘contemporary’ in terms of their new themes, styles and imaging technologies. So, 
for instance, if the forms of commercial advertising are today partaking of high-end 
digital media and graphic design and transforming the visual topographies of cities, 
the folk artists of Medinipur (Bengal), Madhubani (Bihar) or Bastar (Chattisgarh) are 
among the many who have evolved a resonantly ‘contemporary’ identity over different 
time periods and have emerged into new frames of national and global visibility in art 
galleries and international art collections. I have been researching a contemporary 
festival phenomenon in the city of Calcutta, where the pavilions, tableaux and images 
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created for the Durga Puja celebrations every autumn have taken on the dimensions and 
pride of public art productions, inviting corporate sponsorship and new kinds of creative 
personnel and spectators. There is a strong case to be made for expanding and inflecting 
the field of ‘contemporary’ art to include these kinds of ephemeral public art endeavours 
– in order to test how such inclusions and extensions unsettle the given notions not just of 
the ‘contemporary’ but of ‘art’ itself. To open out the field of the ‘contemporary’ into this 
diverse arena of productions that fall under the rubric of ‘visual culture’ is not to dissolve 
the exclusivities and hierarchies that constitute the more elect circuit of ‘art’ practices. 
Rather, the purpose is to show how the practices, that carry the prestige of the name of 
contemporary ‘art’, have needed to continually shore their own grounds vis-à-vis these 
many other competing and complementary worlds of public and popular visual production.

(iii) This brings me to my third theme – one of the most urgent thrusts of the 
‘contemporary’ in Indian art history lies in disaggregating the canon of the ‘national 
modern’ and turning the focus on different historical configurations of the ‘regional’ 
and ‘vernacular’ art practices. It could well be argued, here, that the kinds of histories 
that have constituted the narrative of the ‘national’ in modern Indian art from the late 
19th through the 20th century have always stemmed from the locations of the region 
and have carried in them the distinct markers of the provincial. In different phases of 
Indian art history - the art movement spearheaded by Abanindranath Tagore in Calcutta 
during the first two decades of the 20th century, the art of Santiniketan Kala Bhavan 
during the 1930s and 40s, the art of the Bombay Progressives in the post Independence 
years, or the art community of MS University of Baroda during the 1970s and 80s, offer 
prime instances of the way certain ‘regions’ and ‘schools’ came to effectively stand in 
for the nation. It is the claims of these artists and art centres to represent/embody the 
‘national’ which came to relegate a series of other modern art histories emerging out of 
other Indian courts, cities and non-metropolitan locations, to the status of the ‘regional’ 
and ‘provincial’. These other histories of 20th century modernities and modernisms in 
Indian art are now gradually emerging out of their provincial circuits into newer sites of 
scholarship. I think, along with the trope of the ‘regional’, the other productive category 
to bring in our discussions on the ‘contemporary’ would be that of the ‘vernacular’. The 
invitation would be to consider the complex ways in which this category is always tied 
to the matrix of region and territory but also transcends these to generate its own global 
aspirations and produces trends that scholars are calling ‘vernacular cosmopolitanisms’.  
The ‘vernacular’ in India’s modern and contemporary visual cultures would have its 
basis in a variety of traditional ritual arts, folk and tribal art styles, historical schools of 
painting, sculpture and architecture, also in late 19th and early 20th century lineages of 
book illustration, cover designs, commercial art and a gamut of local print and literary 
references (as, for instance, in Bengal). But it is not reducible or easily assimilated to any 
single cluster of these many idioms on which it thrives. It will be instructive to look into 
how notions of the ‘vernacular’ have been transformed over time and how ‘vernacular’ 
identities have consciously pitched themselves into the arena of ‘contemporary’ art in 
different urban settings, even as they remain separated from the more elect circles of 
national and global.  
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Mon 4/23/2012 11:03 PM

Karen Smith, Curator and critic based in Beijing

In the 1990s, institutions in China were still very formal organizations; the academies, 
their exhibition halls; artists’ associations and municipal museums, which were rather 
austere and restrictive—especially in light of events surrounding the China/Avant Garde 
exhibition (the first national survey of ’85 New Wave art) in Beijing in February 1989, when 
a gun was fired into an artwork. But although these very public spaces became closed to 
contemporary art for a while, forging the impression that what was contemporary in art 
occurred in specifically non-sanctioned spaces, be that public (university halls, shopping 
plazas, schools, parks) or private (apartments and, on occasion, diplomatic or foreign 
residential quarters) For this reason, in the early 1990s, one can say that almost no 
institutions in China had a practicable role in defining contemporary art.

That began to change when Shanghai launched a biennial in 1996. Although not 
progressive in the way it was in 2000, say, or as the Guangzhou Triennial would be 
from its beginnings in 2002, the Shanghai Biennial encouraged a reconsideration of the 
potential relationship between new art and a specific handful of public institutions—this 
included Shanghai Art Museum, the new Guangdong Museum of Art, and He Xiangning 
Art Museum in Shenzhen. In terms of public reach and profile the cultural force of an 
institution was significantly embellished with work done at Guangdong Art Museum 
under Wang Huangshang, and now with his work at CAFA’s art museum, as with that of 
Huang Zhuan at the OCT Contemporary Art Terminal launched under He Xiangning Art 
Museum in 2003. The work referred to here is that of planning and maintaining a strategy; 
a possibility that has been seen more recently in the sector of (semi-)private museums—
Today Art Museum, Shanghai’s Zenda Art Museum / Himalaya Centre and the Rockbund 
Museum.

The development of independent institution-type spaces has been both positive and, 
to the outside world, occasionally misleading. The agendas of these new institutions in 
China are largely built on good intentions—good intentions being at once indefinable 
and fallible, and dominated by emotions rather than rationale. Like most aspects of “the 
system” in China, these institutions lack the kind of transparency (a Westerner assumes) 
necessary for building long-term trust in the eye of the public as well as the international 
art world. In terms of organization, they are often run (instituted) by a single individual 
who has no need of heeding the advice of a board of trustees or governors. Without a 
strong vision and a rationale to back it up, institutions face challenges in corralling the 
expectations of corporate sponsors within appropriate parameters. Having said that, and 
given the funding challenges that many public Western institutions are facing in these 
economically-challenged times, one might consider that, as these “institutions” evolve 
in China, and in the absence of a modern system to build upon, China’s “third” spaces, 
as these surely are, may well endure and succeed. Almost all artists wish to be exhibited 
in these spaces. They represent not only the best the system has to offer in China, to 



FIELD NOTES 01

65

An Expanded Questionnaire
On The Contemporary

greater and lesser degrees of integrity and quality, but are also able to be extremely 
flexible in the use of interior space—reconfiguring, reconstructing, or redecorating to a 
degree impossible in most Western institutions.

How any of these museums function in China today is also related to how we define 
the art that is presented in them: in terms of the word “contemporary”. In China, 
“contemporary” has become a catch-all reference for art that ought to be progressive, 
as in the manner of the ’85 New Wave pioneers, and the vanguard that was, in the 
early 1990s, defined as the avant-garde. As time moved forward, and as succeeding 
generations of young artists introduced new ideas and practice into the field, the term 
“avant-garde” was recognized as being in appropriate and the term “contemporary” 
preferred in its stead. Today, it is the most convenient term for art being produced in this 
present age—post-modernism was never a precise fit for obvious reasons of the lack of 
Modernism as a contextual backdrop to a post-modern evolution—but as it is used in 
by critics and art writers in China, “contemporary” is not always invoked in association 
with a specific attitude of mind or philosophy vis-à-vis a Euro-American concept. Its 
use is habit; a readymade convenience, if you will, that removes the need for a writer 
to quantify what it is that an artist actually does. “Contemporary” does, however, refer 
to the ambitions and impulses that drive art at the cutting-edge end of what is being 
created now in China. 

I have always instinctually felt that temporality and historicity are directly related to, if not 
entirely based on, territoriality; at least in the case of China. It was never about China 
being backward, just that the “avant-garde”, the new artists, came to the international 
world of art somewhat late and had some catching up to do in terms of practice: Europe 
and America had had an almost unbroken century under their belt by this [Chinese] 
moment in the early 1980s when the reform era began, releasing China’s economy and 
culture from the singular ideological practice that both were under Mao, and which made 
it possible for artistic expression to begin anew. Richard Mann has put this variance 
in temporal awareness well in his book The Return of History: The End of Dreams; 
after all, when America became “the new world” in the twentieth century, Europe was 
suddenly termed “the old”, which was discussed, debated, in language that located that 
difference in “time”. 

There have been a number of exhibitions through the past dozen or so years that have 
tried to explore this time lag/lapse. These include Living in Time (Berlin 1999) and 
the Parallel Time project produced at the academy in Hangzhou under the guidance 
of Xu Jiang, together with Qiu Zhijie and Wu Meichun. A good example of how time 
can be a factor in visual development—and how art history struggles with and fails 
to accommodate different time-zones as it were—is explored in the Getty’s recent 
exhibition Pacific Time. This demonstrates the obvious fact that, within specific locales, 
artistic and cultural development may follow divergent courses in temporal development 
from the mainstream pulse of “art history”. The problem is that, in today’s world, art 
history is far too linear to be comprehensive. Art history does remind us, however, that 
the world is cyclical in the rhythms of expansion and growth in civilizations and cultures; 
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and, equally, in its retractions and renewals. For the last twenty years, China has been 
living this kind of flux between end of retraction and renewal. Only time can show if it has 
the potential to be wise or innovative or enduring. 

In terms of China’s “contemporary” art, elements of folk or traditional practices tend 
to appear in the works of artists who are most confident in and comfortable with their 
practice. Why? Because for so long neither was considered cool in China—certainly 
not “contemporary”. Where certain folk traditions were invoked in the 1990s, the result 
tended towards kitsch: in the example of the Luo Brothers, which combines folk imagery 
[popular forms from nian hua] with that of “modern” culture, the result is utter kitsch with 
little to redeem it. Does that count? One has to ask because there is a terrible double 
standard or condescension on the part of many observers at work in regard of how folk/
tradition is invoked in art, and received and discussed [praised]: obviously more directly 
related to “folk”, as “low” culture, than “tradition” which is viewed as belonging to “high 
art”. There is a lack of standards applied to appraising works where folk or traditional 
practices appear. But foremost, is the issue of how we define either “folk” or “tradition”, 
period. The latter in particular, being an ever evolving form: to which tradition do we 
refer? Ink, as one such “tradition”, is an entirely separate issue: its practice seems to be 
self-defeating and self-abnegating on so many levels where those involved struggle to 
resolve issues of modernity within ink expression and are swift to dismiss the practice 
of “contemporary” artists for experimental work with the medium. This is one area in 
which the debate about “tradition”, “practice” and “technique” has yet to break free of 
conservative or established parameters:  what exists outside of those parameters has 
no name. This seems so ironic when throughout history it is the brush painters who have 
been so demonstrably innovative and “avant-garde” in the exploration and refining of 
methodologies. 

Since the focus of Ai Weiwei’s art shifted wholly towards activities that exemplify 
politically-engaged art, we have all been forced to rethink the meaning of art today vis-
à-vis the goals any artist sets for the mode of expression they chose. The force of the 
market has exerted a guiding influence on the styles of many young and impressionable 
artists. We need to redefine what is meant by politically-engaged art when speaking 
of China’s “contemporary” art. The term “political” has been profusely applied to a 
wide range of content in art in China, based largely on surface readings of immediately 
obvious visual motifs, as with the proliferation of art featuring “Mao” or the symbol of 
the young pioneer—the red neckerchief, which occurred in the 1990s. It has long been 
too easy to play with such symbols but, as we know, many of those symbols were already 
pretty much sanctioned ahead of use in China’s “new” art. With hindsight, how much 
of what was promoted as political stands up to scrutiny today? How much was really 
politically-engaged? After all, one might argue that, in terms of the prevailing Chinese 
culture in the late 1970s-early 1980s, where figuration was de rigueur to the point that 
to depart from the “red, shining, bright” standards of all visual expression was an act 
of contravention of state ideology, those artists—and there were many, Zhang Wei, 
Zhu Jinshi, Yu Youhan, Gu Dexin, to name but a few—who engaged in abstract art were 
making a clear political statement; a complete refutation of all that was prescribed for 
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them. That discussion has only just begun in China: in the 1990s, to the foreign visitor, 
this distinction was invisible, and abstract art thus appeared lacking in local “Chinese” 
characteristics. This is just one example of art in China that really was politically charged 
because the context was such an inalienable part of the work. 

Where all that is unfolding in China today is still so relatively new, it is all part of an 
inevitable and necessary process. Everything has its place and its moment. Whilst we 
should all work to contribute, we should not be too quick to judge or damning in that 
judgment. Given the economic shifts in the so-called first world, we just might find that 
the loose and fluid approach to running cultural institutions in China is the fact of the 
future. Who can really say if that is good or bad: the only certainty in life, it seems, is that 
everything changes in time.

……………………………………

Mon 4/23/2012 1:20 PM

Sohyun Anh, Curator at the Nam June Paik Art Center, Gyeonggi-do

The difficulty of defining ‘contemporary art’ or summarizing it into a few characteristics 
forms the premise of this argument and therefore it seems rather counterproductive 
to try to reconfirm the commonly accepted phenomenon here. It might, nevertheless, 
be interesting to consider why the term has been readily absorbed and used in the 
institutions of art without meeting much resistance, while, as Hal Foster pointed out 
in 2009, “such paradigms as ‘the neo-avant-garde’ and ‘postmodernism,’ which once 
oriented some art and theory, have run into the sand.”(1)

The concept of contemporary art has a large gap between its denotative and connotative 
meanings. It not only refers to ‘the art of today’ or ‘art by living artists’ in terms of 
general and value-free periodization, but also implies the difference from the art of past 
generations in an actual context. Thus, it is highly evaluative. (Here you may raise an 
objection that ‘art’ is in itself a value-laden term. But the adjective contemporary includes 
much more complex values.) This explains why so many works of art by living artists are 
often regarded as ‘non contemporary.’ If, at a later day, a new form of art appears and 
moves away from the characteristics that define contemporary art now, it might be called 
“historical contemporary art” that sounds as paradoxical as the expression “historical 
avant-garde.” 

It is in this very disparity that the concept of contemporary, as most other periodizations, 
became a myth in the sense of Roland Barthes. Today, all works of art can de jure be, 
but cannot de facto be contemporary. This brought about the necessity to explain the 
de facto criteria for being called as such, which again led to a mobilization of all canons 
against the art of previous periods. As a result, contemporary works came to signify an 
open-ended structure that is totally disinvested of historicity, not judged by its formal 
features, and invites the audience’s free choice and participation in favor, not of political 
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ideology, but of diversity. (2) However, here arises a problem. As contemporary art 
begins to be considered to be value-free, it is also allowed to subsume all the more 
values uncritically. Now that the category under that name undoubtedly exits, though 
ambiguous in manner, all kinds of values thrust themselves forward and claim to fall into 
the category. According to Barthes, a myth is transformed from a mere object of semiotic 
interpretation into an ideology at the very point where you neither follow nor demystify 
it, but just accept it as ‘being there,’ as ambiguously as it is. (3) Likewise, the term 
contemporary that is now used to excess to praise a new art emerging out of the old era 
has become an ideology, because it has never been demystified but employed only as 
the neutral designation of a certain period.

Then, what ideologies does ‘being contemporary’ represent? First of all, the term 
contemporary art is used to describe ‘art produced in the present,’ but, in a more 
practical sense, means ‘art consumed in the present.’ The criteria are whether a work 
of art is ‘taken to be contemporary’ by the institutions of art, that is, whether it is being 
distributed in biennales, museums, and art fairs, and by extension, whether it is thereby 
judged to be ‘global.’ Regardless of age, the way of consuming art influences the way 
of producing it. However, the problem frequently occurring in contemporary art is that 
this art constantly appeals to the art institutions and art market by speaking highly of its 
newness that is in no way new. One of the typical contradictions regarding this would 
be the self-orientalism in the Asian art scenes that adheres to the traditional in order 
to be contemporary. It sometimes creates some novel hybrids but in most cases, ends 
in a mixture of the most well-known icons, rather than overcomes the problems of the 
previous years. 

Such being the case, can production, not consumption, be an alternative criterion on 
which to define the contemporary? Being based on production does not mean to follow 
in the footsteps of the rigid formalism of Greenberg and Fried. Art that is newly produced 
is one that tries to solve the problems raised in the time and region when and where it 
is produced. In other words, it contains the issues regarding the context it is created in. 
And this does not bring us to the conclusion that artists should work only on the issues 
of their own country or region. Some of the obvious examples of this could be found in 
Korean art.

The Korean art scene in the 1980s was divided by the two axes: the one is monochrome 
painting and the other is the so-called Minjung Art (people’s art) that protested against 
Korea’s military dictatorship regime. In the 1990s, artists began to look for a ‘new’ art 
that would be able to go beyond the indifference to reality of monochrome painting 
and the direct and raw political message of Minjung Art. It is around this time that 
Korean artists who had lived and worked abroad brought new and unprecedented 
tendencies into the art world of this country. For example, Yiso Bahc was an artist who 
was preoccupied with the chasm between two countries and between two languages. 
His work in which Korean transliterations of such English words as “minority” or “exotic” 
were coupled with photographs reminiscent of those words was not global in the 
least, but instead cast questions about the global. The work did not convey a political 
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message, but in itself was highly political, for it faced up to the fact that the context it 
was placed in was a crack. It was a newly produced art that transcended the binary 
division between political and non-political art, and between the Korean and the global. 
Of course, Bahc’s works are also consumed in biennales and the art market. However, 
what makes his work contemporary (in spite of his untimely death) lies not in the fact that 
it is introduced in international exhibitions and events, but in the fact that it is ‘asking’ 
about the international. (4)

Contemporary art, not as a period designation but as an evaluative term, should not 
be art consumed contemporaneously, but art that is produced by artists who pose 
contemporary issues in the regional context they are situated in. Although it is impossible 
to identify common formal features of contemporary art, this art should not be an 
ambiguous name to call all forms of art currently consumed in the international art scene. 
Like the linguistic concept of the ‘shifter’ (5), the term contemporary can mean entirely 
different things in different contexts, but should be used as something that indicates a 
certain determined direction. In this sense, contemporary art is inevitably and essentially 
political. It is so not in the sense that it supports a particular political ideology, but in the 
sense that it raises questions about the conditions of our life. Contemporary art should 
make us go back not to political art, but to Walter Benjamin’s famous proposition—“the 
politicization of art.”

(1) Hal Foster, “Questionnaire on ‘The Contemporary,’” October 130 (Fall 2009): 3.

(2) The values listed here are those that Nicolas Bourriaud described as the characteristics of the 

new tendencies in the artistic practice of the 1990s in his Esthétique relationnelle. However, Claire 

Bishop argued that the “relations” produced by relational art works are not new, as well as politically 

uncritical (Claire Bishop, “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics”, October, Fall 2004, pp.51-79.).

(3) Roland Barthes, Mythologies, Seuil, 1957, p.201.  

(4) Some argue that contemporary art can be defined as art produced since the postmodern 

movement. According to this point of view, Bahc is not a contemporary artist, but a representative 

postmodern artist. This periodization is, however, based only on the frequency in use of the 

terminologies, not on theoretical analysis. Thus, in this text, we do not support the theory that the 

contemporary period was after postmodernism. 

(5) Jakobson’s term “shifter” refers to the elements in language that can be understood only by 

reference to the context in which they are uttered, but undoubtedly indicate a movement of the 

discourse, like the pronouns “I” and “you.”
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Mon 4/23/2012 4:08 PM

Vidya Shivadas, Curator, researcher and writer based in Delhi

On the Contemporary

In 1949 the Government of India organized the Art Conference at Calcutta where it 
invited a consortium of artists and critics and asked their suggestions on art institutions 
and on the educative role of art for the general public. The gathering unanimously voted 
for the immediate setting up of a National Art Gallery even if it remained divided on 
whether this institution would be run by the government’s representative body or handed 
over to the artist community.  In the following years, until the institution finally came 
into being in 1954, heated debates arose on which of the nomenclatures ‘modern’ or 
‘contemporary’ would more appropriately define the institution. 

While making a case for a National Gallery of ‘Contemporary ‘Art, an editorial in Art 
News (a monthly newsletter published by the artist organization AIFACS) expressed 
the view of a section of artists and scholars like Barada Ukil and Sir James Cousins, 
among others: “There is the Museum of Modern Art in New York, which buys up as much 
representative collection of avant-garde art as possible. This is on the premise that what 
may not be intelligible today, will be highly significant to posterity. It is a gamble but 
America is rich enough to afford it. In India we are still trying to be contemporary, not 
ultra-modern…” 

Having demarcated the separate agenda for an Indian art museum as opposed to an 
institution like MoMA, the editorial goes on to say, “At present because of absence of 
allocation of funds for a separate gallery, the museum has to provide an uneasy home for 
a heterogeneous collection of 20th century art – Bengal school, Tagore’s ink drawings, 
Amrita Sher-Gil. There are also a number of artists who at present defy classification…  
As soon as possible NGMA should have a specialist gallery of modern art, another 
gallery for more conservative schools like Bengal school, earlier Rajput and Moghul 
schools and Rajasthani art. Even Ravi Varma can have a place in such a gallery.” (1)

The National Gallery of ‘Modern’ Art was eventually set up in 1954 as a subordinate 
institution to the Department of Culture, Ministry of Education. The 1949 conference had 
made it clear that there were competing opinions on the mandate of cultural institutions, 
the spaces artists occupied and the role for cultural practice in general within the newly 
independent nation state.  When the Education Minister, Maulana Abul Kalam Azad 
called for these conferences (as the first step in setting up a National Culture Trust) it 
was to gather expert opinions and allow for diverse members of the artist community to 
imagine the contours of the national art museum. But realising the difficulty of navigating 
through this consensus building exercise, the State overtook the project. 

In the coming years, the NGMA became an insulated institution, aligning itself with a 
classical notion of the museum that worked retrospectively. It privileged a historicizing 
mode, marking the moments of origin of modern art in India through a selective list of 
artists (Amrita Sher Gil, Rabindranath Tagore, Gaganendranath Tagore and Jamini Roy in 
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particular as the key figures). This happened as much by design as by default because 
of the kind of collections that fell into the hands of the state compounded by budgetary 
constraints and lack of effective leadership. But in the end it led to the making of the 
National Gallery of Modern Art that, especially in the initial decades, aligned itself with 
an exclusive modernist discourse. It did not enter into an active relationship with its 
primary constituency – the artists, and also did not end up reflecting the diversity and 
energy of art practice in the country. 

In the early eighties the term ‘contemporary’ was again evoked to dislodge the 
modern’s solitary claim over the modern art museum and to counter what was seen 
as its exclusionary politics. The Roopankar Museum of Art at Bharat Bhavan was set 
up in Bhopal in 1982 by artist, critic and ideologue J Swaminathan. Here Swaminathan 
placed folk, tribal and modern art within the same exhibitory constellation to realize his 
idea of ‘contemporaniety’, thus claiming the institution for multiple simultaneous visual 
worlds that co-existed in India. Roopankar had short-lived success in envisioning a 
space that could grapple productively with the different registers of art practice and 
the kind of aesthetic, political and ethical issues this comingling generated. But by 1990 
Swaminathan left Bharat Bhavan owing to the change of government in the state to 
Madhya Pradesh and subsequent reduction in funding and the museum has since lapsed 
into a state of inactivity.    

I touch upon these institutional references to suggest the kind of anxiety the public art 
institutions generated among invested parties in their ability to be truly representative 
of varied artistic communities and by association its diverse populace. And to also look 
at how the terminologies of contemporary and modern are very much implicated within 
these discussions. 

Since the nineties we appear to have moved away from the meta-discourse of the state 
institutions and now seem to be part of a much more variegated scene fuelled to a large 
extent by the art market and private sector. We have also been inducted into a global art 
scene and seem well sync with its current fetishisation of the ‘contemporary’.  

Much recent debate has been centered on whether the contemporary presents a 
critical category that is allowing a vibrant heterogentity to come to fore or does it simply 
serve as a generalized term for what is current, fashionable etc.  Can we rely on its 
radical potentials to denote the end of the reception of art along the center-periphery 
imagination, to what Cuauhtémoc Medina refers to when he says it is “no longer 
possible to rely upon the belatedness of the South in presuming that artistic culture 
goes from the center to the periphery (2)”. Does it allow for the visibilisation of diverse 
practices and communities? Does it pay careful attention to and learn from the complex 
artistic strategies that come into play in different political environments.  And can it stake 
its independence from the operations of global capitalism and counter its homogenizing 
effects on culture and economies.

Away from the monolithic discourse of the national, the contemporary has made possible 
different kinds of alignments between individuals and institutions, between seemingly 
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disparate temporalities and locations.  While celebrating the flexibility and the layered 
identity formation this suggests, I would also like to make a plea for a deeply grounded 
local discourse. In the context of India this is doubly important because the last two 
decades of globalization have unleashed unprecedented social and economic changes 
and we are dealing with vastly changing ground realities. 

Katherine Boo refers to these altered conditions in her book Behind the Beautiful 
Forevers, a close study of the Mumbai slum Annawadi. She speaks of the shortage of 
deeply reported accounts on how the poor are coping in the age of globalization and 
the need to grapple with particular individual stories so as to be able to formulate better 
arguments and policies. (3) 

Even as the contemporary allows us to traverse geographies and makes possible 
broad horizontal alignments, it should equally make space for this kind of entrenched 
position that digs deep into the ground. It should be able to re-examine the past as 
well as account for the fast changing present so that particularities can emerge. The 
contemporary, as Agamben writes poignantly, “is he who holds his gaze firmly on his 
own time so as to perceive not its light, but rather its darkness.” (4)

It is also important to note that this kind of rooted contemporary practice generates a 
radical, always uncertain and sometimes fraught process – and art institutions need to 
realize the implications of committing to it. They need to be involved in a radical process 
of self critique – that is not simply exhibit work but rethink the way the organization 
is structured, the way it frames art practice or relates to audiences. Unlike the State 
museum that withdrew from public claims by building an insulated institution focused 
on a selective historical modernism, contemporary art institutions will have to handle 
contentions within the art world and also outside it. As the boundaries between the art 
world and the world outside become more porous, the institutions will have to time and 
again develop productive strategies to engage with the discord.

That this is not an easy task became evident, yet again, recently. A couple of months 
ago a Delhi based artist was first invited by an organization to exhibit what was widely 
reported as his ‘homoerotic’ photographs and then had to deal with its premature 
closure on the opening night following a complaint made to the police on its ‘explicit 
content’.  The organizers made signs of reopening the exhibition under pressure from the 
artistic community and other activist groups only to not follow through finally. They took 
close to a month to release a public statement on the issue with the artist having to field 
questions from the press and make hesitant statements on the matter. 

What is the organisation’s commitment to an artist and his autonomous practice? How 
does it understand the political climate in which it is organizing its programme? How does it 
relate to the audience that visits these exhibitions? How does it build linkages between civil 
society and the artistic discourse?  How does it forge meaningful conversations within an 
increasingly polarized society that is targeting artistic expression and creative freedom more 
than ever? Art institutions must really think through some of these questions before making 
their ‘progressive’ gestures of showing contemporary art practice.  
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(1) Editorial, Art News, a monthly bulletin of arts and crafts, Vol. XII No. 7 & 8, July-August 1959 

(2) Medina, Cuauhtémoc. “Contemp(t)orary: Eleven Theses.” e-flux, 2010 http://www.eflux.com/

journal/contemptorary-eleven-theses/

(3) Boo, Katherine. Behind the Beautiful Forevers. New Delhi: Penguin Group, 2012 

(4) Agamben, Giorgio, “What is Contemporary” in What is an Apparatus and other Essays. Stanford, 

Stanford 2009, p 44

……………………………………

Mon 4/23/2012 4:36 AM

Atreyee Gupta, Assistant Professor of Global Modern and Contemporary Art  
at the University of Minnesota, Duluth

On Territoriality, Temporality, and the Politics of Place

I teach in a university in the United States. The position that I hold, the position of an 
Assistant Professor of global contemporary art, is a very recent invention, less than half 
a decade old. This position, however, is not exceptional. Conceived at a time when the 
American academy is striving to reinvent itself as inclusive, diverse, and global, a number 
of Art and Art History departments across the country have created similar positions. 
These new faculty lines come in the wake of two discrete but interrelated phenomena 
– the debates surrounding the idea of a World Art History and the increasing visibility 
of “non-Western” contemporary art in the new international exhibitionary circuits. “The 
legitimate pressures in American universities for a multicultural curriculum will create 
a demand for a world art history,” David Carrier pointed out in 2008. (1) “Chinese 
Americans, Indian Americans, Korean Americans, and Muslims in America are likely 
to join African Americans in demanding that their visual traditions be taught in survey 
classes.” (2)

If the ongoing debates regarding World Art History arose from a need to imagine a more 
inclusive Art History that could contend with diverse histories and visual traditions, the 
post-1990s proliferation of art museums, bienniales, and global exhibitions in cities 
such as Seoul, New Delhi, Hong Kong, and Beijing generated an equally compelling 
contrapuntal pressure that obdurately demanded a self-reflexive framework for 
comprehending the trajectories of contemporary art as they unfold across space and 
time. Hence the invention of a new faculty line for global contemporary art. In most 
cases, such positions are held by scholars focusing on contemporary art beyond 
Europe and North America. My own research, for instance, focuses on modern and 
contemporary South Asia in specific and Asia more generally. This new position then 
provides us with an ideal platform to provincialize the story of the global contemporary 
even as this story is in the process of being narrated. So far so good.

But how are we to imagine global contemporary art and how are we to narrate it? What 
narrative strategies will we deploy to tell this story? Temporally and chronologically 
situated after the passing of the modern, the very category of the contemporary 
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continues to frustrate. “The word contemporary,” as Terry Smith points out, “has always 
meant more than just the plain and passing present. Its etymology, we can now see, 
is as rich as that of modern. The term contemporary calibrates a number of distinct 
but related ways of being in or with time, even of being in and out of time at the same 
time.” (3) Indeed, the question of time has always been central to an imagination of the 
contemporary, as Giorgio Agamben too has noted. As Agamben writes, “those who 
are truly contemporary, who truly belong to their time, are those who neither perfectly 
coincide with it nor adjust themselves to its demands.” (4) It is precisely because of this 
anachronism, this disjointedness, a kind of “dys-chrony,” that one who is contemporary 
can clearly perceive his/her own time while keeping a distance from it. Concurrently, the 
word contemporary has within it an aspect of simultaneity – one that suggests an unfolding, 
existing, and living in the same time. The contemporary, then, is our shared time. 

But, can we be contemporary together? As Smith rightly notes, in spite of a 
connectedness, contemporaries “subsist in a complex awareness that, given human 
difference, their contemporaries may not stand in relation to time as they do.” (5) The 
experience of the shared space of the contemporary is then paradigmatically specific 
and conceptually fractured, indeed multiple and plural. Its contours vary depending on 
the geo-political terrain, both real and metaphoric, on which we stand. If, on the one 
hand, our experience of the contemporary is shared and thus universal, it is, on the other 
hand, simultaneously specific and particular. Smith then proposes we navigate the terrain 
of the contemporary by pressing “radical particularism to work with and against radical 
generalization, to treat all the elements in the mix as antinomies.” (6) Contemporaneity 
lies in this very disjuncture, in Agamben’s dys-chrony or Smith’s antinomies. If we follow 
Agamben and Smith into this dyschronous contemporary-scape of volatile antinomies, 
we would indeed pass beyond the strict chronotope of the modern into the promise 
of a plural present. Why then does the category called contemporary art continue to 
frustrate?

As an Art Historian, part of my frustration lies in the temporal bracketing of contemporary 
art. Contemporary art is often seen as art created after the Second World War. David 
Hopkins, for instance, begins After Modern Art 1945-2000 with the following statement: 
“On 9 August an atom bomb fell on Nagasaki in Japan, bringing the Second World War 
to a close. During the six years of conflict an incalculable number of people lost their 
lives. Soon the West would become aware of the horrors of the Holocaust visited on 
Germany’s Jewish population. Stalin’s atrocities in Russia would also become apparent. 
Before long a new ideological ‘Cold War’ between Eastern Europe and America would 
structure international relations in the West.” (7) The bipolar politics of the Cold War 
then provides Hopkins with the historical and temporal frame to narrate the story of 
contemporary art.

The now seminal volume Art Since 1900: Modernism, Antimodernism, Postmodernism 
uses an identical chronological frame. (8) Art Since 1900 is divided into two volumes, 
the first of which focuses on the modern, covering the period between 1900 and 1944, 
and the second, covering the period between 1945 and the present, focuses on the 
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post-modern (or the antimodern) which is then followed by the contemporary. Although 
the authors do not unpack the implications of this division, it will be well within reason 
to surmise that their decision is based on a logic similar to Hopkins. That this text, yet 
again, reduces the “non-Western” modern to a derivative discourse, merely a reflection 
of a master narrative produced elsewhere, is a critique that a number of scholars 
have already made. (9) I remain equally troubled by the fact that the genealogy of the 
contemporary must begin in 1945, specifically against the backdrop of the ideological 
Cold War between the Soviet Union and the United States, privileging the West, once 
again, as the harbinger of the contemporary. 

What does 1945 mean for Asia? Take, for instance, India. In 1945, India was still a 
British territory. India gained Independence only in 1947. Modernism as such – Post-
Impressionism, Expressionism, Cubism, and the larger discourses of Primitivism, albeit in 
a re-articulated and indigenized form – made its presence felt in the visual worlds of the 
subcontinent through the work of artists such as Rabindranath Tagore, Gaganendranath 
Tagore, Amrita Sher-gil, Jamini Roy, and Ramkinkar Baij only in the 1930s. That the lure of 
modernism would remain strongly entrenched in India through the 1960s and the 1970s 
is hardly difficult to understand, especially given the Nehruvian nation-state’s larger 
vision of a modern progressive India. A similar trajectory can be mapped in a number 
of Asian contexts, for instance in Indonesia. Or even in Turkey, Iran, and Iraq. In China, 
on the other hand, the 1980s saw the revitalization of modernism as an artistic strategy 
to reinsert the idea of progress into the nation’s political consciousness. Situating the 
genealogies of the contemporary in 1945 through the bi-polar politics of the Cold War, 
then, does not offer Asia a meaningful entry into the contemporary. Similarly, the year 
1960, another convenient entry point into the contemporary “due to the emergence 
around this time of new generations of artists interested in overturning dominant modes 
of modernist practice” in Europe and America does not hold any special valence in Asian 
contexts either. (10) Modernism remained strongly entrenched in artistic and intellectual 
discourses in 1960s India.

Of course, this temporal bracketing, 1945 or 1960, is merely symptomatic of a larger 
tendency to frame the contemporary through signs that are fully legible only within a 
European and American context. While a substantive examination of art history texts on 
contemporary art is perhaps beyond the immediate purview of this response, it must be 
mentioned, at least in passing, that recent texts have taken as their point of departure 
multivalent temporal frames. (11) Yet, even within the shifting temporal frames of texts 
published in the last ten years, the signposts that mark the itinerary of the contemporary 
continue to remain largely Euro-American. (12) By this temporal bracketing, the arena of 
contemporary art or the time after the passing of the post-modern becomes that liminal 
frame where the varied trajectories of art making across the globe must be concurrently 
confronted as a deeply fractured and dyschronous, yet uninterrupted, intellectual field. 
Nonetheless, this dyschronous but uninterrupted field remains embedded within Western 
economic and cultural shifts. 

To turn, then, to a few questions posed in the Asia Art Archive’s questionnaire: 
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How are temporality and historicity prescribed based on territoriality? Or how is 
territoriality proscribed by temporality and historicity? Are we trapped in a trope of ‘the 
contemporary’? If the contemporary is indeed a shared time and we are contemporaries 
together, perhaps the question that we now need to insert into the debate on the 
contemporary and contemporaneity is this: When is the contemporary of contemporary 
art? This question, I believe, demands that we critically and self-reflexively mediate 
on the historical prepositions that are inherent to today’s conceptualizations of the 
contemporary. Given Art History’s commitment to History as such, only such a critical 
maneuver will allow us to overcome the theoretical impasse that the discipline currently 
faces when thinking, speaking, and writing about the new category called global 
contemporary art. 

Let me turn to some recent critical and curatorial interjections that have radically 
reworked the conceptualization of contemporary art, offering a number of strategies 
to circumvent the theoretical and conceptual impasse that Art History is confronted 
with as it faces the radically dyschronous arena of global contemporary art. Take, for 
instance, the 2009 Tate Triennial curator Nicholas Bourriaud’s notion of the altermodern. 
For Bourriaud, the contemporary is an altered modern, a new modern that is constituted 
by alterity. Unlike older configurations of the modern, today’s altermodern is neither 
centered on the West nor overcompensated by regional nationalist concerns. “There 
are no cultural roots to sustain forms, no exact cultural base to serve as a benchmark for 
variations, no nucleus, no boundaries for artistic language,” Bourriaud writes. (13)

Migration, mobility, travel, and nomadism are the dots that make up the geography of 
Bourriaud’s altermodern. As Bourriaud states, “today’s artist, in order to arrive at precise 
points, takes as their starting-point global culture and no longer the reverse.” (14) By 
this formulation, we may argue that the centers of contemporary art are everywhere, its 
peripheries nowhere. Bourriaud’s altermodern is then different and distinct from the logic 
of de-centering Western modernism, as Okwui Enwezor has noted in an essay published 
in the text that accompanied the 2009 Tate Triennial, an argument that was partially 
restated in his response to Hal Foster’s 2009 Questionnaire on “The Contemporary”. 
(15) We can envisage through Enwezor’s critical reworking of Bourriaud a contemporary 
art system characterized by the “breakdown of cultural or locational hierarchies.” 
(16) Seen through Enwezor, Bourriaud’s altermodern, we must admit, may offer Asia a 
different entry point into the contemporary, especially given that Asian modernisms have 
been precariously poised at the margins of the meta-narrative of the modern. 

Yet, quite paradoxically, in our desire to frame an equitable cartography for 
contemporary art, imagined or otherwise, we may stand to lose our claim to the local as 
a site of resistance to a hegemonic global. In charting the trajectory of the contemporary 
through migration, mobility, travel, and nomadism, we may lose sight of the everyday 
locational hierarchies that are strapped between the pages of our passport, those 
clean, crisp pages neatly bound between the folds of a cover that still bears the mark 
of national identity. We may forget that some passports allow for greater mobility, some 
do not. We may also forget that transnational mobility and nomadism is a privilege. This 
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forgetting would be disingenuous. While the transnationalist politics of global exhibitions 
such as the Tate Triennial may indeed hold the promise of what Geeta Kapur calls the 
“no-history, no-nation, no-place phenomenon,” we lose by this very move “the politics of 
place – community, country, region, nation, even margin or exile.” (17)

Over the last two decades, the increase in public art funding with the emergence a 
number of non-government agencies in India has further strengthened this politics of 
place, enabling a range of contemporary practices that resist being catapulted into that 
liminal global of the “no-history, no-nation, no-place” variety. The 2012 community art 
project Ghar Pe (literally At Home) organized under the aegis of the non-profit Society 
for Nutrition Education and Health Action in Mumbai’s Dharavi is a case in point. (18) 
Ghar Pe was the result of a yearlong collaboration between the artist Nandita Kumar 
and a group of twenty women from Dharavi, the slum in Mumbai that is home to a million 
people who inhabit its single acre stretch and subsist at the peripheries of public civic 
services. The collaboration, which began with story-telling sessions, revolved around 
personal experiences of the domestic. The sessions, facilitated by Kumar and imagined 
as an informal intimate space where women gathered to exchange stories, gradually 
metamorphosed into alternative networks of kinship and solidarity beyond the family, a 
network that then generated local civic activism around questions of health, sanitation, 
and empowerment. 

The yearlong story-telling session culminated in the exhibition Ghar Pe. The exhibition 
hall, a run down class room rented from the local high school and renovated by the 
Ghar Pe team, was painted turquoise – a color associated with the interiors of the many 
makeshift houses that jostle against each other in Dharavi’s narrow alleys. Ghar Pe, At 
Home, was thus markedly public even as it seemingly unfolded within the “private” space 
of the home. Abandoning the prevailing strategies of public art that posits the figure of 
the artist as the privileged interlocutor between disenfranchised subjects and the urban 
art sphere, Ghar Pe’s “artist-curator” Nandita Kumar recast Dharavi’s participants as 
the primary authors, thus privileging the local in the collaborative artistic partnership 
forged through the project. Installed by Kumar, each work on display was conceived and 
created by the participating women. 

A sculptural ensemble consisting of a set of steel kitchen containers is exemplary of 
the larger concerns that cut across the exhibition. Familiar household objects, such 
containers are often part of the women’s trousseau. The participating women had 
created a collage consisting of photographs evocative of wedding rituals. When printed 
on transparent stickers and pasted on steel kitchen containers commonly used to 
store grain, this collage allowed the women to address intersections between gender, 
consumption, and everyday violence in Dharavi. During the exhibition, the women from 
Dharavi introduced their works to the audience, directly engaging the audience in dialog. 
Standing within the space of Dharavi, the women’s address to their audience would 
have been immediate and sensory, transforming the home, the ghar, into a site for public 
civic intervention. The reciprocal relationship that was here set up among the body of 
the work, the body of the women, and Dharavi itself demands that we take seriously the 
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politics of place. 

How then might we locate this community art project within the larger debates on 
contemporary art? Following Marsha Meskimmon’s arguments on transnational 
feminism, cosmopolitanism, and the explorations of the domestic in contemporary art 
practices, we may squarely locate Ghar Pe, as an artist led community art project, within 
the larger transnational trajectory of feminist artistic interventions that take the domestic 
as a discursive site of art making. (19) The artist-curator Nandita Kumar lives and works 
in India and New Zealand, it might be easy to situate Ghar Pe within a global history of 
community art projects. Yet, to read the project solely through the cosmopolitan figure of 
Kumar would mean usurping the agency of Ghar Pe’s participants from Dharavi, negating 
the community of the community art project. Equally importantly, resolutely local, Ghar 
Pe becomes legible in and through Dharavi. If dislocated from the space of Dharavi and 
relocated elsewhere – in an art gallery or an international bienniale – Ghar Pe risks being 
recoded in quasi-anthropological and ethnographic terms, readily lending itself to a kind 
of armchair poverty tourism for the new global flâneur. Although, in theory the exhibition 
is perfectly mobile and can be reinstalled anywhere, in praxis Ghar Pe resists mobility. 
Deliberately entrenched within the local of Dharavi, Ghar Pe then becomes symptomatic 
of art practices in South Asia in specific and Asia more generally that posit a serious 
challenge to the liminal global of the “no-history, no-nation, no-place” variety. If we 
are to imagine an equitable cartography for contemporary art, it is imperative that we 
respond to and contend with this challenge as we realign questions of territoriality and 
historicity from within and beyond Asia. 

Along with asking when is the contemporary of contemporary art, I propose we also 
reintroduce the politics of place into conceptualizations of both contemporary art and 
contemporaneity. It is only through such an approach that the entangled landscape of 
the global contemporary will become discernable, one in which multiple spatialities, 
temporalities, and power relations combine. I suggest we connect history to place – 
not to recover an imagined rootedness, the fabled local, but to think of a new ethics 
for transformational art practices that has emerged through the politics of locality. To 
use Henri Lefebvre’s words, “space as a locus of production, as itself product and 
production, is both the weapon and the sign of […] struggle.” (20)

(1) David Carrier, A World Art History and Its Objects (University Park: Pennsylvania State University 

Press, 2008), xxiv.

(2) Ibid.

(3) Terry Smith, “Contemporary Art and Contemporaneity,” Critical Inquiry 32 (Summer 2006), 

681–707, 702.

(4) Giorgio Agamben, “What is the Contemporary,” in “What is an Apparatus” and Other Essays, 

trans. David Kishik and Stefan Pedatella (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009), 39-54, 40.
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(6) Ibid., 704.

(7) David Hopkins, After Modern Art, 1945-2000 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 5.

(8) Hal Foster, Rosalind Krauss, Yves-Alain Bois, and Benjamin Buchloch, Art Since 1900: Modernism, 

Antimodernism, Postmodernism (New York: Thames and Hudson, 2004).

(9) For example, see Partha Mitter “Decentering Modernism: Art History and Avant-Garde Art from 

the Periphery,” The Art Bulletin 90:4 (2008), 531-548, 531.

(10) Amelia Jones, “Introduction: Writing Contemporary Art into History, a Paradox?” in Amelia 

Jones ed. A Companion to Contemporary Art Since 1945 (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 3-16, 3. 

(11) For instance, recent texts such as Themes of Contemporary Art, Theory in Contemporary 

Art, and Defining Contemporary Art take the mid-1980s globalization as their point of departure. 

Jean Robertson and Craig McDaniel, ed. Themes of Contemporary Art: Visual Art after 1980 (New 

York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); Zoya Kocur and Simon Leung, eds. Theory in 

Contemporary Art: Since 1985 (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2005); Daniel Birnbaum et. al. 

Defining Contemporary Art: 25 Years in 200 Pivotal Artworks (London and New York: Phaidon Press, 

2011). Other texts begin in the 1970s, for instance Brandon Taylor, Contemporary Art: Art Since 1970 

(London: Laurence King Publishers, 2012).

(12) For a historiographical study of this phenomenon, see Dan Karlholm, “Surveying Contemporary 

Art: Post‐War, Postmodern, and then What?” Art History 32: 4, 712–733.

(13) Nicholas Bourriaud, “Altermodern” in Altermodern: Tate Triennial (London: Tate Publishing, 

2009), unpaginated. 

(14) Ibid.
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(16) Enwezor, “Modernity and Postcolonial Ambivalence,” unpaginated.
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Seel, eds. Body.city: Siting Contemporary Culture in India (New Delhi and Berlin: Tulika Books and 

The House of World Cultures, 2003), 47-83, 47.

(18) Sponsored by the Wellcome Trust, Ghar Pe was organized under the aegis of the Society for 

Nutrition Education and Health Action project Dekha Undekha: Conversations on Art and Health. 

Dekha Undekha was the first in a series of workshops that the Society has initiated in order to 

generate dialog between civic services administration and marginal communities in India. Conducted 

over a period of one year, Dekha Undekha evolved through a series of workshops with twenty 
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held over a period of one year, the two-week exhibition opened in Dharavi in February, 2012. The 

display consisted of art works created by the twenty women participants.

(19) See Marsha Meskimmon, Contemporary Art and the Cosmopolitan Imagination (New York: 

Routledge, 2011).

(20) Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1991), 109.
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Hyunjin Kim, Curator and critic based in Seoul

The Contemporary 

Our passage from the present to the future always stems from what remains of the past. 
History is not a closed book. It is an open text, which can always be reinterpreted or 
approached again in terms of how it is related to the present. Questions about the past 
propel the present forward, and contemporariness will reveal itself. 

What is the contemporary? This question is much like “What is art?”, which would 
be an essentially contested question. Answers differ among those who constitute 
the contemporary, according to their varying goals and orientations. The ambiguity, 
uncertainty and inconsistency surrounding the concept of “the contemporary” are 
mostly witnessed today in a variety of competing practices that take place in the name of 
Contemporary Art. Indeed, today’s art scene is reminiscent of the Era of Warring States 
of ancient China (c. 426-221 BC), an era dominated not by a single unified power, but 
rather by dozens of relatively equal but competing small countries. What we witness 
is not simply the coexistence of various perspectives and artistic modes of practices 
and choices, we find that the past is altered and re-composed and that significant 
contemporary tendencies come from them; and we find an interesting splicing of what 
seems to be different time development of different regions in the present. 

However, we can also find one possible problem with the democratization of 
contemporary art, whereby contemporary art is simply a receptacle that contains 
whatever happens in the art world of the current time. In the name of contemporary 
art, the current always swings between progress and regression. The following scenes 
were witnessed during my research trips in 2008. I met with an owner of one of the 
leading galleries in Tokyo who proudly showed me Van Gogh-style landscape paintings 
by a Japanese artist while making no distinction whatsoever between this painting and 
other serious contemporary art practices. In the main building of the National Gallery 
of Art in Caracas, Venezuela, one of the exhibition halls was dedicated to showing the 
leisure-time drawings of the exhibition guards working at the Gallery; what I saw in the 
gallery was not the guards’ hobby paintings, but the result of a populist project pursued 
by the dictatorial Chavez government. Back in Seoul 2011, while working to set a new 
curatorial workshop program for a new private institution founded by a heavy-industry 
corporation, the director of that institution warned me not to use the term “laboratory” 
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because, politically, it sounds Left-oriented. These are the kinds of eccentricities that 
one frequently experiences, and they bring to mind again that living in the same calendar 
time is not the same as living in the same contemporariness.

Another known disturbing scene is to be found inside the recently heated art world in say 
China or India, a scene propelled by the neo-liberal topography of art markets that have 
grown explosively in the past decade. I would say that it is a scene that baffles our belief 
in the genuinely progressive as well as the critical nature of art. In Beijing, works of art are 
often produced entirely as labour-intensive commodities, with monumental or symbolic 
gestures, and art studios become veritable busy art factories, in which we face the return 
of the ghost of Orientalism. What I saw in that phenomenon was the submersion of the 
resistance of the past 20 to 30 years of artists who have been refraining from turning 
their art into other’s craft, namely post-colonial products. This scene, run by a newly 
emerging market, is also affected to the extent of repressing the previous achievement in 
some parts of the Asian region where artists’ practices are strongly engaged in undoing 
monumental one-liner craft spectacles and where the politics of form derives from 
artists’ hesitation and distancing of themselves from a domineering situation. 

It should be common sense that contemporary does not mean simply living in the same time 
frame. While we live in the same calendar time, each individual neither lives through the same 
time nor experiences its light and darkness in the same way. Certain phenomena found in 
the expansion of contemporary art should be a call that they have to embrace and adopt; 
for some of us, however, this is clearly seen as outright regression of history that abuses the 
term “contemporary”. Where is the veritable essence of contemporaneity placed? What did 
we miss in our blind celebration of contemporary art?   

Contemporariness is, then, a singular relationship with one’s own time, which 
adheres to it and, at the same time, keeps a distance from it. More precisely, 
it is that relationship with time that adheres to it through a disjunction and an 
anachronism. Those who coincide too well with the epoch, those who are 
perfectly tied to it in every respect, are not contemporaries, precisely because 
they do not manage to see it; they are not able to firmly hold their gaze on it. (1)

[...] the contemporary is the person who perceives the darkness of his time as 
something that concerns him, as something that never ceases to engage him. 
Darkness is something that—more than any light—turns directly and singularly 
toward him. The contemporary is the one whose eyes are struck by the beam of 
darkness that comes from his own time … This urgency is the untimelineness, the 
anachronism that permits us to grasp our time in the form of a “too soon” that is 
also a “too late”; of an “already” that is also a “not yet” [...] (2)

According to Agamben, contemporaneity is ultimately defined by the person who 
is living the contemporary, the person who is not passive, the person who does not 
“coincide too well with the epoch”. The contemporary person is someone who fully and 
actively traverses their time by choosing to exercise their sovereign rights. Agamben 
further explains that the contemporary person is not someone who bakes in the glorious 
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sunshine of their time, but rather someone who is more sensitive to its shadows and 
darkness, and someone who tries to recognize light and bring it into the darkness. These 
two characteristics of the contemporary, as defined by Agamben, are also applicable to 
the pioneering – and therefore untimely – achievements made in the persistent progress 
of veritable human history, which is born with the pains of dislocated and broken spines 
in each time.

The landscape of today’s globalism, in a positive sense, arises out of the regional 
networks that connect the evolutionary phenomenon of mutually different cultures. In 
the last few years, China and India have attracted the attention of the art world with 
their economic prowess, while more recently the Middle East and North Africa have 
drawn attention because of the political changes taking place there. Since the 1990s, 
globalization has dismantled the First World hegemony of the 20th century, and it 
has opened up a new democratic and pluralistic horizon of visual culture. This is an 
encouraging change. However, where such attention is caused by an economic impact 
of geo-political importance, there is a possible problem: art becomes a tool for “cultural 
marketing” and abandons its duty to the true meaning of the contemporary; there is a 
discord with the general trend of the era. 

In this situation, the different forms of anachronism seen today have also become 
more complex than ever. What is considered an artistic phenomenon that is too late in 
one region is considered too soon in another. Given this situation, an artistic practice, 
in historical development as well as in critical language, that is ‘too late’ should be 
criticized as such in any locality. However, to take such a position is to risk being called 
a cultural supremacist, or someone who does not recognize cultural relativity; from the 
perspective of the advocates of multiculturalism or cultural diversity, this is certainly 
not a politically correct position to adopt. Thus, in the name of multiculturalism, double 
or triple standards are applied to evaluating artistic practices in different localities, 
without speculation over whether the works of art or visual languages found within a new 
fashion are estimated to be literal anachronisms or ideal anachronisms in terms of the 
contemporary. This can be seen as the shady side of global multiculturalism. It insulates 
the local in national bland, and it even creates a new form of possible segregation, that 
is culturally doubling the other. I think this is another aspect of the abuse of the term 
“contemporary” and our exhaustion with this term. The essential time found in any local 
must be transcendently contemporary, and then it is not limited to local anymore. It is an 
anachronism to come, where considerable resistance and artistic discretion are placed.

Annual Report, the title of the 2008 Gwangju Biennale (Okwui Enwezor, Artistic 
Director), for which I was the co-curator with Ranjit Hoskote, was a research project 
on contemporary art scenes that are at “the threshold of indeterminacy between an 
excess and a deficiency”. (3) In other words, the art world is busy today, but one can 
no longer find any direction or focus for artistic progress. This aspect of the art world 
was particularly highlighted in the section of the 2008 Biennale entitled “On the Road.” 
Reminiscent of Jack Kerouac’s novel of the same name, this section involved researching 
and selecting various art exhibitions and cultural events that took place for a period of 
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one year prior to the opening of the Biennale in 2008. The exhibitions and events we 
researched were then invited, in whole or in part, to participate in the Biennale. The 
section “On the Road” in Annual Report was an exhibition of exhibitions, and as such 
it did not have a single-focus theme or issue. Our aim was to present an opportunity 
to examine what the present is made of. In other words, the exhibition was a tenacious 
work, meant to be a temporary archive of the “now”, an archeological excavation into 
“our time”, what we are standing on top of. As Ranjit Hoskote has said, this was “a wild 
journey of self-discovery, but also a workman-like survey of development”. Although we 
did not make any prior assumptions for the research, it resulted in selected invitations 
disclosing a “politics of form”, which is “concerned with how artists manage the 
aesthetic demands of their artistic principles and social necessity of discovering new 
terms of production”, (4) as well as with a certain resistance to hyper-production or 
formal conformity driven by today’s generalization of contemporary art. 

Unfortunately, our efforts for Annual Report were least appreciated here in South Korea, 
the host country of the Biennale. The press and the art community took little interest, 
since Annual Report did not have an epoch-making theme; it did not suggest something 
completely new; and it showed works that had already been shown in various other parts 
of the world. Some went so far as to complain that what we did amounted to insulting 
them, in that the exhibition was a regurgitation of other exhibitions. In contrast to the 
close readings of the curatorial direction and the support we received from overseas 
media, South Korean reviewers saw our efforts as completely anachronistic; according 
to the Korean reviews, nothing in our exhibition was anchored in reality. My point here is 
not to suggest that the positive evaluations of Annual Report from the international art 
community automatically make it a successful experimental model. The point is that the 
contemporary significance of this attempt, an archeological look at the present, was 
passed over entirely in South Korea and that the meaning of contemporary was once 
again fixed to the notion that it must suggest something new, and to what is artificially 
considered “future-oriented”.

Here I would like to turn to the third aspect of the contemporary that Agamben 
discusses:

Contemporariness inscribes itself in the present by marking it above all as 
archaic. Only he who perceives the indices and signature of the archaic in the 
most modern and recent can be contemporary. “Archaic” means close to the 
arkhŏ, that is to say, the origin. But origin is not only situated in chronological 
past: it is contemporary with historical becoming and does not cease to operate 
within it … an archeology that does not, however, regress to a historical past, but 
returns to that part within the present that we are absolutely incapable of living. 
What remains unlived therefore is incessantly sucked back toward the origin, 
without ever being able to reach it. The present is nothing other than this unlived 
element in everything that is lived. … The attention to this “unlived” is the life of 
the contemporary. And to be contemporary means in this sense to return to a 
present where we have never been. (5)
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It is this insight, the third aspect of the contemporary, that Agamben discusses, that 
frames the understanding not only of the archeology of the present pursued in Annual 
Report, but also the many archive and research projects that have become important 
among artists and curators today, as well as the phenomena in reinterpreting and 
revisiting various historical references in today’s artistic practices. Contemporariness, 
in terms of the archaic, or its relationship to the archetype, does not refer simply to a 
physical age, or to works or research that deal directly with the classical or the archaic. 
Furthermore, for Agamben, delving into the archaic does not necessarily mean tracking 
back to a far distant past. The archaic is the present that we cannot experience in the 
present; thus to explore the archaic is to construct a new present through the un-
experienced remains of the present. Agamben states that “the contemporary put to work 
a special relationship between the different times”, (6) by interpolating “the present into 
the inert homogeneity of linear time”. (7) 

A work of art begins with a question hanging over the present like a shadow, or with 
a sliver of a clue captured in the middle of the nebulousness surrounding the present; 
it approaches history in an unprecedented way and thereby inscribes different 
possibilities for the present. When the present and the past are interpolated in this 
manner in an artist’s work, according to “a necessity from an exigency” (8) to which 
he must respond, we can then say that we are approaching the contemporary self that 
is true and responsible to one’s time. In this context, the urgency of scrutiny into our 
recent past is as exigent as the necessity to respond to one’s time, as well as to the 
obscurity of contemporaneity. The movement of time may not be visible, but neither has 
it disappeared. The proximity of the contemporary is prepared not only in our revisiting a 
sustainable past, but also in our constant engagement with the neglected present.     

(1) Giorgio Agamben, David Kishik and Stefan Pedatella, What Is an Apparatus?: And Other Essays 
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(2) Ibid., 45.
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Kim, “Annual Report: Tenacious Work for the Potentiality of the Present,” in The 7th Gwangju 

Biennale: Annual Report, the Biennale catalogue, p.59, Footnote 4. [Translator]

(4) Okwui Enwezor, “The Politics of Spectacle,” The 7th Gwangju Biennale: Annual Report, the 
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Naiza Khan, Artist and curator based in Karachi  

Adaptive practices towards the Contemporary 

In Asia, there is a vast and differing level of economic and social growth; as a result, 
the institutions and frameworks for understanding art practice are at varied stages 
of development.   Three years after Hal Foster sent his ‘Questionnaire on “The 
Contemporary” we are perhaps not any closer to answering that question, despite the 
engaged dialogues that have emerged in Asia.  

In Pakistan, comparatively speaking, the contemporary or post-modern, has a different 
value and historical development to its Western trajectory. If we look at the contemporary 
in art historical terms, in the West, there was a break from history, a reaction to traditional 
aesthetics.  We have not experienced such a break from art history in Pakistan; in fact, 
we are continuously building on top of history.  Our transitions have been more fluid 
and overlapping.  So the notion of the contemporary has a different value for us as it is 
constructed on different terms. 

The growth of the art industry in Pakistan is still at a nascent stage, whereas, the growth 
of art practice is continuing at a dynamic pace despite the lack of a critical apparatus 
of engaged voices from within.  Local Institutions have not developed local knowledge 
around the idea of contemporary art. Our artists are building theory themselves, in the 
absence of infrastructure and critical discourse.  Artists are using industrial and digital 
processes as well as traditional forms such as the miniature process in their work.  It is 
quite an enigma that even though Pakistan is on the verge of economic default, somehow 
art production is moving at its own speed as if it is driven by another compass.  I feel this 
phenomenon is not only due to the interest in Pakistani art from international art markets.  
The situation in Pakistan is such that artists feel the need to express themselves and find 
ways of working that are reinventing old frameworks and responding to the dynamics of 
societal change.  Just as during the decade-long military regime of General Zia ul Haq, 
where repression became a productive force for many creative voices. So currently, we 
face the challenges of transformative forces that operate in different habitats. Artists 
sense the multiplicity of these changes, and are able to draw upon them. 

As a visual artist working and teaching in Pakistan for the last 21 years, I find that my 
understanding of the contemporary is based on how my work is being interpreted and 
who is receiving it.  In order to locate the contemporary, I can speak more about how and 
what my work is in synergy with and how I have been trying to reconfigure the physical 
encounters between artwork and viewer.  

My interest in interventions into public and urban space in Pakistan has led me to a 
long-term investigation of Manora Island, just off the coast of Karachi. This research 
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has also informed the broader project where I am looking at the notion of disrupted 
geographies across other terrains.  Karachi, its urban sprawl, its history and the decaying 
machinery of colonialism, the assault on urban and architectural materiality as a symbol 
of geopolitical strife, has been part of multiple concerns in the work.  As a visual artist, 
my esearch has been about observation; of the appearance and apparent facts of a 
place, and about reflecting off these facts. An artwork is internally and conceptually 
located, but the process by which facts are absorbed determines the synergetic value of 
the work. 

This accumulative process of mapping has evolved in an intuitive manner, in which I 
have gathered information through informal means; random conversations, drawings of 
sites, folklore, and the linkages that are unscripted and unresolved between all these 
points.  The process of creating imagery through this body of research has shifted 
the engagement with what I would produce within the confines of the studio.  I am 
accumulating knowledge and creating knowledge through an experiential process. 
There are unusual yet strong links between different approaches; the small drawing/ 
watercolors hold a sense of space that relates to memory; the linear drawings are almost 
like a grid mapping the psychological terrain, the performative work on the island that 
involved painting the furniture in the school yard,  became a way to directly mark the 
land/ terrain, albeit temporarily. 

The idea of creating terrain and its importance to materiality has been an impetus to 
research and accumulate images, texts, conversations and objects.   This project of 
building terrain is akin to building knowledge within the wider discursive field of urbanity 
in the region.

My desire and need to locate my art practice in relation to locale has allowed me 
to move away from informed structures of learning and the art establishment into 
informal structures to find meaning in the work. I am looking at differentials of 
knowledge; interdisciplinary sources of reading / the knowledge that my welder 
brings / conversations with infringed communities / urban theory / craft knowledge. 
The terrestrial is inclusive of the spectral, as it includes the embedded histories of 
communities.  This meditation on the nature of the informal exists in terms of both 
intellectual resource and aesthetic practice.  The formation of my work is thus multi-
sourced and in this there is a mutability of meaning. 

I have been using the structure of writing as a tool to look at my practice, as a cultural 
devise to integrate these informal sources.  Can these processes be articulated as 
practice, as a way to interrogate the contemporary?  

I am trying to find alternative ways to locate the contemporary- to interpret art practice 
through an interdisciplinary lens: where readings of the contemporary come from multiple 
sources of understanding urbanity, culture, belief and politics at large. In this way, the 
contemporary is not a fixed point, but a site of radical potential.  We need to develop 
interpretive methodologies to look at contemporary art practice in Pakistan, in relation to 
historical and critical discourse.  This fluid space enables practitioners like myself to find 
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ways of understanding art being produced in our midst through a diverse lens.   

The word ‘contemporary’, generates multiple relays and nodes of interaction, some 
which are located in history, others in locale and materiality.  The production of art 
within Pakistan is stretched across a varied and uneven terrain; this complexity, if 
stretched across the terrain of Asia, is an even more complex scenario to negotiate.  So 
it is more pertinent to ask what contemporary Pakistani practice is in synergy with and 
what is being synergized.  From this point it is possible to interrogate the impetus for its 
production; where an idea or image begins and what it reveals about the producer, his/
her relationship to the context and the receiver.  

There are inherent possibilities of the informal sector that inform contemporary practice, 
which have hitherto not been elaborated.  My experience of art education/ the art 
institution has been wide-ranging. Stepping out of this framework has created an 
awareness of how working within the institution can lead to formalism which denies the 
inclusion of other sources of knowledge building.  The contemporary, as I experience it, 
is not about formalism but about an adaptive use of practice and knowledge. 

……………………………………

Fri 5/10/2012 10:34 AM

Gao Shiming, Executive Director of Centre of Visual Culture at The China Academy 
of Art, Hangzhou

The so-called “artist” is a position; we must occupy it.  
“Contemporary” means “in the present era.” 
 
I. Before we begin our discussion on “contemporary art,” let’s first take a moment to 
reflect on the issue of “art now.”

As an “event,” the creative work of artists is an exchange, either tangible or intangible, 
between the artists and their traditions, peers, unseen public and unforeseeable future 
audience. This process of continuous exchange has consequently given rise to this 
interwoven mess of “art now”. The so-called “artwork” is put into this interwoven mess 
in order for it to be circulated.

Within such a tangled mess and sizable ecology of art history, museums, mass media and 
the art market, what is the position of art’s “meaning”? How is “artistic value” derived? 
Where and when do the “work” and the “creation” of art begin and end? Why are art 
activities called “productions” and “practices”? How do they resist becoming part of 
the media landscape? How do they create emotional value that cannot be replaced by 
landscapes informed by capitalism, and yet still remain in conversation with them? 

Perhaps there is no such a thing as a pre-existing or a ready-made “artist;” perhaps 
artists are themselves also just an incident or an event. There is no artist, only an artistic 
state. An artistic state is when the dynamics between art and politics are initiated, when 
an accustomed situation suddenly caves in and when the rug is pulled out from under 
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one’s feet, when one’s self emerges from the persistently entangled world that one lives 
in, when the beauty of the world is illuminated time and again.

Departing from the illusion of a linear narrative, history is a vast ocean and the so-called 
“contemporary” is just its surface. While the ocean surface is merely the “surface” layer 
that the eye can see, it is in fact inseparable from the ocean. This vast ocean, volatile and 
turbulent with crashing waves, goes back and forth in and out of our bodies.

Thus, the so-called “contemporary” is nothing but simultaneous presence of various 
generations. Consequently, everyone has their own contemporary; we are all in everyone 
else’s “contemporary.”

For those of us who are constantly creating, “contemporary” means “in the present era.” 
To reflect on history is to look back with sincerity. In “the present era,” we must first 
face the shamble created by history. “In the present era” means nothing is conclusive 
since there is no finish line in real history; there is still a possibility to reverse everything. 
For me, such a reversal does not have to be a messianic arrival; rather, it is a process 
of re-connecting and re-telling. To construct our “contemporary,” let us salvage all 
the meaningful debris in this vast ocean of history—ancient and modern, Eastern and 
Western—as well as those effectual emotions and knowledge at the present time. 
 
II. The much relished and detested “contemporary” in today’s art and intellectual world is 
nothing but a construction of the contemporary landscape. “Contemporary art” defined 
and presented by such a construction of “contemporary” is merely a lesion of the 
contemporary landscape system. A key issue in the “contemporary” debate is landscape 
capitalism. In the era of landscape capitalism every reality has become a landscape and 
ready-made. We are assigned as “individuals” with various identities. Whether we are 
Asian, Chinese, or “non-Western,” whether we are artists, curators, or spectators, we are 
all placed into this process of ready-made identity assignment; we are only prescribed 
“freedom or democracy” as authorized by the system. We are subservient citizens 
within landscape installations and life management because every bit of our internal 
drives, as well as our motivations to self-create, self-renew, and self-envision, have been 
taken away from us. In an era of landscape capitalism, the exploitation of relations of 
production has transformed into life politics’ “deprivation” of people’s drives. 

We are deprived of our sense of history. History has become an experts’ handbook; it 
has become ready-made knowledge, ideologies’ operating target, an accumulation of 
latest news, old news, and anecdotes, as well as something that has nothing to do with 
an individual’s life. As a result, we have to repeatedly question the relationship between 
public and private histories, as well as probe and retain oral histories and collective 
memories. In addition, mass media, a powerful weapon of landscape politics, have deftly 
turned all major events into “hot topics” and “gossip.” Media is an open space; events 
such as the revolutions in the Middle East and the Occupy Wall Street movement have 
all been reported, discussed, and quickly forgotten after they become yesterday’s news. 
In an era of real-time media with the world constantly evolving and events incessantly 
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renewing, who cares about outdated and over-the-hill news! Moreover, online social 
media’s “live” and “participatory” nature has become too easy and thus too cheap as 
well. We cheer for the fact that “we are taking part in history” today, but such “history” 
turns into gossip tomorrow.

History stems from change; it may also exist only in the moment of change. History may 
first and foremost be “in each case mine” (Jemeinigkeit), a minute history measured 
through the existence of each individual and a harmony comprised of the echoes 
and noises from countless minute histories. Furthermore, history is not only a flow of 
transpiring and evolving events, but also a flashback narrative structure that starts from 
within; it consists of activities that are perpetually constructing, self-reflecting and self-
clarifying.

We are deprived of our sense of totality. An important characteristic of landscape 
management is its tendency to compartmentalize and trivialize human existence. In the 
soap opera of global capitalism, we are all Locals; we are all “locally situated” but have 
no “roots.” This is because in this Global mishmash, the massive number of Locals 
is nothing but smaller heterogeneous units. They do not have common concerns; the 
various local narratives are merely a display of fragmented, non-productive differences. 
The objectives of common concerns is not to achieve some kind of cosmopolitanism or 
the so-called “One World One Dream;“ rather, it means to first clarify and critique an 
assigned “locality” by using authentic local experiences and then, most importantly, to 
build a connection. The historical topography formed during the process of the Cold War 
is disintegrating and the different voices and understandings that have emerged during 
this disintegration process prompt us to be connected together. These connections 
should not only exist within the Third World or non-Western world, they should also exist 
between the non-Western and the so-called Western worlds.

Modern stories emerging from various fragmented local narratives and stories of 
contemporary art and politics should be connected together; Taiwan and Mainland 
China, the two Koreas, North and South Vietnam, or India and Pakistan… these historical 
aftermaths thwarted by nationalistic narratives and histories of the these areas’ struggles 
and failures should be connected together. The modern and contemporary histories of 
mainland China-Taiwan-Japan-Ryukyu Islands, as well as the two Koreas, should truly be 
connected together. The histories of the Chinese Cultural Revolution, the Vietnam War, 
and the 1968 movement in the West should be connected together...  At this moment 
in time, we should break away from the assembly line of Western left-wing theories and 
shoulder the spiritual and historical burdens brought about by the Cold War.

To be connected together is not to attain universality but to expand perspectives and 
world views. Such connections are not an assemblage of static Locals; they are on 
a blade’s Edge, constantly moving back and forth between an inside and an outside 
edge. What results from these connections is an ideological experience inherent in 
historical conditions. This ideological experience has been moving back and forth 
in entanglements that are at once internal and external, has been continuously re-
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historicizing itself through real-life movements. It has been developing our collective 
social imaginations through repeated self-clarification and self-innovation; it has been 
transforming the fate of community from a civil society-based politics to a people-
based politics of multitudes.

We are deprived of our drive. The “multitude” of global links mobilized by online 
networks has, perhaps, only created a “useless majority” in the “frozen public domain.” 
The landscape is not an enemy who besieges us externally, nor is it just a “Big brother” 
who monitors us constantly. It is not only something which we are inside of but also 
something which is inside of us; it is not only something which is both ubiquitous and 
ever-prominent, but also something which is both latent and invisible. We are part of the 
landscape while the landscape installations settle inside our bodies. This is the reality of 
life politics; to struggle against this landscape is to wage a war against ourselves.

Criticizing the landscape is a form of self-confession and self-rehabilitation; through 
this process of confession and rehabilitation, we regain our ability to envision ourselves 
and our society. This requires us to constantly return to our “intangible, vulnerable, 
and unsettled center,” as well as to re-invent our language. This “center,” according to 
Antonin Artaud, is life. As stated by a friend of mine, it is “to live life in depth, to live life 
with sincerity and authenticity, as well as to live life where one’s self is.” (Chen Jiaying). 
“Creative nature can never exist all by itself” (Huang Yongping). Most genuinely creative 
works and writings are all informed by life’s complex feelings and emotions, as well 
as indescribable anguish and despair. As we “return” to the “center,” it is not to grow 
used to life, but to “reconstruct.” Such a “return” is aimed to extricate ourselves from 
an automatic assembly line of artistic and academic production; to open an energy 
exchange channel between art and life--these two fragmented and compartmentalized 
realms--so that they can mutually support and critique each other; and to help those 
countless people and individuals who are co-opted and absorbed into the global 
capitalist system, who are used up by the production (all the producers are produced) 
and consumption (all the consumers are consumed) of contemporary life, as well as 
those who are crushed and defeated by the small frivolous details of daily life so that 
they can rediscover for themselves their emotions and intelligence, their drive and 
critical/active energies, as well as their power to express and renew themselves. In short, 
it is to re-activate our own drive, a drive that instead of homing in on the art of politics or 
the politics of art, focuses rather on the politics in politics and the art in art.

An artist’s creation represents a construction process that takes months and years rather 
than a program and its materialization. We live, care, love, and hate without any templates 
or programs; we act while we think, experience, and assess concomitantly, learning how 
to live by living and how to love by loving until we regain our Vita Activa (active life). 
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Collective with Ravi Sundaram and Daniela 
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Jeebesh Bagchi:
Welcome everyone, to the last panel. 
We’ve named this panel, ‘Has the moment 
of the contemporary come and gone?’ 
When Parul invited us to do a panel at this 
fair we thought we could do a panel on 
something that we have been discussing 
with many of our friends from many parts 
of the world over the last two years, 
looking at many of the exhibitions; that the 
idea of the contemporary in contemporary 
art is under some kind of pressure. And 
given the last few years of turmoil and 
turbulences in the world, the idea of the 
contemporary is up for reevaluation. 
We thought it would be a good idea to 
revisit the idea of the contemporary in the 
construction of contemporary art and see 
where we go from there. I’m Jeebesh from 
Raqs, with me is Shuddha, and Monica is 
here amongst the audience. We have two 
panelists, Daniela Zyman, Chief Curator 
from Thyssen-Bornemisza collection in 
Vienna, and Ravi Sundaram, our colleague 
at Sarai-CSDS. I’ll introduce them and the 
work they do soon. They will speak for 15-
20 min. I’ll give a short introduction about 
why and how we would locate the problem 
and the way the three of us in Raqs have 
framed it, and they will respond from their 
own vantage points. Shuddha will give a 
brief comment on them, after which we’ll 
open it up for public discussion. It will be 
crisp do not worry. By five it will be over. 

The idea of ‘contemporary’ in 
contemporary art, and we can mark it as 
the last 20 years, becomes the sign under 
which a lot of art—and art institutional 
practices—happens. We can mark certain 
trajectories within it. Lets borrow a soon 
to-be-published phrase from a friend 
and film historian Kaushik Bhowmik, 

‘insurrection of capital’. Looking over 
the last 20 years, or just before that, we 
see some kind of insurrection of capital 
over life, and over art. There is a body of 
reading of contemporary art from many 
sites, from Hal Foster to all kinds of critical 
voices, where they see a certain complicity 
and suspicion around the contemporary 
as being a big part of this insurrection 
of capital to dominate art, and dominate 
life. This insurrection then marks the 
contemporary as a site of contamination 
in many such accounts. Contamination 
takes us away from our criticality regarding 
art, our ability to produce art as a site of 
conversation, discord, dissensus, and 
complicity, pushes us towards a discourse 
of mere innovation, spectatorship, 
publicity, and a performance of a certain 
kind which is supposed to scale up, be 
known, seen, and produced. This is, 
broadly, the prevalent discussion around 
the contemporary. So there is a body of 
thinking that goes: let us rescue art from 
the contemporary. The mission would be: 
let us rescue art from the insurrection of 
capital. So this is its own thing, but within 
it there is something else that happens, 
there is a series of other trajectories. 

One trajectory is very clear and 
particularly grounded that Rem Koolhaas 
(OMA) has shown through his analysis. 
It is that in the last 20 years, until 2007, 
there has been a 90% increase in 
museum spaces in the world. So here 
you have, suddenly, an expansion that 
is unprecedented, unknown, and that 
is only until 2007—the four museums 
that we have in Delhi since then are not 
part of this calculation. Galleries are not 
part of this calculation. The biennales 
are not part of this calculation, and 
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thousands of millions of temporary 
spaces where [art is] produced are not 
part of this calculation. So we have a 
sudden unprecedented proliferation, a 
proliferation that is almost like the mobile 
telephonic proliferation after the landline, 
over the last 10 years. We’re talking 
about this kind of proliferation, under 
the sign in which the contemporary is 
produced. So we have this proliferation, 
we have this insurrection of capital and 
then the third sign – here we’re borrowing 
from a just-published essay by Sibaji 
Bandyopadhyay, a beautiful essay called 
The Laughing Performer—where he argues 
on this question of the stage and the 
footlights. For a certain theatricality of 
life you produce—you need—the stage 
and the footlight, and around the carnival 
the footlight dissolves. But according to 
Sibaji’s argument, there is an overflow in 
life that actually dissolves the footlight. 
I think that with the proliferation around 
the last 20 years, and the multiple sites 
of claim to contemporary art, the idea of 
the contemporary produces an important 
question around time, in terms of what 
kind of a disjointed time is produced; the 
linear time of progress of capital gets kind 
of broken – fairly broken – now. So what 
we have is a fractured idea of time, which 
allows for a multiple entry points in this 
proliferating entropy. 

So we have the footlights demarcating 
the performance or art or theatre or 
any politics from its spectator getting 
increasingly dissolved, and find that it gets 
more and more difficult to engage with the 
overflow that is produced. What we have is 
a certain sign under the last 20 years that 
is being produced and we have counter 
signs, which produce a different optic and 

a different kind of difficulty in reading this 
period. In the last 1 or 2 years we have 
had another form of insurrection, and the 
confidence of the last 20 years of capital-
regulated life is over, in some form. So if 
we mark the last 20 years, the suspicion 
of the last 20 years, or the spectatorial 
celebration of the last 20 years within 
signs that it was an insurrection of capital, 
of life and of art, what we get is a very 
interesting situation to rethink that period. 
This decade will be a very interesting 
time, where we will not be able to take for 
granted the suspicions and anxieties and 
forms of the last two decades, and maybe 
even the way we produced art, as also a 
certain criticality around art. A critique of 
spectacle may not be sufficient, given that 
something else has emerged—another 
form of being in the world. And this is 
what we thought this panel could perhaps 
reflect on. 

Our first speaker is Daniela Zyman. She 
has, over the last 15-20 years, seen most 
of the minor and major exhibitions in the 
world, and over the last 10 years she 
has tried to institutionally construct the 
Thyssen-Bornermisza Art Foundation, 
where one can visit the conceptions of 
what would constitute an art practice, 
how you give meaning to art and what are 
the goals of institutions. After Danto on 
Warhol, we have ideas of institutions as 
becoming very crucial to the production 
of meaning in art, but she has a different 
reading of the problematic of the 
institution. We’ll first have her talking 
about the meaning of the institution, and 
then we’ll have Ravi, who will talk about 
the formation of new publics and the 
production that we have been talking 
about here—proliferating subterranean 
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structures of new life. After that Shuddha 
will make some commentary. 

Daniela Zyman:
Thank you Jeebesh. That was a great 
introduction. We promised to have a lively 
panel, so I will maybe not use up all of my 
10-15 min, and make a shorter statement 
so that we might have a bit of ping pong. 
I’d like to use 3-4 minutes, which might be 
sufficient to make my first point, to talk 
about two moments that I find important in 
thinking about the contemporary. 

One is to maybe think about what is 
the contemporary, and what is the 
contemporary within the field of art? And 
to me, already, the field of art , the space 
of art, kind of gives a direction where I 
would like to posit the contemporary. I 
think it is a field—a generative field—
that comprises works and practices, 
institutions, and their critiques and their 
embodiments, but is mainly a generative 
field. A field that kind of produces, and 
therefore produces the new, and in doing 
that obviously reviews the “all”, includes 
the “all”, critiques the “all”—but its 
generative potential, its ability and hunger 
for the new is obviously what I consider 
as being important in our discussion here. 
So in that sense I would say, obviously 
the contemporary is not gone. There 
is a mechanism within the field,  within 
the avant-gardistic model, which we’re 
still reproducing. So within the field the 
generative model of the space of art and 
the field of art is that which produces, 
and will continuously produce, the 
contemporary. So that is my first remark. 

My second one is maybe to come back to 
the critique of the spectacle. How do we 

appreciate art, how do we think about art? 
I think one of the important optical devices 
and framing devices, in understanding our 
relationship to art, is obviously the frame. 
The frame has had an incredible history 
from being four planks of wood that you 
build together to differentiate the world 
of the aesthetic from its surrounding. But 
it has created an incredible apparatus 
of mechanisms and institutions of 
differentiation. What I mean by that is, if 
you think for a moment of lining up in front 
of a museum, buying a ticket, the entrance 
hall, the museum lighting, the colour of the 
walls, all these moments of framings have 
become the ways we today experience art, 
the production of art, the display of art, 
the location of art and it is obviously the 
same in the visual arts or the performing 
arts. These sorts of framing devices are 
extremely, extremely powerful. Even to 
the degree that the one institution or the 
one moment in which one would think the 
frame would lose its relevance—namely 
public art—has its own institutions and 
frames. 

So what does that produce? The frame 
actually produces the fact that our 
encounters with art are always safe. They 
always have the framing apparatus that 
tells us whatever happens we’ll not be hurt, 
we won’t be damaged by our experience. 
We will always be within the safe moment 
of the contemporary, of the now. And so 
to me that is kind of the counter movement 
to the generative flow of the art field—
the powers of framing, the power of the 
institution over the artistic control that 
defines our ways and our relationship to 
it. Obviously all these moments of framing 
create perhaps for me the feeling that 
we see things as being gone, as already 
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known and domesticated, or stage-set. So 
all these expansionist moments that you 
have within artistic practice, that is, the 
blurring between art and life, art and its 
forms of manifestations, all are kind of put 
into its framing moments, and therefore 
our frustration with experiencing them 
and with possibly creating something that 
might be beyond these forms and tools of 
communication. 

Shuddhabrata Sengupta:
I think Daniela you’ve introduced a very 
interesting provocation by saying that it’s a 
question of how we frame the moment that 
actually determines our stances vis-a-vis 
the problematic of the contemporary. In 
our thinking and work with the questions 
of time, which informs a lot of our practice, 
one of the ways in which we’ve thought 
about the question of lets say a word like 
samay, which is the Sanskrit and also other 
Indian language word for time, actually 
stands for the ability to perceive that 
someone is standing with you. So in a 
sense the frame that you are in is already 
filled with the presence of others and what 
they bring to life. So in that sense I don’t 
think that you can have a framing of the 
contemporary that is based on a monadic 
concept of some kind of solitary insertion 
into the contemporary, into culture, but 
more constant recognition of the fact that 
the time of the now is always the time of 
some other who shares your time and 
that is why they are contemporary with 
you. And that question of the sharing, the 
shared inhabitation of time, leads one to 
think of different registers of temporal 
existence because I think that part of the 
problem of why we all chafe at the edges 
of contemporaneity is because we assume 
that contemporaneity has a certain single 

direction and a certain single velocity. 
Whereas it may be possible for us to 
think of these inhabitations of shared 
moments of time leading to movements in 
very different directions and at different 
speeds. So much so that even within the 
body itself, within a single individual, exist 
different registers and different kinds of 
velocities. The velocity of waking up in 
the morning is different from the velocity 
of being exhausted after a day’s labour, 
and those are two different registers of 
contemporaneity that even occur within a 
single individual. 

Now if that occurs within an individual 
then I suppose that if one generalises that 
to the art system, we are already faced 
with the fact that we are dealing with an 
ecology where various different kinds of 
practices produce their own rhythmical 
patterns, produce their own economies of 
attention. Such that some things demand a 
much longer, slower duration of attention, 
some things can be fleeting and ephemeral 
and that these ultimately face the same 
public which is asked to respond in various 
different ways to the shared moment of 
time. And part of the institutional crisis 
of the contemporary may be arising out 
of a willful selection of certain temporal 
patterns and a rejection of other temporal 
patterns. And perhaps a return to the 
contemporaneity of contemporaneity 
would be to suggest that the insurrection 
of capital that Jeebesh invoked, primarily 
erodes certain temporal registers. 

I’ll close for now with one very brief remark 
of a news item that I read today, which is 
quite remarkable: The honourable minister 
of the interior of the union of India, Mr. P 
Chidambaram, made perhaps the most 
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succinct comment on culture and cultural 
policy recently at a forum called the 
northeastern business support forum, 
where he talked about the fact that there 
is a product of building the modern state, 
which requires mines and mining and all 
those who resist mines and mining, lets 
say in the northeast of India, are instances 
of a counter culture. Then he goes on to 
say counter culture belongs in museums 
because counter culture is dead. So in a 
sense, he was saying two very interesting 
things. One he was saying that museums 
are repositories of dead culture, and 
second: that any movement to resist 
the certain velocity of let’s say a mining 
corporation’s take-over of an entire form 
of life is the instance of the modern state 
and therefore any voice that talks about 
it is counter culture. Its interesting that he 
implicates the fact that the project of the 
mining corporation backed modern state 
is actually culture. So now we know that 
the museums are in the state that they 
are in because the government clearly 
believes that this is dead culture and it 
doesn’t require anything. So this presumes 
a certain different valance of two different 
kinds of living with time, and which share 
the same moment so they therefore are 
contemporary with each other, one is 
culture, can belong to the mines and the 
other is counter culture and must belong 
to the museum.

Jeebesh: 
Ravi Sundaram we’ve known and worked 
with now for twelve years. Ravi is primarily 
a theoretician of urbanism and media. 
His book Pirate Modernity is one of those 
rare instances where a very quirky media 
scholarship meets a very acute urbanist. 
So in a sense, now in an art context, Ravi 

may produce a little bit of provocative 
reading coming from a rereading of the 
media and the contemporary, and that may 
help us relook the highly intensive space of 
the art fair.

Ravi Sundaram:
What I’m going to do is open up the 
concept of the contemporary. Why are 
we discussing this? I think it’s a kind of 
pressure to name the present. We need 
a name for the present. And that is where 
most of these debates have historically 
emerged. In the 19th to early 20th century, 
it was the whole concept of modernity 
right to the Second World War was the 
idea of modernity. Since the 2nd World 
War and really post 1968, the whole 
debate on the contemporary has taken 
a new register. What I’m going to do is 
quickly go over some of the questions, 
because they are important questions. 
The debate of the contemporary has 
paralleled the shift in art. It takes a very 
interesting parallel all the way through the 
19th century. 

I want to start with something Adorno 
wrote in 1969, a year after the events of 
1968. The year Adorno died. It is a very 
famous quote: ‘It is self-evident that 
there is nothing concerning art that is 
self-evident anymore. Not its inner life. 
Not its relationship to the world. Not even 
its right to exist. In short, nothing.’ Now, 
as the critic Hal Foster points out, this is 
an end that seems premature, because 
after this is really when you have the real 
take-off. After the Documenta, and the 
series of events that came. And actually 
it fitted so many of Adorno’s melancholic, 
really melancholic predictions of that time. 
However what I want to say is 30 years 
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later Adorno’s intimation of a conceptual 
shift should be put in perspective. It’s 
been a long time since he wrote this. Many 
people criticised him in the 70s. Let’s get 
back to this. 

Foster, himself once associated with Art 
in America, suggested today that there is 
nothing conceptual about contemporary 
art today, it has no privileged purchase 
on the present more than any other 
phenomenon. So what Foster is saying 
is that we are kind of living in a kind 
of perpetual aftermath. That is it’s a 
perpetual aftermath. And this aftermath 
includes the crisis of modernism, the 
decline of the historical avant-garde, the 
conceptual attack on the historical form 
of the museum. So the contemporary 
for him—and this captures a kind of 
melancholic take on the new shift—is 
really a kind of living-on. Time is that of 
just living-on, a present without history. 
And the main responses, because living 
on are trauma, spectrality. So Foster 
writes this, just before the boom, the big 
boom that Jeebesh has spoken about, 
the so called insurrection of capital in 
world capitalism. And for some years 
this is actually forgotten. Now, with the 
decisive global downturn and the crisis 
of Western capitalism, I think the modern 
of contemporaneity as living-on, may 
stage a comeback. But one other question 
for us, and it is an important question, 
is—Is living-on a conceptual reference 
for the new upstarts in world capitalism? 
What about us in Asia? Here we have 
a civic culture that was throttled and 
bureaucratised by the Indian and Chinese 
regimes. In place of melancholia and 
economic crisis we have the delirium of the 
Asian boom. The nervous excitement of 

the latecomer, these are kind of two force 
fields if you like. 

So what of the contemporary? What 
is the report card of the idea of the 
contemporary after the western 
millennium? Which is clearly playing out, 
whose end is clearly playing out before it 
arrives. 10 years, 20 years, 30 years, 50 
years, the long phase is coming to an end. 
What does it mean to be contemporary 
after the great archive of modernity and 
the ideas of contemporary are slowly 
playing out? Now I want to quickly set 
up the 3 models of contemporaneity that 
come up in the 20th century, all of which 
I want to say make little sense today. The 
dominant model is a model that many 
artists are aware of in their art practice, 
which is the model of the untimely. This 
comes up first in Nietzsche’s Birth of 
Tragedy. So what Nietzsche says is, he 
postulates a kind of untimeliness, a kind of 
being out of joint with time, against what 
he calls the historical fever of modernity. 
So this fever is in accommodation with 
the present, and to be contemporary is to 
be out of joint with the present. And it is 
precisely this disconnection, anachronism, 
being out of time—you have to be out of 
time—and it is by being out of time and 
by being out of joint that you can actually 
perceive things that others cannot. So in 
short, those who are tied to the epoch, 
particularly to its historical fever, are not 
contemporaries. Precisely because they 
cannot manage this notion of being joined 
and yet not joined. 

The second model of the contemporary 
has been proposed recently by the 
philosopher Giorgio Agamben. Agamben 
sets up this notion of the contemporary 
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where really it’s not the present but it 
is an attitude towards the present. He 
says interestingly, those who can call 
themselves contemporary are those who 
do not allow themselves to be blinded by 
the lights of the century but who manage 
to get glimpse of the shadows of the 
century. So it’s a perception of darkness. 
It’s an attitude. It’s really not about the 
new. It’s not necessarily about being out 
of time, it’s a perception of darkness. So 
what Agamben does is take a very well 
known poem called Vek written by the poet 
Osip Mandelstam in the 1920s. So it is in 
Mandelstam’s absolutely brilliant dramatic 
poem where he says this century, this 
brutal century, is like a beast. He’s writing 
this around the Russian revolution, 1922 I 
think. It’s a long poem. Mandelstam says: 
This century is like a beast. It’s conjoined 
with the body of the artist and the poet 
and it immediately demands a response 
from the thinker and the artist.  And the 
century has a broken backbone. This 
is the shattered backbone which is the 
contemporary. Agamben takes this poem, 
and from here he proposes a model for the 
contemporary which is a notion of broken 
time. Broken time demands a specific 
response, which is our time, which is the 
present, is actually very distant. It cannot 
reach us, its backbone is broken, and 
we are – that is the thinker, the artist, the 
practitioner – at this point of the fracture of 
time. It’s really not about newness. To be 
contemporary is not to intimate the new, 
but a perception of this crisis. So it’s not 
a chronological time. You are urging. You 
are pressing. Untimeliness, and here he 
goes back to Nietzsche, is a perception 
of darkness. So what he is really doing 
is uniting three historical debates on the 
contemporary – after Agamben the debate 

on contemporary has been on hold. So 
he’s taking three elements, that of the 
untimely by Nietzsche, that of the Archaic 
which has been there through 20th century 
art, and his model of the inversion of 
darkness and light. It’s not a perception of 
light, its not an intimation of the new, it’s 
not about alterity as we always thought 
about. It’s an understanding of darkness. It 
is a model for the world where the archive, 
you can say the western millennium, the 
backbone has been shattered. It is a 
model of contemporary at the boundary of 
the end. 

So what we need to do probably is to 
shift away from this. I think the idea of the 
contemporary needs a different debate 
from the melodrama of the western 
decline and the Asian arrival. If you take 
Asia, the great brutal legacy has been 
that of nationalism, where you have an 
independent cultural public which has 
been still-born for many decades after 
independence. So the state, this model, 
our model, sought to monopolise almost 
all institutions of cultural production, set 
up an elaborate patronage system, many 
of which continue to wreck our lives in 
many ways, even today. The worst legacy 
of this rhetoric of nationalism, expressed 
at all times by right and by left, has been 
a deep suspicion of the other and a brutal 
intolerance of all difference. And this 
continues even during the insurrection of 
capital—you have many times, you have 
insurrection of capital, you have events like 
this. This was our past, this is our present, 
and this will continue. 

Here is the puzzle—and this is a real puzzle 
when you talk about the contemporary: 
The traditional Western references of 
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cultural production do not exist in Asia; 
they have not existed and do not exist. 
And that is very useful and interesting. 
What you have are parallel potentialities 
in a vibrant cultural landscape. We don’t 
have the old theological references that 
Agamben talks about. We do not have 
the 19th century debates on modernity. 
What you have is a series of radical 
potentialities. Within this potentiality is 
the transformation of the old realm—and 
this is what I want to talk about in a little 
bit of detail—that used to be called the 
population, the so called mass of the 
people, who are enumerated, who are 
governed by the state. This realm has been 
radically transformed in the last decade 
by the transformation of what I call the 
media public. This population is a post-
media population, which is no longer a 
mass to be governed, to be enumerated. 
So what you have is a radical expansion 
of the media infrastructure, along with the 
technological infrastructure which is the 
most substantial of our time, the majority 
of our population—this extremely unequal 
and poor population—has mobile phones; 
they have some access to technology. 
More people today in India access, 
circulate technological media than ever 
before. So in this post media present, 
the old zone of the people has mutated 
into archivists, archeologists, media 
producers, event instigators, producing 
event scenes, artists, destroyers of the 
old secrets of power. So if you have 
the old model of the media, you have 
the censorship regime, you have the 
import export system, controlling cultural 
production. You have representational 
formats, film studios, state radio, 
newspaper houses. So in this model the 
population simply receives media. There 

were institutions that managed culture and 
then there was a model of governance. 
I think this model has collapsed. So 
what you have is a large domain of the 
population that is a source of all kinds of 
new potentialities of technological culture. 
This is a productive, not a passive body, an 
archive of surprises, and deeply frustrating 
to power. 

What you have is that the historical 
archive fever of modernity, which would 
be collectors, museums, has shifted to 
this large body that is the population 
itself. Here we are constant archivists 
and curators in our own lives. In 2000, 
Lev Manovich had suggested that digital 
culture was primarily cinematographic in 
appearance, and digitally and materially 
driven by software. Despite this, in South 
Asia if you see the cell phone, which is 
really an archival device, is in the number 
of hundreds of millions. If you look at the 
phone screen, it draws from running text 
display, photography, game design, video. 
The object itself carries links with the 
analog transmitter. But it is much more; 
it has become a transmitter and a media 
production device. Millions of people 
have become amateur photographers, 
videographers, and artists for the first 
time. So what you have is a vast archive 
of images, text, sounds etc produced by 
subordinate populations who had never 
had an entry into this world. What this 
means at a more theoretical level is that 
the political itself has been fundamentally 
transformed in the last decade, the so 
called insurrection of capital. If you take 
Tahrir Square, the Syrian protest, the 
radical movement intimated by the Occupy 
movement worldwide, I think the terms 
of the contemporary can no longer be in 
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the old terms that started from the 19th 
century, the post 1968 debate on the 
contemporary, which is really the playing 
out of the Western century. We are moving 
well beyond the time after. The old artist-
archivist, ethnographer, archeologist is 
now beyond reference to any particular 
body of work, or moment, or medium 
or movement. Rosalind Krauss in A Post 
Medium Condition infers precisely to the 
criticism of new installation art. We are 
well beyond those debates. For us this 
is also a way of stepping away from the 
dividing line between modernism and 
contemporary art to posit a standpoint 
that is indifferent to a before and after. 
There is no before and after. The untimely 
is not simply a posture or a being out of 
joint with history, or a created disjunction. 
We have to put to work a relationship 
between different times. It’s a work 
of creative intervention. So what for 
Foster was the time after modernity has 
become the now time, not a melancholic 
paralyzing present without the guarantees 
of histories, but I think a productive and 
fearful one, but ours to engage with. 

Jeebesh:
Thank you Ravi, for a very interesting 
provocation about the untimely. We have 
been working for some time on this word 
atithi. We did some philological tracing 
of atithi with Sibaji, who I also mentioned 
earlier. One of the hunches we made 
is that it is ‘untimely’, atithi the word 
gestures to ‘off’, in the sense of off-date. 
So someone who comes uninvited is 
also untimely. The untimely, then, may be 
very close to you in daily life; it may not 
be a category that one has to discover 
by reading Nietzsche and Agamben, but 
simply by being attentive to words that 

surround us. The fear of atithi is the fear 
of the stranger is the fear of the urban life 
itself. So untimely may be something that 
is continuously there and continuously 
feared. And if you have to do away with 
the breakdown of the after and before, 
then maybe some interesting possibility 
opens up. 

Ravi’s reading of Agamben’s Darkness 
reminded me of Third Man by Carol Reed. 
There is this brilliant dialogue when he 
is under the rains in Vienna and he is 
asked—he is an evil person, he is a man 
of darkness—and he is asked what is his 
motivation, and he laughs and says, ‘Look 
at Italy: they had bloodshed, violence, 
turbulence and what did they produce? 
Michelangelo. And look at Switzerland: 
they had peace for 500 years, and what 
did they produce? The cuckoo clock.’ 
So maybe in our re-reading of Darkness 
and doing away with after and before 
time, we may come to a very interesting 
re-reading of the contemporary itself. I’ll 
just take one small response from Daniela 
on the act and difficulty of framing in 
the present volume and expansion of 
artistic production, and then take all your 
questions.

Daniela:
I want to comment on the untimely, which 
has inspired a lot of people. Especially 
in the context of art. Isn’t the difficulty of 
defining the contemporary, the moment 
of the present, the untimeliness of art 
itself? Its effect, which is way beyond its 
own moment and time of creation? We 
can go around the Art Fair looking at a 
number of works that deal with modernity, 
trying to understand or grasp, or put 
in frame or establish a relationship of 
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timeliness between what in some ways 
can be considered a closed episode. 
You see that all the time. When does 
Nietzsche’s timeliness arrive? Or has it 
already arrived? And so on. I really like 
this essay by Jalal Toufic. Jalal speaks of 
untimely collaborations because so many 
artists are so much ahead of their time that 
other artists had to pick them up, piggy-
back them to make them be heard in the 
present. 

Another cursory remark is about the 
isolationary moment of the contemporary. 
In German the word for the contemporary 
is Zeitgenössische. But the Zeit in 
Zeitgenossenschaft is the community of 
the contemporary. That kind of community, 
camaraderie, of being in a time along with 
other cultural and non-cultural producers 
is something we should try to explore 
much further. Possibly the time has come 
where that will be much more possible 
as we see it today, as certain mental 
borders and frames are breaking down, 
finally. Geographies are opening up, the 
map of the world is changing and these 
communities can rearrange themselves 
along different time zones and geographic 
constellations. That is something we 
should look forward to. 

Shuddhabrata:
To get back to this question of the 
discomfort with the contemporary, 
because the framing of the question 
‘has the time of the contemporary 
come and gone?’ seems to indicate a 
certain anxiety about the presence of 
the contemporary in the world of artistic 
production. We know that in the past 
few spectacular exhibitions, we have 
witnessed this discomfort in a restoration 

of certainties. The last Venice Biennale 
and several other exhibitions have actually 
tried to attempt to restore the certainties 
that contemporality distracted us from. 
Perhaps that has to do with the fact 
that the production of value, and the 
production of an aura around legitimising 
subjects of artistic production, can be 
very nicely segued into a privileging of 
timelessness, that which is beyond an 
outside time. So timeless aesthetic values 
on the one hand, or an enslavement to 
timeliness, to topicality and relevance, on 
the other. Whereas the untimely seems to 
be some third order which continues to 
surprise us by its refusal, on the one hand, 
to be only topical, and on the other, to take 
for itself the position of being beyond time 
and space. In that sense the untimely is 
the stranger, the atithi or the sudden guest 
in our times and is the one that produces 
that disturbance and that sense of the 
untimely. So I think that the discomfort 
that the world that the artistic system 
sometimes feels with contemporary art is 
something like the discomfort that hosts 
sometimes feel with untimely guests. But 
untimely guests never go away, they keep 
returning. In that sense I don’t think that 
the discomfort will allow itself to woo over 
the untimely guest.

Jeebesh
We have 15 minutes for questions.

Floor:
By placing and producing, as spectacle 
or work that is a product of the time that 
he is witnessing, is this untimely guest 
that power which can catalyze change? 
What I am asking is, that by producing a 
work, does he have the ability to disturb 
the present in a way that can wake the 
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public up? In a day with all the media and 
ways of communicating, people are out 
of touch with society, and there needs 
to be a certain element of grotesque in 
contemporary art to wake people up to 
realise the conditions that they have been 
put in. 

Jeebesh:
Often the subjectivity that is associated 
with public—alineation, sleepiness, 
exhaustion—actually takes away from 
the idea of the public. Through a certain 
inversion, Ravi, you produce a different 
idea of a very wakeful public, maybe 
more wakeful the artistic practice would 
sometimes acknowledge. I would be 
curious about your response.

Ravi:
The way that I would look at the untimely 
is... firstly what I’m arguing is, you have 
a debate on the untimely that begins in 
the 19th century, that goes through the 
20th century, and resurfaces periodically. 
It is reflected in this whole debate on 
modernity and newness of the 19th 
century right up to newly independent 
nations etc. What I think today what’s most 
interesting is we have a situation… where 
we need to reflect. What does it mean to 
be untimely? Conceptually you have to 
think more about the untimely: untimely 
to what? If not to history—that is not very 
interesting anymore. I think there we are 
actually on the border of something else. 
This is a time that has no name. And that 
is the most exciting thing about it. It is 
terrifying and exciting at the same time. 
Which means: we may well be entering 
an era that the entire archive, not just of 
modernity, modernism, the avant-garde… 
We don’t know where we’re going to go 

10 years later. If you see the Agamben 
essay, it is like the last essay, we can’t say 
anything more anymore. And that I think 
is the most interesting basis for thinking 
about the present. It’s not about newness 
anymore. I think there the intervention 
becomes very, very interesting. The notion 
of politics becomes very, very interesting. 
Because in the past politics needed to 
have a name. It needed to be referenced in 
terms of an archive of names. [gap] I think 
all these interventions will spring forth in 
a range of potentialities. We can call it 
the untimely, I’m okay with that. I think the 
terms of the untimely have to be opened 
up, and this opening up will carry on into 
the next decade and it’s a very good time 
to open it up. 

I think capital will frame this historically, 
will always try to frame the contemporary 
as it does with politics. But I think today 
capital is weaker than it ever was before. 
What does criticality mean today? Can 
we open up the terms? These are all open 
questions. These are terms for art, these 
are terms of politics too. What does it 
mean to do politics today?

Shuddha:
I think what is very interesting is the 
language of the act. That is a suggestion 
of the untimely. Protests and petitions 
are always timely. They beseech that 
which already exists to be something 
else. Whereas the act is not interested in 
protest or petition, it acts. There was an 
interesting situation at the recent Jaipur 
Literary festival: There was no protest 
and no petition; there was an act. And 
the untimeliness of the act is was what 
disturbed the scene. 
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Floor | Alistair Hicks: 
Ravi, I’m fascinated by your language 
about your new concept of time because 
to me it sounds very theological. 

Floor | Geeta Kapur:
I got the exact opposite from the 
proposal just made by the questioner. 
Ravi, I followed the trajectory of your 
argument with a kind of necessarily 
produced anxiety. And that is one of 
the intentions, that you go through your 
argument producing a certain anxiety 
about all categories that we’ve worked 
with—certainly history and most certainly 
progress, certainly nationalism and most 
certainly the state. So it produces a state 
of the untimely, obviously creating a state 
of uncertainty. I’m surprised at the end 
of it—I made a note, a kind of conclusive 
note on what you’d said—it seemed to 
be, unfortunately to the argument, simply 
a polemical point. That you actually pose 
or position Agamben’s notion of broken 
time brought forth so beautifully by 
Mandelstam’s poem... that melancholy is 
in some ways the melancholy of history 
itself, and what you do in relationship to 
it is a strict polemical refusal or refuting. 
What you do is speak of subaltern agency, 
you speak of a wakeful public, you speak 
of crowds and mobility, and you could just 
as well have spoken of the multitudes. And 
then therefore created a state of anarchy 
and that is not as interesting...

Ravi:
Thank you Geeta. I think what Agamben 
is trying to do, what is interesting about 
the essay, is that he is trying to assemble 
three elements. So the intervention is not 
chronological. There is no relationship 
with history. It is within the context of his 

argument that he says explicitly that this 
is not a chronological intervention and the 
whole idea of taking Mandelstam was to 
link the two centuries not chronologically 
but in terms of a kind of traumatic 
suture between the artist, the thinker, 
and this epoch, if you like. So it is not 
chronological. It is an urgency through 
which you are able to perceive not just 
darkness but elements of light that may 
emerge. It is linked, I think, to Benjamin’s 
last thesis. He doesn’t say it but Agamben 
reads Benjamin a lot, so that’s my sense. 

Now it wasn’t polemical at all. My own 
sense of it is that the debate on the 
contemporary in the West has run its 
course. Where else do you go from here? 
What else do you flag? Nietzsche was 
critical of history. This whole debate on 
newness.  Agamben goes all the way 
to the end. Beyond this I don’t see the 
debate getting any more interesting. 
What is interesting for me is today for the 
first time in the last 10-15 years, with the 
deep capitalist crisis worldwide,  the so 
called rise of Asia you actually have the 
time for a new debate on what we are, 
what is politics. It is happening all over 
the world. I think the now-time is not really 
a time afterwards. What happens after 
modernism? I think we really need to think 
through the concepts and open up new 
concepts. And it is far more interesting 
than ever before because after Agamben I 
don’t see the debate going anywhere. 

And [in response to Alistair] I absolutely 
didn’t intend to be theological. Absolutely 
not. I think it is a series of radical 
potentialities that I see in the present. And 
these potentialities could be dark. I think 
the way Hardt-Negri put it, I wouldn’t go 
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that way. But there are really dark radical 
potentialities in the present; we can’t 
get away from that. They are terrifying 
and exhilarating at the same time. And 
we need to find categories that can help 
us intervene conceptually, artistically, 
philosophically, and I think we are in that 
time. Gramsci once talked about that 
intermediate time that the past is not 
getting over the new, etc. I won’t use 
that phrase. That is theological: Eternal 
transition, after-time. I think we need to be 
on another plane today. 

Floor | Parul Dave Mukherji:
I have a question about your naming of 
the session in terms of ‘Has the moment 
of the contemporary come and gone’. In 
your own practice you try to dismantle 
the notion of that kind of temporality. But 
the way in which this phrase has been put 
together, it seems to still retain a certain 
notion of temporality. So I was wondering 
if it was meant to be a provocative 
phrasing, or is it something with you want 
to set us thinking?
 
Jeebesh: 
When you had invited us to do this 
panel, we thought it may be worthwhile 
to bring into focus the question of the 
contemprary, as it is something that 
is completely unreflected and pushed 
aside. So we thought that maybe the 
contemporary has gone! So in a sense 
this phrase was just to examine the life of 
a concept, or to make an umbrella for a 
larger discussion, that is all. 

Floor | Maya Kovskaya: 
I’d like us to try to take these very abstract 
thoughts and try to ground them in a 
specific artwork, or a few specific lines 

from a specific artwork. And I’d like to read 
2-3 lines from the Capital of Accumulation 
and ask a question about untimely guests 
in that context. So in this piece, there is a 
line that says, ‘We have looked too long 
to find the face of capital. We thought 
we could turn the mirror to Medusa’s 
head, but the mirror became a mask’. 
Further down in the piece, the question 
is, ‘How do you stop being imprisoned by 
the mirror? So how do we stop analysis 
from turning into fatalism and then fatally 
wounding us?’ And I think your elliptical 
and brilliant answer is, ‘You can allow 
yourself to be surprised at what the world 
might become.’ So I’d like to ask, is this 
surprise at what the world might become 
one of these untimely visitors, and is there 
a way in which art can help prepare us 
to welcome that surprise and untimely 
visitor?

Floor | Sabih Ahmad:
Now is talked about as a very interesting 
moment in time, with a lot of initiatives 
being taken that are not top down. People 
are coming together to do all kinds of 
things. And there is a sense of urgency 
about it, and a sense of urgency about 
addressing it as we speak right now. That 
sense of urgency has some kind of a 
relationship to time which might also be 
thought of as punctual, which I’ve heard of 
other people speak about, including Geeta 
on other occasions. A relationship with 
history in which something has to be done 
punctually, and something that has to be 
done with a sense of urgency because it 
has to be done now; if not, then when. I 
wonder how you would like to think about 
that. 
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Jeebesh:
How does someone who is an orphan do 
history? The question on the stabilisation 
of subjects through nationalism, through 
civilisational discourse, never took the 
orphan seriously, and maybe at this point 
of time if the orphan were to be taken 
seriously, one may arrive at a very different 
question about historical excavation. 
History becomes a very joyful act rather 
than an act that will determine me. This is 
just a polemical answer to your question, 
and we can talk about it later.

Floor | Rajesh Thind:
Slavoj Zizek says he has a picture of Stalin 
as soon as you enter his house. He gave 
a speech recently at the Occupy protests 
in New York. He started by saying that 
in China in the spring this year, where 
they’ve been looking at the Arab Spring 
and they’ve been cracking down a lot, they 
banned science fiction. The point he made 
was that at least in China they still have to 
do that. They still have to ban.

In the West we’re at the end of after but 
we can’t even begin to think about after 
the end of after. And I kind of wonder 
from that perspective whether you guys 
think there might be some schism opening 
up in the experience of the rise of Asia, 
or whatever you want to call it, and the 
experience of the decline of the West. I 
was wondering if there is some schism that 
you see emerging in a much more radical 
way, at the cultural and artistic level over 
the next coming decades.

Jeebesh:
In the last panel with Roselee Goldberg, 
Maya said to her, your book is read in 
China. It’s translated. Its very important 

and Roselee said I’ve never seen it. Its 
pirated. So in a sense, there is a life of 
books and science fiction in China in a 
way that exceeds the ways in which we 
produce the idea of censorship and ban. 
In that sense, the idea of the public and 
the state in confrontation, where the 
confrontation is visible and legible, is a 
kind of old Hegelism and liberalism of 
Europe. It doesn’t work. We don’t actually 
live through that stuff. 

I was just talking to Johnson and he said 
that MOCA in Shanghai has been made 
a limited company so that nobody else 
can use the word. At least the state can’t 
use it. So there are many forms in which 
these things are produced which are not 
understood in those terms which Slavoj 
Zizek would like the world to be legible 
in. There is an afterlife of things, which is 
not legible. Shuddha, would you like to 
respond to Maya?

Shuddhabrata:
I’m responding both to Maya and Sabih 
because I think they’re questions are 
linked. How does one prepare for the 
untimely visitor and what does it mean 
to be punctual? I think it is important to 
be punctual but the question is punctual 
to what? We are fortunate that we live in 
a language universe where, as pointed 
out by the author who’s book is banned 
under section 11 [Salman Rushdie] of the 
Customs Act in India, that in Hindustani, 
Urdu, Bengali, the word for yesterday 
and tomorrow are the same, ‘kal’. So your 
orientation towards time is not necessarily 
a fixed point in some kind of utilitarian 
plane. You have more than one surface to 
consider when you have to think of which 
is the appointment that you’re keeping 
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and with whom. And secondly—and I 
have no worries with invoking theological 
references, I enjoy them greatly—one of 
the greatest preparations of the untimely 
visitor comes from the Talmudic literature 
where there is always the idea that the 
messiah is always around here anyway. 
It’s just that no one is prepared to receive 
him. So he is the quintessential untimely 
guest, the one who will come and who will 
produce salvation by his presence, it’s just 
that no one is as yet prepared to receive 
him. For many people within that tradition, 
the work of making the world right is to 
create the conditions for preparation of 
the untimely guest. So the work of art 
then is actually just the preparation for 
receiving the untimely guest. 

Raqs Media Collective (Jeebesh Bagchi, Monica Narula and Shuddhabrata Sengupta) 
have been described as artists, media practitioners, curators, researchers and editors.

Ravi Sundaram is a Senior Fellow at the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies in 
Delhi and is co-founder of the Sarai program at the Centre. Sundaram’s work rests at the 
intersection of the postcolonial city and contemporary media experiences.

Daniela Zyman is Chief Curator of Thyssen-Bornemisza Art Contemporary in Vienna.
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We delve into AAA’s archive with an essay 
written by Senake Bandaranayake in the 

1960s, completed and published in Third Text 
in 1987 and printed again in Third Text Asia in 
2009. This ‘archival document’ as the author 

calls it, introduces the work of Ivan Peries, one 
of the leading painters of the 43 group, a school 

of painting in Ceylon established in 1943.
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Ivan Peries: the predicament of the bourgeois artist in the societies of the Third World – 
an afterword

This article is an archival document, a museum piece, which I am somewhat embarrassed 
to have re-published. There is a long story behind it, too long to narrate except in outline, 
and as a kind of apologia. The core of the article belongs to a brief review I wrote in the 
mid-1960s when I organised an exhibition of Ivan Peries’s paintings at Oxford. The heady 
days of the political ferment of the late ‘60s led me to try to locate this core text in a 
social context. 

The result was the grafting onto the short review a social and historical interpretation 
using the rather simplistic political categories of that time. I was deeply dissatisfied with 
it and Ivan Peries, a close personal friend, was horrified. He woke me up one morning 
after reading it to say that he was giving up painting and would devote himself to doing 
posters. It was my turn to be horrified and I tore up the text and abandoned any intention 
of publishing it. 

Nearly twenty years later, and again to my horror, the ghost of the article reappeared. 
Rasheed Araeen was organising the exhibition The Other Story: Asian, African and 
Caribbean Artists in Post-War Britain at the Hayward Gallery in London and had 
developed a close friendship with Ivan Peries, who was eagerly looking forward to the 
show. But months before the exhibition Ivan died. Araeen in a reaction to this untimely 
death and unable to track me down to get permission, published the article, a copy of 
which had been given to him years earlier by a mutual friend. After my initial shock at 
seeing a long forgotten and abandoned text reappear, I came to accept that the article 
still had some insights that were relevant, although the simplicity and crudity of my 
theoretical constructs were not helpful in conveying what I really wanted to say. 

Nearly a decade later I built on the original core of the text and together with my wife, 
Manel Fonseka, wrote a book (published 1996) on Ivan Peries illustrating and analysing 
a comprehensive cross-section of his work over fifty years of artistic activity. The book 
showed the range of Ivan’s work, highly charged with emotion, profoundly philosophical, 
musical – the painter’s art at its ‘purest’. It lay at the opposite end of the spectrum from 
the social and political agenda implicit in the 1960s article. 

I had by that time come to the view that these categories of the 1960s were too 
simplistic. Art was much too complex a phenomenon to generalise about its social 
origins and contexts, except in an equally complex way that I was not able to find 
time to develop. It needed a wider framework and focus than my preoccupation with 
archaeological research would permit. I consider the article unfinished but approve its 
republication as an archival document.

S.B. 

Colombo, May 2009.
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Each generation must … discover its mission, fulfil it or betray it ... But the native 
intellectual who wishes to create an authentic work of art must realize that the truths of a 
nation are in the first place its realities.

Frantz Fanon

There was no fine partition between art and propaganda. There was only a distinction 
between what was understandable in human experience and what was not.

Edgar Snow

This is a short introduction to the work of Ivan Peries, one of the leading painters of the 
43 group, a school of contemporary painting in Ceylon, formally established as its name 
indicates in 1943. It is by no means an exhaustive or detailed study but merely opens up 
some perspectives towards a better understanding of his work and its implications.

Any attempt to analyse and to assess the achievement of Ivan Peries cannot be an 
isolated critical endeavour. It cannot be separated from the much wider implications that 
arise from the confrontation of that work with the society from which it issues and to 
which it is addressed. Although it is not possible here to deal with these considerations 
at length, this being primarily a survey of Ivan Peries’ paintings, such an introduction 
would not present this work in its correct perspective if it did not make some attempt to 
place that achievement in a historical and social framework.

If these paintings are to be understood at all in any significant way, they must be 
understood in terms of the contribution they make to the cultural experience and 
traditions of the society in which they exist. To do less than that, for instance, to see 
these pictures as self-contained and self-explanatory artworks to be cherished in private, 
their profound artistic experience to be shared at best between a few isolated and 
(culturally) privileged individuals, is an injustice to both art and community. What this 
implies, of course, is not merely a question of the mechanics of cultural propagation. It is 
not just a matter of mass audience, of education, explanation, exhibitions, publications, 
etc., as it is often made out to be, but rather a problem that is inherent in the nature of 
the art itself; in the orientation of the artist to both his work and to society. It hinges, in 
essence, on the understanding not only of his art and his personal experience but also of 
his understanding not only of his art and his personal experience but also of his historical 
predicament. While this applies equally to the position of the artist and the intellectual 
everywhere, it is of particular relevance to the artist in the societies of the Third World.

These societies are today [still] struggling to liberate themselves from their economic 
and cultural impoverishment; striving to determine their own history, rather than to have it 
determined for them; to act, rather than to be acted upon. The artist and the intellectual 
in these societies is called upon not only to make this historical predicament a part of his 
own experience, but also to transcend that predicament.
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Profile, 1960,  
watercolour on paper, 36.5x25.4cm

The work of the ‘43 Group as a whole - but particularly that of Justin Daraniyagala, 
George Keyt, and Ivan Peries - expecially in the ‘40’s and ‘50’s, represents perhaps the 
most considerable achievement of modern Asian art in its time. Its significance derives 
both from the quality and the nature of their attempt to absorb the impact of alien cultural 
formulations and to integrate them within the indigenous experience. This process, 
which in its widest sense involves the development and reformulation - or at its best, we 
might say, liberation - of that indigenous experience, is the crucial historical role of the 
intelligentsia in the Third World. That this requires more than mere cultural ‘nationalism’ 
- which usually means a lifeless and superficial formalism drawn out from the (often 
distant) past and laid over imported ideas and experience - is clearly manifested in the 
achievement of the 43 Group. But the nature of that achievement, both its success and 
its failures, exposes problems that go much deeper than matters of form and technique. 
It reveals finally that the historical role of the Third World artist depends as much on the 
objective relationship between that artist and his society as it does on the quality of his 
subjective achievement. 
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The work of Ivan Peries, as we shall see, presents this problem in sharp focus. What 
he has achieved and failed to achieve is representative of the artistic and intellectual 
predicament in fields other than painting and in countries elsewhere in the Third World. 
By virtue of its size and other geographical and historical factors, Ceylon is a country 
which appears to have been more thoroughly susceptible to the effects of colonisation 
than many other such societies in Asia. For the same reasons, it seems to have been 
more tractable in making its own internal adjustments to this process. Thus, some of the 
classic features of colonialism and neo-colonialism are seen here, often with a greater 
clarity than elsewhere. The transition from a simple colonial mono-culture to a complex 
economic, technological and cultural integration in the international hegemony of the 
West - which is what we understand by neo-colonialism - seems to be developing here 
with a smoothness and rapidity not often encountered in comparable societies in Asia, 
Africa or Latin America. The sophistries of the formal political independence that it 
enjoys, the bright veneer of social and economic progress that it displays, the rapid 
growth and internal consolidation of a ‘national’ bourgeoisie, are all manifestations of 
this transition. At the same time the extent to which this process is advanced makes it 
potentially more susceptible to the acute crisis (economic, social, cultural and, of course, 
political) which lies at the heart of such neo-colonialist societies; its people acutely 
sensitive to the contradiction that lies at the root of the neo-colonialist logic.

All these characteristics, of development and consolidation, of crisis and debilitation, 
are reflected in the complex and varied composition of the bourgeois, or more strictly-
speaking petty-bourgeois, intelligentsia. 

This bourgeois or petty-bourgeois intelligentsia is both an agent and a by-product of 
historical change. It was originally drawn from various indigenous groups and trained 
by the colonialists, and later by local entrepreneurs, as a class or sub-class of clerks 
to service the economic and administrative (educational, military, etc.,) relationship 
between the rulers and the ruled. In a situation where the nascent bourgeoisie itself 
remains a weak and impoverished class, remarkable as much for its intellectual 
bankruptcy as for its economic and technological debility and dependence, certain 
elements of this intelligentsia soon acquired a leading role to emerge as the so-
called’ elite’ or ‘technocracy’. When this’ elite’ is absorbed into the privileged ruling 
stratum or deeply embroiled in that machinery, it provides at best the ideology and the 
apologetics of the status quo. But that process does not encompass this intelligentsia 
as a whole. Due to its own shortcomings and that of the society itself, the tensions 
within this intelligentsia – the contradictions, for instance, between its aspirations to 
independence and originality and the essentially subservient role it plays both nationally 
and internationally - constitute one of the more unstable, and therefore volatile and often 
dynamic elements in the community. In recent times, with new crises in the Third World 
countries, this intelligentsia, or significant sections of it, have played and will continue to 
play an important part in the historical changes that are inevitable in these societies.

All this may seem a long way from art and the role of the artist, but it is not. The sense 
of such an apparent lack of relation between considerations such as those above 
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and the arts is itself symptomatic of deeply ingrained cultural attitudes derived from a 
bourgeois tendency to isolate (and alienate) the individual and to compartmentalise 
intellectual and creative activity. The painter, the poet, the novelist, the dramatist, 
the film director, the musician, in short the creative artist is in no way absolved from 
his social functions. Fundamentally, he is in no way different from the economist, 
the agronomist, the engineer, the architect, the journalist, the doctor, the university 
lecturer, the schoolteacher. They all have a major role to play in the formation of 
ideas and aspirations, that is to say in the construction of their societies. The creative 
artist’s influence over the media of communication, instruction and entertainment is 
immense, whether these media themselves remain in the hands of the state or individual 
monopolists. The stand he takes may be either negative or positive. Negatively, he 
can stand aside as an exile or expatriate, or while remaining geographically within his 
own community he can pursue an esoteric or exotic art, finding as best he can the 
necessary economic means to sustain such private luxuries. Positively, he can either 
help to consolidate the hegemony of what we might call bourgeois internationalism; 
to spread (while of course pleading ‘artistic integrity’) the values this represents to all 
levels of society; in effect, to participate, however gently and subtly, in the cultural, and 
economic, manipulation of the masses: or, he can clearly take this stand in the liberation 
(as much cultural as it is political, social and economic) of his country and his people.

For many of them, the choice, as yet, remains a purely personal one, not because they 
stand outside history but at its crossroads. However, as we shall see in the art of Ivan 
Peries, this choice is not simple. It is extremely complex and requires that the artist 
addresses himself to questions more profound than those raised by a purely intellectual 
concern with artistic problems. This study merely attempts to pose, in a confrontation 
with the work of a major Asian painter, some of the urgent questions and decisions that 
face the creative intelligentsia in the societies of the Third World. It tries to do this by an 
examination of thirty years of work by a painter who, in a historico-political sense if not 
in a cultural one, represents an artist of an earlier generation. To begin with, we try to 
assess and to understand that achievement in its own terms; as it were, in the way that 
the painter himself, perhaps, would like us to respond to his work. Later, we try to see 
that achievement in a wider and more objective perspective, to place it, so to speak, in a 
framework of moral and historical, no less cultural, values.

..............................

Ivan Peries lives abroad in self-imposed (or, as he himself would see it, inevitable) exile. 
This predicament, in its own way, resembles that of both Daraniyagala and Keyt with 
whom Peries takes his place in the forefront of the modern movement in Ceylonese 
painting. Both Daraniyagala and Keyt, like Peries, withdrew at an early stage in their 
working life, from the urban Ceylonese milieu in whose sub-culture their sensibilities 
had been formed and to which, implicitly· if not explicitly, they addressed their work. 
Daraniyagala left for his family estate; Keyt went to a village, an environment with which 
he had long-lasting and childhood links; where he became, at least in local terms a 
landlord of some substance. Peries, true to the urban atmosphere of Colombo in which 
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he was brought up, went to London. Each, no doubt, had purely personal reasons for 
their actions but at the same time, this withdrawal is indicative of their hostility towards 
the particular bourgeois atmosphere in which they had been formed. Coming from 
or closely linked to the indigenous ruling class, they are representatives of the most 
sophisticated of the colonial assimilados. Deeply moved by their situation, and often 
unconscious, they set about rediscovering their national experience. This they did, not by 
covering themselves or their work with a superficial veneer of local motifs, but by trying 
with great subtlety and intelligence to extract or invent forms which would express their 
experience of the local environment. In this respect, their exile represents a necessary 
act of rejection; a rejection primarily of the intellectual impoverishment of their own 
bourgeois milieu. However, we can see more clearly today that the exile they chose was 
not the only alternative open to them: but rather it is indicative of their failure to come 
to terms with their societies. The point of making this observation is not to indict these 
painters (whose achievement we must try to understand and whose private struggles 
and personal anguish we cannot ignore) but rather to underline the fact that the artist or 
intellectual must not fail to grasp the true nature of the choice that confronts him today.

A founder member of the ‘43 Group, Peries has lived in England since 1946 except for 
four years in Ceylon from 1949 to 1953 and a brief visit there in 1967. Yet there is nothing 
in his work which is outside the Ceylonese experience, nothing which displays a distance 
in subject, mood or attitude from Ceylonese life. Peries’ work has largely grown out of 
his preoccupation with a particular vision of the Ceylonese landscape. The development 
of his art has been carried on the momentum generated in his early years in Ceylon; it is 
the product of a purely painterly meditation (at a distance in both space and time) on the 
artist’s indigenous experience.

Among the earliest paintings are a sequence of pictures, painted in 1939-40, the most 
finished of which is a small painting which the artist himself designated Homage to El 
Greco, 1940. The Homage was painted when Peries was nineteen and yet it is a complete 
and apparently mature work displaying that fine control over feeling and technique 
that is evident in all his later work. The subject, white-washed houses, trees, a coconut 
garden, is a common Ceylonese suburban scene, familiar to illustrators and, significantly 
one that recurs in the early work of many Ceylonese painters of the modern schools. 
But this familiarity only serves to emphasise Peries’ treatment and transformation 
of this subject. As its title indicates the picture does show something of the frenetic 
energy of the Spanish painter. But it owes even more to the French school, especially 
to Cezanne, that great modern painter of landscape whose visual dialectic lies beneath 
so much of modern art of the modern bourgeoisie - a teacher Peries so readily and ably 
acknowledges in a rare series of large oil-on-paper sketches painted at Haloluva, Kandy, 
in 1952, and only occasionally and much less explicitly elsewhere. But these influences 
have already been completely absorbed and digested; they are operative in so far as 
the entire convention of landscape within which the picture exists is one that has been 
formulated in the West. This convention is only the point at which Peries’ art begins. 
If Peries took anything from this tradition, it is only an alphabet; the vocabulary, the 
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grammar, the style, the experience, the meaning, the vision are his own, at once original 
and indigenous. The Homage is a genuine tribute to his European masters because it 
does not merely imitate or translate them - it is a direct confrontation between a painterly 
imagination (in whose education the work of those masters has played an important part) 
and the Ceylonese scene.

The Homage stands as a seminal work at the very beginning of Peries’ career. A 
comparable, in fact more finely-executed picture of similar date is House and Trees, 
1939. The importance of the Homage and of its related pictures, lies not only in their 
statement of the essential focus of Peries’ art, but also in the fact that they present the 
two major elements of style and mood that are to be found in the later work. The Homage 
presents, a high-pitched tension between the calm, flat, uncluttered areas of picture 
space in the middle area of the painting (depicting its subject with the simplest of forms 
and a minimum of detail, complicated only by the most delicate gradations of tone) and 
the surging, spirited movement of sky, clouds, earth and trees that occupies the upper 
and lower areas of the picture.

Of course one talks here of movement in a special sense. In keeping with their reflective 
(as opposed to expressive) nature, Peries’ pictures are quite static. Whatever movement 
there is, is entirely internal, underneath, the gestures of a kind of inner spirit of place. 
This spirit, sometimes highly charged, dramatic, even violent, sometimes quiet, gentle, 
delicate, almost musical, often (in the best pictures) both things at once, is the most 
profound experience that these paintings have to offer us. Their duality, this amalgam, 
as it were, of two opposite states of being obtains right through the 30 years of painting 
represented here. It is found in its highest pitch in such pictures as The Wave, 1955, 
perhaps Peries’ most successful painting, and the more recent painting Sudu Muhuda, 
1968. In the former picture the elements of storm and calm have been pushed as far as 
possible on either side of a point of balance which is the focus of interest. The nature 
and extent of this achievement is seen more clearly if we compare pictures such as these 
with a painting like Rathu Ira III 1961. There these tensions have somehow eluded the 
painter. The painting, is interestingly composed, finely painted, quite beautiful in fact, and 
yet, through the elegance, the formal tension the picture might have had, has escaped. 
Some of Peries’ best work was done in the years 1955-56, soon after his visit home in the 
early 50’s. Now, in his full maturity, refreshed by his return to Ceylon and yet sufficiently 
removed in time from it to have absorbed and digested the experience, with the paintings 
of this period such as The Wave, Peries has completely mastered his vision and his 
material. These are amongst his most achieved work, a completely original contribution 
to landscape painting.

However, to call these pictures landscapes or seascapes – the beach, the sea, and less 
frequently, the river are an important element in Peries’ landscape compositions, water 
by its very qualities providing the restlessness and the tranquility that are the central 
experiences of his work - is not entirely correct. Peries is not a painter of fact but of, 
feeling, and even in his most detailed representational scenes the subject of the picture 
becomes a means by which the artist explores and expresses his own inner feelings as 
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much as those generated by the visual image itself. He reconstructs the elements of a 
familiar visual experience, usually by a process of simplification, and reassembles them 
in an entirely personalised way which invests these pictures with their most remarkable 
artistic qualities; and in this rests what one might call the modernity of these paintings. In 
them Peries has, so to speak, invented a modern Ceylonese ‘landscape’ art.

The scope of Ivan Peries’ work, however, does not stop at these landscapes. From 
the beginning he displays a wide range of interests and a variety of mood and manner. 
Yet this variety is always characterised by his distinctive style, developed through the 
years, but containing in its latest phases elements present in its genesis. We have, for 
instance, several portraits done at various times in the course of these thirty years. 
Not a naturalistic painter, Peries has been as disinterested in the actual structure of 
the human figure as in that of a landscape. The figures in these portraits, at first quite 
carefully delineated and representational, are not much more than objects for particular 
arrangements of form and colour, so much so that in the later pictures the figures are 
often faceless, robed silhouettes rather than really identifiable people. In an early picture, 
The Beloved, 1949, a delicate and sensitive portrait of three girls, the finesse of the artist’ 
perception has captured much more than the merely formal qualities of the subject. And 
yet, even this picture is more a painting about a painting than a painting about people, a 
response to the subject generated by an interest in particular aspects of form and colour.

Again, there are other pictures in which the human figure is quite clearly depicted 
but impersonalised and employed in a way quite different from that in the portraits. 
We might, for the lack of a more suitable term, call these pictures mythological. They 

The Return, 1956,  
oil on canvas, 86x56cm
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are mythological, not because they depict any known or recognisable mythological 
framework or draw upon a stock of traditional images (that iconography of revivalism 
which often provided an easy escape route for nationalist art), but because they deal 
in a kind of visual symbolism that generates its own meanings and allusions. These 
paintings present a world neither ancient nor modern, clearly recognisable, strangely 
and hauntingly meaningful and yet ultimately outside the natural experience. This is 
not to say that they are esoteric, or unreal, rather that their reality has been pitched at 
a point of mystery or fantasy, understandable only in its own, purely pictorial terms. If 
the landscapes are musical, these paintings are pre-eminently literary, poetic, but in an 
entirely painterly way. The soft colour of the landscapes often gives way here to a sharp 
and brilliant colouration and a greater precision of form, a crisper line, imparting a hard 
surface to the mysteries.

The culmination of this tendency in Peries’ work is in six very large pictures executed 
between 1949 and 1960. They are the most ambitious paintings attempted by the artist 
and they must be numbered among his major works. In this series of pictures of river or 
beach scenes with a group or several different groups of figures, set in a elaborately 
constructed landscapes, Peries presents us with a vision of rural life in an undefined 
and suspended moment between work and leisure, a time of quiet, relaxed, though 
not restful, community. It is not surprising that most of these scenes are connected 
with water and bathing, a familiar aspect of life in Ceylon. They are a kind of fantastic 
panorama of village life as it has been observed by an artist who has seen rather than 
known this life. And yet, these tableaux are totally convincing because in them the artist 
has sensed and recreated a real though much idealised experience of the complex 
harmonies that prevail between man and nature. If they have something of a dreamlike 
quality, these dreams also have a persuasive reality.

The latest and the most impressive of these paintings is The Arrival, 1959-60. With its 
marriage of myth and reality, the frank sensuality of its bulky nymphs, its blue horseman 
and turquoise frogs, its lotuses, its sails like great sheets of sculpted metal and the 
bare white trunks of coconut palms, The Arrival is a visual allegory that takes its place 
very naturally in the Ceylonese tradition. If the picture carries some echoes of Western 
painting (say, Gauguin, the Douanier Rousseau, the Surrealists or the American 
Primitives) this is both accidental and superficial. Painted though it was in a grimy 
London suburb, its true milieu, if any, is the work of the popular Ceylonese painters of 
the 19th and 20th century, the indigenous craftsman-artists or sittaras, whose talent and 
work has been consistently ignored by the bourgeois ‘art-lovers’ who patronise the work 
of Ivan Peries and the 43 Group. Of course, though Peries himself would be the first to 
acknowledge the influence of popular painting on his own work, the relationship is only 
collateral - The Arrival is, in fact, the product of twenty years or so of Peries’ painting that 
preceded it. The landscapes, the portraits, the mythological paintings and the early river 
and beach scenes have all been fused in one great leap of craft and imagination.

With The Arrival Peries’ work has reached a climax. It is as if the nervous energy of the 
Homage and The Wave, the strange mood of the mythological pictures, and the bold 
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vision of the river and beach scenes have reached their final expression in the symbolism 
of colour and image. The paintings of the ‘60s have a new quietness; the experience 
of twenty years of painting is distilled in the rich browns of sunset and warm grays and 
whites of a dawn. What we have now is an idealised landscape. His interest now is 
almost entirely in working the textures of light and sky and water, painting in thin paint 
over a carefully prepared gesso ground (sometimes purposely cracked like old ceramic), 
whose grain provides a counterpoint to the painted surface. In the latest of these 
pictures, a most recent example of which is Sudu Muhuda, 1968, there is an almost total 
absence of colour and a most precisely balanced simplicity of form. Having achieved 
total mastery over his material, the painter has now extracted what he perceived as the 
essential harmonies of the landscape, which have always been the primary concern of 
his paintings.

Accompanying these delicate and profound pictures are an entirely different range of 
paintings in which the old nervous energy has now transmuted into a largely aesthetic 
preoccupation with the pigment of the heavily painted, rough textures of the picture 
surface. The forms here are built up with distinct brush-strokes or impasto paint applied 
with the palette knife, creating a considerable movement on the surface of the picture, 
sometimes rendered in hard, static forms, often in dissolving and intermingling shapes. 
The subjects of these pictures vary from landscapes and still-lifes to nude and figure 
compositions. The colours are usually very bright and bold except for a series of 
paintings done in 1965-66 where black and tones of grey and white are employed with 
a brilliance that has the effect of bright colour. The paintings are the exact opposite of 
the thinly and tightly painted landscapes. The duality which we noticed earlier has now 
separated into two distinct types of pictures.

The bulk of Peries’ most recent work consists of several watercolours (some executed 
in synthetic, water-based paint, others in actual water colour) depicting human figures 
in landscape. At first glance very different from the other pictures, they are immediately 
recognisable as Peries’ work. The pre-dominance of the human figure in these water 
colours, or rather the way in which it is treated, brings into focus a new dimension in 
Peries’ painting - the presence of human emotion and human relationships as the main 
subject of the picture. While this element is present in earlier works such as The Lovers, 
of the 1950s, and even The Arrival, 1959-60, it is rarely handled with the concentration 
and intensity that maintains here. Moreover, the emotional content of these pictures 
is scarcely seen elsewhere. What that content is, is difficult to define; one can only 
describe it as a kind of inner life or relationship that flows as much between shapes and 
colours as between the figures depicted there. In principle this might be little different 
from the feeling of the landscapes, but for the fact that in recognising these vague, 
abstracted figures as human we are able to particularise the experience they have to 
offer. Given that and the difference in medium, scale, in the formal qualities and the 
composition, we are, in fact, confronted here with a new type of picture.

Thus, time and time again, Peries surprises us by developing and extending his now 
familiar artistic methods to new purposes and to fresh experience. Looking at the 
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The wave, 1955,  
oil on canvas, 129x101.5cm

The Arrival, 1959-1960,  
oil on canvas,137x93cm
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representative selection from thirty years of painting, we see the extraordinary range 
and complexity of Ivan Peries’ achievement. It is without doubt the work of a singular 
and original talent nurtured throughout these last thirty years by the lasting experience 
of a distant homeland. Whatever hint of nostalgia or melancholy we might find in these 
pictures - invested no doubt by the artist’s sense of isolation and exile, often reflected in 
the recurrent image of solitary, shadowy figures on a beach - is always held in check by 
the discipline of a consummate craftsmanship and a critical mind.

The purification and idealisation of experience that is a persistent quality of Peries’ art, 
the prevailing moods, the often gentle and controlled handling of feeling and emotion, 
the almost melodic use of colour continually enhanced by a genuine sensuousness, are 
all qualities which echo some major aspect of the Sinhalese artistic tradition. His work, 
we could say, would eminently satisfy that central requirement of classic Indian and 
Ceylonese aesthetic theory embodied in the concept of rasa, a state of mind provoked 
by aesthetic experience and denoting profound pleasure, joy and exaltation.

...............................

Of course, Peries does not really belong to this tradition but in a special sense he has 
added to or reinterpreted it. We spoke earlier, in the context of his major achievement 
in landscape, of his modernity, of the predominant element of personalisation in his 
work. The presence of personal experience in art is the dominant characteristic of the 
humanist and bourgeois tradition since the Renaissance. But in the heyday of this art 
that quality of personalisation is usually determined and controlled by a common frame 
of reference and experience at least amongst the bourgeoisie. It is only in the 19th 
century and after, beginning roughly with what is usually called the Romantic movement, 
that the purely private world of the artist begins to play an increasingly important role 
(*) - a development which, we might say, largely coincides with the onset of the crisis 
within the bourgeoisie and the questioning of bourgeois hegemony in all spheres of life. 
Our assessment of Peries’ work has inevitably been expressed in the purely formalist 
terms of the artistic and critical values of this bourgeois framework. (**) To say this, 
of course, is to recognise that despite its essentially Ceylonese mood and content 
Peries’ contribution to the modern Ceylonese tradition finds its true allegiance with 
the bourgeois or petty-bourgeois elitist art of the West. This paradox is one that is 
continually faced, not only in the economic and political but also in the cultural sphere, 
by the ‘national’ bourgeoisie in the societies of the colonial and neo-colonial world. (3) 
This impoverished and often embryonic bourgeoisie is constantly struggling to reconcile 
its attempts to control its own resources (and possess its own experience) with its inborn 
dependence on the West, from which it continually draws its material and ideological 
support. For the national artist this contradiction expresses itself in his creative efforts 
to transpose his bourgeois artistic cosmopolitanism into a confrontation with his native 
experience.

This process, at its most imaginative and sophisticated level, is what we find in the 
art of Ivan Peries. Our assessment of this work ultimately compels us to ask the 
question of what we mean by tradition, what constitutes a ‘ national ‘ art; what are the 
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implications of ‘modernity’ in a colonial or neo-colonial society. A simple definition of 
cultural nationalism (to be clearly distinguished from cultural pseudonationalism and 
cultural chauvinism) is that it is an attempt not merely to re-discover a national history 
and a national tradition by dredging out the motifs of a dead or dying past, but rather 
to recreate or invent the forms, concepts and institutions that can express and define 
the realities of the present national experience, with both its national and international 
implications. (To say, blandly and simplistically, that art is universal is the apologetics 
of the bourgeois ideologist who cannot or will not see the implications of his selective 
response to the realities around him). At least on the surface, the art of Ivan Peries exists 
within the Ceylonese experience. Thus, rooted in the natural forms of the Ceylonese 
countryside and expressing the moods and methods of the Ceylonese tradition, Peries’ 
landscapes presents, prima facie, no problems of communication. Peries has remained 
true, though in a profoundly modified way, to the essentially illustrative conventions of 
the Ceylonese tradition. But in doing this he has transferred, as other modern painters 
in Ceylon have done to a greater or lesser degree, the focus from the iconic, narrative 
or decorative functions of the traditional picture to the inner feelings and relationships 
that operate beneath the visual image - moved, that it to say, from the external and 
public to the internal and private plane. And it is precisely at this point - what we call the 
privatisation or personalisation of the work of art - that he has encountered, unwittingly, 
the contradiction that faces the bourgeois artist in a society whose traditions and 
sensibility diverges from that of his society at large. Despite the recognisable familiarity 
of his subject matter and the pervasive presence of moods and aesthetic qualities that 
are rooted in the local traditions, despite the fact that his pictures are not basically 
unintelligible to the public at large, they remain outside the modes in which that public 
comprehends and formulates its experience. In short, these paintings call for a response 
that the society is not only unwilling to give but one that is outside its particular needs 
and requirements. In so far as the artist has a functional responsibility to exercise his 
talent in such a way that he responds to these needs, - to give form and meaning to the 
experience of his community, to become as it were the point at which society articulates 
itself - the extent to which he relates or does not relate to that responsibility is the index 
to his success or failure as a painter, the final assessment of his success or failure to 
fulfill his historical role.

Thus, Ivan Peries has produced a remarkable body of work and made a valuable 
contribution, in formal artistic terms, to the restoration or reconstruction of a national 
tradition but that contribution exists in a social and therefore cultural vacuum. The 
very significance of his extraordinary talent and his profound reinterperetation of the 
perspectives of modern Ceylonese art are in sharp contrast to its lack of recognition 
(4) in any real sense both in the context of the artist’s own society and culture as well 
as internationally. It forces us to confront and to make some attempt to explain the 
relevance or irrelevance of this singular achievement.

The lack of any significant international recognition is easy enough to understand. The 
work of the 43 Group, or any other modern school of Third World paintings, is the victim 
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of that very same cultural imperialism which played an important part in the development 
of such art movements and of which these movements are, in one way or another, a 
by-product. The Western art centres of Paris, London and New York have no more than 
a passing, exotic interest in what they consider distant provincial offshoots of their 
own eclectic modernism, however original and distinctive these new developments 
might be. That disinterest is of little consequence in itself. It becomes significant when 
it begins to act, often so subtlely, on the conditioned aspirations of the colonised. The 
process of development or modernisation in the Third World is so dominated by the 
cosmopolitanism of these metropolitan centres, so thoroughly conditioned by bourgeois 
internationalism, that the lack of recognition (often interlaced with strategic concessions 
and sufficient interest to keep the relationship alive) merely produces a redoubling of 
effort to assimilate, interpret, emulate, imitate, in general to match the achievement 
and the changing styles and fashions of the West. This is a process familiar enough 
in the economics and technics of neo-colonialism but much less obvious in the arts. 
The schools of modern painting that exist in Asia and Africa frequently exhibit a similar 
process of development to what we have in the work of Ivan Peries and the 43 Group. 
It is the result of a historical perspective that still maintains the vertical relationship 
between coloniser and colonised rather than a horizontal one between neighbours and 
fellow human beings.

That this still continues long after the formal rituals of decolonisation have been 
performed can be best understood if we examine the role played by these schools of 
Third World painting within the social and cultural framework of their own countries, if 
we can see that their isolation from each other is a logical consequence of their isolation 
from their own people.

The establishment of the 43 Group was designed to bring together a group of 
talented painters whose common meeting ground was that their work stood in sharp 
contradiction to the existing colonial conventions of the time, exemplified in the imported 
and orientalised academism of the Ceylon Society of Arts. It was a youthful and 
rebellious movement reacting against the establishment and the established values of a 
fairly small section of the Westernised elite and intelligentsia that took an interest in the 
visual arts. Ivan Peries, as one of the youngest members of the group, was, we might say, 
the organising spirit behind the new movement. Two of its three most senior members 
(one of them Justin Daraniyagala) had lived and studied in Europe in the ‘20’s and the 
third (George Keyt) had been a practising painter for over a decade. The central figure 
in the group was the photographer and musician Lionel Wendt who after his studies in 
Europe brought back with him to Ceylon both an articulate modernism and an acute 
awareness of the alienation of the westernised Asian intellectual in a colonised country. 
It was this mixture of a progressive and contemporary internationalism of these painters 
which stood in the same relation to the art of the time as political nationalism stood to 
the colonialist collaborators. Although Ivan Peries was closely associated with a group 
of Marxists in the Colombo University College and had done the stage design for the 
play, The Star Turns Red, and in spite of the fact that the forerunner of the 1943 founding 
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exhibition was held in the premises of the Friends of the Soviet Union, the 43 Group 
had no political character or orientation, other than a sophisticated artistic position 
aligned to the national struggle. Essentially ‘elitist’ in its nature, -not unlike-political 
nationalism and radicalism, the 43 Group remained true to its middle-class origins and 
they maintained both explicitly and implicity in their work a separation between the 
artistic and the social predicament. They failed to see that though art may be at variance 
with society, it must be in a way that it is at least relevant to the society in which it exists. 
The crucial relationship was that which existed between the artist and the work of art, 
everything else was incidental to the protection of that relationship. Just as political 
nationalism was, and with an increasingly nationalistic flavour still is, designed to protect 
and develop the essentially individualistic interest of the middle-classes, the art of the 
43 Group was trapped within its own class predicament. In its own artistic terms it was a 
progressive and radical movement that was unable to go beyond itself.

It is for this reason above all that the 43 Group has laid itself open to the accusation 
that it is the bastardised product of a Western-educated, Western-oriented elite of little 
relevance to Ceylon today. In fact, the art of the 43 Group is no more bastardised than 
technology, politics, economics or any other branch of modern Ceylonese activity: it is 
no more foreign or eclectic in its character than the popular arts of the mass media.

The reasons for this failure of communication (for it must be seen as a failure rather 
than as an inability to communicate) can be understood, at least in the first instance, 
as a result of the medium itself and the uses to which it has been (or has not been) put 
rather than the actual ‘ language’, the modern idiom of the pictures themselves, if it is 
at all possible to make this kind of distinction. The visual images that painters like Ivan 
Peries and George Keyt deal in are no more unfamiliar or unreadable than the stylistic 
conventions of the Bengali school that had such wide influence on popular painters and 
designers in Ceylon in the earlier part of this century. What is unfamiliar is the context of 
experience in which they operate.

The art of painting was until quite recently one of the most widespread means of mass 
communication in Ceylon, particularly in the great mural tradition of the temples. 
Vestiges of this still remain in many regions of popular life, as for instance in the art of 
the religious or political calendar. That this art was descriptive and decorative in a way 
that modern art at its best is not, is an evaluation which the bourgeois painters of the 
Third World inherited as an essential characteristic of their elitist position. There was 
for them no compulsion, not even a challenge to produce an art for the majority. The 
contradiction between the mass audience and minority culture was readily accepted as 
inevitable in a divided society. Unlike the economics of the cinema, and to a lesser extent 
the theatre which, to a certain extent, compel the bourgeois film director or playwright to 
recognise the mass audience, if only to manipulate or at best to divert that audience, the 
economics of middle-class painting depend entirely on small scale private patronage. 
It was at this point that their choice of medium, of non-illustrative, non-iconic easel-
paintings confirmed and hardened that isolation to which their class position inevitably 
drove them. Preoccupied with their introverted creative problems, the artists of the 43 
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Group could not see that their radical attempts to create a modern Ceylonese idiom had 
reduced a body of work of exceptional quality and significance to being mere symbols 
of cultured well-being to a very small group of people, whose eyes, minds and social 
prestige were flattered by the acquisition of private and exclusive art-works. This was 
not merely a failure to see beyond certain technical possibilities but a refusal or a lack 
of vision to serve the art needs of the people, to conceive of an art that reached out to 
a wider audience: in short an inability to transcend their historical predicament. And if 
this did not impoverish their achievement it certainly isolated it and perhaps rendered it 
historically meaningless. The impoverishment, in fact the debasement of the Ceylonese 
pictorial tradition in general, in the popular arts, in design, in illustration, even in the 
traditional crafts may well have been mitigated if painters like Ivan Peries had seen their 
work not only in its own terms but also in the context of its social function - an attitude of 
commitment which even today the bourgeois artist in Ceylon and elsewhere often treats 
with facile contempt. The consequence of such a refusal can be seen in the distance 
there is today between Ivan Peries’ achievement and the Ceylonese people. But if such 
a position was easier to take in the ‘40s, it is less excusable today when the societies of 
the Third World are beginning to confront the distortions and divisions that were created 
within themselves in the colonial period.

Dehiwala, 1978,  
oil on canvas, 100x75cm
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Ivan Peries has dedicated a life of great poverty and hardship to his work, throughout 
his life he has been in violent conflict, often at the risk of his health and sanity, with the 
values of that class, that elite which ironically presented him with an exclusive audience.

What then, we might well ask, is the point in trying to understand and assess the work of 
Ivan Peries? Is there anything we might salvage from that achievement? The purpose of 
this article is to pose that question in a wider context than that which is already familiar 
with his work. It is a question that can only be answered in the shape of society to 
come. If we are able to appreciate his work within its historical framework, to assess his 
pioneering effort as a modern Ceylonese painter, it would have served its most valuable 
purpose. The nature of his success and of his failure is one that is most relevant to us 
today. The contribution he has made to the Ceylonese tradition is, in the final analysis, 
not one that is limited to his treatment of the Ceylonese landscape or his development of 
an original style but to his qualitative solution to the artistic problems that faced him at 
a point when Ceylonese society and culture were beginning to renew themselves. This 
process of renewal has scarcely begun but Ivan Peries was amongst the first to grasp,  
in his own field, some of the problems that this process involves.

(1) Now Sri Lanka. At the time the article was written, the country was still called Ceylon-Ed. 

(2) The persistent use of male gender poses a problem throughout the text. Problematics of 

gender, see editorial – Ed.

(3) Its resolution, we might add, can only be achieved by a revolutionary transformation which 

will liberate these societies not only from the political and economic grip of the West but also from 

its pervasive cultural dominance. Until such time, the bourgeois or petty bourgeois intellectual can 

only side-step this paradox by integrating himself wholly in the processes which lead up to that 

transformation.

*Thus art in the 20th century becomes more or less an esoteric, elitist cult, developing within its 

own formalist framework but incomprehensible to the society at large and even to the bourgeoisie 

itself and only exploited by it either as a luxurious and exotic commodity or as a marketing device in 

industrial design and advertising. Although interesting in itself, often its real cultural significance is 

no more than that it provides a cult of sophisticated, private mysteries in which a very small group of 

petit-bourgeois intellectuals find some refuge from metropolitan alienation and the other horrors of 

the industrial society.

** To the revolutionary mind such a procedure is not necessarily contradictory. In the absence 

of an art that has wholly and substantially replaced and transcended the art of the bourgeois 

epoch, there is a historical necessity to come to terms with the experience, the artistic values and 

the critical terminology of the bourgeoisie. Moreover, to speak of bourgeois art is not to make a 

qualitative distinction but a sociological one, not to reject it out of hand but to place it within a 

distinct scheme of historical values. Just as much as socialism does not reject bourgeois science or 

bourgeois technology but rather rejects its inherent ideology and social application-while retaining 

its techniques and scientific concepts-in order to transcend it, bourgeois art has to be recognised 
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as a necessary-if soon historically defunct-ancestor of the art of a socialist society. In the period 

of revolutionary struggle and transformation, the revolutionary intellectual is required to make 

the most imaginative use of the bourgeois methods and discoveries. A ready analogy is provided 

by the conflicting methods of warfare practiced in Vietnam. The Vietnamese popular forces have 

proved beyond doubt the superiority of people’s war and guerilla tactics against the computerised 

technological super-terror of the US war machine. The guerilla employs whatever weapons he has 

at hand, including those of the most advanced types (often captured from the enemy), interpreting 

and deploying them in his own tactical terms. His tactics and strategy however are firmly based on 

his own correct understanding of the realities of his own natural and human environment. Although 

he may use what are apparently simpler and cruder methods and techniques, objectively the tactics 

he employs are superior, subtler and more powerful than those of his technologically superior 

adversary. The revolutionary artist and the revolutionary intellectual must learn to identify the 

analogy.

(4) By recognition, of course, one does not mean some isolated critical acclaim but a consistent 

critical appraisal and a general public response.

All images courtesy of Senake Bandaranayake, with thanks to Third Text Asia.

Senake Bandaranayake is emeritus professor of archeology at the University of 
Kelaniya. He has published over one hundred research papers and authored and has 
edited books including Sri Lanka-Island Civilisation (1977);  Sigiriya: Excavations 
and Research (1984); Ivan Peries Paintings: 1938-88 (1986; co-authored with Manel 
Fonseka); The Rock and Wall Paintings of Sri Lanka (1996) and The University of the 
Future and the Culture of Learning (2007). Professor Bandaranayake was Archaeological 
Director of the Sigiriya and Dambulla Cultural Triangle Projects, founding Director of the 
PGIAR, Vice Chancellor of his university, Sri Lanka’s Ambassador to France and High 
Commissioner in India.
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“Inexistent Time” and 
“Waiting for a Friend”

Two works by 
Pak Sheung Chuen
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Inexistent Time

In a film, 1 second is 24 frames. Each frame is a picture. But when you are watching 1 
second of film, you are not only watching 24 frames of pictures. You also watch the blank 
spaces (black bars) between the frames. We see the light, but we can’t see the darkness.

I cut out all the blank spaces from a film. And then, I joined all the blank spaces to 
create another “film” (a black film). This “film” is projected on the wall from a film 

projector. Through it, we watch an “invisible part” of a film. The time between them is 
counted as “inexistent”.

The proportion of blank space and picture space in a frame (of this Hong Kong film) is 
7:13. The “black film” on the wall and in the machine are both 383cm, they are cut off 
from the other 23 seconds of the film. It will be shown on every first 5 minutes of each 

hour during the exhibition.

- Pak Sheung Chuen for Yokohama Triennale 2008: Time Crevasse
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Waiting for a Friend (Without an appointment)
Hong Kong (Kowloon Tong MTR Station), 29/12/2006 (12:47-16:38)

Without an appointment, I randomly selected a place and waited for a friend there. 
This time Jacky, a university classmate whom I had not seen for two years appeared 

at the chosen location at 16:38. He asked me, “How did you know I’d be here?” I told 
him, “I didn’t know but I’ve been waiting for you a long time.”

...............................
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