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Note from the Editors

1| Iftikhar Dadi and Hammad Nasar, 

eds., Lines of Control: Partition as a 

Productive Space, Ithaca: Herbert  

F. Johnson Museum of Art, Cornell 

University, 2012. Organised and 

published in association with Green 

Cardamom, London, p 108.

2| Details of ‘Sites of Construction: 

Exhibitions and the Making of Recent 

Art History in Asia’, including video 

documentation of proceedings, can 

be found on http://www.aaa.org.hk/

sitesofconstruction. A special issue 

of Yishu: Journal of Contemporary 

Chinese Art, vol. 13, no. 2 (March/

April 2014), was dedicated to the 

symposium and presents edited 

papers from the event.
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Exhibitions are where artworks meet their publics. 
In the context of Asia, with the general absence of 
systematic public collections and few academic art 
history departments, exhibitions are more than just 
sites of display and interaction. Exhibitions—and 
the curatorial strategies shaping them, institutional 
demands driving them, and art writing accompanying 
them—have become the primary sites of art historical 
construction. 

The last decade has seen a surge in the business 
of remembering past exhibitions. We have seen 
different modes of restaging exhibitions; greater 
variety and frequency of colloquia, symposia, and 
conferences addressing exhibition history; a growing 
body of literature from anthologies to periodicals; 
burgeoning efforts at unearthing archives around 
landmark exhibitions; and new academic departments 
and electives in this emergent field. This fascination 
for exhibition histories / exhibition studies can also 
be viewed as a young profession (exhibition making) 
trying to give shape to its intellectual form at a time 
when the formerly formidable edifice of art history 
is struggling to keep pace with, in Irit Rogoff’s 
memorable phrasing, the ‘undisciplined’ field of 
contemporary art.1

Seen against this backdrop, the fourth issue of Field 
Notes, ‘Publics, Histories, Value: The Changing 
Stakes of Exhibitions’, is a modest contribution to a 
collective effort in the construction of this art history. 
It takes as its point of departure, Asia Art Archive’s 
2013 symposium ‘Sites of Construction: Exhibitions 
and the Making of Recent Art History in Asia’ and 
carries the exploration forward to an expanded set 
of geographies, models, and ideas.2 The symposium, 
this issue of Field Notes, the many digitisation and 
research projects that underpin both, and a growing 

http://www.aaa.org.hk/sitesofconstruction
http://www.aaa.org.hk/sitesofconstruction
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network of art historians, curators, artists, and others 
informing our efforts, signal our commitment to the 
study of exhibitions as a pool of possibilities.

This issue, therefore, is part of a combined and 
distributed effort towards formulating a multivalent 
answer to the question of how we remember 
exhibitions, and, by extension, what knowledge is 
gained through this process. The contributions found 
here whisper these questions—to reconsider the 
knowledge around exhibition histories, and make 
visible the entrenched structures systematically at 
play. To make the latent ‘frictions’ rise to the surface: 
to become visible.

Art x Commerce x Public 

The exhibition is where artworks are seen and 
consumed. It is also where art’s aspiring virtues and 
the economics of circulation are entwined in a tense 
knot. Through the exhibition, artworks, which travel 
both as ideas and objects, produce and accrue value 
as objects of exchange. They do this in conversation 
with other artworks, and thus their currency is always 
relational, mediated by the curatorial function. What 
remains constant is the need for an audience and 
a community of publics for the exhibition to secure 
validity and fulfil its purpose. That such legitimising 
publics may some times be found far from home, 
particularly when the local infrastructure is lacking, 
creates additional complications for ‘audience-
building’.

With this need for public engagement in mind, 
museums and galleries are under increasing pressure 
to adapt programming to engage new cross-sections 
of society for the ‘democratisation’ of the arts. 
This phenomenon looks different in Euro-American 
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societies with long established museum cultures than 
it does in most of Asia—where existing museums were 
often colonial interventions, and where new museums 
and attending audiences are being developed 
together. Such development is running parallel to 
the rapid emergence of new business models that 
inject art into a mix of wider property and commercial 
projects. At the same time, these non-conventional 
sites of display and modes of collection upset our 
colonised imaginings of what art infrastructure should 
look like and how it should function.  

The prominence of private museums, state investment 
in cultural districts, and the spread of art fairs and 
biennials are part of this rapidly changing landscape 
in Asia. But it is the emergence of the art mall that 
straddles art and commerce, collapsing perceived 
divisions between art and commodity, spectacle 
and affect, economics and aesthetics, which strains 
hardest against the limits of our current conceptions. 
Assisted by popular media, government plans, and 
private agendas, art is rapidly becoming part of the 
collective imagination with social desires playing out 
on various fronts. It is a status symbol, a marketing 
tactic, a political intervention, and a form of tradition, 
and by merging the exhibition with the mall, art 
and commodity culture, art’s potential for mass 
consumption is clearly in play—this then begs the 
question: is this not a truly successful model of ‘art for 
all’?  

But what is found and what is lost when 
accommodating all? Each exhibition can be viewed 
as a proposition for an alternative reality, responding 
to the limits of what is possible. How does the 
development of these new investment models in 
art infrastructure, and the audiences they serve, 
affect the potential of exhibitions to intervene 
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into existing structures of knowledge production, 
disrupt old art histories, and generate new ones? 
The present state of affairs is reflected in a general 
commitment to testing established narratives through 
sharing research, archives, re-enactments, studies, 
propositions, subversions, and contributions from 
diverse sites. 

Gleaned from the contributions in this issue of Field 
Notes, one finds collective action towards a more 
lateral, even oblique, method of formulating histories 
that is distributed across places and people. By 
looking at the exhibition’s form and its discursive, 
spatial, social, and economic formations through 
the varied perspectives of art historians, curators, 
artists, researchers, and architects—both real and 
imagined—this issue hopes to emphasise alternative 
ways of seeing and approaching exhibitions, and their 
contribution to the writing of multiple histories of art 
today. While a cluster of ‘conventional’ institutions, 
mostly Euro-American, still dominate the existing 
citadels of art history, we are beginning to see some 
early signs of shifts amongst centres of knowledge 
production. How quickly these shifts take hold 
and disrupt the stranglehold on the mechanisms 
controlling the circulation of this knowledge will be 
key to determining the extent to which the hopeful 
potential of exhibition studies can be realised.
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Clare Butcher is a teacher, curator, and writer 

who cooks. She currently reads a lot with 

students at the Gerrit Rietveld Academie and 

the Piet Zwart Institute. She is also a member 

of the School of Missing Studies at the 

Sandberg Institute.
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Fax installation at Parking Gallery. 
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Missing

44 tonnes. 44 tonnes of paper and microfilm. This is 
the approximate mass of public documents destroyed 
by the National Intelligence Services in South Africa 
during a 6–8 month period in 1993—the year before 
the first democratic election.1 I can’t quite imagine 
that volume and the hollow space it must have left—
whole buildings, naked on the inside, with shelves 
exposed. I can’t imagine what went missing, or, for 
that matter, what was already missing from that which 
went missing. The etc.

In an article entitled ‘The Archive as Metaphor’, 
which appeared in an edition of the Dutch journal 
Open, ‘(No)Memory—Storing and Recalling in 
Contemporary Art and Culture’ (No. 7, 2004), media 
theorist Wolfgang Ernst stated that ‘the archive 
does not tell stories’.2 The only narrative connection 
between an archive’s disparate parts is constituted 
by the gaps located in-between and on the edges of 
its constituents—the ‘holes and silence’.3 These gaps, 
Ernst claims, are waiting to be filled by imagination 
and by the historiographer, motivated by a sense of 
loss for those things considered not worth listing.4

Le Reste and The Rest

‘How do we historicise the event of the 
dehistoricised?’ asked the exhibition coordinator 
and future director of the Johannesburg Art Gallery 
(JAG), Clive Kellner. Quoting Homi Bhabha’s then 
recent publication, The Location of Culture, Kellner’s 
question was lodged not only in the broader socio-
political context of a South Africa undergoing 
historic transitions in the mid-1990s, but also, more 
specifically, it was asked in relation to the gaps, or 
rather missing matters, laid bare by the second (and 

1|  These details are relayed by Verne 

Harris in his compelling text ‘ “They 

Should Have Destroyed More”: The 

Destruction of Public Records by 

the South African State in the Final 

Years of Apartheid’, Transformation 

42, 2000.

4|  There’s a wonderful line that 

sounds something like this in Chris 

Marker’s script for his film Sans Soleil 

(1983) when the narrator recounts 

the personal list-makings of Sei 

Shonagon, a lady in waiting during 

the 11th century. See: http://www.

markertext.com/sans_soleil.htm

3|  Ibid.

2|  Open Key Texts, p 28.

Electric Workshop, film still, 1997.*

A hole on the map where Hong Kong 

is located.
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final) Johannesburg Biennale, ‘Trade Routes, History 
and Geography’ (October, 1997).

Directed by Okwui Enwezor, who was at the time 
relatively unknown, the ambitious Biennale, which 
moved away from a national pavilion structure—thus 
aligning itself with the more contemporary formats 
seen in Istanbul and São Paulo—sought to reflect on 
the legacies of modernity, globalisation, and, with 
that, the notion of what Enwezor called, ‘the void of 
elsewhere’.5 

Made up of ‘individual curatorial maps’6 which 
included Kellie Jones’s ‘Life’s Little Necessities’, 
‘Graft’ put together by Colin Richards, and ‘Hong 
Kong, etc.’ from Hou Hanru (amongst still more 
organisers), the Biennale spanned Johannesburg 
as well as Cape Town, and included about 145 
artists—I say ‘about’ because the number of official 
participants vacillates between sources. The project’s 
multiple events and exhibitions occurred at a scale 
and scope unseen in South Africa, perhaps ironically, 
since the colonial exhibitions in the first half of the 
1900s marked the most significant ‘coming out’ for 
contemporary art from apartheid-induced cultural 
isolation. 

With the National Archives of South Africa Act being 
reconstituted,7 and the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission hearings taking place literally around the 
corner from ‘Trade Routes’, it is perhaps surprising 
that the history of a biennial of such international 
and national significance was not swept up in the 
tide of what I like to call, historical ‘filling-in-ism’ 
awakened in the ‘new’ post-apartheid South Africa. If 
we are to believe that the ‘object lessons’8 provided 

5|  Direct quote from interview in the 

documentary produced for the local 

South African broadcaster, Culture 

in the Contact Zone: the Second 

Johannesburg Biennale 1997,  

co-directed by Hedwig Barry and 

Belinda Blignaut.

6| Catalogue, ‘Trade Routes: History 

+ Geography’, 2nd Johannesburg 

Biennale, Johannesburg, 1997, p 7.

7|  No. 43 of 1996.

8|  As outlined by Tony Bennet in his 

seminal ‘The Exhibitionary Complex’, 

new formations no. 4, Spring, 1988, 

p 76.

Okwui Enwezor, interview, film still, 

1997.*

Coco Fusco, performance at the 

opening of the Johannesburg 

Biennale, film still, 1997.*
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9|  Enwezor interview, ‘Culture in the 

Contact Zone’.*

10|  Though the immense labour of 

redressing and transforming archival 

practice has been seen in inspiring 

cases such as the project and 

publication Refiguring the Archive, 

eds. Carolyn Hamilton et al. David 

Phillip Publishers, Cape Town, 

2002, began at Johannesburg’s 

Witswatersrand Graduate School the 

year that the Biennale was meant to 

close. Rather, this comment is meant 

to imply that further methods need to 

be developed within an exhibitionary 

sphere in terms of the history of 

curatorial endeavours.

by mega-exhibitions are really just as important 
to the construction of citizen consciousness and 
public memory as institutional (hi)storytellings, 
then the second Johannesburg Biennale makes 
for a remarkable case study—particularly in its 
proposing of the artist citizen.9 And yet, because of 
an exhibition’s material quality as a messy space of 
communication, representations, experience, and 
performativity (particularly in this instance), any 
exploration requires more than a classification of lost 
contents and a published acknowledgment of the 
politics of the archive.10 Whatever its successes and 
failures, the project of telling ‘le reste’ of the Biennale 
need not be limited to climate control.

Gaps

It was only in 2009 at a congress in Utrecht, following 
a presentation entitled ‘A Conceptual History of 
Exhibition-Making’ and a fairly dispassionate talk by 
Enwezor himself, that I—a Zimbabwean who only 
arrived in South Africa long after 1997—discovered 
just how impactful and yet non-historicized ‘Trade 
Routes’ had been. 

Entangling the notions of centre and periphery, but 
nonetheless allowing ‘unbridgeable differences’ to 
remain,11 the Biennale had sought to give context to a 
set of dynamic practices which represented not only 
a ‘change of guard’ in world powers—vivified most 
presciently by the ending of British rule in Hong Kong 
only a few months before the opening12 —but also a 
change of ‘garde’ perhaps in the co-presencing of a 
contemporary artistic world. 

In complex scenarios created within Johannesburg’s 
Art Gallery, the no-longer-existent Electric Workshop, 

Gifts from Christian Nerf.

11|  Enwezor, catalogue introduction 

entitled, ‘Travel Notes: Living, 

Working and Travelling in a Restless 

World’, p 8.

12| Bongi Dhlomo, catalogue preface, 

‘All Routes Are Good’, p 6.
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Exhibition set-up, film still, 1997.*

as well as Cape Town’s Castle and National Gallery, 
the multi-media offerings of artists such as Wenda 
Gu, Stan Douglas, and Carrie Mae Weems sat tensely 
together. The infrastructure and locations of these 
venues posed challenges to the hitherto unseen 
number of digital projections, performances, and 
installations meant to be housed within them. Unlike 
the first edition of the Biennale, according to Nigerian 
curator and critic Bisi Silva, ‘only painting was hard to 
find’.13

For the young artist Simon Gush, sitting next to me 
in that congress in Utrecht more than a decade later 
and thousands of miles away, what had caught his 
attention as a young art student at the time was 
neither the impressive performance by Coco Fusco 
(Rights of Passage) which saw audience members 
barred from entering the exhibition until they’d stated 
their personal details and received an apartheid-
inspired pass book; nor was it Cildo Meireles’ jetty-
like construction that filled an entire room (Marhulo, 
1992-7).14 Rather, on encountering the very humble 
Untitled (Veteran’s Day) of Felix Gonzales-Torres 
from 1989—a stack of gradually diminishing offset 
prints consumed by visitors during the run of the 
exhibition—Gush realised that art could be, could do, 
something else.

Something ‘neo-conceptual’?15 Many of the projects 
included were coined using this term by Vasif 
Kortun in his catalogue essay ‘Conflict–Sharing–
Consensus–Complicity–and Back Again’. He defined 
the approach as from the margins—arguably resonant 
with the infamous legacy of ‘Magiciens de la Terre’, 
though other critics did not agree16—which accepted 

13|  Bisi Silva, ‘The Johannesburg 

Biennale’, on artnet.com, 1998.

14|  Many of the works eventually 

included in the Biennale are hard to 

confirm save via visitors’ experiences 

or installation shots—neither of which 

appears in the exhibition’s hefty 

catalogue produced long before the 

contingencies of production process 

reared their heads.

15|  Vasif Kortun, catalogue essay, 

‘Conflict–Sharing–Consensus–

Complicity–and Back Again’, p 37.

16|  See Dan Cameron and Eleanor 

Heartney’s responses to the Biennial 

in Artforum January 1998, and Art in 

America June 1998, respectively.

Simon Gush, Perfect Lovers 

(tripartite), ceiling fans, 2012.
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the institutional space of biennial as a kind of general 
one within which ‘cultural manifestations’ could 
be made that met the shared expectations of ‘the 
institution, the artist, the curator, and to an extent, 
the public’.17 Arguably, it was the limit of that ‘extent’ 
within that nexus of expectations which further 
complicated the ‘Trade Routes’ story: the part which 
couldn’t be chosen, catalogued, or curated. The part 
which, due to mismatched technical capabilities, the 
Biennale’s reliance on new media, and the use of a 
somewhat novel World Wide Web, proved elusive for 
many.18 The part where many first-timers to downtown 
Johannesburg (including not only foreigners, but also 
some locals) felt confined to the perceived safety 
of exhibition venues. The part which saw the last 
edition of the Biennale partially closed on account of 
infrastructural overspending and insufficient visitor 
numbers by Johannesburg’s bankrupt municipality in 
December 1997, running only on half capacity until 
mid-January 1998.19

18|  Throughout written responses 

to the Biennale, echoes of the 

digital divide emerge repeatedly 

within descriptions of the laptop 

toting ‘arterati’, always in their black 

ensembles, which descended on the 

city centres of Johannesburg and 

Cape Town—which in the case of the 

former was not a tourist hot spot. 

19| Budget problems and an 

antagonistic local press plagued 

the 2nd Johannesburg Biennale, 

resulting in the event’s unplanned, 

temporary closure over the Christmas 

break, and the bankrupt city council 

sending early dismissal notices to the 

Biennale’s staff. During the opening, 

many South African artists and 

audience members complained of the 

exhibition’s inaccessibility and lack 

of engagement with the community; 

one local newspaper went so far as 

to post on telephone poles around 

the city advertisements for its evening 

edition, asking in bold type, clearly 

legible to motorists speeding by: ‘Is 

the Biennale a Fraud?’. Jen Budney, 

‘Who’s it For? The 2nd Johannesburg 

Biennale’, in Third Text, no. 42, Spring 

1998.

A disclaimer from Paul Edmunds, part of ‘If A Tree...’, 2012.

(W)Holes

It is a murky business this navigation between the 
clear cut curatorial agenda of the Biennale, the 
subsequent noise of public debates over its relevance 
and accountability, and what might be called the 
less concrete impact of ‘Trade Routes’ over time 
and space. And yet it is in wading through the dark 
waters between the project’s mapped trajectories of 
modernism, reading against the grain of rasterised 

Installation blur, film still, 1997.*

17|  Kortun, p 37.
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20|  Florence Derieux, ‘Introduction’, 

Harald Szeemann: Individual 

Methodology, JRP Ringier, Zurich, 

2007. 

Tracey Rose, ‘Span I’, with people 

staring, South African National 

Gallery, film still, 1997.*

lines cutting across the VHS footage of a for-
television Biennale documentary which contained 
rare installation panoramas and interviews with those 
who are no longer with us, and trawling through the 
reams of faded faxes containing intimate discussions 
between curators and artists, that the ‘etc.’ is found.

The nature of exhibitions is, of course, so much 
centred on bodily experience within real space 
and time. To revisit an exhibition, even the most 
straightforward one, involves more than the itinerising 
of disappeared artworks, but also the dredging 
up of ghosts of momentary encounters, ideals 
lost, and lessons learned. And while certain voices 
have predicted that the art history of the twentieth 
century will ‘no longer be a history of artworks but of 
exhibitions’,20 there remains something lacking in that 
historiographical process—where are the bodies? 
What were the snatches of conversation overheard? 
Tell us the gossip!

As mentioned in the introduction, exhibitions are 
deeply layered undertakings—particularly those 
occurring serially such as biennials and fairs—and are 
bound by historically determined economic, social, 
and political frameworks. Any act of historicising 
or, dare I say, re-enactment, would demand that we 
attend to the events in such a way that felt all their 
complex constellation of contentiously autonomous 
artistic expressions, curatorial criteria, external 
ideological forces, and the market.21 In short, the 
events happened within specific conditions. And 
while the good student has been schooled to treat 
every detail as sacrosanct, the ‘new historicist’ 
position advocates the transformative power of those 
conditions and labour in the constructing of possible 
histories in the present—saying that ‘everything can 
be different from what it is; everything could have 

21|  See Julian Myers ‘On the Value 

of a History of Exhibitions’, in The 

Exhibitionist, No. 4, June 2011,  

p 24–28.

FIELD NOTES 04

17



44 Tonnes

been different than what it was’.22 

Already in the 1970s, it was observed that exhibitions 
had begun to engender an ever-increasing self-
consciousness, with the subject of exhibition being 
as much a part of the show itself as any one work of 
art.23 This performative ‘staginess’ could be seen as 
quite central to ‘Trade Routes’ in its reflection and 
deflection of various colonial modes of displaying 
w(hole) worldliness. However, to contend with 
that exhibiting of exhibition from another temporal 
location, Julian Myers reminds us to be wary of 
‘half-abstracted meta-discourse’, ‘confession’, and 
‘half-encrypted publicity’.24 The making of a history 
of exhibitions must be more than anecdotal and less 
than a sacrament—suspended between the major and 
minor tones of existing art historical canons, between 
the ‘unresolved’ and the ‘not just yet’. Amen.

‘I can’t speak for the “international artworld”. 
Only God and (probably) creative directors can 
do this.’ – Colin Richards, curator of ‘Graft,’ 2nd 
Johannesburg Biennale (when asked about his 
opinion on the success and sustainability of the 
idea of a biennial in South Africa)

‘Trade Routes Over Time’ was the title of a series 
of exhibitions made during 2012, initiated by the 
commercial gallery Stevenson, with branches in both 
the Biennale’s city venues. Having been interested 
in the revisiting of historical exhibitions using the 
exhibition format itself,25 I was intrigued by the 
opportunity that arose to contribute—with some 
reservations about curating an independent project in 
a commercial space.26 Falling in-between an exhibition 
which tracked down artists who’d participated in 
the original Biennale, and another which speculated 
on the aesthetics and issues had there been a third 
edition, ‘If A Tree…’, held at Stevenson in downtown 

25|  My thesis entitled ‘The Principles 

of Packing’, University of Cape Town, 

Cape Town, 2012, explored the 

historical case study of an exchange 

of travelling contemporary art 

exhibitions between Britain and South 

Africa on the eve of apartheid. 

26|  Interestingly, these galleries 

are some of the only free-entrance 

art spaces in the city, with national 

institutions so underfunded that a fee 

is required.

South African National Gallery, Colin 

Richards in background.

22|  Stephen Greenblatt, Resonance 

and Wonder, Routledge, New York 

City, 1990, p 223.

23|  Ref. Daniel Buren, 1972.

24|  Myers, p 28.

FIELD NOTES 04

18



44 Tonnes

‘If A Tree...’, archival presentation, Parking Gallery, July 2012.
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Johannesburg, attempted the difficult task of gauging 
the ramifications of ‘Trade Routes’. To challenge 
the often generalised discussion of the ‘how’s and 
why’s’ I’ve mentioned, ‘If A Tree…’ followed some 
specific, idiosyncratic, and primarily local paths 
leading out of the Biennale. None of the contributors 
had participated in the Biennale as artists, but had 
encountered it in more and less oblique ways.

‘Trade Routes’ technician and now-established South 
African artist, Paul Edmunds, for instance, narrated 
the politics of video screen installation, which in 
some venues required special technicians dispatched 
to Cape Town from Amsterdam due to the lack of 
experience with local staff. In a text he presented as 
a work, Edmunds recounted many further frustrations 
following rumours of the exhibition budget being 
allocated to unimaginable amounts of dry-walling 
in a select few Biennale venues, and towards the 
replacement of copious stolen projectors. And around 
the corner from that, a 7 metre-long false wall stood 
as a curatorial recapitulation by Colin Richards, 
recalling the measures taken for Tracy Rose and her 
collaboration with prison inmate Michael Hanekom—
grating against the structure of National Gallery. 

This same wall then became the surface for a private 
performance by Lerato Shadi (Seipone, 2012), whose 
work in durational performance has been linked with 
the legacy of Rose. Over a period of 24 hours, Shadi 
wrote and erased autobiographical texts unseen 
by any audience save a camera. The messy pencil 
shavings and eraser traces peppering the floor were 
the only evidence of the event.

The Biennale’s effects on and in the city were what 
inspired Heman Chong, in collaboration with architect 
and artist, Eduardo Cachucho, to, from a distance, 
commission a text from writer Sean O’Toole who’d 
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27|  The text, ‘A Beautiful Mess’ 

(2012), can be accessed on: 

https://sites.google.com/site/

autonomydocs/file-cabinet/

Sean_Beautiful_FINAL.

pdf?attredirects=0&d=1

attended many of the local fringe events, or what 
might be called the Biennale’s underbelly.27

Another project came from an assistant to one of the 
artists in the Biennale in the form of a large, black felt-
covered latex ball 3.5 metres in diameter. Dutch artist 
Yvonne Droge Wendel, who has not returned to South 
Africa since 1997, made the Black Ball in 2000, and 
requires that passers-by assist in the rolling of this 
weightless but giant object through public spaces. 
Made specifically as a response to her experiences 
in Johannesburg, which included the theft of some 
equipment from the installation she worked on, the 
artist describes the object as a black spot or hole 
in space because of the surface’s light-absorbing 
qualities—a blot on the landscape, something one 
would rather not remember. During the opening of the 
exhibition (and rush-hour traffic) the ball was rolled 
from the gallery, over the Nelson Mandela Bridge, 
constructed long after the closing of the Biennale, to 
the former site of the Electric Workshop. 

Yvonne Dröge Wendel, Black Ball, performance Johannesburg, 

July 2012.
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Etc.

What still remains on that spot, however, is the Africa 
Museum and Newtown theatre complex, which in the 
1990s also contained the Rembrandt van Rijn Gallery. 
A grand name for a fairly minimal passage-like space 
run by Stephen Hobbs (member of the urban-focused 
Trinity Sessions group). It was in this space—‘not an 
easy one to work with’ according to one article on the 
South African online journal artthrob.co.za—that Hou 
Hanru installed the exhibition component of ‘Hong 
Kong, etc.’ in October 1997. Intended to represent a 
kind of ‘micro-global city’,28 the small space took on 
global proportions as it explored rapid development 
and the city as a phenomenon through the lens of the 
recently decolonised Hong Kong. 

Also included in the project were urban interventions 
in the townships of Soweto and Alexandra (where 
Hou Hanru had discovered an Afrikaaner who could 
speak Cantonese) by Lin Yilin, Fiona Tan, and others. 
An online space was also considered necessary for 
these reflections as the symbol of a new public place 
of mobility and connectivity. The project website 
(http://www.aica.co.za/hk) included an audience 
survey, online projects, and discourse around ‘The 
City as Real’ and ‘The City as Dystopia’ (to name 
a few themes)—with contributions by Oscar Ho, 
Saskia Sassen, and more. It was critiqued by many 
for containing too much of the real project which was 
in fact inaccessible to many without a computer or 
internet connection.

Despite the limitations of space, physically and 
virtually, the exhibition did achieve its ambition of 
forming a non-Western axis between two situations 
in transition—‘two places, two situations, two ends 
of the road’.29 Placing the maquette cityscapes of 

28|  Hou Hanru, ‘Working in 

Johannesburg for Hong Kong etc.’, in 

Atlantica International, p 149.

Hou Hanru, interview, film still, 1997.*

People looking at computers, film still, 

1997.*

29|  Hou Hanru interview by Pat Binder 

and Gerhard Haupt in July, 1997. 

Available on http://universes-in-

universe.de/car/africus/e_hanru.htm
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‘Hong Kong, etc.’ webpage, screenshot.

‘Hong Kong, etc.’ questionnaire, ‘Trade Routes Catalogue’.
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Clare’s version of Ellen Pau’s contribution to ‘Hong Kong, etc.’
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the (then-)Zaire-based artist Bodys Isek Kingelez 
alongside Huang Yong Ping’s famous ceramic 
hemispheres filled with branded items The Doomsday 
(1997) made material conversations happen. The 
disorienting spinning of a bicycle through Beijing 
in Zhu Jia’s Forever (1994) made for an interesting 
comparison with the experimental video work of 
neighbouring Hong Kong-based artist, Ellen Pau. Her 
Drained IV (1996-7) mysteriously described online 
as ‘video installation/installation size unknown’,30 
comprised, according to Pau, two monitors showing 
a recording of an hourglass housed in a container 
that rotated at the same speed as the videos. 
No documentation of the piece installed in the 
Johannesburg exhibition was published. Except 
for a split-second shot of the work included in the 
documentary made of the Biennale by Hedwig Barry 
and Belinda Blignaut, the artist was never informed 
that her work had even arrived in South Africa, nor 
was she asked to provide installation instructions.

This story was relayed to me by Ellen Pau herself over 
a beer with Qinyi Lim (curator and residency host at 
Para Site, Hong Kong) and Michelle Wong (researcher 
at the Asia Art Archive) during my research residency 
in Hong Kong from December 2013–January 2014. 
In light of the many missing issues mentioned in this 
article, the story of Drained IV is not unique, as, even 
according to the exhibition catalogue colophon, a 
total of nine contributors to ‘Hong Kong, etc.’ were 
regrettably not credited in the publication. 

With all the lapses in communication, the limits of 
connectivity, it was the common-ness (perhaps we 
could say the ‘commonwealth’ of a different sort) of 
things not listed, constituting the ‘etc.’ in ‘Hong Kong, 
etc.’ that finally make sense to me in retrospect having 
never seen the exhibition with my own eyes. While it 

30|  http://finearts.hku.hk/hkaa/

revamp2011/work.php?id=1944

Installation view, ‘Hong Kong, etc.’, 

film still, 1997.*
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may be the caveat of great explorers to bear direct 
witness to ‘…’, it is precisely that ‘…’ wherein the 
performance of minor historical reconstruction waits 
and the search for empty shelves commences.31 On 
the maps of past explorations, we begin to trace 
the collective social dynamisms and contingencies 
surrounding individual creative trajectories, and 
to plot a course that circumnavigates the perhaps 
familiar paths. Everything and nothing is worthy of 
capture and exchange as we begin to trade routes. 
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31|  The work of the Archives Action 

Group (est. 2009) in Hong Kong 

alerted me to the similarly alarming 

destruction of public records within 

the city’s shifting technocracy. http://

archivesactiongroup.org

Endnote 

Etcetera: Indicating that a list is too 

tedious or clichéd to give in full: we’ve 

all got to do our duty, pull our weight, 

et cetera, et cetera.

ORIGIN Latin, from et ‘and’ and 

cetera ‘the rest’ (neuter plural of 

ceterus ‘left over’).

*All film stills are from Culture in 

the Contact Zone: the Second 

Johannesburg Biennale 1997 by 

Hedwig Barry and Belinda Blignaut.

All images courtesy of the author 

unless otherwise stated.
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Dineo Seshee Bopape, L.L.T.I [Long Live The Immaterial], 2012, 

‘If A Tree…’, Stevenson Johannesburg.
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Roee Rosen is an Israeli-American artist, 

filmmaker, and writer. He is a professor at 

Ha’Midrasha Art College, and at the Bezalel 

Art Academy, Israel.
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Roee Rosen, Unknown photographer, Justine Frank, ca. 1928
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I

The Jewish-Belgian artist and pornographer Justine Frank (b. Antwerp, 
1900, d. Tel Aviv, 1943) arrived to Paris in the mid-1920s. She soon mingled 
with the Surrealists, but even within this ferocious fold, Frank’s work stirred 
considerable unease. Her painting offered a concoction of scatological 
sexual motifs and Jewish imagery. While Breton called for a radical, indeed 
revolutionary, investigation of sexuality, Frank’s motifs almost systematically 
exposed the inhibitions, restrictions, and phobias of Bretonian Surrealism. 
The Surreal privileged objects of desire—the convulsive beauty of the 
hysterical women—is substituted in Frank’s works by a woman of voracious 
sexual appetites and disagreeable desires (as Dali was quick to notice, 
the Surrealists flinched at the site of the anus). The appearance of Jewish 
signifiers was no less disturbing. Breton’s vehement anti-religious stance 
allowed assaults on Catholicism, but there are almost no representations 
in Surrealism of Christianity’s other—the Jew. Moreover, the Frankist 
renditions of Jewish figures and symbols are highly ambiguous: she 
intently appropriated antisemitic tropes and representations of the Jew, 
and combined them with elements that could be interpreted as a radical 
form of atheistic irony, as a parodic response to the history of European 
anti-semitism; but her ominous, oversexed Judaism was also suspected by 
some interpreters to hide an offshoot of black Jewish messianism, linked 
to the school of the self-proclaimed messiah Jacob Frank, who preached a 
reversal of all rabbinical law, including the practice of incest, sacrilege, and 
intentional deceit.1
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Roee Rosen, Unknown photographer, Justine Frank and Fanja Hissin on the 

Tel Aviv beach, 1938
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In 1931, Frank published her only book, the pornographic novel Sweet 
Sweat.2 Abounding, like the paintings, with extreme scatological motifs and 
transgressive Jewish apparitions—the book ends with the female protagonist 
raping and killing her father in a synagogue. The novel betrays the clear 
influence of Marquis de Sade and of Georges Bataille (who was very likely 
Frank’s lover for a short while), but it also contains an odd and recurring 
motif which is unprecedented in the annals of European smut: female magical 
powers employed at the service of debauchery, perversion, and crime. 

In 1934, Frank immigrated to Palestine. Whether driven to the Middle East by 
the growing antagonism of Breton and his friends, or by the intensification 
of European anti-semitism, she was even more of a social pariah in Tel Aviv 
than in Paris. Her vehement hostility towards Zionism found expression not 
only in her refusal to speak Hebrew at a time when the revival of the biblical 
language was instrumental for the fabrication of a new Jewish collective in 
Palestine, but also in actively denigrating the language: she literally revives 
the Hebrew letters, now transformed into engorged genitalia and hybrid 
grotesqueries, whose combinations in words thus create perverse linguistic 
orgies. Moreover,  Zionism was premised on an attempt to erase the figure 
of the diasporic Jew, perceived as ‘degenerate’ and effeminate, and replace 
it with a new identity: indigenous, healthy, and virile. Frank persisted in 
presenting this diasporic figure—and exalted in its androgynous nature. 

Frank’s clash with the local Jewish community was not merely an issue of 
cultural representation. She was surrounded by rumours and allegations, 
and felt isolated and attacked. Her situation deteriorated until she finally 
disappeared in 1943. Her work, as well as her life story, was ignored and 
repressed until the end of the 20th century, a time when feminist critics and 
art historians began drawing attention to her work. Her first retrospective 
was exhibited at the Herzlyia Museum of Art, Israel, in 2003, and travelled a 
few years later to Extra City, in her birth town, Antwerp, where her work was 
never before shown, in part, perhaps, because she is a fictive artist.
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Justine Frank, from The Stained Portfolio, 1927, ink and gouache on paper, 

27×23cm
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Three Museum Wall Texts From ‘Justine Frank, a Retrospective’

Frankomas, 1930
Oil on canvas, 90×60cm

In 1930, Frank tackled a motif dear to the hearts 
of the Surrealists. She painted her versions of 
Fantomas, a hero/criminal, nocturnal dandy, 
and master of disguise.

In the series of pulp novels and movies that bore 
his name, Fantomas excelled in spectacularly 
atrocious and creative murders. The books, 
authored by Pierre Souvestre and Marcel Alain, 
and first published in 1911, were unprecedented 
in their cheap, speedy production, enormous 
mass-appeal, and incredulously fantastic 
storylines.3 The Surrealist circle was a veritable 
Fantomas fan club. Breton concluded his 
Soluble Fish (appended in publication to the 
First Manifesto) by identifying himself with 
Fantomas, and among the artists who paid 
homage to Fantomas, there also figured a Belgian Surrealist much more 
renowned and important than Justine Frank: Rene Magritte. Like Frank, Magritte 
based his rendition on the front-cover illustration of the first novel of the series, 
with one change: his Fantomas holds a rose instead of a knife. In Frank’s 
paintings, the fictive criminal undergoes both a religious conversion and a sex 
change, and is newly named as Frankomas. He now dons a conspicuously 
Jewish hat, and his face is that of the artist. Frankomas clenches an odd object 
that reappears in several of Frank’s paintings: perhaps a shriveled carrot, 
perhaps a fecal spool.

While Breton and his friends called for sexual transgression, scatology repelled 
them, and they resented the soiling of Fantomas’ glove with dung.4 Yet, they 
were even more infuriated by the figure’s religious attire. Frank’s ‘Jewification’ 
of Fantomas was not perceived as poking fun at religion, but rather as the 
desecration of an anti-religious icon. The Frankomas paintings turned Frank 
from a marginal, somewhat exotic and eccentric foreigner, into a real persona—
of the non-grata variety, ‘vulgar—but in bad taste’, as Anne Kastorp puts it.5
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Utamaro et l’ hystérique 
(Utamaro and the Hysteric), 1936
Gouache on paper, 37×56cm

Untitled (Self-Portrait as A Black Woman), 
1938
Oil on canvas, 65×50cm

The sexual encounter conjoins two figures 
from far-removed cultural fields. The 
urinating woman is based on an erotic 
print by the 18th century Japanese artist 
Utamaro from his Kiku no Tsuyu (in the 
original, a man masturbates while peeping 
at the woman who urinates in the open 
air). The figure of the hysteric is based on 
Paul Richer’s illustrations, commissioned 
and compiled by the celebrated 
psychiatrist, Charcot (this figure renders 
the second stage of the fit, the ‘Clown Stage’). The conversion and sex change 
of the hysteric—so common in Frank’s work—have a special significance here, 
not only because hysteria was perceived as a woman’s disease, and not only 
because the Surrealists championed feminine hysteria as an incarnation of 
desirable feminine sexuality, but also because it underscores the 19th century 
psychiatric perception of the Jewish man as effeminate and prone to hysteria.

The darkened complexion along with the 
skullcap and the side-locks surprisingly connote 
a religious Jew of North African descent rather 
than a woman. Thus, this odd work shares some 
peculiarities with seminal attempts by early 
Zionist artists to forge authentic, indigenous 
‘Hebraic’ art. Typical of this early search, 
ensued with the first Hebrew art academy, 
Bezalel (founded by Boris Shatz), were 
renditions of biblical characters and themes 
clad in orientalist garbs (numerous period 
photographs attest to the pleasure early Zionist 
pioneers took in having their picture taken in 
Arab costumes—a fashion statement both 
exotic and local, real, and fantasized). In this 
sense, the painting is intently outmoded since in 
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the late-thirties, local artists were heading in a different, less simplistic direction 
in their search for authentic local art.6

And yet a second glance at Frank’s ‘black woman’ reveals her to be even less 
‘authentic’ and indigenous, and here again, clothes are key: the dress is clearly 
modeled after those favoured by Elizabeth Vigée-Lebrun, the gifted court 
painter of Marie Antoinette (to whom Frank pays the rather dubious homage, in 
her novel, of naming a vagina after her). Thus the ‘Hebrew’ fantasy of a black 
woman who is also a young Yemenite man turns out to be a hybrid rooted in 
pre-revolutionary feminine vision of the natural and empowered woman. And 
perhaps this portrait, revealed as a multitude of superimposed masks is, in the 
end, the most realistic of Frank’s self-portraits, given that she herself is a fictive 
persona (as are Joanna Führer-Ha’sfari, Fanja Hissin, Anne Kastorp, and Tamar 
Biniamini).
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II

On the occasion of Frank’s retrospective, one of the artist’s leading scholars, 
Joanna Führer-Ha’sfari, reflected upon the way in which the historical 
narrative spun around a dead artist, whether written or exhibited in a space, 
is a dynamic and polemic process that belongs very much in the present. 
Furthermore, she claimed, it is a process of reimagining that forges not only 
the historical object, but also the observing subject. Führer-Ha’sfari writes:

The unease with which [Frank was met] can be rephrased in familial 
terms as the troubling question of whether she is a good mother 
(providing a critique of antisemitic perceptions by subversive 
appropriation, for example), or a bad mother (subjecting herself 
to the worst racist preconceptions out of sheer self-hatred and 
destructiveness)? She is, in any case, a mother-witch conjuring 
uncanny, obscene specters of the Jew.

The situation is, however, even more complicated. Frank is not only a 
mother, but also a daughter, and not only in terms of her demonstrated 
and willful infantilism. Frank is a daughter because the contemporary 
critic who adopts her as a mother simultaneously gives birth to Frank 
as his or her fantasized effigy—an offspring. It stands to reason that if 
this critic is a man, he is thus the father of his mother, and can whole-
heartedly sing the old American song: ‘I’m my own grandpa’!7

What Führer-Ha’sfari suggests here is that even as Frank is fictive, her 
stake at being real is viable, while reality—the reality of the institution and 
its spokesperson, including Ha’sfari herself—is a willfully constructed 
fabrication (regardless of the fact that Ha’sfari happens to be a fictive person 
as well).

In framing Frank within the museum, though, the challenge is not to present 
soundproof reasoning, but rather an experience of a disorienting realm: 
where the divides between past and present, real and fiction, self and 
other, are not being repositioned, but are elided, parodied, and disavowed, 
allowing that which is designated as fiction to overwhelm through its 
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excess. Elision, excess, parody, and disavowal can thus be perceived as 
strategies that shape the stance of presenting Frank. Elision was, in fact, 
demonstrated above already. Each outing of Frank and of her creation—
including this brief text—features a disclaimer regarding her fictionality. But 
the disclaimer is ill-set in timing, tone, and context so as to allow a fruitful 
confusion (all the more as the disclaimer helps little in divining fantasies from 
factuality). Excess has to do not only with content, but also with form—in 
creating a body of work whose expansive nature can create a compelling 
experience of a life’s work. But its expansion is not only inward (that is, the 
psyche and aesthetics of Justine Frank), it is also horizontal (it includes other 
personae, ever more media), until it may also claim (as Ha’sfari does in the 
quote above) to encompass the venue and the spectator. Parody within the 
institution would mean adopting the museum’s authoritative, pedagogic, 
and generic tools to offset and upset their habitual function—from labeling 
and explaining to chronological installation and conceptual framing tools: 
the catalogue, the explanatory wall texts, and the documentary video have 
all been present in Frank’s retrospectives (this text is supplemented with 
a few examples of the exhibition’s wall texts). Disavowal stems from the 
comic refusal to accept what elsewhere is deemed real. Freud’s articulation 
of the term is pertinent here: the child’s perception of the mother’s genitalia 
as a lack, a gaping gash at a stage in which he identifies with her might 
be a traumatic castration anxiety; the masochist response is precisely 
disavowal, the generation of a fantasy world based on affirming the mother 
as omnipotent.8 And whereas parody is a comic mode to be taken seriously 
(think of Judith Butler’s claim that ‘woman’ can only be a parodic discursive 
topic), then the perverse, masochist disavowal should be understood as 
an expression of a comic mode. It is an expansive disavowal that yields 
a museum within the museum, not negating the customary spaces of 
contemporary art (negation, after all, is the strategy of the Sadist), but 
suspending their speculative capacity to be differently imagined; in the case 
of Frank, reinforcing her life’s journey through the changing colours of the 
walls and the creation of smaller, maze-like, and intimate spaces inside the 
big halls, a state of willful self-contradictions and concrete cross-historical 
arguments.
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1|  On Justine Frank’s relation to Jacob Frank, see: Joanna Führer-Ha’sfari, ‘Things Collapse in 

the World, Georges Bataille with Jacob and Justine Frank’, in Galit Eilat and Aneta Szyłak., eds., 

C.H.O.S.E.N, The Israeli Center for Digital Art, Holon, 2014, p 95–112.

2|  Roee Rosen, Justine Frank, Sweet Sweat, Sternberg Press, Berlin and New York, 2009. The 

volume contains, besides Frank’s novel, her biography and an expansive essay on her work.

3| Robin Walz, Pulp Surrealism: Insolent Popular Culture in Early Twentieth-Century Paris, 

University of California Press, Berkley, 2000, p 42–75.

4| Regarding the Surrealist’s aversion to anal sexuality, Dalí would later recall: ‘[The Surrealists] 

did not like anuses!’ see: Salvador Dalí, Diary of A Genius, Creation Books, London, 1994, p 24.

5| Kastorp, ‘Repulsive Beauty’, p 255.

6| Veteran Dadaist Janco, for instance—with whom Frank was obsessed—painted themes 

like The Maccabeans, ancient Jewish heroes meant both to be linked with present-day Jewish 

heroism as well as with their Middle Eastern territory (signified, again, through fashion statements 

as Janco depicts Palestinian Arabs, Jewish Yemenite immigrants, and the ancient Hebrews clad 

with the very same orientalist garbs). For more on orientalism in Early Zionist art, see: Yigal 

Zalmona, ‘To The East?’ in: Zalmona, editor and curator, ‘To the East, Orientalism in the Arts of 

Israel’, The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, 1998, p IX–XV. (The text is a synopsis of an expansive 

essay in Hebrew in the same catalogue.)

7|  Joanna Führer-Ha’sfari, ‘I’m My Own Grandma, The Past and Present Life of Justine Frank’, in: 

Roee Rosen, ‘Justine Frank, A Retrospective’ (Herzliya, The Herzliya Museum of Art, 2003).

8|  For a reading of Freud’s notions off masochism and fetishism in this context, as well as Gilles 

Deleuze’s articulation of both sadism and masochism as comic modes, see: Roee Rosen, ‘Glaat-

Kosher Surrealist Smut: Reading Sweet Sweat’, in Rosen and Frank, Sweet Sweat,  

p 149–221.
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Installation views, Roee Rosen, Justine Frank, a Retrospective, curated by Hila Peleg, 

Extra-City, Antwerp, 2009
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Installation views, Roee Rosen, Justine Frank, a Retrospective, curated by Hila Peleg, 

Extra-City, Antwerp, 2009



The Armory Show Focus Group (Monitor), 2013, archival inkjet print, 
33 x 40.6 cm. Courtesy of the artist.

The Armory Show Focus Group
Liz Magic Laser is a video and performance artist 

based in Brooklyn, New York.



FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

Various Small Fires is very pleased to announce its participation in the 

centennial edition of The Armory Show with a solo presentation by Liz Magic 

Laser (b. 1981 New York, NY), the 2013 Commissioned Artist of the fair. Laser 

has become known worldwide for her videos and performances in public spaces 

such as banks and movie theaters, which have involved collaborations with 

actors, dancers, surgeons, and motorcycle gang members. She stages situations, 

dialogues, and monologues in the urban environment, and its population 

becomes both her audience and extras in the resulting videos. Her recent work 

appropriates the dominant performance techniques and psychological strategies 

used by the media and politicians to sway public opinion.

In August of 2012, The Armory Show invited Laser to serve as its commissioned 

artist. She accepted in October, agreeing to produce limited-edition artworks 

and to shape the visual identity of the fair through VIP cards, invitations, 

signage, Jack Spade tote bags, and employee T-shirts. A performance artist 

confronted with the challenge of producing marketable objects, large in number 

and scope, Laser enlisted the help of market research analyst Ben Allen of 

Labrador Agency to conduct a series of focus groups with art consumers. She had 

The Armory Show invite members of the arts community—a range of collectors, 

curators, museum professionals, art advisors and critics—to participate in 

group discussions that would ultimately determine how she would lend her 

identity to The Armory Show.

Laser conducted a series of six focus groups, each consisting of ten 

participants and lasting two hours. The first sessions in early November, 

2012 were devoted to “exploratory” market research in which participants were 

asked to characterize The Armory Show’s current status and the critical value 

of Laser’s work. They were then prompted to suggest how she might apply her 

artistic strategies most effectively to the fair. Based on feedback from the 

first sessions, Laser developed prototypes of art editions and visual motifs, 

which were “taste-tested” by later groups that convened in late November for 

what the artist deemed the “validation and refinement phase.” Laser’s video, 

The Armory Show Focus Group (2013), assembles the most useful viewpoints, 

culled from over twelve hours of focus group discussion footage.

Laser’s market research findings concluded that art consumers wanted her to 

make The Armory Show’s internal data and affairs transparent. Based on this 

she directed The Armory Show to assume a corporate identity reminiscent of 

a bank and to expose its internal information via its VIP paraphernalia. For 

example, the Jack Spade VIP tote bag announces, “An average size booth at 

The Armory Show costs $24,000...” and the VIP card tells its recipient that he 

or she is 1 out of 12,365 VIPs. The site-specific installation, Artist’s Proof 

(2013), extends her effort to apply the desired transparency to the art fair’s 

fundamental building block, the booth. Treating the booth as an assisted 

ready-made, Laser has transformed it into the viewing room in which she and 



The Armory Show staff analyzed consumer opinion. By installing a fourth wall 

with a two-way mirrored glass window, visitors will be allowed to observe and 

discuss the fair without being seen from the outside.

Gallery staff will prompt visitors to analyze the fair according to Laser’s 

guidelines while leading them through the artworks on display (all products 

of the focus group research): photographs; a portfolio of unrealized limited-

edition prototypes; share certificates of Vornado Realty Trust (owner of 

Merchandise Mart Properties Inc., who in turn owns The Armory Show); pastel 

drawings of the focus groups; a museological display of VIP paraphernalia; 

signed proofs of the limited-edition works she has created for The Armory 

Show; and the video The Armory Show Focus Group (2012-2013). The installation 

serves as a living document of Laser’s exchange with The Armory Show, and 

traces the complex web of opportunity and compromise that characterizes the 

relationship between market forces and artistic production today. Artist’s 

Proof will be presented within the fair’s Focus: USA section, curated by The 

Andy Warhol Museum Director Eric Shiner.

Liz Magic Laser (born 1981) lives and works in New York City. She is a graduate 

of the Whitney Museum Independent Study Program and Columbia University’s 

MFA program. Her work has been exhibited internationally at venues including 

Diverseworks, Houston (2013), Mälmo Konsthall, Mälmo, Sweden (2012); Swiss 

Institute with Forever & Today, Inc., New York (2012); The Studio Museum in 

Harlem, New York (2012); the Moscow Museum of Modern Art (2012); the Performa 

11 Biennial, New York (2011); MoMA PS 1, New York (2010); Artisterium, Tbilisi, 

Georgia (2009); and the Prague Biennale 4, Czech Republic (2009). Gallery 

exhibitions include Derek Eller Gallery, New York (2012); Various Small Fires, 

Los Angeles (2012); The Pace Gallery, New York (2011); and Casey Kaplan, New 

York (2011). She has been a resident at the Marie Walsh Sharpe Foundation 

Space Program , New York (2013, Forever & Today, Inc.’s Studio On The Street 

artist-in-residence program, New York (2012), Smack Mellon, Brooklyn (2011) and 

the Lower Manhattan Cultural Council, New York (2009). Laser is the recipient 

of grants from the Alfried Krupp von Bohlen und Halback Foundation (2013), 

the Southern Exposure Graue Foundation Public Art Award (2013), the New York 

Foundation for the Arts Fellowship (2012), the Times Square Alliance and the 

Franklin Furnace Fund for Performance Art (2010). In summer 2013 she will have 

a solo exhibition at the Westfälische Kunstverein, Münster, Germany. Liz Magic 

Laser is her real name from birth.

The Armory Show Focus Group, 2013, Liz Magic Laser, an Armory Show Commission 

produced in association with David Guinan of Polemic Media. Featuring focus 

group moderator Ben Allen of Labrador Agency. Other contributors include Lew 

Baldwin, Editor; Geoffrey Hug, Videographer; Matthew Kessler, Videographer; 

Danilo Parra, Videographer; Brian Mcelroy, Production Coordinator; Reed Seifer, 

Graphic Designer; Nontsikelelo Mutiti, Post-production Graphic Designer; and 

Michael Romeo, Sound Editor. Produced with support from Various Small Fires, 

Los Angeles.

For more information or image requests, please contact esther@vsf.la or paul@

vsf.la.



Artist’s Proof, 2013, The Armory Show Centennial Edition art fair booth: modular hollow core 
panels, industrial carpet, Luan plywood, MDF, laminate, aluminum metal, paint, office chairs, 
display monitors, display vitrine, acrylic glass, doorway, black curtain, curtain rod, two-way mirrored 
window, spotlights, The Armory Show Focus Group video (edition of 5), Sony 40 inch HD monitor, 
security camera and DVR system, and performance. *One of each editioned artwork included in the 
booth, 304 x 421 x 487.7cm. Courtesy of the artist and Various Small Fires, Los Angeles.



The Armory Show, 2013. Courtesy of the Armory Show.



The Armory Show Focus Group, 2013, single-channel video, 30 minutes, video still. 
Courtesy of the artist.



The Armory Show Focus Group (VIP Cards), 2013. Courtesy of the artist and 
the Armory Show.

The Armory Show Focus Group (Staff T-Shirt), 2013. 
Courtesy of the artist and the Armory Show.



The Armory Show Focus Group, Liz Magic Laser, 

2013, single-channel video, 30 minutes. An Armory 

Show Commission produced in association with 

David Guinan of Polemic Media. Featuring focus 

group moderator Ben Allen of Labrador Agency.

Credits: Editor: Lew Baldwin; Videographers: 

Geoffrey Hug, Matthew Kessler, and Danilo Parra; 

Production Coordinator: Brian Mcelroy; Graphic 

Designer: Reed Seifer; Post-production Graphic 

Designer: Nontsikelelo Mutiti; Sound Editor: 

Michael Romeo. Special thanks to Michelle Darnell, 

Michael Hall, Noah Horowitz, Winnie Jie Lin Hu, 

Manuela Paz, Allison Rodman, and Esther Kim 

Varet. Produced with support from Various Small 

Fires, Los Angeles.
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Hammad Nasar is Head of Research and 

Programmes at Asia Art Archive.
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Hayward Gallery, London, external view, ‘The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists in 

Post-War Britain’, 1989. Courtesy of Rasheed Araeen.
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1|  Other influential exhibitions in 1989 

include ‘Magiciens de la Terres’ at 

Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris, 

the ‘Third Havana Biennale’ and 

‘China/ Avant-Garde Exhibition’ in 

Beijing.

2|  Rasheed Araeen is a member of 

Asia Art Archive’s Advisory Board.

‘The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists 

in Post-War Britain’, 1989, installation 

views at Hayward Gallery.  

Courtesy of Rasheed Araeen.
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I.

‘The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists in Post-War 
Britain’ is among the small number of historically 
significant exhibitions held in 1989 that has shaped 
an emergent geography of art after the Second World 
War.1

The singular-minded effort of artist and activist 
Rasheed Araeen, The Other Story was a polemical 
intervention in what Araeen saw as the exclusive 
canon of Euro-American Modernism.2 Taking up the 
entire exhibition space of London’s Hayward Gallery 
from November 1989 to February 1990, The Other 
Story was a rare and visible showcase for the work 
of 24 artists of Asian, African, or Caribbean cultural 
heritage who had lived and worked for a significant 
part of their professional lives in post-war Britain.

A brief glance at Araeen’s correspondence with 
the Arts Council of Great Britain and the Hayward 
Gallery—which stretches from 1978 to 1989—
uncovers the singular determination that cajoled, 
persuaded, bullied, and willed this exhibition into 
being, even in the face of persistent and wide-ranging 
opposition.

I found your letter depressing not really because I 
found my proposal being turned down—it was in 
a way expected, but for the complacency which 
your Exhibition committee has shown towards 
such an important issue. It did not even think it 
necessary to initiate a preliminary investigation 
to collect more information and visual material 
before coming to such a definite decision.

Rasheed Araeen to Andrew Dempsey (Assistant Director,  

Arts Council of Great Britain), August 9, 1979
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3|  Jean Fisher, ‘The Other Story and 

the Past Imperfect’, Tate Papers. 

Accessed online at http://www.

tate.org.uk/research/tateresearch/

tatepapers/09autumn/fisher

4| Selected personal papers of 

Rasheed Araeen associated with 

The Other Story are currently being 

digitised, and will be made available 

online for research purposes. For 

more on AAA’s efforts to address 

exhibition histories, see details 

of AAA’s 2013 conference on the 

subject, ‘Sites of Construction: 

Exhibitions and the Making of Recent 

Art History in Asia’. http://www.aaa.

org.hk/sitesofconstruction
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Araeen’s potent mixture of assuredness, perseverance, 
and thickness of skin was also needed to face the 
largely hostile reaction that the exhibition received 
at the hands of the British press. The file of press 
clippings collected by Araeen reveals large swathes of 
parochialism, tinged with casual flashes of racism. 

For the moment, the work of Afro-Asian artists in 
the west is no more than a curiosity, not yet worth 
even a footnote in any history of 20th-century 
western art.

Brian Sewell, ‘Pride or Prejudice?’ Sunday Times  

(London Magazine), November 26, 1989

It was this provincialism that had prompted a multi-
strand and collaborative attempt by ‘artists of colour’ 
to fight for visibility, and the significance of The 
Other Story needs to be viewed in this light. Jean 
Fisher’s paper on the subject, ‘The Other Story and 
the Past Imperfect’ offers one such consideration—
sympathetic, but critical—of this context, and the 
modes in which the exhibition operated.3

The purpose of these notes is not to revisit The Other 
Story per se, but to examine its afterlife, to explore its 
historical significance through the lens of more recent 
exhibition projects. This inquiry accompanies the 
process of Asia Art Archive’s digitising the personal 
papers of Araeen connected with The Other Story, 
and is part of AAA’s ongoing interest in the role of 
exhibitions in furthering art historical development 
in Asia.4 But before connecting The Other Story with 
more recent exhibition projects, I would like to address 
two features that are significant in understanding its 
impact. 
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First is the significance of timeliness. Araeen initially 
proposed the exhibition that became The Other 
Story in 1978 as a corrective to what Fisher so 
memorably describes as the ‘malodorous trace of 
this privileged Western canon’. But by the time the 
exhibition was realised more than a decade later, the 
ground had shifted. These changes were signalled 
in part by the commercial success and institutional 
recognition of a handful of artists who refused 
Araeen’s invitation to participate in The Other Story 
in 1989.5 This rejection was gleefully picked on by 
critics to undermine Araeen’s premise—a historical 
re-evaluation of multi-cultural contributions to 
Modernism—one that remained sound, but that 
by 1989, was obscured by the elision between the 
Modern and the Contemporary. Araeen’s project 
was aimed at challenging the largely mono-cultural 
European historical formulations of Modernism that 
were in ready circulation. But it stumbled on a shifting 
temporal ground where the shiny new edifice of a 
‘global’ contemporary was rapidly being built over 
this foundational past, partly effacing it, but, most 
importantly, without being in critical conversation with 
it.6

Second is the issue of intent. Araeen was doggedly 
insistent on compelling the Arts Council and the 
South Bank Centre (which houses the Hayward 
Gallery) to acknowledge the significance of research 
in building an archive of material to support the 
exhibition, and for the catalogue to be an extension 
of this endeavour.7 When considered alongside his 
role in founding the influential journal, Third Text, his 
still unrealised efforts at commissioning a team of art 
historians to write ‘The Whole Story’, or his attempts 
at creating an infrastructure to support his MRB 
(Multi-Racial Britain) Project, it anchors the exhibition 
in a wider personal mission to identify art’s capacity 

5|  Shirazeh Houshiary, Anish Kapoor, 

Kim Lim, and Dhruva Mistry.

6|  For one account of this 

formation, see the research and 

exhibition project ‘The Global 

Contemporary and the Rise of the 

New Art Worlds’, ed. by Hans Belting, 

Andrea Buddensieg, Peter Weibel 

(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2013).

7|  Correspondence between Araeen 

and Dempsey (between July to 

November 1987) evidences the South 

Bank Centre’s agreement to provide 

a supplementary research budget 

of £4,000, in addition to the fee of 

£6,000 offered for the ‘selection’ of 

the exhibition.
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to be both a site and a method for engaging history.8 

This mission continues, for Araeen, to be urgent and 
necessary: 

It is art by which modernity as an advancing force 
is defined with its exclusive European subjectivity; 
only art can confront neo-imperialism and offer a 
model of de-colonisation. 

Rasheed Araeen to Chen Kuan-Hsing, August 11, 2013, 

published in AAA’s online journal Field Notes9

It is for such an engagement with history, or histories, 
for which The Other Story acts as a hinge between 
two recent exhibitions (or sets of exhibitions), in 
Britain and Asia, actively engaged in the business of 
constructing histories, and what passed before. 

II.

Tate Britain’s exhibition ‘Migrations: Journeys into 
British Art’ (2012) was an attempt to map the impact 
of immigrant artists on the landscape of ‘British’ art 
over the past 500 years, an effort to productively 
complicate the ‘Britain’ in Tate Britain. 

As a public intervention in the emotionally charged 
and politically toxic debate on immigration raging 
in the UK, it was timely. As an exhibition that sought 
a collective conversation on how Britain’s visual 
culture was absorbed and changed by its deep 
historical connections with its colonial territories, it 
was ambitious, but flawed. A visitor to Migrations 
would struggle to see the connections between, 
say, Anthony van Dyck, the 17th Century Flemish 
court painter of Charles I, and the Black Audio Film 
Collective’s formally and politically radical film essays 
in the 1980s, save the ‘foreign’ cultural origin of the 
artists. 

8|  ‘The Whole Story: Art in Post-War 

Britain’ is aimed at producing the 

most comprehensive and inclusive 

history of art in postwar Britain.

9| http://www.aaa.org.hk/FieldNotes/

Details/1222?lang=eng

‘Migrations: Journeys into British Art’, 

2012, installation views at Tate Britain, 

London. Courtesy of Tate.
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If we sharpen our focus to one of the nine galleries 
covering the different eras that comprised the 
exhibition, Migrations can be read as a partial 
restaging of The Other Story, and in terms of 
timescale, an expansion of it. I am not suggesting that 
Migrations was an example of the currently de rigueur 
reconstruction of key exhibitions that we see being 
enthusiastically adopted all around the world.10 I see 
it, instead, as an inadvertent restaging: compelled, 
as if by a ghost, to address questions that were 
left unanswered. These questions interrogate the 
mechanisms through which the formation of British 
culture was shaped in the 20th century, and the actors 
that played (or were allowed to play) significant roles 
in its shaping.

There is a longer-term inquiry here into how (and 
indeed whether) these artworks, and the discourses 
they were embedded in, changed during the 23 
years it took them to move from the South Bank to 
Millbank. At the heart of this inquiry is the question 
of what is needed for exhibitions to make meaningful 
interventions into the histories associated with the 
site where they are temporarily housed. And what 
happens when these interventions are resisted? Does 
the spirit of the exhibition that cannot make peace 
with the place it inhabits embark on a generational 
haunting of exhibitions to come? Is Migrations one 
such haunting? How does one bust this ghost?

In one of the artist interviews in the catalogue 
accompanying Migrations, Kodwo Eshun—through 
a reading of Perry Anderson’s influential essay, 
‘Components of National Culture’ (New Left Review, 
July–August 1968)—argues that modernism in 
Britain was ‘marginal, provisional and above all 
encumbered’.11 He underlines Anderson’s thesis that 
Britain was receptive only to the ‘self-consciously 

10| Prominent recent examples 

include the Fondazione Prada’s 2013 

restaging of Harald Szeemann’s 1969 

‘When Attitudes Become Form’, or 

the Jewish Museum’s 2014 revisiting 

of Kyanston McShine’s 1966 ‘Primary 

Structures’.

11| Artist interview: Kodwo Eshun, in 

‘Migrations: Journeys into British Art’, 

ed. Lizzie Carey-Thomas (London: 

Tate Publishing, 2012) p 109–112.
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conservative or ‘white’ migrants’ (as opposed to ‘red’ 
Frankfurt School Marxists, such as Theodor Adorno) 
and attracted figures such as Ernst Gombrich and 
Edgar Wind because of the ‘placid settlement of 
its anti-fascist imperialist culture’. Eshun contrasts 
the ‘extraordinary dominance’ that figures such as 
Gombrich enjoyed in Britain, with the experience 
of artists of the calibre of Mondrian, Gropius, and 
Moholy-Nagy who ‘spent a brief and obscure sojourn 
here, before crossing the Atlantic to a more hospitable 
environment’.     

Eshun’s conclusions concerning the ‘insularity and 
provincialism of British culture’ are not far from 
Araeen’s own articulations in The Other Story’s 
catalogue. And this echoing of accompanying texts 
was mirrored by the exhibition itself, with numerous 
artworks that were shown in The Other Story also 
being shown in Migrations—from Anwar J. Shemza’s 
Chessman One to F. N. Souza’s Crucifixion to David 
Medalla’s Cloud Canyons. 

Araeen’s own assessment of Migrations was 
unflattering. He professed not to understand why 
his work was placed in conversation with that of 
‘[Avinash] Chandra, [Anwar Jalal] Shemza or [Aubrey] 
Williams’.12 On pointing out that this was surely the 
same group of artists that he had put himself in 
conversation within The Other Story, he elaborated 
that ‘The Other Story was a first step into integration’ 
of these artists’ work into a ‘mainstream art history’, 
and needed to be framed as such. To repeat that 
framing—asserting the ‘separateness’ that Araeen 
had felt compelled to adopt as the polemical core of 
The Other Story—more than three decades on, felt 
for him, a sort of failure.13 So here was an echo of the 
reasons that artists like Kim Lim (‘to participate would 
be to self-consciously place myself in a situation of 

12| Conversation with the author, 

London, August 8, 2014.
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“otherness”’) had offered in declining the invitation to 
be part of The Other Story.14

It could be argued that Migrations is an example 
of what Chen Kuan-Hsing has described in Asia as 
Method: Toward Deimperialization as the need for 
the work of cultural decolonisation in former colonies 
to be mirrored by a process of ‘deimperialization’ in 
former colonial centres, to critically examine imperial 
conduct, motives, desires, and consequences.15 From 
this perspective, one can see The Other Story as 
being the first step in this process. 

III.

The subtitle for Migrations poses a tantalising 
question: is migration ‘into British Art’ matched by 
an emigration out of other places? Where does 
British history intersect with that of India, or Pakistan, 
or Taiwan? How are we to make sense of such 
entanglements?  

The past year (2014) has been a landmark one in 
the artistic career of Araeen, with two significant 
exhibitions—’Before and After Minimalism’ at the 
Sharjah Art Foundation, and Rasheed Araeen: 
‘Homecoming’ at Karachi’s VM Art Gallery; two multi-
authored publications—The Triumph of Icarus: Life 
and Art of Rasheed Araeen, and Rasheed Araeen: 
Homecoming; and a first-time solo presentation in an 
art fair (Art Dubai)—which led to irony-free claims of 
his art being the ‘discovery’ of the fair in Artforum.16 

Araeen (b. 1935) the London-based artist, activist, 
writer, editor, and erstwhile curator of The Other 
Story, trained initially as a civil engineer in Karachi, 
Pakistan. Recognising that his artistic vision would not 
find sustenance in the deeply conservative Pakistan 

13| Rasheed Araeen, letter to Andrew 

Dempsey, October 28, 1978. Rasheed 

Araeen Archives. In this initial letter, 

Araeen explains his thinking in setting 

out the premise for an exhibition 

that became The Other Story: ‘there 

doesn’t seem to be any choice for us 

except in asserting now our historical 

presence here separately’. 

14| Kim Lim, letter to Andrew 

Dempsey, June 9, 1988. Rasheed 

Araeen Archives.

15| Chen Kuan-Hsing, Asia as 

Method: Toward Deimperialization 

(Durham and London: Duke University 

Press, 2010).

16| Kaelen Wilson-Goldie, ‘Global 

Affair’ in Artforum, last accessed on 

December 14, 2014, http://artforum.

com/diary/id=45990

FIELD NOTES 04

58



Notes from the Field: Navigating the Afterlife of ‘The Other Story’ 

Rasheed Araeen, Sharjah Blues, 2013, 

steel and metallic paint, 313x45x45 

cm. Commissioned by Sharjah Art 

Foundation, installation view at 

Sharjah Art Foundation Art Spaces. 

Rasheed Araeen: ‘Before and After 

Minimalism’, 2013, installation view at 

Sharjah Art Foundation Art Spaces. 

Courtesy of Universes in Universe. 

© Photo: Haupt & Binder. For 

more information, go to http://

universes-in-universe.org/eng/nafas/

articles/2014/rasheed-araeen

art scene, he moved to London in 1964, where he 
became known for formal, geometric sculptures 
often created from simple materials. Working at the 
same time and tackling superficially similar formal 
concerns as American artists Sol Lewitt and Donald 
Judd, Araeen’s work was equally pioneering, but did 
not readily fit into the narratives being built around 
American Minimalism. And there was not enough 
critical and institutional interest to build alternative 
ones.

Frustrated by his own experience, and that of 
other artists of Asian, African, and Caribbean 
origin working and living in Britain, Araeen’s work 
became increasingly informed by his social and 
political convictions. He took on activist roles with 
organisations such as the Black Panthers and Artists 
for Democracy, and founded the critical journals, 
Black Phoenix, and most importantly, Third Text.17 
Through his artwork, his writing and editorial work 
at Third Text, as well as his energetic participation 
in critical forums worldwide, Araeen has been at the 
forefront of the politically charged discourse between 
artists, institutions, and audiences for over four 
decades.

Given the import of politics in Araeen’s life and 
work, it is interesting to note that neither of the two 
retrospective-like exhibitions in Sharjah or Karachi 
featured his politically engaged work. There was no 
space for How Could One Paint a Self-Portrait or The 
Golden Verses or Paki Bastard or I Love It: It Loves 
I—or dozens of other works that took on issues of 
racism, social justice, identity, and otherness to poke 
holes in the ‘universality’ of modernist tropes, and 
challenged institutions to step outside their mono-
cultural realms. 

17| Rasheed Araeen founded Third 

Text in 1987, and remained as Editor 

until 2011.
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Instead, both exhibitions showcased: early works 
from Karachi, tracing his development as a painter; 
Minimalist sculptures and documentation of kinetic 
works from London; and major new works—in 
Sharjah, a large-scale sculptural commission, and in 
Karachi, a large suite of geometrical paintings. The 
Karachi paintings, collectively titled Homecoming, 
were realised by deploying blocks of flat colour 
to spell, in Arabic, the names of important Arab/
Muslim thinkers (e.g. Ibn Sina, or Avicenna), or 
terms developed from the Sufi concept of ishq, 
which exceeds its rough translation of ‘love, passion 
or desire’.18 This is a potent mixture of geography, 
history, philosophy, and aesthetics, and skirts 
dangerously with Islamicate readings of his work, 
which had previously left him ‘irritated and annoyed’.19 
The catalogue accompanying the Karachi exhibition 
also opens up a dialogue between Araeen’s 
work and that of two modernist painters from 
Pakistan—Sadequain and Hanif Ramay—who were 
also experimenting with the relationship between 
calligraphy and painting. 

Is the Homecoming suite a ‘late style’, connecting to 
intellectual, philosophical, and aesthetic traditions 
that Araeen had so far resisted? The insertion of 
Araeen into one of the ‘mainstream’, and frequently 
nationalistic genealogies of art history in Pakistan may 
indeed be an art historical homecoming, but what 
work does it do in shaping readings of Araeen, the 
British artist?  

Also in 2014, the Taipei Fine Art Museum (TFAM) 
staged a major retrospective (larger in scale and 
scope than the above exhibition projects on Araeen) 
on the life and work of another artist who featured 
in both The Other Story and Migrations, Li Yuan-
chia (1929–1994). Li was born in Mainland China, 

19| See Rasheed Araeen, ‘How I 

Discovered my Oriental Soul in the 

Wilderness of the West’, Third Text, 

no 18, Spring 1992, p 85–102. 

Rasheed Araeen: Homecoming, 

2014, installation views at VM Art 

Gallery, Karachi. Courtesy of VM Art 

Gallery and Amra Ali. © Photo: Bushra 

Hussain

18| For more on the ideas behind 

these works see Iftikhar Dadi’s, 

‘Rasheed Araeen’s Homecoming’ in 

Rasheed Araeen: Homecoming, ed. 

Amra Ali (Karachi: VM Art Gallery),  

p 87–98.
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but migrated to Taiwan in 1949, where he helped 
found the Ton Fan Group. In the early 1960s, he 
moved first to Italy—where he helped found another 
artist group, Il Punto (the Point), in Bologna—and 
then to the UK. He lived briefly in London, showing 
at Signals and the Lisson Gallery, before finally 
settling in Cumbria, Northern England. There, with 
the support of artist Winifred Nicholson, he set up 
the LYC Museum and Art Gallery, which showed the 
work of more than 300 artists between 1972–1983.    

Li’s early work references both Chinese calligraphy 
and Western tendencies in abstraction. But he is 
best known for his long-term engagement with 
the concept of ‘the point’, which for him was ‘the 
Origin and the End of Creation’.20 This spiritual 
framing recalls philosophical traditions stretching 
from Buddhism to Sufism. It also opens up a 
cornucopia of readings, navigating the space 
between symbolism and abstraction through 
increasingly ambitious formal experiments realised 
most memorably as painting-like monochrome white 
reliefs, and round metal sheets painted in single 
colours, to which are attached magnets bearing 
letters that can be moved to construct concrete 
poems. 

These sets of works were common to The Other 
Story, Migrations, and the TFAM’s ‘Viewpoint: A 
Retrospective of Li Yuan-chia’. But within the more 
expansive remit of the TFAM exhibition, they were 
placed in conversation with Li’s often less well-
covered ‘Taipei period’ (1949–1962). The exhibition 
was anchored in archival research, presented 
documents as well as art works, and suggested 
an effort at reappraisal—an effort so intense, that 
the catalogue that was to accompany the show 
is still in the making. This project can be seen as 

20| Li Yuan-chia, letter to Andrew 

Dempsey, July 3, 1989, quoted in 

Rasheed Araeen, ‘The Other Story: 

Afro Asia Artists in Post-War Britain’ 

(London: Hayward Gallery, 1989)  

p 57.
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an attempt to reclaim and firmly position an artist, 
who left Taiwan in 1962 and never returned, as one 
of ‘Taiwan’s earliest pioneers of abstract art and 
conceptual art’.21   

What do these new curatorial emphases suggest 
in terms of national claims or reclamations of work 
of both Li and Araeen? Will their Pakistani and 
Taiwanese readings inject new or at least different 
life into their work produced in the UK?  Are these 
examples of a singular Modern being stretched to 
include multiple trajectories, different geographies 
and variable temporalities? Or do these efforts 
contribute towards constructing narratives of 
different modernities instead of a ‘universal’ 
Modern—a project whose most trenchant critic so 
far has been Araeen himself? 

IV.

In the summer of 2013, while walking through Tate 
Britain’s rehang of their permanent collection, I 
stumbled on a corner where the work of Anwar Jalal 
Shemza faced off that of Eduardo Paolozzi. 

A few years prior to that, Tate Modern had 
introduced Rasheed Araeen’s rigorous but colourful 
symmetrical sculpture Rang Baranga into a room 
full of the pristine hard-edged minimalism of Judd, 
Andre, LeWitt, and company. 

If you were to walk into Tate Modern today, you 
would see a room of Li Yuan-chia’s work as part of 
the ‘Structure and Clarity’ section of their permanent 
collection.22

Almost all of this work—in many cases dating back 
to the 1960s—was acquired in the last ten years. 
While this may come across as critique dressed 

21| Didactic text on the website 

of the Taipei Fine Art Museum, 

last accessed on December 4, 

2014, http://www.tfam.museum/

Exhibition/Exhibition_page.

aspx?id=498&ddlLang=en-us

‘View-Point: A Retrospective 

Exhibition of Li Yuan-chia’, 2014, 

installation views at Taipei Fine Arts 

Museum. Courtesy of Taipei Fine Arts 

Museum.

22| The Li Yuan-chia work is on 

display at Tate Modern (Level 4 

West: Room 8 – The Edward C Cohen 

Gallery) until October 11, 2015.
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up as compliment, it is appropriate to recognise this 
institutional effort by Tate—in stark contrast to most 
other prominent international museums who have 
focused exclusively on a globalised contemporary—
to address and update its own historical collection.  

For it is by enacting such enduring transformations 
in the permanent collection—by changing existing 
narratives or crafting new ones—that exhibitions can 
bust art historical ghosts. 
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Jack Persekian is the director and head 

curator of the Palestinian Museum.



17 Lost Art Exhibitions

In the past century, the diverse artists who make up the Palestinian creative 
sector have emerged as a powerful force: images of their works have 
often succeeded in making Palestine visible to the world, and their voices 
have brought Palestinian issues, questions, and narratives to international 
ears. The heritage of modern and contemporary Palestinian art is thus a 
hugely important one; unfortunately, given the complex and conflicted 
political context within which it is produced, this heritage is also one that 
has sustained significant damage and loss over many years. Indeed, it was 
the realisation of a pattern of loss not only of single works of art, but of 
entire, curated exhibitions of Palestinian art displayed all over the world, that 
inspired the Palestinian Museum’s latest research project: ‘Seventeen Lost 
Exhibitions’.

From its inception, the Palestinian Museum has seen its mission as a new 
Palestinian cultural institution to explore and promote the multiple narratives 
and manifestations of the Palestinian experience; it aims to act as a platform 
for the discussion and creative interpretation of these often controversial 
issues. In particular, it seeks to provide a space in which the complex 
issues surrounding the creative industry in Palestine, and the problems 
encountered by creators and artists more generally, can be researched and 
debated. ‘Seventeen Lost Exhibitions’, a research project undertaken by 
museum staff and published in the form of the museum’s most recent bi-
monthly newsletter, is the Palestinian Museum’s first venture into the critical 
exploration of some of the problems that Palestinian artists and institutions 
have faced in the past, and continue to struggle with today.

The newsletter focused specifically on a series of fine art exhibitions, some 
based in Palestine and some abroad between 1970 and 2014, in which 
both lesser-known and very prominent Palestinian artists were invited 
to participate. For various reasons, after these exhibitions ended, they 
disappeared: entire contents of some exhibitions were lost, and none of the 
many works involved have been seen since. For a long time, discussions 
on what happened to these works, where they might be, and who or what 
was involved in their disappearances were muted, but the topic has recently 
resurfaced—now constituting one of the most controversial subjects under 
debate in the Palestinian cultural scene today. In this context, the publication 
of the newsletter, whose initial investigation into the matter goes deeper than 
any undertaken so far, was something of a bold move—especially since the 
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research cannot guarantee that it will lead to the successful recuperation of 
any of the paintings, or even the discovery of their exact whereabouts.

The process of gathering even basic information on these lost exhibitions 
was fraught with difficulties, chief among them being the paucity of 
documentary evidence regarding them: the reason the works of art became 
so difficult to trace was precisely because, in many of the cases, not only 
the paintings themselves, but all the paperwork concerning them and 
the exhibitions vanished. As a result, the museum team was left to piece 
together the events leading up to the loss of the works using testimonies 
from the artists, curators, and others involved in the exhibition process; 
these testimonies were not always in agreement, and in many cases, the 
interviews revealed ongoing conflicts and resentments regarding the fate 
of the artworks and the way their disappearances have since been dealt 
with. In the absence of any written documentation, researchers had to 
navigate the different narratives put forward by their interviewees, and try to 
produce from them a realistic synthesis, but not one of these narratives had 
a conclusive ending. 

Incomplete documentation, closed or inaccessible archives, and a general 
state of disorganisation have plagued the museum and cultural industry in 
Palestine for many years. This is perhaps not surprising given that institutions 
and individuals operate within a highly complex and conflicted political 
context—in the awareness that fragile calm may at any time descend 
into real violence and chaos; however, at the very least, this investigation 
demonstrates that a better job can and should be done of navigating this 
difficult situation. Perhaps the most important of all the many reasons to 
undertake this project was to use it to ensure that such things cannot happen 
again in the future: to take it as definitive proof that where the protection and 
preservation of Palestinian artistic heritage is concerned, something has to 
change. 

The museum’s decision to focus on this issue now, then, is based firstly on 
a desire to inject some life into the search for this art—not for the benefit of 
the artists who created it, but for the Palestinian public to whom it ultimately 
belongs, and who have yet to see it. This interest in the lost exhibitions 
is just part of the museum’s larger concern with artworks and artifacts 
that have gone missing in Palestine over the years; we particularly hope 
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that these investigations lead to some information regarding the fate of 
artworks that vanished from Palestinian homes during the 1948 Nakba. The 
second motivation for the research, however, is to produce a survey of past 
exhibitions that shows the mistakes that have been made and the problems 
that have been encountered, in the hope that we and our fellow institutions 
across Palestine will be able to learn from them. With the political situation 
in Palestine remaining as it is, the future of Palestinian art and museums 
cannot be a certain or safe one, but with projects like this, we are working to 
strengthen its foundations and set it on the best possible course. 

Over the past few years, Palestinian artists have participated in a number of 
exhibitions outside Palestine. Unfortunately, a significant number of these 
exhibitions are now effectively lost, and the paintings they contained remain 
unaccounted for. Speculation about the fate of these important works of 
art abounds; so too do the fingers of blame pointed at various groups and 
individuals. In interviews recently conducted by the Palestinian Museum, 
artists have agreed that the loss of many of the works was largely due to 
a combination of bad organisation and opportunistic misappropriation. If 
we add this to the shows confiscated or irrevocably damaged by the Israeli 
authorities, we find ourselves facing a situation that urgently needs to be 
rectified: these lost works represent an important part of the Palestinian 
visual history, and it is an enormous shame that they remain inaccessible to 
the Palestinian public.

In this edition of the Palestinian Museum’s bimonthly newsletter, we try 
to recall some of the vanished collective exhibitions. The newsletter does 
not cover the single-artist exhibitions mentioned in the interviews, nor 
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London Exhibition - 1976 
London was host in the 1970s to one of the first 
collective exhibitions in the Western hemisphere 
to focus on Palestinian art. Held on the Tattershall 
Castle yacht  on the River Thames, the show 
was organised by activist Leila Mantoura and 
encompassed 30 works in total, by artists including 
Sliman Mansour, Nabil Anani, Isam Bader, Khalil 
Rayan, Leila Al-Shawa, Kamel Al-Mughanni, Isma’il 
Ashour, and Khalil Dadah. When the exhibition 
closed the works were moved to a traditional dress shop owned by Queen 
Dina, wife of the late King of Jordan, to be kept there until a way could be 
found to return them to Palestine. After a while the shop closed, and despite 
repeated attempts the artists have been unable to discover what happened 
to their works.

USA - 1977 
This was the first US exhibition to include work by 
Palestinian artists from the occupied territories, 
and it was organised in collaboration with the Arab 
League across 8 different American states. 15 artists 
took part, including Jamal Badran, Samira Badran, 
Isam Bader, and Sliman Mansour. The works on 
show in the exhibition were never returned to their 
authors, and the whole exhibition has disappeared 
entirely.

International Exhibition for Palestine - 1978 
Organised in Paris on the initiative of the PLO representative there, Ezzeldin 
Kalak, this exhibition was to travel around the world as the nucleus of a 
permanent Palestinian museum. 177 Palestinian and international artists 

Nabil Anani and Sliman 
Mansour at the entrance of the 
Tattershall Castle yacht, London 
1976. Image from Nabil Anani’s 
personal archive

A painting by the late artist Isam 
Bader

the individual works of art that went missing in the occupations of 1948 
and 1967. It is simply an initial step towards drawing attention to an issue 
deserving of far deeper investigation.
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A rare image of the exhibition 
catalogue

donated 194 paintings and a number of sculptures 
for participation in this museum, including works 
by the French artist Claude Lazar. The exhibition 
opened at Beirut Arab University, after which some 
of the works were displayed at the Palais de Tokyo 
Contemporary Art Museum in Paris, and others 
at the Tehran Museum. During 1981 and 1982 two 
further shows were held in Norway, both involving 
works from this collection. During the Israeli invasion 
of Beirut in 1982, the PLO media office was bombed 
and even the documents pertaining to the exhibition 
were lost, along with all its other components. 
Afterwards, accusations regarding the fate of the 
artworks were fired off in all directions: some artists claimed to have seen 
the works in the care of a certain group of people, others thought they had 
been sold in Paris, and so on. The mystery has never been solved.

Gaza Exhibition - 1979 
The late political figure Dr Haidar Abdel, was the 
driving force behind this exhibition, held at the 
Red Crescent Association in Gaza to celebrate 
Palestinian Child Week. The show brought together 
40 works by different artists, including Karim Dabah, 
Isam Bader, Nabil Anani, Fathi Ghaben, Rihab Al-
Nammari, and Sliman Mansour. The night before the 
exhibition was to open, the works were placed in the 
Association library, to be moved to the exhibition 
hall the next day - but in the intervening period a 
Muslim Brotherhood demonstration broke out in 
Gaza. In the course of the demonstration hotels and 
other tourist attractions were burned down, and so 
was the library itself. According to Sliman Mansour, 
his well-known work Lina Al-Nabulsi was lost in the 
blaze: when the artists arrived all they could find was 
the charred frames of the paintings.

An artwork by Sliman Mansour, 

lost in this exhibition
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Karama Gallery in Beirut - 1982 
The late Palestinian artist Ismail Shammout 
organised this exhibition, which contained work by 
a number of artists including Sliman Mansour, Nabil 
Anani, Zuhdi Al-Adawi, and Yassir Dweik. During the 
1982 Israeli invasion of Beirut the building housing 
the exhibition was bombed, and all the works of 
art were subsequently lost. Khaled Hourani claims 
later to have seen by chance the works by Sliman 
Mansour, Zuhdi Al-Adawi, and Yassir Dweik hanging 
in a house in Beirut, without the knowledge of the 
artists. According to Shammout’s widow and fellow-
artist Tamam Al-Akhal, meanwhile, a second group 
of paintings, belonging to artists from Japan and 
East Germany and exhibited in solidarity with the 
Palestinian cause, was salvaged from the rubble  by 
Ismail Shammout. ‘These 25 or so paintings were 
then housed temporarily with someone called Ali Al-
Gharib in Al-Faihaa Building in Beirut, since our own 
house had been damaged by the bombing’, Akhal 
explains, ‘But when we wished to get them back Mr 
Al-Gharib denied knowing where they were, and 
claimed they had been stolen’.

A painting by the late Mustafa 

Al-Halaj

A Yassir Dweik painting

Palestine Exhibition in Moscow - 1979 
This exhibition was organised by the PLO in 
collaboration with the Palestinian-Russian Friendship 
Society; Mustafa Al-Halaj, Kamel Al-Mughanni, 
Ismail Shammout, Tamam Al-Akhal, Ibrahim Hazima, 
Sliman Mansour, and Nabil Anani all took part. After 
the Moscow show the exhibition was moved to 
Beirut, but there the works disappeared; they were 
never returned to the artists.
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Italy Exhibition - 1988 
This show was hosted in Rome and was the 
brainchild of well-known Italian activist Luisa 
Morgantini, along with a group of Italian artists 
calling themselves ‘Kuffiyeh’ in solidarity with 
Palestine. It contained 30 works by Palestinian artists 
such as Taysir Barakat, Vera Tamari, Karim Dabah, 
Adnan Al-Zubeidi, Taleb Dweik, Awad Abu Armaneh, 
and Taysir Sharaf. The exhibition went on to tour a number of Italian cities, 
but today the fate of the works involved is unknown. Considerable effort is 
now being made to find them.

Palestine Week Exhibition at  
Hebron University - 1989 
Held at Hebron University, this exhibition was part 
of a group of other shows focusing on Palestinian 
heritage. It contained works of art by a number of 
Palestinian artists: Khaled Hourani, Issa Abeiduh, 
Nabil Anani, Sliman Mansour, and Taleb Dweik. 
These works were confiscated by the Israeli 
occupation forces that broke into the exhibition, 
on the grounds that they were ‘inflammatory’;  the soldiers also arrested 
artist Khaled Hourani and then-president of the Hebron University Student 
Council Jibril Bakri as a result. Artist Issa Abeiduh was able to get some of 
his paintings back after complaining to Zamir Shimesh, the temporary Israeli 
mayor of Hebron at the time, but we still do not know what happened to the 
rest of the works.

A Taysir Sharaf painting

A Khaled Hourani painting

Kuwait Exhibition - 1986 
This Kuwaiti exhibition was held as part of ‘Jerusalem Day’ and was 
organised by the late Palestinian politician Faisal Husseini. According to 
Sliman Mansour, ‘We heard that the show was a success and that several 
of the paintings were sold – but we never received the money for them, and 
those that were not sold were not returned. Some time later I was surprised 
to see one of my paintings, which had been in this exhibition, sold at 
auction!’
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A Bashir Al-Sinwar painting

Palestinian Fine Art Exhibition in Tunis - 1990 
This Tunis exhibition was organised by the 
Association of Palestinian Fine Artists, under the 
supervision of the PLO, as part of the celebration of 
the first Palestinian Culture Day, whose inauguration 
was presided over by Palestinian president Yasser 
Arafat. It contained works by several Palestinian 
artists (some of whom were then resident in the 
UAE), including Bashir Al-Sinwar, Nasser Abdel 
Aziz, Sobhi Murad, and Ahmed Heiluz. Some of the 
paintings were sold and the money transferred to the 
artists, but the fate of the remaining works is unclear. 
According to Nabil Anani, a box containing a number 
of the remaining paintings was sent to the Palestinian 
Ministry of Culture a few years later. These paintings 
were hereafter considered the property of the 
ministry, and Anani has apparently seen several of 
those hanging in the Prime Minister’s offices.

Geneva/Italy: 6X2 Exhibition - 1990 
The exhibition was the product of two artists’ workshops held in Ramallah 
and Gaza, and was organised in Geneva before being moved to Italy under 
the supervision of Nimer Hammad, the PLO representative there, to be 
shown in the town of Magione. 30 artworks were sent over, including pieces 
by Khaled Hourani, Sliman Mansour, Hosni Radwan, and a selection of works 
by Italian artists. But the exhibition never returned, and the artists still do not 
know what happened to their work.

Doha/Qatar Exhibition - 1996 
During Palestine Week in Qatar in 1996, this exhibition, alongside a photo 
gallery, a cartoon exhibition, and an exhibition of children’s drawings, was 
organised by Faisal Al-Husseini as a fundraiser for Jerusalem. It contained 
40 artworks, including some by Sliman Mansour. Only 10 paintings from the 
exhibition now remain, and no one knows what happened to the remaining 
works; the same goes for the contents of the photographic exhibition, 
though all of the children’s drawings were returned.
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Self-Portrait Exhibition - 1996 
Organised at the Al-Wasiti Centre for Arts in 
Jerusalem in collaboration with the band ‘Sabreen’ 
and the French Cultural Centre, this exhibition 
brought together paintings by a group of artists 
including Sliman Mansour, Nabil Anani, Taysir 
Barakat, Jawad Al’Malihi, Fayez Al-Sirsawi, Khalil 
Rabah, and various others. The exhibition later 
moved abroad, and no information is now available 
about the paintings or their whereabouts.

‘Made in Palestine’ Exhibition - 2003 
Designed to tour the United States of America, this 
exhibition involved 23 Palestinian artists, including 
Zuhdi Al-Adawi, Taysir Barakat, Rana Bishara, Mirvet 
Issa, Ashraf Fawakhiri, Samia Halabi, Mustafa Al-
Halaj, Jawad Ibrahim, Emily Jaser, Vera Tamari, and 
others. The exhibition, which contained sculptures, 
ceramics, and photographs as well as oil paintings, opened in Houston 
before moving on to San Francisco, and was feted by critics as one of 
the strongest US exhibitions of the year. Though it was scheduled to tour 
through more than one state, logistical problems prevented the full tour 
being completed, and the exhibition actually ended in The Station Museum. 
According to the artists who took part in the exhibition, some of the 
paintings were sold off cheaply, but most are still in storage at the museum.

The exhibition catalogue, from 

Nabil Anani archive

An art work by Rula Halawani

Exhibition in Martini in Switzerland: Palestine, Key to  
Culture & Peace - 2005 
This was a collective exhibition to which various Palestinian artists 
participated with around 40 works. Among the artists were Ra’ed Issa, 
Muhammad Al-Hawajiri, Muhammad Abu Sal, Khaled Hourani, Taysir Barakat, 
and various others, in addition to a solo exhibition featuring the works of 
Hosni Radwan. Afterwards, however, the organisers were unable to return 
the works to Palestine due to the fact that they had not been registered 
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Artist Hosni Radwan at the 

opening of the exhibition. 

A photo from his personal 

archive.

Beirut Exhibition - 2009 
The Palestinian Ministry of Culture, in collaboration 
with the Lebanese Ministry of Culture, organised 
this exhibition as part of the Beirut celebrations of 
Jerusalem as the capital of Arab culture. Held at the 
UNESCO in Beirut, it brought together 20 works by 5 
Palestinian artists: Sliman Mansour, Samir Salameh, 
Hosni Radwan, Khaled Hourani, and Muhammad 
Saleh Khalil. None of these works have been seen 
since, despite the fact that two of the participating 
artists were actually employees of the Palestinian 
Ministry of Culture. According to Muhammad Saleh 
Khalil, ‘The works are at the Palestinian embassy in 
Beirut, but money and organisation are needed to 
return them to Palestine!’ Radwan added that for 
their part they had tried, with the Finance Ministry, 
to provide the money necessary for transporting the 
paintings, but that the funds simply weren’t available. 
‘So the art works are still in the embassy, and they’ll 
be kept there until whenever we are able to return 
them.’

An artwork by Samir Salameh

with the Israelis before they were taken out of the 
country. According to Hosni Radwan, the art works 
are now in a gallery in London belonging to Yahya 
Zalum, where they will be kept until their return to 
Palestine can be organised: ‘There is now no effort 
being made to return the artworks, though, and we 
have no information about them.’
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An artwork by Kamel Al-

Mughanni

Ministry of Culture Collection 
In the years following its foundation in the 1990s, the 
Ministry of Culture worked to build up a collection 
of works by Palestinian artists, pledging to buy at 
least one work from each exhibition it sponsored. 
The Ministry’s collection soon contained more than 
50 works, including older ones by pioneering artists 
brought over from Beirut from the PLO collections 
there. The collection contains pieces by Kamel Al-
Mughanni, Taleb Dweik, Awad Abu Armaneh, and 
Sliman Mansour, as well as original art posters and 
a section of the Palestinian archive returned from 
Tunis, none of which were ever counted, classified, 
or formally documented. The looting and destruction 
of the Ministry building by Israeli forces during the 
2002 occupation left them unharmed – rather, artist 
Muhammad Saleh Khalil has suggested that the 
works disappeared from the Ministry storerooms 
later on, without anyone knowing anything about it.
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This was originally circulated in The Palestinian Museum’s 

August 2014 bi-monthly e-newsletter
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This text collects fragmented notes related to my ongoing research 
on exhibition making practice in China. Part of this research has been 
compiled in the book A History of Exhibitions: Shanghai 1979–2006 
and will soon launch in the Asia Art Archive website looking at artist-
organised exhibitions in Shanghai between 1979–2006. The selection 
of exhibitions in the above mentioned archive is focused primarily on 
group exhibitions with a selected number of solo exhibitions in which 
the artists had a specific interest in rethinking the way artwork was 
promoted and presented in public.

When talking about exhibitions, it is impossible not to think about 
institutions, so this text also hints at how the museum as an institution 
has been introduced to China. Today, exhibitions rather than museums 
act as the site of knowledge production, illuminating the very different 
role museums have in relation to the Western art historical context in 
which museums, the development of modern art, and the study of art 
history were and are still interconnected.

Furthermore, the notion of the white-cube space that was introduced in 
the West after World War II was deeply linked to the institutionalisation 
of art; whereas in China, the white cube would not be introduced until 
after 2000 when it was closely linked to the commercialisation of the art 
scene. By re-visiting past exhibitions, we can understand their impact on 
exhibition-making practice. 
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While the text below provides historical background for the images, 
the purpose of this essay is to encourage the reading of the images 
themselves. The images reveal the rarely described dynamics 
between exhibitions, viewer, and his/her body. The images suggest 
that an exhibition can be experienced not only intellectually, but also 
sensually, emotionally, and even sexually. Neither institutions nor artists 
can impose such direct and uniquely individual experiences. While 
studies have been made to map out and analyse these responses, it 
is difficult to capture and recreate the intimacy and immediacy of the 
relationship between work and viewer. I hope that these images provide 
a fragmented reading of that direct experience, and help to bring 
exhibition experience in to exhibition histories.

Continue to Write A Story In The 

Exhibition Hall, Link to Video, 

password: liraninsfcca

Established 200 years ago, a new exhibition ritual specific to democratic 
capitalist nations formed a set of values and parameters fundamental to 
western societies: a linear notion of time, the increased estimation of the 
individual, production of the material object and its circulation through 
commerce. Similarly to an exhibition, the museum provides structure 
for social governance and defines the space for ritual. In the above 
mentioned aspect of exhibition ritual and its core characteristics, I 
would also like to add that exhibitions ritualised the act of public viewing 
of the object.

Describing a Chinese artist’s visit to a museum in Europe, Li Ran’s work 
Continue to Write a Story in the Exhibition Hall argues that, rather than 
discourse, it is the very experience of the museum and the learned 
practice of exhibition viewing that introduced modernism to China. 
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Nan Tong Museum, Yan Naizhao, 1908.  

Courtesy of Nan Tong Museum.

While I would argue that discourse and vivid exchange have existed 
for centuries, I agree with Li that the exhibition remains the most 
active vehicle of knowledge production in recent Chinese art history. 
Exhibitions are the very moment when works become public, and, when 
publics become ‘the public’.

Early museums in China, established mostly by foreign entities, could 
be described as natural history museums, which also occasionally 
presented exhibitions of traditional Chinese painting and porcelain. 
In these museums, one can clearly identify a strong connection to the 
tradition of the Natural History Museum as conceived in Europe, as well 
as the so-called ‘curiosity cabinets’ which attempted to present the 
world as a singular whole and likewise examined China as such.

The first domestic art museum in China was established in 1905 by 
Zhang Jian, a local entrepreneur and reformist, in the town of Nantong 
in Jiangsu Province (today a two-hour bus ride from Shanghai). In 1895, 
he proposed to the Qing Dynasty Court to build a museum in the capital 
city of Beijing as well as in each province across the country. Today, 
over one hundred years later, Zhang Jian’s dream has partially come 
true. On average, nearly 100 new museums are being built annually 
across the country. During 2011, that figure reached a staggering 386 
new museums—more than one per day . 

The Daily News from May 1939 writes: ‘The exposition organised by 
Heude Museum to commemorate the 70th anniversary of its foundation 
continues to have outstanding success. Everyday, even before the 
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‘New Exhibition Hall Inaugurated at 

Musee Heude’ 

The North-China Daily News, Sunday, 

May 21st, 1939, p 6. 

Reverend Father Piel, director of 

the museum, addresses the guests 

attending the function held in museum 

building 221. Av. Dubail

RAS Shanghai Museum Opening 

1933. Courtesy of Royal Asiatic 

Society in Shanghai.

door’s open, there is a long queue of people waiting to rush into various 
exhibition halls. 55,000 visitors have been registered for the first week’.

The North China Daily News also announced visitor numbers in its 
report on the RAS Shanghai Museum on June 6, 1939. The article titled 
‘Greater Interest in Shanghai Museum—Record Number of Visitors 
During May, Campaign to Wipe Out Society Debt’ states that ‘Interest 
in Shanghai Museum (RAS), one of the major activities of Royal Asiatic 
Society in this city, appears to be increasing by leaps and bounds 
especially amongst Chinese of the student class. During May, the 
number of visitors to this institution was 8,256, which is over 2,000 more 
than in April, itself a record month’. 

Around the same time as these reports circulated on large-scale 
institutions, avant-garde artist groups around the country attempted and 
struggled to present self-organised exhibitions and draw audiences. 
According to artist Pan Xunqun, Storm Society’s first exhibition in 
October 1932 that took place at Shanghai’s Chinese Arts Students 
Society ‘was rather poorly located for drawing the attention of the 
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The Young Companion Pictorial, 107–112, 1933. 

The Third Exhibition of Storm Society 

The Second Exhibition of Chinese Independent 

Artists Association

general public and had inadequate light for showing the paintings’. Storm 
Society continued to have exhibitions although the venue changed and the 
audience was limited to students and ‘friends from cultural circles’. What 
actually expanded the outreach of these early avant-garde artists toward a 
larger audience was not an art museum, but a magazine called The Young 
Companion Pictorial which published works of contemporary artists regularly 
at that time, and through its content, ranging from lifestyle to art and 
culture, attempted to foster a yet-to-be-developed Chinese middle class. 
The Young Companion served as an exhibition platform for these avant-
garde movements as well as a meeting point where a larger audience would 
encounter works of these artists for the first time. 

Salon to Biennial: Exhibitions That Made History Volume 1 starts with 
Edouard Manet’s quote: ‘To exhibit is to find friends and allies for the 
struggle’. Like the avant-gardes in early 20th century China, artists of the 
1980’s also struggled for an audience. There is little available information 
of the audience they did have. Many early exhibitions kept notebooks in 
which visitors signed their names and left comments, but none of them 
have survived. From images published in A History of Exhibitions: Shanghai 
1979–2006, we can surmise that the audience was comprised mainly of 
artists’ peers and close circles. As such, exhibitions became an important 
site of communication and sharing between artists. 
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‘Concave-Convex Exhibition’, 1986. 

Image courtesy of Yang Hui. Local 

artist Yang Hui (right), with a group of 

artists including Song Haidong (left) 

and Shen Fan (middle), intervened 

during exhibition opening, tying up 

audience members on site.

‘Twelve Men Painting Exhibition’, 1979. Courtesy of Chen Juyuan.

The 1979 ‘Twelve Men Painting Exhibition’ has symbolic historical 
significance as the first artist-organised exhibition after the Cultural 
Revolution. According to Chen Juyuan, one of the organisers and 
participating artists, 2,000 people visited this exhibition per day, not all 
of whom were friends or peers of the artists. They eventually extended 
the exhibition period in response to its popularity. 

During the 1980s, it was often difficult to differentiate between viewers, 
participants, and artists. Many artist-organised exhibitions after ‘Twelve 
Men Painting Exhibition’ made no clear distinction between viewer and 
artists officially participating in the exhibition. In the 1986 ‘Concave-
Convex Exhibition’, the first exhibition in Shanghai to present a new 
concept of sculpture (what we would today interpret as installation and 
artists’ attempts to create work in relationship with site), the Shanghai-
based artist Yang Hui invited himself to participate. He made a series 
of interventions on-site, including the destruction of one of the other 
sculptures in the exhibition, tying up other works with rope, tying 
audience, etc.



The Unsettled Pleasures of Viewing:
Exhibition as a Meeting Point Between Our Bodies and Artwork

FIELD NOTES 04

83

Nude Painting Exhibition at Shanghai Art Museum, 1988. Images courtesy of Gong Jianhua.

‘First Exhibition of Nudes’ held in Shanghai Art Museum in 1988 was 
another rare example in the 1980s of an audience made up of people 
outside the artists’ circle of peers. Gong Jianhua’s beautiful, but also 
disconcerting photographs of this exhibition show males gazing 
at female bodies in the oil paintings. The exhibition became a site 
that reveals certain emotional aspects and desires that would not 
ordinarily exist in the public realm. The exhibition moved parameters 
of acceptance—what should or should not be presented in public in 
China. According to many reports related to this exhibition, Shanghai 
mayor Jiang Zeming made a visit to the exhibition in order to legitimise 
its importance, which hints at the important dynamic and power that 
exhibition had within the larger social framework. 

In the September/October 2014 issue of Yishu Journal of Contemporary 
Chinese Art, Yang Chao states in his interview with Zheng Shengtian, 
that family and state constitute Chinese thinking entirely, and that 
there is no cultural space beyond it. Tied to neither, exhibitions exist 
temporally and spatially outside the two poles that frame life in China. 

When I asked German artist Alexander Brandt, who organised many 
important exhibitions in Shanghai with Yang Zhenzhong, Xu Zhen, 
among others, to describe the audience that attended exhibitions 
organised in China from late 1990s–2006, he answered that he 
perceived that while the artists were getting progressively older, the 
audiences were getting younger. This demography is very telling of 
contemporary art exhibition audiences: It seems as though audiences, 
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In the last decade, the emerging Chinese middle class has increasingly 
embraced viewing exhibitions as a social ritual, usually as a consumer 
act that is encouraged as part of an individual’s social activities. 
Museums take these viewers as numbers—as a statistic hoping to break 
potential attendance records, turning people into masses and abstract 
economic charts. 

The majority of exhibitions hope to raise the number of visitors who take 
selfies and immediately upload the images online to grow the museum’s 
popularity. While this culture presents an interesting form of exhibition 
documentation, it seems that the viewers’ direct experience with the 
artworks exist only at the precise moment the photo is taken—often with 
their backs to it, and not a second more. Exhibitions continue to turn into 
the static format of objects presented in a white cube space, providing 
ritualised structures that propose certain rules for behaving and 
‘pressing the button’ routine as Zygmunt Baumann states, distancing 
viewers from their imaginative capacity, making them forget that every 
exhibition is a unique situation to encounter. 

‘Jin Yuan Road Exhibition’, 1988. 

Courtesy of Alexander Brandt.

then and now, consist of young students or recent graduates who follow 
art-related events only for a certain time, eventually stopping after 
establishing their own families. 
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The Closing Day of Shanghai Natural History Museum on the Bund, 2014. 

Courtesy of Hu Yun.
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The Problems of Digital Utopia: 
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‘And is the web, which is cyberspace, like heaven, one big 

spy satellite above our heads, looking down on us, and 

taking care of us, or making me have to think about how I 

look, just in case it’s looking at me’. 

– Young-Hae Chang Heavy Industries, Artist’s Statement No. 45,730,944: 
The Perfect Artistic Web Site
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 (Fig. 1) The Gates of Hell made with nine internet Zipel refrigerators,  

A view of the exhibition ‘Bust Down the Door!’ at Rodin Gallery, 2004. 

Courtesy of the artists. 
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In 2004, artistic duo Young-Hae Chang 
Heavy Industries (YHCHI) had its first solo 
exhibition, ‘Bust Down the Door!’ in Seoul, 
South Korea, at Rodin Gallery. The two 
members, Young-Hae Chang and Mark 
Voge, installed nine internet refrigerators 
at the entrance of the gallery directly 
across from Rodin’s famous sculptural 
work, The Gates of Hell (Fig. 1). If the 
name Rodin Gallery hasn’t given it away, 
the gallery houses two famous works of 
Auguste Rodin purchased by Samsung 
(the company that owns the gallery): 
The Gates of Hell and The Burghers of 
Calais. In response to Rodin’s work, 
YHCHI created their own version of The 
Gates of Hell using nine Zipel refrigerators 
produced by Samsung. These fridges 
were stacked three by three, creating 
a structure that indeed resembled a 
door. The ‘smart’ fridges, or internet 
fridges, come with a 10’’ touchscreen 
display boasting wi-fi connectivity. The 
quintessential home appliance guarantees 
that you stay connected even as you 
sort through your grocery shopping 
lists. A consumer product such as this 
shows how internet culture permeates 
our daily lives, from televisions to mobile 
devices and refrigerators, making sure 
we stay ‘connected’. It also speaks to the 
South Korean context as the government 
promotes ever-increasing internet speed. 
It seemed fitting, then, that YHCHI utilised 
Samsung products to emphasise internet-
driven daily life, as well as high-tech culture 
and corporate influence on neoliberal 
capitalism in South Korea. 

However, the exhibition caused a scandal 
among art circles for a number of other 
reasons. First and foremost, YHCHI is 
known as an internet duo that utilises the 
World Wide Web as the main platform for 
their works. By platform, I mean a virtual 
space in which they exhibit and restore 
their works. Thus, it seemed to go against 
the whole agenda of the artists’ hitherto 
online practices. Critic, Jung-Gwon Jin, 
pointed this out in his article ‘The Politics of 
the Museum’:1 

‘It is awkward to see a work that had 
parodied Samsung being embraced 
by the company, but what is equally 
awkward is to see a work of web art 
in a museum instead of where it is 
supposed to be—cyberspace. This 
shows the power a museum holds.2’

Jin’s criticism rises out of the belief 
that net artists should primarily use the 
web as their circulation and exhibition 
platform. Once the work was exhibited 
via the web, the artists chose another 
circulatory channel—a physical one 
with which we are much more familiar: a 
gallery. Furthermore, YHCHI has been 
known for their work Samsung Means to 
Come (2000), which criticised seductive 
commercialism promoted by international 
mega-conglomerates such as Samsung. 
In this provocative work, the female 
narrator, a housewife, imagines having 
sex in her kitchen with a fictional person 
who symbolises the company Samsung 
(Fig. 2). Of course, a kitchen is a domestic 

FIELD NOTES 04

89



The Problems of Digital Utopia: 
Young-Hae Chang Heavy Industries on the Web

place where the company’s products, such 
as the aforementioned refrigerator, are 
typically found. Interestingly, the housewife 
imagines Samsung as a person whom she 
talks to and becomes intimate with, and it 
learns how to satisfy her desires. Surely, 
behind this huge corporation are people 
from workers and employees, to managers, 
directors, and CEOs. However, if we 
exchange this ‘person’ with commodities 
and products like electronics or home 
furniture, it becomes obvious that the story 
is a portrait of contemporary urban life in 
a capitalist society where things become 
objects of desire and pleasure. Because 
the Rodin Gallery is owned by the very 
company the artists mimic in Samsung 
Means to Come, the artists were subject 
to criticism for co-opting the very same 
capitalist power in their solo show that they 
were against in their previous work.

Why would net artists choose to do 
something that seems to directly contradict 
the logic of net art? Was YHCHI’s 
exhibition at Rodin Gallery directed against 
Samsung? Was the duo symbolically 
‘busting down the doors’ of the leading 
company? Or, does this incident simply 
betray the power and influence of the 
company on which the South Korean 
economy depends so heavily? Did the 
company reappropriate and neutralise 
critical voices by supporting the duo? 
Is net art ‘busting down the doors’ 
of museums and the histories those 
institutions signify? On the duo’s part, did it 
really matter as long as their works gained 

exposure outside the web? And why would 
they need that exposure? In this article, 
I will examine the utopianism associated 
with cyberspace as an alternative platform 
for exhibition and circulation, showing 
how YHCHI’s works playfully engage 
with digital technologies by using and 
commenting on them. In order to do 
so, I will briefly trace the quintessential 
aesthetic YHCHI has developed thus far, 
and explore how they differ from that of 
previous web artists. YHCHI serves as 
a counter example to digital utopianism, 
even as it ambivalently engages with the 
idea. Their works provide us with a case 
study that reveals the inextricable nature 
of media, technology, and globalisation 
as we consider cyberspace and physical 
space hand-in-hand. That YHCHI shows 
their works outside of their original venues 
does not go against the logic of net art, 
but rather, I argue, strategically points to 
the limits of net art practice and challenges 
the utopian assumptions associated with 
cyberspace as available, transnational, 
expansive, accessible, and connected.
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(Fig. 2) Samsung Means to Come, 2000. Courtesy of the artists.
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(Fig. 3) Still images from Artist’s Statement no. 45,730,944: 

The Perfect Artistic Web Site, 2001. Courtesy of the artists.
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As mentioned, the exhibition ‘Bust Down 
the Door!’ seemed to raise a number of 
assumptions and problems associated with 
net art. Jin’s criticism reveals the peculiar 
place net art holds in contemporary art, 
particularly in comparison to the readily 
common reception of television, video, 
and satellite art in museums. Consider the 
question YHCHI asks in Artist’s Statement 
No. 45,730,944: The Perfect Artistic Web 
Site:

The newest multimedium: the web. 
The biggest art space: the web. …or 
should I stand back and think about 
the metaweb or the postweb, or web 
metaphysics such as: will the world 
wide web just go away? Or is it really 
even there and if it is, where is ‘there’? 
and do I want to get there?3 (Fig. 3)

The adverb ‘there’ makes the viewer 
realise the simplest questions that are 
often forgotten. What is the nature of this 
cyberspace—how is it formed, and what 
sustains it? How do we understand this 
‘there’ in relation to the physical ‘here’? 
These questions show how YHCHI regards 
cyberspace as an ambivalent place for 
exhibition and circulation and certainly not 
a simple utopian destination where radical 
art experiments, completely ungoverned by  
economic and political systems, can take 
place. 

The internet doesn’t provide a space that 
is immune to commercialisation. In fact, 
Julian Stallabrass discusses internet art 

as belonging to the inextricable sphere 
of culture and commerce.4 Let’s return 
to a segment from Samsung Means to 
Come, for example. Bright, flashing texts 
narrate the story of a female protagonist, 
a housewife, who imagines making 
love to a personified Samsung and 
realises that she loves ‘power, egoism, 
megalomania, calculation, the inhuman, the 
corporateness’.5 While she walks down a 
city street, a huge company logo appears 
atop a building on a digital screen, enticing 
customers to enter the store and have a 
taste of its new products that will make 
life easier—such as the aforementioned 
Zipel refrigerator. The word ‘Samsung’ 
appears on the viewer’s screen in white on 
a blue background. A colour scheme as 
such resembles the logo of the company 
Samsung. These flashing texts end up 
creating effects that evoke flashing neon 
store signs we see in the streets of Seoul 
at night. In many cases, these neon signs 
stand for East Asian commercialism 
and urban culture. It isn’t only the neon 
signboard, but also the bothersome 
advertisement pop-up windows that share 
a similar flashing effect with YHCHI’s work. 
The visual language YHCHI adopts in this 
particular work thus could paradoxically 
advertise for the company whether it is 
intentional or not. This is the nature of most 
information that we encounter on the net 
everyday. 
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Since 1997, the artists have made text-
based flash animations in their signature 
style using Monaco font accompanied by 
jazz or bossa nova-style music. Their works 
emerge from the context in which the 
desire for faster speed, instant connection, 
and drive for telecommunication 
technologies govern daily life, corporate 
interest, and governmental policy. Because 
Chang and Voge have been using Adobe 
Flash, there are certain features of their 
works that set them apart from other net 
artists. A viewer cannot rewind, pause, or 
fast-forward a work. She cannot predict the 
length of a work, either, unless she views it 
from beginning to end, after which the work 
starts all over, creating a cinematic loop. 
In fact, the artists don’t seem concerned 
with utilising high technology per se. Once 
a chosen work is set to play, there is little 
room for so-called interactivity, which is 
explored by many artists interested in the 
web’s hyper-textual mode of viewership 
and readership. In fact, in an interview, 
YHCHI commented on their lack of 
interactivity by saying, ‘we would like our 
own work to exert a dictatorial stranglehold 
on the reader’.6 This is an interesting 
observation given that it is easy to assume 
interactivity is at the core of net art pursued 
by many previous and current web artists. 

Rather, YHCHI’s works aren’t concerned 
with interactivity or exploiting new 
technologies, software programmes, or 
graphics. Instead, the text-heavy nature 

bears resemblance to a generation of 
conceptual artists. Yes, a viewer can 
connect to the work through the artists’ 
website anytime with a modem connection, 
but what lies at the core of the duo’s 
works are the texts. Often the texts are 
played at such speed that they border 
on illegibility. Flashing and disappearing, 
the words become concrete elements 
that interfere with our reading speed and 
consciousness. It’s the idea that flashes 
on screen for a moment that leaves an 
imprint on our minds. It’s easy to slip 
through our minds as well. Understandably, 
YHCHI refers to Marcel Duchamp often 
in their works rather than any ‘new media’ 
artists. In the strictest sense of the word, 
Duchamp employed ready-made objects, 
which were considered to be a ‘new’ 
medium of the time. The artist’s Fountain 
(1917) became a source of inspiration and 
a motif for many subsequent conceptual 
artists. Hans Haacke’s Moma Poll, a work 
proposed for the exhibition ‘Information’ in 
1970, probed into the utopian assumptions 
of museum space through institutional 
critique, invoking the close relationship 
between exchange of capital and 
corporate sponsorship of art through 
museums. Likewise, YHCHI’s works bridge 
such previous conceptual art historical 
movements and the ‘new’ medium, the 
web, probing into the relationship between 
physical and virtual spaces.
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For sure, it is hard to overlook the power 
of the museum as an institution that is 
central to contemporary art practices. 
Take note of how video and television art 
have also become a canonic category 
under the genre of ‘new media’ art in most 
contemporary art museums. Amongst 
contemporary works that utilise and draw 
on any sort of digital media technologies, 
net art occupies a subfield whose 
relationship to previous art historical 
genres such as television, video, and 
satellite art still remains to be explored in 
depth. If television piqued an interest in 
the imagination of the ‘global village’ on 
screen in the 1960s for artists such as Nam 
June Paik, it was the internet that rapidly 
promoted the belief that the world was only 
a click away. If the museum as an institution 
is demystified in the age of neoliberal 
capitalism, can net art be an alternative 
to traditional viewership in art museums? 
How does a work of net art reveal itself 
differently to the audience when the work 
is brought to the museum? A work of art 
online may travel faster than any traveling 
exhibition, but it also requires a means of 
distribution in order to reach audiences in 
dispersed locations. That YHCHI’s works 
gained global exposure through exhibitions 
at renowned museums such as the Tate, 
Pompidou, and New Museum speaks to 
the difficulty imposed on any net artist. The 
web is not absolutely circulatory even if it is 
an effective platform for exhibition. 

An understandable assumption that net art 
should first and foremost utilise the net as 
its medium belies Jin’s earlier statement. 
The medium-specificity is lost when 
YHCHI’s works are shown in the traditional 
viewing setting, the museum, instead of 
the original context of web browsing. 
And when this specificity is lost, when 
net art spills into the physical world, the 
subversive character that was inherent in 
net practice is lost as well. Early net artists 
emphasised the use of the net as an artistic 
and technological apparatus in their works. 
Just as artists used television and video 
to explore the communicative capacities 
of new technologies, artists navigated the 
web as an artistic medium for connecting 
with multiple audiences in time and space 
through technology. Naturally, net art has 
developed alongside the commercialisation 
and privatisation of the internet since the 
1980s when early eastern European artists 
showed interest in the World Wide Web. 

What stands out in YHCHI’s works is the 
recognition that the web is a ‘multimedium’ 
itself.7 In other words, the web does 
not exist by itself. The informational 
cyberspace is made possible only through 
physical infrastructure, material conditions, 
and the technologies that sustain it. The 
term ‘heavy industries’ holds East Asian 
connotations as many companies from 
the region use that name in referring to 
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materials that are heavy in weight, and 
necessary for production processes 
from shipbuilding to construction. These 
heavy industry companies symbolise 
the material infrastructure necessary for 
telecommunication technologies and 
circulation of goods and capital—things 
that are transnational in a neoliberal free 
market context. Certainly, what YHCHI 
produces is immaterial and far from heavy 
or weighty: information on a website. 
Information can be reduced to a series of 
binary codes, ones and zeros, and YHCHI 
makes this clear by replacing the alphabet 
‘O’ with a zero in every text. Yet, the artists 
introduce themselves as the CEO (Young-
Hae Chang) and CIO (Mark Voge) of 
YHCHI. Then, the paradoxical name ‘Heavy 
Industries’ signals the often forgotten 
interdependent relationship between digital 
and physical territories. It’s easy to fall into 
the trap of thinking that anyone can roam 
freely like a digital nomad on the web, a 
place that stands for borderless cyber-
territories. In fact, it is an undersea of 
cables and orbiting satellites that control, 
censor, connect, as well as disconnect 
people on the web. The digital utopia is 
sustained by sidestepping the materiality 
of communication technologies we have 
grown used to in our daily lives.

As mentioned, the name ‘Heavy Industries’ 
points to East Asia’s specific situation 
within economic globalisation. The 
South Korean government launched the 
‘segyehwa’ (globalisation) policy in 1995, 

which was partly an outcome of American 
pressure on the Korean market to open 
up, followed by the 1997 IMF crisis (also 
known as the Asian Financial Crisis). 
The governmental attempt to become 
‘global’ may account for the ‘catch-up’ 
mentality with the West and Japan in post-
colonial Korea. The financial crisis took 
place only two years after the erection 
of the South Korean pavilion at Venice 
Biennale and the inauguration of Kwangju 
Biennale, Korea’s first contemporary art 
biennale. Just when the nation aspired to 
engage with the international audience 
through contemporary art, it was hit 
with the harsh realities of neoliberal 
capitalism vis-à-vis pressure to open up 
the market. Globalisation was a survival 
strategy for South Korea, whether in the 
market or cyberspace, even if it was a 
delusion. As much as globalisation was 
a policy, it also led to a realisation of 
the international economic order with 
ambivalent undertones of westernisation 
and economic survival for South Korea. 

YHCHI explores and questions the logic 
of globalisation by continuously bringing 
up the nation’s closest neighbour that 
has been decidedly anti-global: North 
Korea. The artists’ reference to East Asian 
industrial firms signals the global reach 
of modern economic aspirations and the 
transnational circulation of objects and 
capital in the market. In contrast to the 
borderless image of South Korean capital 
and products is the historical reality of 
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a divided country. For instance, the duo 
provocatively asks ‘Do North Koreans 
have the web? Does Kim Jong-Il have 
his own website?’,8 thereby revealing 
the limits of the web and governmental 
controls of cyberspace, as well as the 
ongoing historical remnants of Cold 
War politics in South Korea (Fig. 4). In 
particular, the image of technologised, 
connected, and modern South Korea 
stands in sharp contrast with its closest 
neighbor. This division shows the 
conflicting communication and information 
technologies that coexist in East Asia as 
survival tactics for gaining global presence 
(particularly in the case of net artists) and 
means of control (think of Ai Wei Wei’s 
twitter accounts and blog activities). 
The continual question of North Korea’s 
web presence in YHCHI’s works reminds 
the audience of this thorny issue as well 
as the notion of national boundaries 
implicit in media technologies and virtual 
territories. As such, YHCHI’s approach to 
the internet as information technology and 
a convenient artistic tool is far from simply 
celebrating, utilising, and romanticising 
cyberspace or network technologies. Their 
works reveal the way such technologies 
or digital utopianism may conceal regional 
politics and historical disputes.

During the artists’ residency at Asia Art 
Archive, they created a work titled I Saw 
Young-Hae Chang Heavy Industries (Or 
Did I?) (Fig. 5). Since anonymity is one 

(Fig. 4) Still images from Artist’s 

Statement no. 45,730,944: The Perfect 

Artistic Web Site, 2001. Courtesy of 

the artists. 
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key feature of cyberspace, the rhetorical 
question, ‘Did we really see the artists 
Young-Hae Chang and Mark Voge?’ 
complicates the boundary between 
physical and virtual space. It is astounding 
to consider the question that asks the 
‘location’ of cyberspace—‘where is there?’ 
When we can stay ‘connected’ through 
screens on our wrists, refrigerators, and 
even glasses à la Google, how do we start 
thinking about cyberspace and physical 
material conditions together? By embracing 
the ambivalence of the digital utopia, 
physical and virtual displays of net art are 
not in contention with each other. They 
expand on meanings of place and engage 
with regional histories by foregrounding 
global technologies. The question, ‘Did 
I really see Young-Hae Chang Heavy 
Industries?’ seems to ring poignantly at 
this juncture. YHCHI’s practice lies in 
playfully masking and unmasking the digital 
utopia, signaling both the dilemmas and the 
potentialities of the web situated between 
virtual and physical platforms.

FIELD NOTES 04

98

1|  Jung-Gwon Jin, ‘The Politics of the Museum’, 

Weekly Donga, September 5, 2006, accessed October 

18, 2014. http://weekly.donga.com/docs/magazine/

ekly/2006/09/04/200609040500001/200609040500

001_1.html. 

2|  Translation by the author. 

3|  Young-Hae Chang Heavy Industries, Artist’s 

Statement No. 45,730,944: The Perfect Artistic Web 

Site.

4|  Julian Stallabrass, Internet Art: The Online Clash 

of Culture and Commerce, Tate Publishing, London, 

2003.

5|  Young-Hae Chang Heavy Industries, Samsung 

Means to Come.

6|  Hyun-Joo Yoo, ‘Intercultural Medium Literature 

Digital: Interview with Young-Hae Chang Heavy 

Industries’, Dichtung Digital, 2005, accessed October 

20, 2014, http://www.dichtung-digital.de/2005/2/Yoo/

index-engl.htm. 

7|  Young-Hae Chang Heavy Industries, Artist’s 

Statement No. 45,730,944: The Perfect Artistic Web 

Site.

8|  Ibid.  



The Problems of Digital Utopia: 
Young-Hae Chang Heavy Industries on the Web

(Fig. 5) Still images from I Saw Young-Hae Chang Heavy Industries (Or Did I?), 2011. 

Courtesy of the artists.
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For my response to the symposium ‘Sites of Construction: 
Exhibitions and the Making of Recent Art History in Asia’, which was 
organised by Asia Art Archive in October 2013 in Hong Kong, I want 
to give a critical overview of the Central Asian Pavilions in Venice 
Biennale—the largest representation of Central Asian art in the 
international art scene. 

A short history of the Central Asia representation in Venice (there 
have been five editions of the pavilion between 2005 and 2013) is 
compatible with the conceptual statement of the symposium, which 
proposed that ‘In the context of Asia, in the absence of systematic 
public collections and substantial academic art history departments 
dedicated to 20th and 21st century art from the region, exhibitions 
are more than just sites of display and interaction. Exhibitions have 
become the primary sites of art historical construction for recent art 
from the region’. 

In my review of the Central Asia pavilions, I will focus not only on the 
art historical dimension, but I will also try to highlight the political 
dimension that exhibitions of such scale and significance may 
acquire in post-Soviet Central Asia. So, my point will be to review 
the Central Asia pavilions in Venice Biennale not only as milestones 
in recent Central Asian art history, but also as sites of political 
and civic dissent given the political-economic context of their 
production. Central Asia in my text is represented by four countries 
of the region: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan.

First of all, I want to briefly introduce the aesthetic and political 
agendas of contemporary art practice in Central Asia during the 
1990s and early 2000s. The history of 20th century art in Central 
Asia reflects the political and social history of the region. This 
history is one of ruptures and breaks rather than one characterised 
by continuity and constant motion. Modern art originated in the 
region with the October Revolution; the 1991 break from the Soviet 
Union gave way to what is known as contemporary art. 

In the early 1990s and even in 2000s, contemporary art was 
conceptualised on an aesthetic, formal level through a conflict 
with official Soviet ‘academic’ art—its major media were painting 
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and sculpture, and institutions like artists’ unions, museums, etc. 
Contemporaneity in art was then represented by such media as 
video, photography, installation, and performance art. Formal 
innovation and negation of traditional media were prevailing aspects 
of contemporary art identity during this time in Central Asia.

On the political level, however, contemporary artistic practice was 
rather ambivalent, and even contradictory. Its opposition to the 
traditional Soviet art system could have been broadly interpreted as 
a challenge to the old, or the Soviet (‘sovok’). The older generation 
of Central Asian artists (S. Maslov, R. Khalfin, V. Akhunov) were 
in some way connected to the so-called Soviet unofficial art or 
Moscow conceptualism (which they followed or were opposed 
to), which can be very loosely defined as dissident with the 
Soviet regime. However, ‘dissident’ should not be understood as 
anti-Soviet or anti-socialist. Their dissent was not necessarily of 
explicit political character, but existential—demanding renewal, 
de-ideologisation, and de-bureaucratisation of artistic practice and 
daily life in the Soviet Union. 

The younger generation of contemporary artists was made of recent 
graduates of art schools and academia. Their practice was also 
defined by a certain political ambivalence. This generation of artists 
is best described through an allegory borrowed from the cult novel 
Generation P by the Russian writer Viktor Pelevin. The novel, which 
was published in 1999, draws a portrait of a typical representative 
of the first post-Soviet generation of cultural workers. The novel’s 
protagonist, Vavilen Tatarsky, is a young man who studies to 
become a poet and literary translator. He imagines himself 
translating poetry from Uzbek or Kyrgyz during day, and writing his 
own poetry in the evenings. However, this plan never pans out.

In his book, Pelevin describes not only the typical circumstances 
of the early 1990s, but also the challenges that new reality evoked. 
These challenges are of existential character—people who lived 
with clear and unquestionable concepts about themselves and 
their lives were faced with conceptualising new identities and their 
positions within this new reality. There is a crucial moment in the 
novel when Tatarsky realises his ‘Sovietness’ and its dissolution.  
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He comes across typical yellow ‘made in USSR’ shoes, stitched 
with light blue thread, and decorated with large gold buckles in 
the shape of harps collecting dust and unwanted. The collapse 
of the Soviet Union was not only a dismantling of an ideological 
superstructure and destruction of social institutions and systems 
that supported people’s lives and informed their plans, but it 
was also a loss of the material world—the world of things that 
determined people’s unreflective identity and emotional lives. 

Similarly, artists who started their careers in the early 1990s had 
very clear plans for their future within the established Soviet art 
system. According to Kazakhstani artist, Yerbossyn Meldibekov, he 
entered the Sculpture Department of Art Academy in Almaty with 
one aspiration: to learn how to make Lenin busts because it was the 
most profitable field of work for artists at the time. His family even 
had ‘to sacrifice’ a cow to make sure their son was accepted in to 
the school. By the time he finished his studies, the Soviet Union did 
not exist anymore, and his skills of sculpting Lenin busts were not in 
demand.

Mutation, Yerbossyn Meldibekov, 2011. Courtesy of the author. 

Kazakhstani artists, Elena and Viktor Vorobievs, reflect on this issue 
of identity confusion in their installation Bazar. Bazar is a collection 
of many different items that the artists photographed at various 
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spontaneous flea markets (‘tolkuchki’) in Kazakhstan and other 
post-Soviet countries in the 1990s and early 2000s. Their installation 
presented a number of objects the artists bought at these flea 
markets, a photograph of an object with other items around it, and 
the sellers’ comments about the objects he or she sold. In this 
installation, we encounter intertwined manifestations of the time. We 
see the collection of objects as very basic information about Soviet 
economical production or a reconstruction of the typical Soviet 
household. The sellers’ comments reveal emotional attachments—
feelings attached to these objects which, to a large extent, were 
collectively shared by the Soviet people.

The objects from Vorobievs’ Bazar and the yellowish shoes seen 
by Tatarsky are the kinds of things that moved the first post-Soviet 
generation to become aware of their Soviet identity, but this 
understanding also confirmed that this identity was irrelevant to the 
new reality. 

So, the dominating political and ethical motifs of contemporary art 
practice in Central Asia contained this contradictory constellation 
of demand for and desire of the new—new society, new relations, 
new art, which was expressed in the cult of new forms and media; 
sudden awareness of their Soviet identity which before was not a 
political identity, but an existential and unreflective one constituted 

Bazar, Elena and Viktor Vorobiev, 1996-2006. Courtesy of the author. 
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by daily routines and surrounding material world; and a conflict 
of this identity with the surrounding reality of ‘wild capitalism’ and 
‘nationalistic renaissance’. This contradictory constellation and 
break or stagnation of various social systems in the 1990s and early 
2000s provided fertile terrain for critical analysis and reflection of 
social and political phenomena in the form of contemporary art in 
Central Asia. 

2005 

The first Central Asia Pavilion in Venice took place in 2005, and in 
many ways it can be considered a turning point in Central Asian 
recent art history similar to the year that 1993 was for Mainland 
China in terms of experimental art. Institutionally, Central Asia 
Pavilion (CAP) was one of the few (or maybe the only) ways 
for Central Asian intellectuals and cultural actors to be part of 
an international forum independent from their governments. 
Participation in CAP empowered individual artists and curators to 
become public figures by giving them a voice in the international 
community. CAP was also instrumental in legitimating art as a 
socially significant discipline in Central Asia where there are no local 
or regional institutions for regular legitimisation and socialisation of 
contemporary art (museums, art academies, etc.).  All these made 
CAP a very important and powerful project that formed alternative 
intellectual and cultural agendas when discussing and reflecting 
on social and political issues, and was the platform that integrated 
regional/local issues into international/global agendas and vice 
versa. 

Even the set-up of CAP was not typical of the Venice Biennale. 
Instead of a national pavilion, it was a regional one that consisted 
of four post-Soviet nations, and it was privately funded instead of 
sponsored by a government. The 2005 representation of Central 
Asian contemporary artists in the biggest and most prestigious 
international art forum was a solely private initiative driven by the 
enthusiasm of a few individuals. The curator of the exhibition was 
Viktor Misiano—Russian art critic and curator, and chief editor of 
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Moscow Art Magazine. Misiano was invited to Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, 
in 2004, to attend a large scale regional exhibition and conference. 
The exhibition and the conference were organised by the private 
art gallery, Kurama Art, which, at that time, was at the centre of 
contemporary art practice in the region. 

Viktor Misiano selected for his exhibition fifteen artists from three 
countries—Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan. The show 
was titled ‘Art from Central Asia: A Contemporary Archive’ and 
the ambition of the exhibition was to present a panoramic view of 
Central Asian contemporary art from the last fifteen years in all 
its media and thematic/conceptual diversity. Apart from selected 
artistic works, the exhibition included a media archive of video 
works and performance documentation of dozens of artists and a 
catalogue with contributions from art critics and art historians from 
the region.

The post-Soviet artists ambivalence toward their Soviet legacy, 
which I briefly outlined above, was at the forefront of Misiano’s 
exhibition. He conceptualised this ambivalence to the past, which, 
on the one hand, was something people wanted to leave behind, 
but, on the other, was something that constituted their own identity 
as progressive nostalgia—a quest for some unrealised potential of 
the past that might be restarted in the future. 

2007

Due to the absence of infrastructure and institutional development 
in Central Asia, CAP exhibitions in Venice became a valuable 
platform for inexplicit political and social dissent. Almaty Soros 
Centre for Contemporary Arts, the oldest and most active regional 
art institution, stopped its activities in 2008. Visual Arts Biennale 
in Tashkent was always a project controlled by the authoritarian 
government, and could not be considered an independent site for 
free artistic expression and debate on political and social issues. So 
CAP, after its first successful edition, started to be perceived by the 
regional art community as not just another exhibition, but as a site 
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for free expression and political articulation. 

Beginning in 2007, all four editions of CAP had been supported by 
the regional cultural initiative of Dutch HIVOS with no participation 
of national governments and corporations, while having the 
status of national pavilion. Such institutional set-up of CAP as 
a regional public initiative and its funding structure created a 
certain tension with the established representational policy in the 
Venice Biennale, which could have been productively turned into 
criticism of nationalism and politics of national representation—
targeting governments and the international machinery of national 
representations such as Venice Biennale itself. 

The second pavilion in 2007 was curated by Kazakhstani, Yulia 
Sorokina. For her curatorial concept, she attempted to critically 
reflect on national representations and nationalistic policies of 
regional political regimes. In its aesthetic program, the second 
exhibition of the Central Asia pavilion highlighted media. 
The exhibition was titled ‘Muzykstan: Media Generation of 
Contemporary Artists from Central Asia’. Drawing on a distinctive 
part of Central Asian contemporary culture that is strongly 
connected to sounds and music, it asked artists to connect popular 
music (folk, rock, native, etc.) and contemporary art (performance, 
video art, installation) in the Central Asian region through new 
commissions.

Art critic Oksana Shatalova, who contributed to the exhibition’s 
catalogue, suggested that despite growing differences between 
Central Asian countries and their failure to integrate on economic 
and political levels, ‘the art of Central Asia is the art of a cultural 
and virtual community. The basis for such a “spiritual alliance” was 
formed due to….the mutual Soviet and post-Soviet experience. The 
limited experience in new creative forms in the region [and] their 
fragility in local cultures (where both official and ordinary people 
support traditional art—the soviet heritage—realistic and mimetic)’ 
therefore caused ‘local contemporary artists [to] feel themselves 
as citizens of a different, separate state’. This state in between, 
between the present reality and imagined one, is described by 
Shatalova as the state of ‘sliding identity’.  
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Music, in this context, becomes a sign of this ‘sliding identity’. 
The hypothetical and ‘spiritual’ unity of contemporary artists from 
Central Asia was thus expressed in the most relevant manner: 
‘In the creative works of artists of the young generation (30-40 
years) [in which] one can see a “roaming away” from publicity, 
from documentary, from direct utterance towards non-direct, 
metaphorical communications which also fit well into the sliding 
identity paradigm’. By sharing a new medium (music), Central Asian 
contemporary artists framed a tension between mimetic national 
narratives and unifying sliding identities. Ultimately, the free and 
independent CAP infrastructure allowed for an evolving Central 
Asian identity and political ideology.

2011 

The Soviet authorities considered culture as an ideological tool to 
represent the national republics. Every nation that was included 
in the big Soviet family of nations had ‘a phrase with an accent’ in 
all existing cultural formats, from opera to cinematography. With 
the decision of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union ‘About the restructuring of the literary and artistic 
organisations’ in the Soviet republics, the formation of ‘national 
schools’ in virtually all forms of art began in response to the 
following formula: ‘socialist in content, national in form’. 

Since gaining independence, Central Asian regimes have been 
struggling to save these ‘national schools’—with a few exceptions, 
such as the prohibition of opera by Turkmenbashi—but their 
representative capacity is now directed at the international 
community. National or even ethnic representation remains the main 
strategy of official art in Central Asian countries.  

In response to the above, in 2011, curators of the fourth edition of 
the Central Asia pavilion—Boris Chukhovich, Oksana Shatalova, 
and the author of this text—turned to the issue of national 
representation in an explicit manner. The project initiated by 
curators of the exhibition ‘ABC Representations’ challenged the 
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representational policy of national states to the exhibitions in 
Venice. The project consisted of a set of twenty-five images, which, 
in one way or another, represented Central Asia. This set of images 
was created as a result of a survey of about eighty respondents, 
who were asked in oral conversations, by e-mails, or through 
social networks to name three images they associate with Central 
Asia. Among the respondents were people living in or with some 
connection to the region, as well as those who had never been to 
Central Asia. After summarising the poll results and translating them 
into visual signs, we presented the results in the form of a table 
used to test visual acuity. ‘ABC Representations’ was an attempt to 
deconstruct a typical optical apparatus through the prism of how 
Central Asia is generally perceived, culturally and geopolitically. 

‘ABC Representation’, 2011. Courtesy of the author. 

Our table for an eye examination consisted of six levels. At the very 
bottom were the least common representations of the region—
children, a hemp leaf, and golden teeth. Recognition of these 
images denoted ‘excellent eyesight’, which implied that unique 
cultural aspects and significant contextual details did not elude the 
attention of the observer. At the very top level were signs that are 
the two most common representations of Central Asia: the most 
obvious Orientalist metaphor, ‘the East as a mystery’, which we 
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expressed visually with a question mark, and the main metonymy of 
the region, the rider-nomad.

2013

The fifth edition of CAP, which was presented at the 55th 
Venice Biennale in 2013, is likely the last Central Asia Pavilion 
supported by HIVOS. In 2013, HIVOS, the key supporter of CAP, 
announced closure of its cultural program in Central Asia. Without 
this public and transparent funding, a project of this scale and 
significance cannot exist. However, the funding is not the main 
point. It seems that the critical potential of art that was a defining 
feature in the 1990s and 2000s, and artists’ drive away from rigid 
identities imposed on them by nationalistic states and neoliberal 
capitalism have been exhausted. Critiques of nationalism and 
instrumentalisation of art for representational purposes by 
authoritarian regimes are overshadowed by calls for government 
and corporate support for contemporary arts and its presentation 
in Venice. The short period of unconventional and critically-oriented 
conversation has passed; regional national pavilions will be 
replaced by truly national pavilions—commissioned and controlled 
by the states and businesses loyal to them. It is also likely that 
only two out of four countries of Central Asia will commission their 
national pavilions due to economic and other reasons. These two 
countries are Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan; Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan 
will be left behind.

Political regimes in Central Asia constantly seek new ways of 
legitimisation in the international arena (especially active are 
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan), and contemporary visual art is still 
not fully outsourced for these purposes. A good example of such 
‘outsourcing’ of the arts is the exhibition ‘Artists-Champions’, which 
was part of the cultural program of the 7th Asian Winter Games in 
Astana in 2011. The exhibition presented internationally recognised 
Kazakhstani artists and their artworks as achievements similar 
to the ones in world sports. Athletic champions are a source of 
national pride. International sports events like the Olympic games 
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are crucially important for the international reputation of political 
regimes, especially of authoritarian regimes seeking legitimacy from 
the international community.

In her paper at the ‘Sites of Construction’ symposium, Irit Rogoff 
took a critical stance towards the logic of development and 
infrastructure. This was a controversial statement, especially by 
a presenter from the First World at a conference held in Asia. 
Perceiving infrastructure and development as only positive and 
productive is a typical feature of neoliberal regimes in East Asia 
and the Middle East. Development is an ultimate answer to all the 
questions in regards to democracy, social security, and political and 
social freedoms. To quote the president of Kazakhstan Nursultan 
Nazarbaev: ‘first comes economy, then politics’. For Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan, countries like Singapore and Malaysia best illustrate 
Zizek’s concept of ‘capitalism with Asian values’, which is the 
generation of profits without political freedom and social security, 
and as such, are models for economic and political development. 
The elites of these two Central Asian countries dream of joining the 
club of ‘Asian Tigers’. 

In this drive for development, contemporary visual arts and 
its national representation in Venice are quite marginal and 
insignificant. However, the case of Central Asia Pavilions sheds 
light on how lacks, ruptures, and the absence of developed 
infrastructure can become productive forces for alternative and 
critical reflection and community self-organisation. Former critics of 
nationalism and national representations in CAP are now expected 
to produce art that can also be considered a source of national 
pride and legitimacy for the regimes. And the best formula for this 
art production reads so dramatically familiar: ‘national in content, 
contemporary in form’. 
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Art market can defy borders

The art market can be ‘democratic’, defying  
national and political borders.

Throughout the art market’s operations, the notion of art within a 
country (mainly through curated survey shows) is challenged and 
questioned. While holding a Pakistani passport, I connected with 
various individuals in the Indian art world, such as Delhi-based 
Lekha and Anupam Poddar, avid art collectors with one of the most 
significant collections of contemporary art from India. In 2004, 
they expressed interest in acquiring experimental art produced 
in Pakistan—art that I previously witnessed to be classified as 
uncollectable by collectors. Over the course of the next three 
years, the Poddars accumulated one of the largest collections of 
contemporary art from Pakistan, and invited me to curate an exhibition 
of this collection in 2010.

Resemblances

‘What is so Pakistani about this exhibition?’

In curating this show, I faced two primary challenges:

First, there was no escaping the framing of this as a ‘national’ show of 
some kind—something that I find problematic.

Second, the more transnational and well-traveled the art world is, the 
less the selection, presentation, and consumption of artists and their 
work has to do with an artist’s nationality and place of residence. And 
yet, at the same time, my own experience informs me that the more 
Pakistani artists have opened up to the world, the more their work 
seems rooted in local realities. Despite diverse audiences coming from 
complex global circuits and intricate consumption routes, regional and 
localised issues have gained prominence as markers of authenticity. 
Whereas traditional practices previously dictated art’s subject 
matter, today’s Pakistani artists explore all kinds of formal, social, and 
philosophical issues. Therefore, the challenge was how could this 
exhibition address these contradictions and nuances?
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Reassembling

The Viewer as a Curatorial Premise

Since there was no getting away from the ‘national show’, I decided 
to problematise this curatorial framing instead. Moving away from 
overarching themes that would confine the reading, my goal was 
to expand the meaning of the artworks and open up the various 
possibilities of their interpretation. 

My approach to this project was close to my working methodology as 
an artist: relying on ‘visual thinking’. I began to think of the works like 
railway carriages that can connect to one another. I was interested 
in creating a narrative in a playful way—with the aim of confounding 
and affirming the expectations of the hypothetical viewer. My guiding 
principle was to create a kind of flow or continuous experience for the 
viewer who may be sometimes surprised and sometimes enlightened 
by the unfolding of images, but always intrigued enough to follow the 
curated path. 

Rather than perpetuating categories, I decided to experiment with 
new threads and associations. The aim was to break down the 
framework of ‘contemporary Pakistani art’ and to re-present the 
collection in a way that disengaged it from established classifications. 
I put works together in a linear formation, like weaving a story, and 
trusted my visual instincts, or in fact, entrusted the viewers’ intuition. 
In the process of reassembling the collection, I tried to bring to 
light resemblances and connections that have otherwise remained 
unnoticed. 

Small worlds 

A Culmination of Histories

Due to the lack of a developed arts infrastructure in Pakistan, it is 
common to have a single individual assuming multiple roles—an art 
teacher, artist, and curator in one. 
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For the Poddar collection, I was involved as a friend, informally 
playing guide to their trips to Pakistan, and as unofficial advisor to 
the collection. In retrospect, I trace my major influences to historical 
conditions:

In the absence of an arts infrastructure, academic institutions have 
become leaders in Pakistan’s art ecology, becoming over-nourished 
and possibly overshadowing other aspects of the fragile landscape. 
My critical position towards nationalism in art may be traced back to 
this institutional history. Art-making that is not confined by nationalistic 
rhetoric was one of the founding objectives at the School of Visual Arts 
(SVAD) of Beaconhouse National University (BNU), Lahore—its legacy 
continues to lead contemporary art production in Pakistan.

The dearth of research and writing on art and art history in recent 
decades has also compelled artists to create their own art historical 
narratives. These constructions have, in turn, found their way into 
art practices and discourses, surfacing in teaching curriculums and 
curatorial projects like Resemble Reassemble.

Installation view, ‘Resemble Reassemble’, Devi Art Foundation, 2010.  

Mahbub Shah, God Exists, charcoal and graphite on wood, 2000,  

and Ayaz Jokhio, Titled (Self-Portrait) + Titled (Mother and Child), gesso, graphite,  

and paper-collage on board / photo-collage, 2005.



Resemble ReassembleFIELD NOTES 04

122

Ayaz Jokhio, Titled (Self-Portrait), gesso, graphite, and paper-collage on board / photo-collage, 2005. 

Installation View: Ayaz Jokhio, No One Will Understand Me, acrylic on canvas, 2005.
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Installation view: Farida Batool, Line of Control, lenticular print, 2004,   

and Huma Mulji, Do Parallel Lines Ever Meet, digital print, 2005.
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Installation view: Huma Mulji, Do Parallel Lines Ever Meet, digital print, 2005,  

and Mohammad Ali Talpur, Untitled, masking tape on poster, 2001.
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Ayesha Zulfiqar, Slice, mixed media, 2009.

Ehsan ul Haq, Conversations, kinetic sculpture, 2008.
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Ehsan ul Haq, Zero Point, kinetic sculpture, 2008.
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Rendering of ‘Resemble Reassemble’ by Uzair Fariqui. Courtesy of the author.
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Rendering of ‘Resemble Reassemble’ by Uzair Fariqui. Courtesy of the author.

‘Resemble Reassemble’ curated by Rashid 

Rana, Devi Art Foundation, 2010. All images 

courtesy of Devi Art Foundation unless 

otherwise stated.



Screenshot of app rating artists in Field Notes Issue 4 

Download and install the app from Play Store for  

any Android device (back camera is required)



ArtBubbles: 
Field Notes Edition
ArtBubbles is an app for Android smart phones and tablets 
that shows the rating of participating artists displayed in 
front of galleries (and also on posters or billboards promoting 
a show) through big, colorful spheres. The size of the sphere 
represents the rank of each artist. The sphere is the aura of 
the artist, measured not by specialized knowledge of a single 
curator or critic, but by a machine algorithm calculating the 
artist’s gross value by factoring participations in biennials 
and exhibitions. This automatised process of curatorial 
work turns out to be a good strategy to manage the growing 
number of artists and the enormous amount of art production 
through a systematic method of evaluating and organizing of 
artists’ careers.

The project is based on the algorithm behind ArtFacts (www.
artfacts.net), which I have used to study the processes and 
tendencies in the current art world. Using this algorithm, 
some of my experiments revealed a Eurocentric bent that 
does not cover the Americas or Asia, for example. At this 
point, I decided to visualize shows with a large number of 
participants to compare how the algorithm copes with artists 
from different parts of the world.  

This is the second visualization that utilises a world map 
where the participants are positioned within continents—
this approach presents a revealing overview of the 
Eurocentric ranking database.

More information at: www.petkodourmana.com

Petko Dourmana is a media artist based in London, UK. He works 

with a variety of contemporary art forms involving technology and 

new media.
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Essay by Seth Denizen 

- 

Seth Denizen is a researcher and landscape 

architect currently teaching Architecture at the 

University of Hong Kong.

Timeline by Leung Po Shan Anthony with 

Seth Denizen 

- 

Leung Po Shan Anthony is a PhD candidate in 

Cultural Studies at Chinese University of Hong 

Kong, and a member of the Art Appraisal Club.
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In 2009, the ‘art mall’ announced itself in Hong 
Kong as a new utopian proposal, appearing with 
wild eyes and somewhat incoherent speech, as if 
emerging from the desert of ideas with a message. 
Announcing itself as ‘The World’s First Art Mall’, 
K11 Art Mall was born. Since 2009, parts of the 
proposal have even been strongly embraced in Hong 
Kong, but it is not entirely clear which parts, and, as 
always, the fragments of a utopian proposal do not 
amount to utopia. There are now four major art malls 
in Hong Kong: K11, Harbour City, Times Square, 
The Police Married Quarters, and also potentially 
the newly renovated Central Police Station. Given 
the rarity of new utopian proposals today, we have 
some responsibility to notice and perhaps even 
understand the message it carries. However, to 
do this will require some strenuous and at times 
hallucinatory dialectical thinking mixed with some 
sober historical analysis of recent events. 

When the art mall was proposed in 2009, it was 
done so as a series of ‘multidimensional spaces’ 
formulated by the equation ‘art x commerce’ [1]. 
Perhaps the first step is to try to understand the 
terms of this equation. If these terms emerge from 
anywhere, they emerge not from a specific person 
or event, but from a set of contradictions between 
art and the 20th century commodity. As the story 
goes: art developed in dialectical relationship to 
the commodity. Simply put, the things that artists 
produce have historically claimed value beyond what 
someone at any given moment is willing to exchange 
for them, and yet art is exchanged and given value in 
precisely this way. So over the last century, different 
artistic movements made different dialectical 
bargains within this space of contradictions as it was 
enacted by the commodity and commodity culture, 
and these practices transformed that space of 

Privatising Public Space: Times 

Square Incidents in Hong Kong 

2008

A working timeline of events 

compiled by Leung Po Shan 

Anthony with contributions by Seth 

Denizen.

1991–1994 

Wharf (Holdings) Limited officially 

announces plans to develop a 

residential site into a 186,000 

square metre retail and office space 

in 1991. The project is completed in 

April 1994. 

Place: Russell Street, Causeway Bay

12th July–1st August, 2007 

Times Square hosts a 

retrospective of Huang Yong Hu 

presenting paintings, sculptures, 

woodcarvings, and calligraphic 

works. 

Place: Times Square 

Source: 1

July, 2003–March, 2005 

Times Square leases a corner 

of Open Piazza (a 3,010 square 

metre piazza on the ground floor 

of Times Square) to Starbucks 

Coffee Company for a daily rent of 

HKD124,000. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1

31st January, 2008 

Activists Local Action and local art 

community circulate video Frozen 

Grand Central, a performance 

by Improv Everywhere that takes 

place in New York’s Grand Central 

Station. 

Source: 1

http://www.scmp.com/article/600292/walk-down-memory-lane-mainland-artist-huang-yongyu
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Times_Square_%28Hong_Kong%29
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jwMj3PJDxuo
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contradictions in diverse ways.

The story ends there, with an ellipsis (…), having 
exhausted much of its explanatory power. However, 
one of the minor characters for whom this story 
matters a lot, and who is found for most of the 
narrative somewhere in that ellipsis, is the architect. 
Architects enthusiastically have taken up the task 
of building the space of contradictions proper to 
art, and have themselves become minor authors in 
the genre of elaborating on those contradictions. 
A partial list of spaces of contradiction proper to 
art would include the art museum, the commercial 
gallery, the cafe gallery, the fashion runway, the 
auction house showroom, and, of course, we might 
now add: the art mall. Each of these spaces contains 
architectural forms that partition its dialectical 
space and manage the friction of its contradictions 
in different ways. These are the ‘multidimensional 
spaces’ K11 was talking about. The forces of 
cultural and commercial valuation flow through each 
space differently, are given different powers, are 
introduced to one another through different rituals, 
or are kept in different cages. There seems to be an 
ever-increasing diversity of the ways these forces 
can move. 

This has proven to be especially true in Hong Kong, 
where a near absence of public art institutions has 
left the vacuum to be filled by anyone with a plan. If 
the art mall was made theoretically possible by the 
art-commodity dialectic, it was born and bred in this 
vacuum. Taxonomic credit for the invention of the 
term ‘art mall’ goes to New World Development’s, 
Adrian Cheng Chi-kong, who opened K11 Art Mall 
in Hong Kong in 2009, followed by another one in 
Shanghai in 2013 [2]. Shanghai’s K11 Art Mall made 
headlines earlier this year by exhibiting 40 original 

22nd March, 2008   

Joao Vasco Paiva and Hector 

Rodriguez lead a series of sound 

performance pieces, State Change. 

Two groups of 20 participants 

constantly ascend and descend the 

same escalator system in a cycle 

while making sounds.  

Place: Times Square and  

Festival Walk 

Source: 1, 2

Repeated throughout March, 2008 

Mr Funny dresses as a clown. 

Passers-by watch and give him 

money. Police and security officers 

attempt to stop the performance on 

the grounds that it violates Summary 

Offences Ordinance. They declare 

he is not allowed to earn money 

from his performance. The situation 

is resolved when onlookers take 

their money back.  

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1, 2

5th March, 2008 

Legislative council member, Hon 

Margaret Ng, asks the Hong Kong 

government about the required 

public open space at the street level 

of Times Square. The Secretary 

for Development, Carrie Lam, 

responds that the space dedicated 

for public use is located on private 

land. The title of the land belongs 

to the owner of Times Square, who 

has the obligation to manage the 

public open space. The rights and 

obligations are governed by a Deed 

of Dedication. 

Place: Government News 

Source: 1

http://concept-script.com/w_statechange.html
http://concept-script.com/w_statechange.html
http://www.inmediahk.net/node/310346
http://www.legislation.gov.hk/09/eng/pdf.htm
http://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/200803/05/P200803050151.htm
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paintings by the French impressionist Claude Monet, 
the first ever exhibition of Monet in China. In Hong 
Kong, K11 just concluded its popular exhibition of a 
six-meter tall sculpture called Iron Panda, realised 
by Beijing artist Bi Heng in collaboration with 
Art Basel. In some stores in the K11 Art Mall, it is 
possible to ‘go to the cash register and also ring up 
a contemporary art piece that was hanging by the 
clothes.

5th March, 2008 

An anonymous group of Hong Kong 

Polytechnic University students 

deposit a sofa in Times Square with 

a ‘no sitting’ sign. Security guards 

remove it. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1

5th March, 2008  

Jeff Leung, Jaspar Lau, Lee Kai 

Chung, Lam Tung Pang, Lee 

Kit, Luke Ching, Leung Po Shan 

Anthony, Man Ng, and Thompson 

Tong have a picnic with blankets, 

food, and tea. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1

16th March, 2008 

Sanmu, Au Yeung Tung, Mok Chiu 

Yu, Fung Sai Kuen, and FM Theatre 

Power perform a political satire of 

China’s political oppression at the 

same time as the kick-off ceremony 

to launch the 51st Festival of Sports. 

Place: Times Square

12–1.30 pm, 16th–18th March, 2008 

Leung Po Shan and Tsang Tak Ping 

perform Walking Under the Greens. 

One artist holds a large, green leaf 

over the head of the other while they 

walk. Security guards ask them to 

leave. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

and International Finance Centre 

Source: 1, 2

20th March, 2008  

FM Theatre Power organises 

a group ‘freeze’ performance. 

Participants simultaneously hold 

still for ten minutes and resume 

To better understand why the art mall requires 
dialectical thinking, and what it might mean to speak 
of the ‘dialectical space’ of an art mall, let’s compare 
the art museum and the fashion runway, and pay 
close attention to the way they are organised. In 
the art museum, there are two distinct zones: the 
first zone is the public gallery where art objects 
are placed into the circulatory currents of culture. 
Here they can be put into relation with other forms 
of cultural production or taken up by history as new 
characters in the stories we tell about the past. In the 
second zone of the art museum are the museum’s 
offices where the objects are bought and sold 
behind closed doors. Here, they are placed into 
the circulatory currents of capital and, if they were 
looted from weak nations in colonial escapades 

Iron Panda, Bi Heng. Courtesy of K11.

http://hijackpublicspace.wordpress.com/2008/03/19/
http://motat.blogspot.com/2008/03/picnictimesquare080205.html
http://hijackpublicspace.wordpress.com/2008/03/18/%E6%BC%AB%E6%AD%A5%E7%B6%A0%E8%94%AD%E4%B8%8Bwalking-under-the-tress/
http://flickr.com/photos/uthmod/sets/72157604176445808/
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for instance, the circulatory currents of political 
power. The architect of an art museum must keep 
these spaces completely separate, as if they were 
combustible materials, and, hence, the bargain 
that is struck is an armistice that necessitates a 
separate physical container for each term in the art-
commodity dialectic.1

The opposite diagram is drawn by the fashion 
runway. The runway, of course, is a loop (shaped 
like a T) that circulates its objects through a seated 
audience. The audience consists of people who 
might be cultural or commercial conduits, and rather 
than circulating through an art museum, here the 
museum circulates through them. Part of the form 
of the fashion runway’s dialectical bargain is that 
objects are allowed to be valued simultaneously in a 
cultural and commercial way. Fashion is traditionally 
regarded as putting the least distance between 
these things; however, they nevertheless remain 
separate and indissoluble in the same dialectical 
space. The architecture of the runway does not 
assume to know who is in the audience and which 
role they are playing: dealer or critic. Of course, they 
are often one in the same person, and unlike the art 
museum, the architecture of the runway allows for 
this.

Sketching out these different spatial diagrams, two 
main questions need to be asked to differentiate 
the art mall’s proposal from other similar proposals: 
1. Who does the art mall suppose I am when I go 
there? In other words, am I the critic, the dealer, 
the artist, the shopper, or some other invented 
character? 2. What does the art mall suppose art 
to be? In other words, where if anywhere in the 
abstract dialectical space of the art-commodity do 
they build their concrete partitions?

movement. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1, 2 

 

23rd March, 2008 

FM Theatre Power hosts a picnic 

as the first in a series of weekly 

performances by Local Action and 

artists. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza

23rd March, 2008 

Yuk Man and friends perform a 

piece in which one person stares 

at and kneels next to a message 

written on the ground about Tibet. 

Security officers and police rope off 

the area and erase the message. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1

11:30 am, 24th March, 2008 

Yuk Man, Yang Jin, Liang Hongxi, 

Liang Susu, Lu Guojian, and Huang 

Wenhui mop Times Square in 

unison. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza  

Source: 1

24th March, 2008 

Local Action and artists wander 

around in aprons with ‘This Is Public 

Space’ written on them. They give 

away flowers and take pictures with 

onlookers. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza  

Source: 1

28th March, 2008  

The Hong Kong Government Lands 

Department issues background 

information on Provision of 

Public Facilities within Private 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9IWIDu0b3hs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RxIiHXAopUY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xJIpLlhDdyY&feature=player_embedded
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oME_OTSH45s&feature=PlayList&p=EF2F83A6BB30C455&index=1
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TsN3t6M_yEo
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At this stage, we can no longer rely on theory to 
make progress, but instead need to look into the 
wild eyes of a real case study, and rather than K11, 
it is more revealing to look at Times Square mall in 
Causeway Bay, whose answers to these questions 
come out of actual historical events. While Times 
Square does not use the term ‘art mall’ to describe 
itself, and is different from K11 in some ways, these 
differences are not taxonomically significant. Times 
Square states the same ambitions toward art as K11 
does, describing itself as providing ‘world-class’ 
arts programming that increases ‘understanding of 
the arts’ in Hong Kong,2 but even more significantly, 
unlike K11, Times Square has, as a part of its Deed of 
Dedication, the obligation to provide a public venue 
for cultural exhibitions: it is legally obliged to be an 
art mall.

So how does a luxury mall find itself in the position 
of having a public mandate to provide space for art 
exhibitions? And what exactly are the implications 
of requiring a luxury mall to work for the public 
providing access to culture? 

The answer to the first question is that many of 
Hong Kong’s public spaces (the number is in the 
hundreds) are privately owned: they are called 
Public Open Space in Private Development or 
POSPD [3]. In exchange for providing public space, 
additional floor space for development is granted by 
the government. Many significant public spaces in 
Hong Kong fall into this category, and some of them 
come with a mandate to provide ‘passive recreation’ 
including ‘temporary exhibitions’. Times Square is 
one of these. The podium of the building is lifted to 
form a large street-level plaza through which about 
150,000 people pass every day. 

Developments. 

Place: Government Decree 

Source: 1, 2

30th March, 2008 

Percussion group Love and Drum 

perform for three hours with 

passers-by joining in. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1

30th March–September, 2008 

Ah Fun sits in Times Square listening 

to any stranger who is willing to 

speak to him. Ah Fun visits every 

weekend until September, and is 

asked to leave by police. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza

30th March, 2008 

Local Action and artists walk while 

reading, the second in a series of 

performances.  

Place: Times Square

March–April, 2008 

Paul Ho and friends play chess 

together in a performance piece 

titled When Time meets Flying 

Chess. 

Place: Times Square

1st April, 2008 

Carrie Lam, Secretary for 

Development, takes caller 

questions on government                                                            

policy on radio programme ‘On a 

Clear Day’. 

Place: Commercial Radio

4th April, 2008 

Wong Mo Chi and friends play 

dominos. 

Place: Times Square

http://www.bd.gov.hk/english/dedicated_areas.html
http://www.bd.gov.hk/chineseT/dedicated_areas.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=USf1FiX6AgY
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6th April, 2008 

‘Chie’ exhibition organisers, Hong 

Kong In-Media, ‘Hijack Garden’ 

column, and Ming Pao Daily host 

the ‘Hijacking Public Space at Times 

Square’ awards ceremony. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1

9th April, 2008 

Tsang Sui Ming publishes 

‘Confusing Public: Uncontrolled 

Space’ in Hong Kong Economic 

Journal, bringing forth the notion of 

public-ness or public sphere in the 

discussion on ‘what constitutes the 

public space’ 

Place: Hong Kong Economic Journal 

Source: 1

13th April, 2008 

FM Theatre Power initiates a 

performance by local activists 

called ‘Stars of April’ that celebrates 

all the April birthdays of their 

friends. 

Place: Times Square

17th April, 2008 

Fung Sai Kuen and FM Theatre 

Power perform ‘Girlfriend Wanted’. 

Place: Times Square 

Source: 1

27th April, 2008  

Civic Party Working Group on 

Public Space opens ‘Pseudo-Public 

Spaces’ photography exhibition.

The works point to pseudo-public 

spaces around Hong Kong. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1

But the plaza has not always been seen as culturally 
significant, and, in fact, it is possible to date 
precisely the moment that this started to change: 
March 5, 2008. This is the date on which it was 
revealed in a government press release that the 
plaza was public rather than private, a fact that 
Times Square treated as something of a secret 
since its opening in 1994, and which immediately 
transformed the mall into a symbol of the private 
theft of public space in the city [4]. The story was 
originally broken by a local radio show that had been 
receiving a large number of calls from people who 
claimed that Times Square security guards were 
preventing them from stopping, sitting, or gathering 
in groups as they moved through the square [5]. 
The complaints led to questions, and government 
representatives confirmed that the plaza was 
actually the legal equivalent of public space in Hong 
Kong. This was a scandal not only because of the 
harassment by security guards, but also because 
Times Square had been leasing a part of the public 
space to Starbucks since 2003, making up to 
HKD124,000 per day on the deal [6].

These revelations were followed immediately by a 
series of art interventions launched by local artists to 
reclaim the public space of the mall called: Hijacking 
the Public Sphere.3 In general, the interventions 
staged a series of performances meant to explore 
the boundary of what a body could do in the so-
called public space of the private mall. For example, 
one group performed on the mall’s escalators until 
they were thrown out by security guards. Then a 
picnic was enjoyed in the middle of the square by 
local artists and curators Jeff Leung, Jaspar Lau, 
Lee Kai Chung, Lam Tung Pang, Lee Kit, Luke Ching, 
Leung Po Shan, Man Ng, and Thompson Tong.  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TxIS-M2ISs4
http://www.mhv.hk/thread-18825-1-1.html
http://www.inmediahk.net/node/318231
http://hijackpublicspace.wordpress.com/2008/04/24/
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At some point, a sofa was deposited where the ‘no 
sitting’ signs used to be. Then in April, a pirate radio 
station called Citizen’s Radio started broadcasting 
from the plaza [7]. In September, an acrobat 
performed with a piece of cloth that said ‘Times 
Square pays back the money’, and the local political 
group ‘Slow Development Hong Kong’ built a fake 
celery farm in the middle of the square to protest 
the Hong Kong-Shenzhen-Guangzhou Express Rail 
Link [8]. The surreal scene is recorded in Leung 
Po Shan’s timeline, corresponding to this piece.4 
Wandering through the mall, one would have seen 
two very different aesthetic projects in the plaza, 
representing two very different positions in the 
art-commodity dialectic: the first of spontaneous 
art interventions that persistently challenged the 
public-ness of the plaza’s public space, and the 
second of the somewhat absentee artists whose 
work Times Square continued to install in the plaza 

30th April, 2008 

Wharf (Holdings) Limited publishes 

in major local newspapers a full-

page response to the accusations 

that Times Square’s commercial 

use of public space are misleading 

without legal ground. 

Place: Local Newspapers

1st May, 2008  

Cheng Wai Pang publishes ‘The 

Colonization of Living Space’ in 

Hong Kong In-Media as a response 

to Tsang Sui Ming’s ‘Confusing 

Public; Uncontrolled Space’. 

Place: Hong Kong In-Media 

Source: 1

6th May, 2008 

Citizens’ Radio delivers live 

broadcasts in Times Square 

instead of their usual location in 

Mong Kok’s pedestrian area, which 

violates the Broadcasting and 

Telecommunication Ordinance as 

stated by the government. 

Place: Times Square

17th May, 2008 

Mr Funny mimicks the Statue of 

Liberty. Security officers confront 

and surround him. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1

18th May, 2008 

International Day Against 

Homophobia hosts an exhibition of 

LGBT Stories. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1

Picnic by local artists and curators.  

Courtesy of Leung Po Anthony Shan.

http://www.inmediahk.net/node/319619
http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1000061
http://antihomophobia2008.wordpress.com/
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22nd May, 2008 

Luke Ching writes the article ‘People 

Can’t Be Too Times Square!’ 

criticising the government’s 

management of Times Square’s 

public space. 

Place: Hong Kong In-Media 

Source: 1

25th May, 2008 

Mr Funny continues to mimic the 

Statue of Liberty. Members of 

Local Action and artists dress up 

as security guards as a show of 

support. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza

27th May–15th June, 2008 

Times Square and Hanart TZ 

Gallery present artworks by three 

Beijing-based artists. The works 

include sculptures of smiling-faced 

figures by Yue Minjun entitled 

Contemporary Terracotta Warriors, 

an installation simulating a park by 

Huang Chihyang, and pop images 

by Hung Tunglu. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

and Atrium 

Source: 1

30th May, 2008 

Chu Hoi Dick publishes ‘The 

Management of Public Space from 

the Viewpoint of Private Enterprises’ 

(excerpts from his HKU Thesis which 

include a transcript of an interview 

with a PhD Candidate at the 

University of Hong Kong) in Hong 

Kong In-Media. 

Place: Hong Kong In-Media 

Source: 1

on behalf of the public. While the mall’s managers 
lived in terror of their un-invited dialectical other, 
and frequently called the police [9], it’s not hard 
to imagine how exciting it would have been to see 
the plaza transformed from a moving-sidewalk of 
highly policed exhibitions into a scene of lively and 
productive cultural conflicts.

I would like to argue that it’s a scene that gives us 
a glimpse of the utopian proposal of the art mall. 
If we were to close our eyes, forget about the 
police, the security guards, the cynicism of mall 
managers, the banality of their investors, and try 
to imagine this scene as a structural part of the 
utopian proposal of the art mall, rather than proof of 
its inevitable collapse, then the essential proposal 
of the art mall would be to finally accumulate all of 
the arts contradictions into one single un-mediated 
dialectical space. In this vision, the art mall is just 
the art museum exploded, so that its gift shop and 
gallery are dispersed homogeneously throughout 
a single structure without regard for any cultural 
conflicts that might result. This non-management of 
cultural conflict is precisely the utopian architectural 
proposal of the American mall: everything in one 
place. Hash pipes and baby carriages.5 In the wild 
utopian dream of the art mall, Hello Kitty tells Claude 
Monet his paintings are blurry outside their adjacent 
storefronts. If this sounds like a nightmare to you, 
that’s a common reaction to utopian proposals. 

From this window, the answer to question two—what 
is art in an art mall?—does not seem to be difficult. 
Everything is art in an art mall. The form of the mall 
enforces this equivalence. The answer to question 
one, however—who does the art mall think I am?—
requires us to look at the actual art that the art malls 
exhibit (for us) in public places.

http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1000063
http://www.hkdigit.net/2008/06/contemporary-terracotta-warriors/
http://www.hkdigit.net/2008/06/contemporary-terracotta-warriors/
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A clear trend can be identified. Overwhelmingly, 
art in art malls is ‘cute’.6 In the midst of the un-
invited art interventions and performances of 2008, 

31st May, 2008 

Legislative Council Panel on 

Development holds a meeting to 

discuss ‘public facilities within 

private properties’. Carrie Lam, 

Secretary for Development, 

responds to queries from Designing 

Hong Kong, Hong Kong Institute 

of Real Estate Administration, Yau 

Tsim Mong District Council Member 

Lam Ho Yeung, Hung Chiu Wah, Sai 

Kung District Council Member Chan 

Kai Wai, Hong Kong Institute of 

Surveyors, The Hong Kong Institute 

of Architects, and Chu Hoi Dick 

of Local Actions on the stringent 

restrictions faced by art creation. 

They are joined by artists and arts 

organisations such as Yeung Ping 

Kei of FM Theatre Power, Leung Po 

Shan, Tsang Tak Ping, and Andrew 

So who voice similar sentiments. 

Legislative Council members agree 

to establish a better-defined policy 

to promote arts development, 

but underline the possibility of 

regulating art activities. This causes 

the community to worry for the 

future.

1st June, 2008 

Luke Ching publishes ‘19 Years 

After The Square’ in Sunday Ming 

Pao and Hong Kong In-Media where 

he points out that the art pieces 

of artist Yue Min Jun centre on the 

theme of open public space while 

evoking the June 4th incident. 

Place: Ming Pao and Hong Kong 

In-Media 

Source: 1

‘Rubber Duck’, Florentijn Hofman. Courtesy of Harbour City. 

‘Indigo Child’, Carrie Chau. Courtesy of Times Square.

Times Square exhibited Carrie Chau’s very cute 
illustrations made into enormous cute sculptures.  
These cute exhibitions all have two things in 
common: first, they are large in size7 (usually larger 
than a human) and, second, they have faces with 
big eyes and small (or absent) mouths. Florentijn 
Hofman’s 16.5 meter inflatable ‘Rubber Duck’ 
installed by another art mall—the Harbour City 

http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1000156
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2nd June, 2008 

Times Square sends a letter to 

the management of Ming Pao, 

complaining about Luke Ching’s 

inappropriate ‘act to deliberately 

associate the ongoing “Yue Minjun 

Art Exhibition” held at Times Square 

with the June Fourth Incident’. They 

deny Luke’s claim that the exhibition 

‘is open to the charge of inciting 

readers to perform unauthorised 

activity’, and hence request a 

‘correction’ of the article on Ming 

Pao. 

Place: Ming Pao and Hong Kong 

In-Media 

Source: 1

4th June, 2008  

Asian People’s Theatre Festival 

Society organises ‘Hong Kong On 

the Move June Action: In Memory of 

June Fourth’. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1, 2

6th June, 2008 

International Association of Art 

Critics Hong Kong, C for Culture, 

and Hong Kong In-Media issue a 

joint statement in response to the 

complaint letter from Times Square 

defending Luke Ching and freedom 

of expression. 

Place: Hong Kong In-Media 

Source: 1

16th June, 2008 

Department of Justice accuses 

Times Square Causeway Bay of 

violating the Conditions of Grant by 

leasing out the open space. A claim 

is lodged at the High Court against 

mall—in Hong Kong’s harbour is a good example. 
Not only was it cute, inviting us with its eyes to 
handle it physically and make it squeak, its bigness 
made the entire city cute by reducing Victoria 
Harbour to the size of a bathtub. 

For cultural theorist, Sianne Ngai, the aesthetic of 
cuteness is inextricable from the commodity:

‘Cuteness might be regarded as an 
intensification of commodity fetishism’s kitschy 
phantasmatic logic but also as a way of revising 
it by adding yet another layer of fantasy. For as 
an aesthetic in which the object is imagined not 
just as an animated being but as one inviting 
the aesthetic subject to handle it physically, the 
cute speaks to a desire to recover what Marx 
calls the “coarsely sensuous objectivity of 
commodities as physical objects that becomes 
immediately extinguished in exchange” ‘. [10]

In other words, with their big inviting eyes and small 
powerless mouths, these cute figures stare at us 
longingly from that space of ambiguity somewhere 
between autonomous material objects and formless 
vessels of exchange value that, we must add, is 
identical to the space between art and commodities 
we have been examining.8 In the cute object, the 
art mall has found a fellow traveler of the same 
dialectical space.

In the eyes of the art mall, we must all then be the 
people who like cute art because we have been 
traumatised by the commodity in precisely this way. 
We can’t escape our superficial relationships with 
material objects; we take refuge in sentimentality to 
buffer ourselves against the coldness of the objects 
in our lives, and in our search for companionship 

http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1000156
http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1000156
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U09n8zbHJCg&eurl
http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1000198
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The Wharf (Holdings) Limited in 

demand for indemnity. 

Place: High Court, Hong Kong

17th June, 2008 

Ng Wing Chi publishes ‘Rethinking 

the Private “Public” Space‘ that 

challenges the notion of privately 

owned public space in Hong Kong. 

Place: ArtsLink and Hong Kong 

In-Media 

Source: 1

22nd June, 2008 

Luke Ching publishes ‘Huang 

Chihyang’s Art in Times Square’ in 

Ming Pao and Hong Kong In-Media, 

commenting on the sculpture 

exhibition. 

Source: 1

13th July, 2008 

Local Action organises a gathering 

called ‘Sunday March: Build a Civic 

Society, Say No to Excessive Police 

Powers in Article 23’. 

Place: Hong Kong Police 

Headquarters to Chater Garden

18th July, 2008–2010 

Initiated by Local Action, David 

Biddlecombe launches ‘Freedom 

Ball: Say no to no fun’ in which 

participants roll large, red balls 

through Hong Kong Parks. They are 

asked to leave or stop by security 

guards or police. 

Place: Various Parks in Hong Kong 

Source: 1

30th July–19th August, 2008 

Times Square and Hanart TZ 

Gallery host ‘Art. Times. Square’, 

through the endless aisles of dead matter that 
ceaselessly subject us to unattainable normative 
standards, we are drawn to anything that calls our 
name, but cannot speak. 

The art mall may or may not be right on this point, 
but it is important to show that the tsunami of cute 
art that has hit this city, which even permeates 
the Hong Kong Government,9 is not the art mall’s 
invention and not necessarily a part of its utopian 
proposal. Today, we are confronted by a type of art 
mall whose position in the art-commodity dialectic 
is its own gesamtkunstwerk; however, there are 
other imaginable positions that could have radically 
different aesthetic projects. More importantly, it is 
crucial to understand that the function of a utopian 
proposal is not to imagine what the future could 
look like for us so that we can say yes or no. Rather, 
the utopian proposal shows us the limits of our own 
imaginations, or what is impossible to imagine.10 
Friction between the utopian proposal and its 
conditions of possibility tells us something about 
the world we live in, and the limits of our spatial 
and political imagination beyond which there are 
no proposals, but only the dead forms of traditional 
types.

http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1000278#comment-1000462
http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1000308
http://freedomball.blogspot.com/2008/07/freedom-ball-quarry-bay.html
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an exhibition of Sui Jianguo’s large 

scale sculptures that doubles as a 

celebration of the Beijing Olympics.  

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza

13th August, 2008 

Luke Ching, Law Man Lok, Tsang Tak 

Ping, Jaspar Lau invite then legislative 

council pan-democracy member 

Szeto Wah to lead a guided tour of Sui 

Jiang Guo’s exhibition. They publish 

the article ‘Uncle Wah Hijacking Art 

Too?’ in newspapers and online. 

Place: Times Square, Hong Kong In-

Media, YouTube and Ming Pao 

Source: 1

24th August, 2008 

Facebook community ‘Kick FM 

Theatre Power out of Mongkok’ 

protest against FM Theatre Power’s 

performances in Mongkok. FM 

Theatre Power rebuts by holding a 

public forum in Mongkok. 

Place: Mongkok 

Source: 1, 2

Repeated throughout  

September, 2008 

An anonymous acrobat performs 

multiple times with a sign in his mouth 

reading ‘Times Square pays back the 

money’. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1

9th September, 2008 

‘Slow Development Hong Kong’ 

builds a fake vegetable farm on 

the square in support of villagers 

from Choi Yuen Tsuen that faced 

destruction due to development plans 

for a high-speed rail link between 

Kowloon and Guangzhou. Passers-

1| As has often been pointed out by Rosalyn Deutsche and others, 

the great crime committed by Hans Haacke through his institutional 

critiques, most notably at his solo show at the Guggenheim 

Museum in 1971, was to cross contaminate these two zones.

2| In somewhat incoherent speech, the Times Square mall 

describes its utopian proposal: ‘Promoting arts among the public 

audience is one of our committed efforts to enrich the quality of 

life of Hong Kong citizens, and a wide variety of cultural activities 

and arts exhibitions are organised to enhance people’s awareness 

and understanding of arts and cultures. Times Square also works 

closely with local and international artists to provide world-class 

performing arts programmes for our community and to become a 

quality destination for any lovers of arts’ [11].

3| ‘Hijacking the Public Sphere’ was an event organised by In-

Media as a part of the ChiE! Festival held between March 15 and 

April 27, 2008. For more information on this event see [12].

4| Special thanks to Leung Po Shan who provided the timeline of 

artist interventions in Times Square. I have added the Times Square 

exhibitions to her timeline in order to provide a more complete 

survey of the art being shown in the plaza.

5| Or alternatively I once visited a mall in North America that 

placed a store selling criminal background checks (often required 

for job applications) next to a store selling men’s shoes and lotto 

tickets.  

6| A partial list of cute exhibitions: K11: 2014 Bi Heng ‘Iron Panda’ 

exhibition, 2013 Choi Jeong Hwa ‘Love Sweet Life’ exhibition, 2011 

‘Tokidoki’ exhibition. Harbour City mall: 2014 KAWS ‘Clean Slate’ 

exhibition, 2013 Florentijn Hofman ‘Rubber Duck’ exhibition, 2012 

‘Doraemon’ exhibition. Times Square: 2013 Yoskay Yamamoto 

‘Submerged Exhibition’, the 2013 ‘Javier Gonzalez Burgos’ 

exhibition, and the 2012 80th anniversary LEGO exhibition…

7| Martin Heidegger described the aesthetic of bigness this way: 

‘The gigantic is rather that through which the quantitative becomes 

a special quality and thus a remarkable kind of greatness’ [14].

8| For a much more detailed and compelling argument see [10]. 

Ngai notes a similar observation made by Walter Benjamin in 1938 

who also sees cuteness as the essence of the commodity: ‘If the 

soul of the commodity which Marx occasionally mentions in jest 

http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1000782
http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1000873
http://www.new.facebook.com/group.php?gid=28487057180&fbnew_opt_in=6
http://www.urbanphoto.net/blog/2009/09/13/liberating-times-square
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by are encouraged to help with the 

mock farm. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1

20th November– 

31st December, 2008 

Carrie Chou and Times Square 

host ‘Indigo Child’ exhibition during 

the holiday months. It includes 

Christmas-themed large forests and 

fairy-like creatures. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

and Atrium 

Source: 1

16th November, 2012– 

2nd January, 2013 

LEGO celebrates its 80th 

anniversary by turning Times Square 

into a LEGO Christmas village. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

Source: 1

27th September– 

31st October, 2013 

LeBasse Projects and Times Square 

host Yoskay Yamamoto’s exhibition 

‘Submerged’. It features wooden 

installations of faces ranging from 

30-feet-tall interactive works to 

three-inch, hand-carved sculptures. 

Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

and Atrium 

Source: 1

30th November, 2013–1st January, 

2014 

Javier Gonzalez and Times Square 

put on ‘A Whimsical Christmas with 

Javier Gonzalez Burgos’ exhibition. 

It features Christmas villages, nature 

scenes, and characters drawn from 

his paintings. 

existed, it would be the most empathetic ever encountered in the 

realm of souls, for it would have to see in everyone the buyer in 

whose hand and house it wants to nestle’. 

9| A beautiful example is the Hong Kong Government’s ‘Big 

Waster’, created as a public outreach campaign to reduce food 

waste. Probably the most ambitious project of cute aesthetics to 

date, (more ambitious than Murakami’s DOB or the Los Angeles 

based artist KAWS) the Big Waster tries to be simultaneously cute 

and disgusting. To its very small mouth, which supposedly eats 

a lot, has been added a large drop of drool. See: http://www.

foodwisehk.gov.hk/en/news.php

10| For an example of a utopian proposal that maps the political 

imaginary, see jazz musician Sun Ra’s 1974 film Space is the Place. 

In this film, it is easier for African Americans to imagine starting 

a new life on the planet Saturn than achieve racial and economic 

equality in the United States. For a more detailed account of 

utopian politics see Fredric Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future 

[13].
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Place: Times Square, Open Piazza 

and Atrium 

Source: 1

Author’s note: This timeline 

was originally produced for 

a presentation at the ‘City of 

Desire– Alternative Strategies 

of Place-Making’ exhibition and 

seminar, curated by Hilary Tsui in 

2008 in Vienna. Due to its value 

for researchers, I chose to make it 

public. Correction of information 

is most welcome. Thanks for Asia 

Art Archive’s effort in producing 

this English version to widen the 

readership. 
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