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Curatorial Statement
Vuth Lyno

When the River Reverses takes environmental ecology as a means

and metaphor to navigate and explore intersections of various forces.

The exhibition proposes river, a mobile and fluid body, to raise issues of
mobility of such forces which carry with them ideas, humans, and different
kinds of resources. Yet, the reversal of the river invokes a return, a cycle,
as well as a sense of contradiction of that flow. The title and the concept
of the exhibition are inspired by the unique seasonal forces of Cambodia’s
Tonle Sap Lake. During the rainy season, the water rises and flows into
the Tonle Sap, expanding the lake and causing floods and destruction; yet
it is a time when fish lay eggs. During the dry season, the water subsides
and flows out of the Tonle Sap in the opposite direction, leaving behind
rich soil in the surrounding region for agriculture; it is also a time when
new fish are born regenerating the food supply. This natural ecology of
violence and fertility is a necessary condition for sustaining lives in the
region for millennia.

The exhibition takes this unique and complex phenomenon to consider

a range of contemporary artistic practices that address today’s concerns
in a manner that emphasises complexity and contradiction. Robert
Venturi’s theorisation of complexity and contradiction (1966) also offers a
guiding principle for the project. Venturi writes that he favours “richness

of meaning rather than clarity of meaning; the implicit function as well as
the explicit function.” The diverse artistic practices in the exhibition are,
therefore, curatorially framed in a similar vein: drawing out their paradoxes
and challenges, their suggestions as well as their demands. Taking up the
example of the Tonle Sap Lake which floods and then recedes, flows one
way and then the other, the exhibition explores multiple forces that are

at once productive yet aggressive, natural and human-made ecologies
that are set in motion through competing powers, and processes of
confrontation and mediation.

Chu Hao Pei presents two photographs and one video as part of his
Island series, which observes the process of Singapore’s relentless
effort to maintain a “balance” of fresh water supply for its residents.

The photographs, Island IX: Kaleidoscope (2016), depict a mysterious
mound of apparently green vegetation calmly floating on a water body.
This green plant is Hydrilla verticillata, a kind of aquatic plant that was
likely introduced into Singapore through the aquarium trade. This hydrilla
is a natural water purifying agent, yet extremely invasive. In order to
maintain Singapore’s fresh water supply, therefore, this hydrilla needs

to be continuously removed yet not completely extracted from the
reservoir. Consequently, this human process controlling nature produces
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a new ecology: bird species feed on small fish that are caught with the
uprooted, dying plants. This new biological chain is brought to life in Hao
Pei’s video, Island X: Feast (2016), which is a view from the reservoir’s
controlling machinery. Chu’s work not only raises doubts but also
suggests the irony of a desired natural “balance” that heavily relies upon a
process of artificiality.

Piyarat Piyapongwiwat’s Untitled (2015) is a large piece of cloth made
of joined fabric strips of various colors and patterns, hung vertically from
the ceiling. It resembles textile patchworks commonly found in cultural
and ritual practices throughout Southeast Asia, in particular, the curtains
or backdrops made of fabric scraps that are usually donated to Buddhist
temples or wat. The work recalls the folklore tradition of make-use
aesthetics born from the spirit of collective contribution. In fact, Piyarat’s
textile work was made of cloth fragments she collected from a Special
Economic Zone in Thailand next to Myanmar’s border, and was stitched
together by Phnom Penh’s garment workers, the majority of whom had
migrated from rural provinces. Piyarat paid the workers an agreed living
wage to join these disposable fabrics into a quilt. This humble gesture
comments on the working conditions in the garment industry and the
“disposable” nature of its workforce in Southeast Asia, which caters
mostly to consumers in the West. Next to the quilt are two small videos:
one depicts a view from behind of women workers riding remork vehicles
to work, and the other presents hundreds of workers pouring out from
the factory at the end of a day shift. The absence of any representation
of what happens in between these daily routines seems to suggest an
uncertainty, an unknown, but also what is probably already known too well.

A series of eight watercolor paintings, Untitled (2017), by Than Sok
illustrates step by step a Buddhist monk’s alms bowl! with its orange robe
being taken off or put on, depending on the viewing direction. The orange
robe is a symbolic uniform used in Theravada Buddhism, that identifies
and differentiates between monks and laypeople. Anyone can easily find
and buy an orange robe, readily available at most markets. According to
Sok, who has a long-standing interest in the politics of spiritual beliefs
and their relationship with materials, buying an orange robe is even
easier than buying a SIM card, which sometimes would require an ID card
from the buyer. By at once freezing yet animating the unwrapping and
wrapping process of the alms bowl, on the one hand, the artist poetically
allures us to the material aesthetics of the revered object being exposed.
On the other hand, however, the artist brings to our attention the politics
of legitimacy, meaning- making, and ultimately of the power status that is
conditioned by easily adoptable, external appearances.

Hsu Chia-Wei’s double-sided, two-channel video installation, Spirit
Writing (2016), presents a dialogue between the artist and the frog god
Marshal Tie Jia who is believed to have been born in a small pond in
Jiangxi, China, more than 1,400 years ago. According to legend, Marshal
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Tie Jia’s temple in the Wuyi Mountains was destroyed during the Cultural
Revolution, and the frog god has since taken refuge on an island. Villagers
contact Marshal Tie Jia through a special ritual, during which a spirit chair
moves fiercely and hits against an altar table, writing down messages
under the command of the frog god and mediated by a group of men. One
side of the screen shows the chair ritual of Marshal Tie Jia telling the artist
stories about the original conditions of the temple in the Wuyi Mountains,
whereas the other side of the screen projects a digital re-construction of
the temple and the Mountains following the frog god’s description. Chia-
Wei’s work proposes a conversation between the realm of the divine and
the digital world, testing the co-existence and compatibility between the
magic of folk belief and the abstract world of the digital.

Through the works by the four participating artists, When the River
Reverses puts forward questions rather than answers, complications
rather than simplifications, the poetic as well as the political. The
exhibition dives through various pervading forces of competing realities:
the wild side of nature and human’s obsession with controlling them, the
economy of global garment supply chain that relies on cheap labor in
poorer nations, the visual politics of authority in religious practice, and
the interface between indigenous and contemporary knowledge. The
exhibition challenges us, at times on what is real or natural and what is
artificial, at others on the interplay between the two and their “balance,”
and these sometimes are complex and contradictory.
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Chu Hao Pei
b.1990, Singapore

Chu Hao Pei works with various media. His artistic practice is informed by the shifting
ecological, social and urban landscapes. By interweaving documentation and intervention

as a strategy, he explores conflicts and tensions arising from state’s interventions on nature
and culture. Chu’s works examine loss, or potential loss, of natural and cultural heritage as

a tactic to draw our attention to wider issues of environmental and cultural loss. Chu is a
recipient of the 2017 Mutual Learning research and residency, awarded by Goethe-Institut as
part of CuratorsLAB project. Chu graduated from the School of Art, Design & Media (ADM) at
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. Recent group exhibitions include: Postfuture
Journey, Athens Digital Arts Festival 2017, Athens International Airport “Eleftherios Venizelos,”
Greece; Co-Existence Art Exhibition, Living with Animals/Seeing with Animals (LwA/SwA)
Conference, Eastern University of Kentucky, United States (2017); and On the Stream - The
Third Kunming Fine Arts Biennale 2016, Yunnan Fine Art Museum, Yunnan, China; and
Survey: Space, Sharing, Haunting, The Substation Gallery, Singapore (2016).
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Island X - Feast, 2016. HD color video with sound, 2’00”.
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Hsu Chia-Wei
b. 1983, Taichung, Taiwan

Hsu Chia-Wei is interested in the forgotten histories of the Cold War in Asia. His works
develop a keen sensitivity that weaves together reality and illusion, history and the present.
Through a critical use of film, he constructs mythical narratives that complicate and linger
between fiction and reality, while exposing events, people and places that are usually
excluded from the screen in the traditional history making. Hsu is the Annual Grand Prize
winner of the 2017 Taishin Arts Award. He graduated from the Graduate School of Plastic
Art, National Taiwan University of Art. Recent solo exhibitions include /ndustrial Research
Institute of Taiwan Governor-General’s Office (2017), Liang Gallery, Taipei; and Huai Mo
Village (2016), Hong-Gah Museum, Taipei. Recent group exhibitions include LOOP Barcelona
(2017), CATALONIA RAMBLAS, Barcelona; KINO DER KUNST festival 2017, Munich; and
RIVERRUN (2017), Taipei Fine Arts Museum.

Spirit-Writing, 2016. Two-channel video installation, color, sound, 945”.
Produced by Le Fresnoy, co-produced by Liang Gallery.
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Piyarat Piyapongwiwat
b. 1977, Phrae, Thailand

Piyarat Piyapongwiwat works with various media. Her practice centers on documentation as
a method to expose and question the conditions and implications of our globalized economy.
Whether it is video, photograph, or installation, she often uses these media as text, image,
or text-image, not merely as a record keeping, but as an attempt to map our inter-connected
world through voices of individuals. Piyarat is a 2017 recipient of the Japan Foundation Asia
Center Fellowship Program. She holds a BA from RMIT University, Australia and a BFA
from Ecole Supérieure des Beaux-Arts de Montpellier Agglomération (ESBAMA), France.
Her recent group exhibitions include Samut Thai: Unfinished History (2017), Performing Arts
Meeting in Yokohama (TPAM), at BankART Studio, Yokohama; Seismograph: Sensing the
City - Art in the Urban Age, Art Stage Singapore (2016); and 2016 Sovereign Asian Art Prize
Finalist Exhibition, Hong Kong.

mesaniiGy, Wood 9 GinnnAnme Him: §U1 WG x MGo cm 4
Untitled, 2015. Cloth remnants, thread. 240 x 340 cm.
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Than Sok
b. 1984, Takeo, Cambodia

Than Sok investigates religious and spiritual beliefs through the examination of ritual and
everyday objects. Using various media including painting, sculpture, installation, video and
performance, Sok’s works usually draw attention to the notion of merit, the relationship
between belief systems and their material authorities, and the power relations that these
systems produce. Sok studied visual art at Reyum Art School and architecture at Norton
University, Phnom Penh. His most recent solo exhibitions are Khla Kloc (2017), SA SA
BASSAC, Phnom Penh, and Objects of Belief (2015), The Insider Gallery, Phnom Penh.
Latest group exhibitions include Sunshower: Contemporary Art from Southeast Asia 1980s
to Now (2017), Mori Art Museum, Tokyo; Art Stage Singapore 2017; Net Present Value: Art,
Capital, Futures, Art Stage Singapore 2017; and ASIA NOW — Paris Asian Art Fair 2016.

Untitled, 2017. Watercolor on paper, series of 8 pieces, 32 x 24 cm each.
Collection of MAIIAM.
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Public Program

Panel Discussion: Chu Hao Pei, Hsu Chia-Wei, Piyarat Piyapongwiwat & Than Sok
Moderated by Vuth Lyno

Wednesday 11 October 2017, 6pm

In English and Khmer

Sa Sa Art Projects

Artists Chu Hao Pei, Hsu Chia-Wei, Piyarat Piyapongwiwat and Than Sok discuss their
exhibited works and some thematic questions raised in the exhibition.

Lecture: The Nature of the Historical: Forming Worlds in Southeast Asia
Prof Patrick D. Flores, University of the Philippines

In collaboration with Art History Forum

Tuesday, 24 October 2017, 6pm

In English with Khmer translation

Sa Sa Art Projects

Through a reflection on the writing, and therefore the fiction, of the art historical text in a post-
colonial site like Southeast Asia, the paper speaks to the anxiety to reconsider the formation
of the global or the making of emergent worlds across different times. It attempts to address
the question: how can the discipline of art history, which situates the production of art in

the context of history, through both its material and method create a Southeast Asian world
discursively and aesthetically, through the making of ideas and the making of art. It undertakes
this through the analysis of signs, artistic gestures, and social structures so that an ecology
can be imagined.

Film Screening: “In Time To Come” (2017) by Tan Pin Pin

Monday, 6 Nov 2017, 6pm

63min, no spoken dialogue

In partnership with and hosted by Bophana Audiovisual Resource Center

Set in Singapore, In Time To Come follows the ritualistic exhuming of an old state time
capsule, and the compilation of another. As enigmatic remnants of life from 25 years ago
emerge, today’s selection of items are carefully primed for future generations to decode.
Interwoven are carefully composed shots of moments we rarely think to preserve: the in-
between minutes of daily life spent waiting for things to happen, shot in locales as diverse

as the lush jungle to a residential district infused with haze. This picture of Singapore is both
lovely and startlingly strange, already slipping beyond the present its inhabitants struggle to
hold in their hands. Like the time capsules in the film, this film itself is a vessel that transports
us through past, present and future, a prism through which we glimpse alternate realities.
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When the River Reverses: Untitled
Thanavi Chotpradit

Ariver that flows backwards sounds like a metaphorical expression of the
impossibility of reversing time; in Thai, the idiom ‘sai nam mai lai yon klap’
or ‘a river has no return’ suggests that things pass once and forever. Time
and tide wait for no man.

The exhibition When the River Reverses has enabled me to learn that,
somewhere on earth, a reverse of a river really exists. In the central plains
of Cambodia lies the Tonle Sap, an inland river that seasonally reverses
its flow. Without magic or fantasy, the changing direction of the flow of
water in the Tonle Sap is an extraordinary hydrological phenomenon
driven by the Mekong River. At the edge of reason and reality, something
may seem unbelievable but it is real, real as objective reality...

Beyond this physical but special hydrological ecology, the reversal of

the water in the Tonle Sap draws me to think of one aspect of art, that

is, a contradiction of common language and logic. Art says something,
but it is not merely a communication. Within the matrix of knowledge

and expression, we decode and encode art and try to translate it into a
common language. Yet it has never been the same logic as in common
communication. Appreciating art has long become an intellectual
gymnastics, since art did not only intend to please our eyes but also to
evoke our thoughts. We go forwards, backwards, left, right, up, down and
turn around with art while trying to make sense of it. Through art, we recall
something and, at times, connect it with one another. Within a sphere of
seemingly unnatural forces of complexities and contradictions, art makes
the impossible possible, imaginatively and creatively.

When the River Reverses has also aroused me to rethink the way one
could see and write about visual arts. | have not been to the actual
exhibition, neither | have previously seen any of the actual artworks
included in it, but I am writing for its catalogue. How could that be
possible? For the longest time, people have written about art, many times
at great length, without seeing its actual conditions, but only its pictorial
representation. This is a common practice, yet when | really considered
this, for the first time, it seemed illogical. This is analogous to a reverse of
the water flow in the Tonle Sap, seemingly unnatural but in fact natural.

I wrote about this exhibition from a position where | could not see it in
reality, from my home in Thailand.

As | wrote this from afar, the curator Vuth Lyno provided me with

information, still images and videos of the works by the four artists shown
in the exhibition. | looked at the exhibition plan from a brochure, sent as
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PDF file to my email, and, together with the help of social media—the Sa
Sa Art Projects Facebook page on which the photographs of the exhibition
have been posted—| constructed a mental image of myself entering the
exhibition space and started from there.

In my imagined gallery walk, | first encountered a large piece of colourful
quilt hanging from the ceiling to the floor, blocking my eyes from the depth
of gallery space. This work, which was entitled Untitled (2015), another
illogicality and paradox of art in the art of titling, was created by a Thai
artist Piyarat Piyapongwiwat. The artist collected cloth fragments from

a Special Economic Zone in Thailand next to Myanmar’s border. They
were stitched together by Phnom Penh’s garment workers. Piyarat hung
the quilt vertically, as if it was a fabric wall. When the River Reverses
seemed to welcome me with a blockage, yet it suggested to me to walk
through the left side of the quilt. Behind it were two small video screenings
on the right wall; one was Workers Riding Remork to Work (2017),
another one was Workers Leaving the Factory in Phnom Penh (2015).
Both videos showed a flux of workers travelling to and back from work

in factories. Cambodia’s garment industry provides cheap labour that
allows for low prices and fast fashion around the world. Piyarat’s works
addressed a relationship between labour in Cambodia and the global
economy. Like the annual fluctuation of the Tonle Sap that brings both
destruction through flooding and a productive ecosystem, cheap labourers
in Cambodia, who struggle to survive with minimal wage, are vital in the
nation’s economy.

On the same wall, next to Piyarat’s videos hung a series of eight
watercolour paintings by a Cambodian artist Than Sok. The series,

also entitled Untitled (2017), began with a painting of a black Buddhist
monk’s alms bowl. The alms bowl, along with an orange Buddhist robe,
is significant in the Buddhist way of life since almsgiving is both an

act of merit making and supporting Buddhist monks by laypeople. The
series, which presented the wrapping process of the alms with the robe,
reminded me of a transformation from layperson to Buddhist monk by
wrapping the body with Buddhist robe. This changing of this external
appearance was part of the transformation of self that allows a person to
enter religious realm. And, in reverse, if one walked from the first painting
to the last one and turned around, the series revealed the process of
returning back to the commoner’s world. Intentionally or not, Than Sok’s
Untitled implied circulation, no exact beginning or ending, but a cycle like
the flow of the Tonle Sap.

As | left Than Sok’s work on Buddhist identity and walked further, in front
of me was a two-channel video installation titled Spirit-Writing (2016),

by Taiwanese artist Hsu Chia-Wei. The work featured a conversation
between the artist and the frog god Marshal Tie Jia, whose temple in Wuyi
Mountain had been destroyed during the Cultural Revolution. One video
showed how Hsu Chia-Wei communicated with Marshal Tie Jia through
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a ritual performed by a group of men. Then he was informed about the
original conditions of the temple in the mountain. Another video displayed
a reconstruction of the temple and the mountain according to the frog
god’s guidance. The divinity of the traditional local god and the magic of
digital technology met here in this two-channel video installation. Myth
and reality were combined. Past and present were connected. The real
shaman here was perhaps an artist who, instead of entering a trance state
during ritual ceremony, employed a magical power of modern technology
to make the voice of the transcendental energy being heard.

| continued my imagined gallery walk to the last part of the exhibition, in
a small room on my left. In this dark room, Singaporean artist Chu Hao
Pei installed a video Island X — Feast (2016) and two photographs Island
IX — Kaleidoscope (2016). Chu Hao Pei’s Island series explored how

the Singaporean government maintained fresh water by controlling the
amount of Hydrilla (Hydrilla verticillata), a natural water purifying agent in
a reservoir. Hydrilla is an invasive aquatic plant species; its aggressive
growth can spread over the water surface and form dense mats that
block sunlight. Hence, the expansion of Hydrilla in a reservoir needs to be
controlled. The artist showed that the process of controlling Hydrilla had
created a new ecological chain in which birds fed on small fish caught
with the uprooted dying plants on the harvesting machine. Chu Hao Pei’s
Island series presented another cycle of destruction and productivity in

a natural environment that was created by human intervention. It was
analogous to the reversal of the water in the Tonle Sap.

Here | ended my virtual journey. By sitting in front of my laptop at home,

| passed through different landscapes in Asia where economic, religious
and ecological issues sprung up as works of art. The curatorial rationale
offered a rather open-ended examination of the specific ecology of the
Tonle Sap and connected the four artists loosely with keywords related

to its annual fluctuation, such as force, contradiction and complexity. This
uncondensed condition allowed the audience to breathe, to articulate and
to interpret the works and the relationships between them on their own.
My self-reflection here is only one of the infinite possibilities of reading this
exhibition.
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The Nature of the Historical:

Forming Worlds in Southeast Asia
Patrick D. Flores

| present this paper as an art historian. But | write, or better to say, |
re-write art history from a specific position. This position is a locality

that is in constant interaction with the history of colonialism that had
introduced the concept of art as a distinct expression of its lifeworld

and its consciousness of being in history, being in a particular time and
space. Scholars would regard this self-consciousness as a central aspect
of modernity, or the heightened awareness of and sensitivity to contact
with what is perceived as other, foreign, or outside. The Philippines was
successively colonized from 1521 to 1945 by Spain, the United States of
America, and Japan.

In the said position, | implicate the discourse of the “history of art” and the
discipline of art history. Since art, the history of art, and the discipline of
art history had been shaped in the west, as an art historian from a post-
colony like the Philippines, | am ethically motivated, or in fact persuaded,
to critically think through or reconsider these three terms in light of the
specific context | am working in. Therefore, | try to learn and unlearn this
relay of terms: art, history of art, art history. This process of simultaneous
learning and unlearning should be part of the method that shapes the
material of our inquiry as makers and scholars of art. We shape this
inquiry by asking new questions, seeking new sources of signification,
and imaginatively creating conditions of relationships between materiality
and sociality: how material is produced in society and how that material
becomes a creative force in itself that produces structures (institutions,
conventions), agencies (talents, wills, decisions), and relationships. These
structures, agencies, and relationships make up the social.

I would like to begin this paper with a scene of an emergency. It is

a depiction of a revolt in the northern province of the llocos in the
Philippines at a time of Spanish conquest of around four centuries. The
painter Esteban Villanueva tells the tale of a rebellion provoked by the
Spanish government’s regulation of the local sugarcane wine called the
basi so that the colonizers could sustain the economy of their colony.
The root of the uprising was, therefore, spirit that was so central in ritual
and everyday life in the locality. And the visual annotation is interestingly
similar to the Via Crucis or Stations of the Cross, which narrates Christ’s
Passion (suffering of Christ), having been organized around fourteen
panels that end with the hanging and the beheading of the rebels. A
vital detail in the painting, which is arguably the first historical painting in
Southeast Asia, is the comet that streaks across the sky and recurs in the
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panels. As it reappears, it also mutates, transforming from a celestial body
of fire and ice to what may well be a palm frond that either consummates
or commemorates the quelling of the unrest. Here, the elements of air and
land, the life of the atmosphere and of the earth condense to illuminate a
historical event.

| am interested in this relationship between the natural and the art
historical playing out in the historical scene in which a microcosm, a
miniature cosmos of a revolt lit up by a comet, is portrayed and made

to exemplify the world of a town and a region suspended in crisis.
Another instance of this worldly moment is the portrait of an elite family

in nineteenth century Philippines. The painter Simon Flores sets it

within a house that stages both the influence of an emerging vanguard
class and trans-oceanic exchange in colonial society in which the local
diaphanous textile that is traded in Europe comes in contact with the
velvety curtain, pilasters of ionic capitals, a Victorian gasolier, and a
vitrine of silk flowers held in a neoclassical revival vase. | am drawn

to the bell jar that may also be used as a laboratory for plant life or a
crystal hothouse for miniaturized nature. It becomes a secular décor in
this picture that displaces a religious tableau as it had been in the earlier
custom. The vitrine, which is made of the modern material of glass, is

the other microcosmos that speaks to the house which indexes global
traffic. Then the painter is also able to insinuate an outside beyond the
confines of the room, and this further elaborates on the plasticity of the
medium to create a distinction between the interior and the extensive.
This is the order of things in the colony that in another painting is thrown
into disarray. In Lorenzo Guerrero’s El Fuego (The Fire), the microcosmos
is flung to the ground as the entire village scampers when a terrible blaze
threatens to engulf the neighborhood. | am attentive yet again to this sight
of an emergency that is brought about by fire and an art history appearing
under the sign of catastrophe and amid the cherished possessions of the
interior that are now taken for ruin. | begin with art as a system of signs
from nature and from the world and beyond it: the comet from the cosmos
and the fire that destroys the village.

At this point, | would like to make the proposition that we should not
consider nature as being outside the form or external to it. Rather, we
should view it as something internalized, emerging from within as a
mode of making material, and not just the context or environment that
exclusively determines the form.

| offer three episodes to explain my proposition of nature as a
transforming sign system within the production of art and its history.

Epi 1

The artist Ho Tzu Nyen in his Critical Dictionary of Southeast Asia marks
two terms that may prove relevant in this discussion of the nature of
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the historical. The first one refers to water and its various translations in
hydrography (mapping of water), hydrology (science of the movement
of water), hydraulics (mechanical uses of water), and humidity (water
vapor in the atmosphere); and the second to the weretigers. | mention
them because both reference the process of transformation through
tropes that perform materiality in scholarship and contemporary art; Ho
Tzu Nyen is both a scholar and an artist. This materiality runs across the
social life of modernity and the present in a Southeast Asia that comes
together through the common natural conditions of the water, the forest,
and the monsoon. | am struck by how Ho Tzu Nyen grasps these terms
both tropologically, or figuratively, and as elements of life in the tropics.
For instance, according to him, it is water that enables “passage across
inanimate and animate states (the emergence of life) and dissolves the
separation between the inside and the outside (the birth of a people
through the synthesis of the local and foreign). This is why in many parts
of Southeast Asia, it is said that a shaman or a sorcerer who seeks to
turn himself into a tiger did so in the midst of crossing a river. Should

a body of water not be close at hand, the would-be weretiger performs
three somersaults, drawing in the air the sign of the swastika — the
symbol of water and of cyclical return. To think hydrologically is to think
metamorphically, and in the context of Southeast Asia to water, this
means attending to water in its most prevalent but also most invisible
mode, as vapors permeating the atmosphere. Southeast Asia is an empire
of humidity.”* He continues that “this traversing of the boundary between
nature and culture is especially apparent in the healing rituals of some
village shamans: their hands seem to take on the form of tiger claws, or
their behavior takes on aspects of a tiger. This is why across Southeast
Asia, the tiger was widely believed to live in villages, where the houses
have walls of human skin, and the roofs are thatched with human hair.
And when crossing lakes and rivers, the tiger can dissolve into the shape
of a human.”

In the proposition of Ho Tzu Nyen, we see how a world of transformative
practice, or the practice of transforming material into something else,

is formed in a region through words in his dictionary; or how a region is
formed in history across species of the tiger and the human that animate
each other; or how the modernities of art, art history, and region are
simultaneously conceptualized. | am drawn to this procedure because it
is sensitive to the integrity of the material, how form becomes form, and it
works towards some form of integration in an ecology, how form becomes
part of that which forms it.

' Ho Tzu Nyen, Fragments from a Critical Dictionary of Southeast Asia (Kadist Art

Foundation and 3-ply, 2016), 3.
2 Ibid., 7.
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Epi 2

In the first episode, we talked about the relationship between nature and
form: that nature is the medium through which transformation becomes
possible.

In this next episode, | try to present how nature becomes part of the
discourse of developing a metropolis, which is in turn part of the discourse
of the formation of the nation-state, modernity, and modernization. |

cite an interesting story of how the Philippine government in Manila in

the seventies tried to reclaim land so that it could provide shelter for

the homeless and provide space for cultural institutions and facilities

for international events. | discuss this by way of a failed proposal by an
architect from New Zealand lan Athfield who took part in an international
competition for a resettlement project in 1975-1976.

This particular scenario discloses certain habits of world making and
implicates mechanisms through an institution like the World Bank that
supported the initiative; an international competition that lured an architect
from the Pacific to work in the Philippines; and an effort to put in place

a self-contained world of the resettled homeless and landless within

an increasingly urbanizing metropolis in the so-called developing Third
World. In this regard, the name of the site of the relocation is of interest.
Dagat-Dagatan literally means “like the sea” or a “miniature sea.” The
term offers a transformative moment as in Ho Tzu Nyen’s water or tiger to
the extent that the word is formed through the repetition of the root that is
sea, and as it repeats, it resembles as it is diminished.

lan Athfield was commissioned to do the project, but in some strange
bureaucratic maneuver, the Philippine government refused to let him
proceed. Athfield was an eccentric architect in New Zealand, inspired
by the Japanese metabolist movement. He designed a relocation site
and community that rose from organic materials and sustained itself
from within.

The reclamation project was vast. It was part of a larger program of
human settlements. Imelda Marcos, wife of Ferdinand the President,

was not only the First Lady; she was the Governor of Metro Manila
(1975) and the Minister of Human Settlements (1978), agencies of

the government that wanted to consolidate the thirteen cities and four
towns of Manila into Metropolitan Manila, which she christened the

City of Man in her husband’s New Society. Marcos became President

in 1965, declared Martial Law in 1972, and was deposed in 1986. The
blueprint of the project stressed the centrality of both Philippine identity
and internationalism or in the words of the government, “oneness with
mankind.” Metropolitan Manila was, therefore, extensive and aspirational,
it was “planned not only towards the traditional north and south directions,
but also towards the east thereby creating direct access to the Pacific
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Ocean...and crossing the road between oblivion and posterity.” Imelda
choreographed this program through the prominent aesthetic presence
of parks, pageants, palaces, performances, and other platforms to
demonstrate what she thought was “cultural” and “Filipino.”

In wild imagination, she wanted to reclaim 7000 hectares of land from the
center of Manila to its southwestern environs after being impressed by
the Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco and consulting Dutch advisers.
She envisioned the project site Tondo, which was home to Southeast
Asia’s largest homeless community, as a “model community.” A few
kilometers away from Dagat-Dagatan, in fact, was the Cultural Center of
the Philippines, the building that Imelda opened in 1969 largely for cultural
performances. It is productive to draw a nexus between Dagat-Dagatan
and the Cultural Center because the interface offers a space for the
critique of culture and the crisis of development, investments in the desire
to contain and explore the sea for human settlement and the perfectability
of the human by way of culture.

Episode 3

The third episode conveys how an artist works on or works through nature
to create an artistic form that is not just an object, but one that moves

or turns, and is therefore kinetic. At the opening of the Cultural Center

of the Philippines, the Philippine artist David Medalla held a surprise
protest, unfurling a banner within striking distance of Ferdinand and
Imelda Marcos and their guests California Governor Ronald and his wife
Nancy Reagan. Medalla migrated to Europe to partly move away from
what he called the terrifying fragmentation of the authoritarian regime

of Marcos. Medalla’s kinetic sculpture testified to this aesthetic. The
Bubble Machine or Cloud Canyons first made in 1961 evokes a migrant
world that dissolves into various memories of Manila’s sea and sky; the
clouds of New York; the death of a Japanese soldier; a stew of coconut
milk; the beer in Edinburgh; among other inspirations. In my mind, the
bubble is what Pierre Nora calls a lieu de memoire, a realm of memory,
because it evokes significant places, but it is also a figure of excitement.*
The bubble is a gas in liquid; it forms and coalesces, and then vanishes.
According to Guy Brett, Medalla’s project brought together “matter”

and “energy;” it was “a something’ and ‘a nothing’ at the same time,” a
“continuous repertoire of biomorphic forms which passed away as soon
as they came into being.”™ Medalla, in fact, refers to the Manila Bay as an

Metropolitan Manila: Towards the City of Man: Total Human Resource Development
(Manila: National Media Production Center, 1985), 62.

See Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Memoire,”
Representations 26 Special Issue: Memory and Counter-Memory (Spring, 1989): 7-24.

5 Guy Brett, “David Medalla: On a General Attitude and Two Works in Particular,”
Carnival of Perception: Selected Writings on Art, (London: Institute of International
Visual Arts, 2004), 73.
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important stimulus for the work, a landscape that would be interrupted by
development. His critique of this interruption by nation-building renders
his practice complex, from an instance of melancholy to one of kinetic
movement as seen in his performative, participatory, and transdisciplinal
work that has prompted him to engage with machines and apparatuses
and his own elusive, polytropic body, or a body with plural figurations.
Both machine and body seem to ferment across positions, always kept
alive. Like Ho Tzu Nyen’s tiger, Medalla, too, is a shape-shifter, a trickster,
a dissembler. A watershed in Medalla’s seminal efforts was The Exploding
Galaxy (1967), a relay that went from the publications Signals to Artists’
Liberation Front (1970-1974) and Artists for Democracy (1974-1977). It
was a “kinetic confluence of transmedia explorers” in which “spectator
could become actor, the world could become stage” and that “metaphor
was everywhere, even the most humble leftovers could be recycled and
transfigured.” According to him, the project was to “create a situation
where dance, poetry, singing, painting and sculpture could cooperate and
penetrate each other...among strangers and friends...in the creation of
such a dynamic climate.”

In this presentation, Medalla becomes the exemplary figure to articulate
the critique of instrumentalization of art and the state and the possibility of
contemplating a different place to begin the discussion of modernity and
the contemporary. It is Medalla’s intimacy with nature and the machine,
as mediated by memory and performance, and his condition as a migrant
and an art-world hunter and gatherer of people and things that may reset
the parameters of a different art history.

It was the intention of this paper to offer another mode of doing art history
in Southeast Asia. It is an art history that does not look at art in terms of
the binary opposition of form and content. Rather it sees art as instances
of materiality and sociality. As such, we can say that art is formative:
forming from material to become medium; forming through the body of the
artist; forming in the senses of those that come in contact with it. And in
these instances, nature and artistic form become very closely linked. Both
nature and form emerge from the world; but they also create this world
through the initiative of the maker and the intelligence of the form that is
generated in the unpredictable course of the creative process. The world,
therefore, dwells or resides in the form because time and place, or history,
are the very conditions that make this form possible. But this world that
makes form possible may also be transformed; it may hope for its renewal
and change through the artist and the artistic form and the transformation
and migration of forms and artists from place to place. This is the nature
of the historical in the production of art.

8 Guy Brett, Exploding Galaxies: The Art of David Medalla (London: Kala Press, 1995), 76.
7 Ibid., 68.
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