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In August 2009, cultural practitioners from around 
Asia and their Arthub Asia-instigated, match-made 
peers from the rest of the world came together to 
discuss and reflect on the dynamic, ongoing echoes of 
the now-defunct Silk Road trading route and its mul-
tiple dimensions. As a four-day symposium, THE MAK-
ING OF THE NEW SILK ROADS aimed to reassess the 
complex interconnections within Asia’s cultural and 
artistic spectrum at the beginning of the 21st century.
–
This book summarizes the concerns and thoughts the 
symposium participants shared, while reflecting on the 
performative format of meeting that the symposium 
aimed to be. By extension, it serves as a memento 
of what its initiator ARTHUB ASIA - a not-for-profit 
multi-disciplinary platform of curatorial and artistic 
experimentation - has achieved in its first five year of 
existence.
–
The book appears in 4 chapters looking into the per-
sonalities, scenography, performance and documenta-
tion behind the alternative scheme of meeting that 
was put to the test in Bangkok and lies at the core of 
ARTHUB ASIA activities in Asia and world-wide.
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Preface

Arthub Asia has positioned itself in a fragile yet important  
environment since its inception in 2007. It has not only 
thrived by participating in global knowledge flows and con-
nected locality with the global picture, but also remained crit-
ical by simultaneously connecting and facilitating this locality 
within and to locality, from person to person, mind to mind, 
across Asia. In this capacity, Arthub Asia became a proxy, an 
experiment for local and global minds to connect freely and 
move wherever their imaginations and creative impulses take 
them, while at the same time pooling some degree of global 
authority on Asia’s visual art spectrum. With his in mind, 
Arthub Asia has orchestrated collaboration through research, 
workshops, exhibitions, productions and publications. 

As the culmination of a three year journey in partnership with 
the Prince Claus Fund, more than thirty prominent artists, 
curators, writers, academics, and other cultural practitioners 
from around Asia and their Arthub Asia-instigated, match-
made peers from the rest of the world, gathered in Bangkok 
in august 2009 to discuss and reflect on the dynamic, ongo-
ing echoes of the now-defunct trading route Silk Road and its 
multiple dimensions. A four-day symposium titled “The Mak-
ing Of the New Silk Roads” aimed to reassess the complex 
interconnections within Asia’s cultural and artistic spectrum 
at the beginning of the 21st century. 

The name of the symposium carried in itself a kind of a  
tension and contradiction. Obviously, the “new” and the  
historical notion of Silk Road represent two very different 
realities. Instead of questioning the overarching title however, 
all participants had one goal in mind: to share and to provoke. 
Each member of Arthub Asia’s extended network of trusted 
individuals agreed to be there and to use the gathering - to 
kick off, motivate, enable/disable, initiate, invent, imbed, 
support, engage in a dedicated platform of sheer intellec-
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tual transaction, knowledge production, self-positioning and 
emotional exchange. What resulted was exactly this: recent 
research paths were shared and new patterns, potentially  
productive, charted without inhibition.	
	
Following this significant meeting, this publication raises the 
following questions: how do we further the possibilities within 
our network and develop models that will carry cultural  
production into the next decades? If we are to choose, what 
are the aspects that we want to carry forward and leave 
behind? If we are shifting from a world where the key source 
of advantage was in protecting knowledge within a given set 
of knowledge stocks, into a world in which participation in 
knowledge flows becomes more valuable, then how can we 
effectively connect with more engaged and inspired partners 
who are creating, producing, renewing or possessing new 
knowledge? 

Defne Ayas & Davide Quadrio
Co-directors, Arthub Asia

January 2012
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“We are not professionals” but this does 
not mean that we are incompetent, 
unskilful or clumsy. It does not mean 
that we are hobbyists or ‘Sunday paint-
ers’. We are not professionals, because 
we are not in the business of packaging, 
distributing, selling, and buying. If being a 
pro is about making money in exchange 
for a product or a service, being an 
amateur is about passion in pursuit of 
pleasure.

Many artists have suggested that  
professionalized sex is comparable to 
professionalized art. The intersecting 
domains of a restricted economy [the 
economy of buying and selling] and a 
general economy [the economy of de-
sire] outline an unworkable unity as an 
impossible marriage. It is an impossibility 
because, first, business wants to control 
and restrict any flows by subsuming it 
under market rules, while desire can only 
exist uninterrupted, freely flowing and 
undisciplined. Second, as opposed to a 
restricted economic order, in a general 
economy the more you spend the richer 
you get, the more you invest the less 
debt you own. 

For example, a sex worker makes love 

We are not professionals

Hakan Topal

in exchange for money but s/he does 
not love for money.  A lover is, on the 
contrary, a total amateur; capital does 
not signify anything as being in love is 
about sexual attraction, sensuality, and 
the sensibility of the other. One has to 
simply love in order to have love and no 
other condition is necessary to fulfil its 
requirements as there is no accumulation 
of love, it happens when it is spent. In 
this regard, when a sex worker loves, s/
he has to give up earning money through 
the act of sex and become an amateur 
by rejecting his/her professionalism for a 
time. 

A lover can be silly, outraged, confused, 
paralyzed, and obsessed. Conversely, 
a professional, an ideal type, has to 
conduct their work by specific rules of 
conduct, which are established according 
to the notion of a restricted economy 
defined externally by institutionalized 
frameworks. Professionalization requires 
specific subjectivation processes to  
accomplish the job’s requirements 
beyond just learning the secrets of the 
trade. This specific disciplining of the 
body functions as a performative re-
positioning according to institutional 
structures. Repetitive training aims to 
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transform the whole body. Once the 
body learns how to function, every-
thing is exercised automatically. Profes-
sionalization is a total pursuit including 
how the words are uttered, discourses 
are developed and behavioural patterns 
are shaped. In short, a profession is an 
institutionalized practice, which produces 
forms and structures, therefore value.

Here I need to make a clear distinction: 
we should not confuse performativity 
with theatrical performance. Theatricality 
implies that there is a stage, back stage, 
an audience, an outside, and a real life 
beyond the visible. Stage analogy is based 
on the concept of a social sphere com-
posed of visible/invisible and real/unreal. 
Contrary to these binary oppositions, 
professionalization aims for a complete 
overhauling of life, no hidden domain  
exists beyond the visible and the per-
formative presence is reality. Becoming a 
pro is the process of constantly reformat-
ting, reconditioning, and reshaping the 
body. A professional, such as a lawyer, 
doctor, fire fighter or architect is defined 
according to its rules of conduct in  
addition to social cultural dispositions 
associated to the job. The exceptions to 
jobs overall requirements can only exist 
as variations tolerated by the practice 
itself. 

My aim here is not to discredit profes-
sionalism; there is nothing wrong with 
selling services. In one way or another 
we all have to work and are subjected 
to external power dynamics exercised 

directly on our bodies. Our question 
needs to be specifically reformulated in 
regard to the constitutive potentials of 
the artistic field. The question is the most 
general one; is it still possible to seek a 
“line of escape”? From elementary school 
to university, from hospital to court-
house, from factory to prison, our bodies 
are disciplined by series of discursive 
configurations. If the total submission of 
life under a capitalist order is indicative of 
recent restructuring of societies, how can 
an alternative model work without being 
destined to failure? One can only hope 
that art has the potential to cut through 
pre-defined class dispositions and to raise 
diverse questions. 

However, let’s start once again, “we are 
not professionals”; this does not mean 
that we are naive. It is apparent that art 
plays a major role in the justification of 
the re-feudalization of society. Artists, 
curators and dealers position themselves 
so that they can engage with the wealthy 
and powerful few situated at the top of 
the food chain. Artists make appearances 
at art fairs and engage with their collec-
tors. These events are staged by and for 
those who can collect, store, and benefit 
from this closed circuit. When collectors 
become part of the intellectual dialogue 
the nature of the production is subsumed 
under a capitalist re-valuation process. 
But our difficulty is not the artists who 
are selling out to this “system”.  We have 
to understand that any attack on “sell-
ing artists” are made on relatively moral 
grounds, similar to society’s disapproval of 
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sex workers. This kind of attack is weak 
and dilutes the real structural inequali-
ties in societies. Limiting our argument 
only to the supply-side hides the real 
mechanisms of the whole construction 
of demand and supply as a system. 
“We are not professionals” is a rejection 
of the models that are presented by the  
neo-liberal institutional system, in which 
education plays a big part in producing 
required mobile exploitable subjectivi-
ties. Many art programs produce artist/
curator types who are mute, reserved and 
presentable radicals. Since these programs 
are considered and function more like 
launching pads for commercial enterprises, 
artists are becoming extremely cautious, 
politically correct and relatively well be-
haved.

In addition to the rejection of capitalist  
circulation and the re-evaluation process, 
we need to be aware of the fact that cul-
ture is increasingly dominated mostly by 
the Anglo-Saxon model of cultural institu-
tions. In this regard, “An Artist Who  
Cannot Speak English Is No Artist", a 
conceptual piece by Mladen Stilinović, 
highlights the art world’s inability to cope 
with a truly multi-cultural world. Stilinović 
asserts that in order to function in the 
contemporary art scene an artist must 
circulate within an international arena by 
utilizing commonly excepted norms and 
when s/he fails to do so they are ignored. 
Stilinović’s critique is particularly poignant, 
as it also highlights the art world’s inability 
to see beyond a discursive articulation 

of art. If an artist cannot speak English, 
they cannot apply to exhibitions, funding 
and correspond with curators and so on. 
Obviously artistic expression is not bound 
by the use of language but it is clear that 
the ability to function within institutional 
circles depends on this specific profes-
sional articulation. If an artist does not 
fit to “western standards”, s/he will not 
be recognized as an artist and this is why 
most non-western artists who work on 
an international level are actually educated 
within western educational systems. 

Obviously there are many alternatives to 
conventional market-driven art fairs and 
establishments. Conferences, symposia 
and meetings are important parts of 
artistic intellectual exchange as they serve 
a vital role in establishing new connec-
tions, forming collaborations and develop-
ing new ideas. But when these meetings 
become another venue for self-promotion, 
the space for salient engagement is usually 
hijacked by descriptive Power Point pres-
entations composed of endless installation 
shots. Alongside this, we usually listen to 
an artist speaking in English and justifying 
their work through various typical state-
ments, mostly focusing on particularly per-
sonal experiences, etc. This attitude is the 
exact opposite of artistic practice because 
art requires giving up clichés, developing 
new approaches, and being experimental. 

Generally speaking, art dwells on im-
possibilities and is an infinite oscillation 
between knowing, not knowing, under-
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standing, not understanding, meaning and 
non-meaning. Its constitutive powers come 
from the playful and unpredictable charac-
ter of this ambiguity. When Arthub Asia 
curators Defne Ayas and Davide Quadrio 
proposed a performative symposium, it 
was a call to rethink the possibility of cre-
ating a new form of engagement between 
different subjectivities situated all over the 
world. The outcome was for the most part 
refreshing and it was an active re-evalu-
ation of current conditions in the Asian 
continent. Giving up dominant models of 
presentations, and rethinking the per-
formative aspects of artistic engagement 
was aligned with the experimental nature 
of our practice. 

The “performative symposium” provided a 
unique opportunity to develop distinctive 
forms of engagement with each other’s 
work, something that we are missing in 
conventional cultural institutions, art 
fairs and so on. Rethinking the exhibition 
space as an elementary school classroom 
asserted that we better have a stimulating 
connection with the world as students. A 
classroom setting implies a direct power 
relationship between the school (institu-
tion) and the learning subjects and it has 
its problems as a model for alternative 
engagement. However, in order to develop 
a democratic encounter with one another 
it constituted an alternative public space, 

where the public could join and discuss the 
issues at hand.

The main issue addressed in the sympo-
sium was the possibility of“ the making 
of the new silk roads”. Curators put this 
forward as a territorial statement by 
posing a series of questions prior to the 
conference, which suggested that we 
imagine a terrain characterized by the 
condition for new possibilities. In fact, 
on the one hand the lack of commercial 
support provides an opportunity as our 
expression is not regulated by capitalist 
circulation and professionalized articu-
lations, and as artists this forces us to 
operate solely as public intellectuals. On 
the other hand, we are all aware of the 
fact that Asia is full of semi-democratic 
or dictatorial governments defined by 
strict national borders, in direct opposi-
tion to the semi-fluidity of the original 
silk roads, and we are living in conditions 
where, for the most part, expression is 
mediated and extreme power is exer-
cised on citizens of the continent. In that 
respect “we are not professionals” is a 
declaration that we will proceed with 
our amateur desires and pursue our 
alternative interests. Instead of crying for 
commercial infrastructure and support, 
we need to activate alternative networks 
by utilizing given conditions strategically 
and efficiently.
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collaborative 

intelligence

In the last few years, Arthub Asia has exploded, 
imploded, cracked open borders of artistic  
communication across Asia, created micro con-
nections that not only open up to unexpected 
collaborations but also injected the doubt about 
“borders” as inevitable barriers for understand-
ing, thus reached great degrees of heights as well 
as fragilities. Arthub has become a catapulted  
effect and the sum of all parts and partners in 
its impact, and as a genuine expression of Asia's 
realities; it certainly countered the values of  
rigidly defined curatorial systems. From its outset 
on, it aimed at becoming a productive merger of 
unstable variables at play in Asian art scene, and 
without the artists and independent thinkers who 
gathered at this symposium, this would not have 
been possible.
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Davide Quadrio 
Davide Quadrio grew up in the sub-
urbs of Milan, in a village close to 
Gallarate, a small industrial town in 
Northern Italy. It was a boring, shab-
by place not far from the Malpensa 
airport, at the centre of various 
scandals as a smuggling hub. Hard-
working Catholics made the town 
into a notorious rightist conserva-
tive stronghold and the Lega Lom-
barda was founded here in the 80s. 
Davide’s parents, however, occupied 
the opposite stretch of the political 
spectrum and raised him and his 
brother in a house where the doors 
were never locked and extremism 
was approached with great criticism. 

At the age of 11, Davide started or-
ganizing independent student meet-
ings to evaluate the school system or 
simply discuss problems in the class. 
School provided decent education, 
but in a conservative environment, 
and was populated by a strange mix 
of Catholics and rightist Bourgeoisie. 
He would soon get involved with a 
group of people from outside school 
and with them he initiated all kinds 
of art projects. Even though their 
interventions were often politically 
charged, and definitely of a critical 
nature, they did not serve as acts 
of rebellion but rather as a negotia-
tion with the authorities and local 
community to provide them with a 
context for their creativity and criti-

cality. One year, they were invited 
to ‘design’ the crib in church. They 
decided not to use human figures 
but newspapers, from which they 
took sentences and images related to 
Catholic values. The priest eventu-
ally censored them.

Before moving to Venice to enter 
university, Davide had hardly left his 
hometown. He only spoke Italian, 
and decided to first take a 3-month 
crash course in English in London. 
At that time, leaving town was con-
sidered something highly exception-
al, so the rumour went that he was 
addicted to drugs. Davide had devel-
oped a fascination for the history of 
(traditional) art in high school and at 
university embarked on a degree in 
East Asian art, with a focus on In-
dian and Chinese-Tibetan architec-
ture, as well as, Chinese language, 
in Venice, a place immersed in art, 
both classical and contemporary. 

In 1991, Davide arrived in Shang-
hai, whose major transformations 
were still to take place, to continue 
his studies in Chinese at Tongji Uni-
versity. There were three other Eu-
ropean students and 200 Africans 
coming from different parts of their 
continent. This was only the first of 
a series of study trips to China. In 
1993, he ended up in Lanzhou, a 
desolate city on the road to Tibet to 

collaborative intelligence
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do research on the reconstruction of 
the Tibetan Labrang monastery af-
ter its demolishment during the Cul-
tural Revolution, the topic on which 
he eventually wrote his thesis. 

Upon his return to Italy, Davide did his 
compulsory social service in Milan 
before making his (final) move to 
China, first with a university as-
signment and eventually he touched 
ground in with his own projects in 
Shanghai. In 1998, he founded Bi-
zArt, later joined by Chinese artist 
Xu Zhen, one of the very first non-
profit art centres and artistic produc-
tion platforms in China that would 
remain on the forefront of the Shang-
hai art scene for over ten years. One 
year later, Davide met the love of his 
life. He got married and two beauti-
ful daughters were born. 

Under BizArt’s flag, Davide funda-
mentally rethought possible fund-

ing strategies for the arts without 
losing artistic integrity, and repeat-
edly anticipated the international 
art scene steaming to China of-
tenwith unrealistic expectations, 
sometimes even with doubtful 
agenda’s. Over and over again, he 
manoeuvred himself into the cen-
tre of debate in and on Chinese 
contemporary art, and on the role 
and responsibility, the threats and 
opportunities of international ex-
change schemes. He has done so 
not only in words, but also in ac-
tion. 

This has required perseverance, 
commitment, demanding survival 
strategies, but above all, true pas-
sion. Davide is never satisfied with 
simple answers and sees a burden 
as a hurdle to jump. Often chaotic, 
not always the biggest realist but 
above all, a real people-person and 
a pure family man. 

Agung Hujatnikajennong 
Agung Hujatnika, a.k.a Agung Hu-
jatnikajennong, was born in Ta-
sikmalaya, West Java, Indonesia, 
in 1976. Tasikmalaya is one of the 
strongest bases for Islamic teaching 
in Java. Historically, various Islamic 
movements have shaped the city, 
including The Islamic Army of In-
donesia (DI/TII) that fought for the 
realization of an Islamic state at the 
end of the 50s. Agung’s parents are 

both very religious. They often had 
no clue of what he was up to, espe-
cially when Agung decided to study 
art. They would only slowly start to 
understand what he was doing later 
on. 

Agung literally lived through the 
diverse cultural patchwork that In-
donesia represents, growing up in 
different parts of the country. The 
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first 15 years of his live he spent in 
Batang, Central Java, before mov-
ing to Tasikmalaya, his parents’ 
hometown to enter high school. He 
relocated once again, this time to 
Bandung, to enter the Faculty of Art 
and Design of the Bandung Institute 
of Technology. He has been living 
in Bandung since, where he is cur-
rently writing his PhD. As a result, 
he speaks both Javanese and Sun-
danese, two entirely different local 
languages, linked to entirely differ-
ent cultural systems. 

Even though Agung worked as a 
practicing artist, he gradually ex-
panded his artistic practice into a 
curatorial one. He currently focuses 
on teaching, writing and curating. 
Since 2001 Agung has been the cu-
rator of Selasar Sunaryo Art Space, 
a non-profit cultural centre in Band-

ung. He carried out curatorial resi-
dencies in Australia and Japan, and 
has lectured and curated shows 
in Indonesia and internationally. 
Among other shows he has curated 
are solo exhibitions of Indonesian 
contemporary artists, such as Agus 
Suwage, HandiwirmanSaputra, Heri 
Dono, Tisna Sanjaya, and Jompet 
Kuswidananto. He curated the main 
exhibition of the 2009 Jakarta Bien-
nale, “Fluid Zones”. Agung has also 
worked closely with artist-run ini-
tiative, ruangrupa, including for the 
OK Video Festival (2003 and 2005), 
and recently “ruru and friends”, a 
big survey show to commemorate 
their 10th anniversary (2010). 

Agung is married and has two chil-
dren. Home is where his family feels 
happy. 

Agung Kurniawan
Agung Kurniawan was born as the 
son of the director of a chocolate 
plantation in Jember, East Java, 
in 1968. In the sixties, Java’s plan-
tations formed the heartlands of 
Communism. Most of the workers 
were Communists, but higher ranked 
employees, including Agung’s father, 
were Nationalists. In 1965, his home-
town witnessed one of the bloodiest 
Communist member massacres in 
Java. A lot of people got murdered, 
which has been a taboo ever since. 

Agung suspects his father was in-
volved one way or another, but he 
never mentioned a word about it. 

Growing up, Agung and his sisters 
and brothers often moved from city 
to city. His parents lived at the plan-
tations located in the jungle; the chil-
dren stayed in the closest city at a 
Catholic boarding school. He had a 
carefree youth, was pampered by 
several maids, enjoyed his time in 
school where he was the leader of the 
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pack, and shared a traditional love-
hate relationship with his parents.

After he finished high school, Agung 
Kurniawan enrolled in the Faculty of 
Culture at the Government Univer-
sity in Yogyakarta, Indonesia. As an 
archaeology student he was involved 
in a discussion group on art, politics 
and culture, which approached art as 
an alternative medium to share pro-
gressive thoughts. This discussion 
group planted the seeds for Agung’s 
decision to eventually quit universi-
ty and move on to art school. He did 
not finish his study at the Indonesian 
Institute for the Arts, but this would 
not let him from slowly but surely es-
tablishing himself as an artist. 

Agung Kurniawan’s artistic practice 
is mainly concerned with violence 
and oppression. He has a strong po-
litical awareness – he for exampleo-
penly protested the Suharto regime. 
However, his work displays a wider 
interest into socio-cultural topics 
such as the automation of society, 
taboos, heritage, youth culture and 
sexuality, topics that he examines 
with a fierce criticality. He describes 
himself as an artist, curator and art 
provocateur. 

Agung declares he has a tendency to 
be moody. His home alternates be-
tween his studio and his house; what 
drives him in life switches between 
love, and art. 

Alexander Ugay
Alexander Ugay belongs to a family 
of Kazakhstani-Koreans that were 
deported to Central Asia from the 
Far East in the 30s by Stalin’s forces. 
He grew up in Kyzylorda, a small 
Soviet town in the South of Kazack-
stan. After highschool, he studied in 
the St. Petersburg Nautical College, 
before graduating from Law School 
in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. His parents 
decided this for him. 

During his studies, he founded the 
‘Bronepoezd’ (‘an armored train’) 
collective with artist Roman Maska-
lev. That was 2000. The collective 
produces ‘cinema-objects’ in the 

form of short film parables and per-
formances, recorded on 16 mm film 
by old film cameras manufactured 
during the Soviet period. The whole 
process of development and montage 
is carried out manually, with an un-
predictable film quality as a result. 
The most recent works of the collec-
tive deal with the actualization of 
the Soviet Union’s inheritance carry 
a thin coating of ‘new romanticism’.

Since 2002, Alexander Ugay lives 
in Almaty. He works in photogra-
phyand video, and conducts differ-
ent research projects, by himself, 
in partnership with the ‘Bronepo-
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ezd’ collective, or with other artists. 
Sometimes he organizes research 
expeditions, to the Aral Sea for ex-
ample, where his family is originally 
from. When his family was living in 
Aralsk and the Aral Sea had not yet 
dried up, his grandfather was the 
captain of a ship. Therefore, he com-
piled video-novels about the Aral 
Sea and made ‘holy performanc-
es’ dedicated to the memory of his 
grandfather. His work has been ex-
hibited around the globe, including 

the Van Abbe Museum and the New 
Museum, as well as, the Venice and 
Istanbul Biennales. 

Ugay is part of a generation of artists 
that like to work with new technol-
ogy and cyber games, but he uses 
these technological tools in the con-
text of his personal life and against 
the background of his own memory. 
He is a father of two children and 
feels at home everywhere, as long as 
there are steppes and rivers.  

Defne Ayas 
Defne Ayas was conceived in Paris, 
born near Essen and raised in Istan-
bul. She’s an only child of a family 
with roots in Thessaloniki and Crete. 
After having changed elementary 
school four times, she entered St. 
Georg Austrian gymnasium in Istan-
bul where Catholic nuns and priests 
hailing from an empire culture pro-
vided a comprehensive, eight-year 
long, all-German curriculum. The 
school was a hop away from any-
thing Levantine, Genovese, Jew-
ish, Byzantine in the city including 
towers, churches, temples, foreign-
owned banks and hospitals. Quite 
ironically, it was also almost next to 
one of Istanbul’s biggest brothels. 

Defne was a popular gal in school, 
and most often the class president. 
She was the literary type, curious, 
always writing, dreaming, and an-

alyzing. Because of her family, she 
was always surrounded by intellec-
tuals, journalists, theatre workers, 
publishers and painters. She prac-
tically grew up in the backstage of 
a newspaper, a children’s theatre, a 
political party, as well as military 
resorts constantly observing how 
things were put together, and why. 
She wasn’t the type to be easily im-
pressed by the spectacle or head-
lines, but rather concerned with the 
driving dynamics behind curtains. 
The bootleg tapes of Laurie Ander-
son sold on the streets of Istanbul 
brought contemporary art for the 
first time on her radar. 

At the age of 19, Defne left for the 
United States to study at the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania to pursue the 
intellectual path of Benjamin Frank-
lin, then that of Jefferson at the Uni-
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versity of Virginia before tying it up 
at New York University, making the 
leap from political theory and for-
eign affairs to studio art and inter-
active communications. A writing 
seminar she took in her freshman 
year,in 1995 on Robert Mapplethor-
pe, Cindy Sherman, and Adrian Pip-
er was her turning point  and she re-
alised that she had to move into the 
visual arts field. In 2003 she gradu-
ated from her masters and landed a 
job at the New Museum of Contem-
porary Art, in New York. 

In 2005, Defne produced few video 
vignettes and had a moment as an 
artist with already loving and sup-
porting patrons. She found herself 
happily swinging between her ar-
tistic and curatorial prospects. She 
had just caught the end of Marcia 
Tucker’srevolutionary spirit at the 
New Museum and Dan Cameron’s 
psychic ability for talent scout-
ing; but also witnessed the pain-
ful transition to the new museum 
building. With a leap of faith, she 
joined Performa in 2005, New York’s 
performance biennale, founded by 
her favourite art historian RoseLee 
Goldberg.

Prior to this, Defne had worked in 
non–art related positions at a Wash-
ington-based private, non-profit 
grant-making organization called 
the National Endowment for Democ-
racy that was created to “strengthen 
democratic institutions around the 

world” and at a boutique digital-
creative-cum-talent-management 
agency, which hatched itself on top 
of Andy Warhol’s former factory at 
Union Square and specialized in 
idea incubation, venture capital and 
political fundraising for the Demo-
crats. 

After 7 years in New York, Defne 
jumped to the Netherlands for a 
six-month brush-up in European 
cultural politics via the Curato-
rial Training Program of De Appel, 
to then take off to Shanghai, Chi-
na, where she is now partly based. 
Since 2007, she combines a director 
hat at Arthub Asia with her curator 
role for New York’s Performa, which 
has allowed her to keep her taps on 
two continents at the same time. In 
January 2012, Defne was appointed 
the new director at Witte the With 
Center for Contemporary Art in Rot-
terdam which she successfully com-
bines with her previous roles.

It has taken Defne a colourful journey 
to arrive in a place where she could 
combine all of her artistic and po-
litical interests. But with Performa, 
Arthub Asia and most recently Witte 
the With, she’s applying her wide 
bundle of experiences, from aca-
demic and curatorial strengths over 
devising strategies to activism and 
marketing, in one job.

Defne is married to a man, whose 
favourite artist is Francis Alÿs, and 
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who “understands more about art 
and artists on a conceptual level 
than many do, though he is not work-
ing in the art world”. She travelled all 
around the world with and without 
him but realized in the end that there 

is nothing like the internal journey. 
“The best times are when you are 
completely aligned with your source, 
spin around your own core, and in-
spire yourself and others.” 

Els Silvrants-Barclay 
Els Silvrants-Barclay was born in 
1980 in a suburban town in Bel-
gium, close to France. Her parents 
got divorced when she was 4. Her 
mother remarried a Scot when 
she was 12 who later adopted her 
(hence the double surname). Grow-
ing up, Els felt a bit out of context 
in middle-class suburbia and found 
refuge in the local art centre where 
a young visionary curator opened 
her world with a daring program of 
contemporary theatre and dance. 
She wanted to study Theatre at the 
university, but didn’t quite think 
she would have a future with that, 
so she decided to study Chinese in-
stead. 

As a university student, Els trav-
elled the world during the summer 
holidays as a tour leader and volun-
teer teacher, first in China and later 
on in Central Asia and the Middle 
East. Once back home, she spent 
more time writing and reviewing 
theatre and dance for the student 
newspaper than practicing her Chi-
nese characters. This way she end-
ed up working on artistic projects 

well before she finished her Mas-
ter’s thesis. During this time, she 
developed a friendship with visual 
artist Jean Bernard Koeman with 
whom she later made a book called 
Everything Beautiful is Far Away. 
He urged her to go back to Asia and 
explore more than only the Bel-
gian art scene, which she did in the 
summer of 2004. After 6 months of 
non-stop tourleading, Els ended up 
in Beijing where she was offered 
a job as the program coordinator 
of the Dashanzi International Art 
Festival, Beijing’s first independent 
multidisciplinary art festival. She 
rented an apartment, bought a bike 
and mailed her parents to announce 
that she wasn’t coming home soon. 

After the festival, she started to  
develop her own projects. She free-
lanced as curator and artistic direc-
tor, and eventually decided in 2006 
to focus on the development of a 
platform for international artistic 
research in China. She founded The-
atre in Motion (TIM) hosting resi-
dencies with international artists in 
China and organizing small-scale 
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curatorial projects with local festi-
vals and organizations. She worked 
really hard during this time. There 
wasn’t much of a personal life. But 
it was good. It was exciting. 

In the winter of 2008, she fell in 
love. TIM was becoming more pro-
fessional thanks to a bit of structur-
al funding. But Els was starting to 
have second thoughts about her life 
in China. She found it increasingly 
hard to be in a place that changes 
quicker than herself. To never stop 
working. To spend all her energy in 
making things happening instead of 
actually doing them. So she decided 
to be more often in Europe again, 
to travel in between old and new 
worlds, to get married and have ba-
bies. 

Chen Shuyu, a Chinese architect 
and curator, joined the TIM squad 
as its new artistic director and to-
gether with Els, they renamed TIM 
into the Institute for Provocation in 
2010. Her daughter was born with 
complications; so moving back to 
China - that she had started to miss 
- wasn’t an immediate option. She 
realized that once you move away, 
you never really come home again, 
but she took peace with it. And so 
Els decided to stay in Brussels and 
started to work part-time at the 
University of Antwerp, where she 
coordinates the Advanced Masters 
in Theatre Studies and teaches a 
course in Dance Theory. She also 
works with local artists in Belgium 
and is still closely involved in IFP. 
She’s now expecting a second child. 

Gary-Ross Pastrana
Gary-Ross Pastrana was born in 
1977 in the Philippines, where he still 
works and lives. Because his family 
is Roman Catholic, and he was born 
the day after the feast of the Holy 
Rosary, his aunts and grandparents 
insisted to name him Rosauro. His 
mother, however, absolutely wanted 
to name him Gary after the son of 
the comedian Jerry Lewis who had a 
musical career and a band called the 
Playboys. As a compromise, one of 
his more discerning aunts suggested 
to 'Americanize' Rosauro to Ross, and 
attach Gary to it. His father's only in-

put was the dash (-) in between the 
two names linking them together as 
one. He remained their only child. 

Gary-Ross went to a number of differ-
ent parochial schools, always close 
to where his family was living at the 
time. First in Tondo, Manila, a neigh-
bourhood with a rough reputation, 
and later in Mandaluyong, a city (in)
famous for its mental institution. He 
grew up with his grandmother. His 
parents married late, both worked 
full time jobs and were not used to 
having a child at home. 
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Unlike most Filipino’s, Gary-Ross 
and his direct relatives have always 
lived in cities, and don’t have a pro-
vincial home to go to during the hol-
idays. As a result, he spent very little 
time in the province and never really 
travelled during his childhood. Up to 
this day, his parents have never left 
the Philippines or boarded an air-
craft. Television supplies their view 
of the outside world.

In high school, Gary-Ross trans-
ferred to the Don Bosco Technical 
College where he acquired a practi-
cal skill set, which everyone thought 
would later lead him onto a career 
in engineering. But his amplifier 
casings looked more like architec-
tural chicken coops and his draft-
ing plates were more intuitive than 
precise. Pretty soon he felt more and 
more inclined to the arts. 

Nonetheless, he gave in to his par-
ents wish and started a study in en-
gineering, but already after a semes-
ter he felt it was a waste of time and 
money. He quit and took a year off to 
work on his drawing skills before ap-
plying to the University of the Philip-
pines College of Fine Arts, for which 
these would be the only parameter 
to be accepted. He chose the paint-
ing major, not because he wanted 
to paint, but because the sculpture 
department was really dismal at the 
time, with hardly any students, ab-
sent professors and no equipment. 

Gary-Ross Pastrana’s practice deals 
with things broken apart, the sud-
den space between separated parts 
and the new realities that come into 
being when they are reassembled. 
He is also interested in words, the 
origin of words, crossword puzzles 
and word games. Intrigued by the 
fact that writers just need pen and 
paper to be productive, he tries to 
avoid being too dependent on tools, 
material and studio space, even 
though he builds sculptural instal-
lations that reveal his affinity with 
architecture and design. He goes to 
great lengths to realize his installa-
tions: he meticulously cuts up ob-
jects, transports them across the 
globe to diligently put them back 
together in a form that only vaguely 
resembles the original, exploring 
the mechanics of collage. He often 
integrates found objects and per-
sonal items to reference the simple 
acts of daily life. 

Apart from his artistic practice, 
Gary-Ross also collaborates with his 
girlfriend-architect in a design and 
manufacturing studio specialized in 
the production of custom furniture, 
contemporary directional signage, 
exhibition design and sculpture. He 
co-founded the Future Prospect al-
ternative art space in Cubao, Philip-
pines, and is active as a curator. 

Some people might find that he 
comes across as a nervous person, 
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but in fact he’s just a little shy. He 
feels most comfortable in bathrooms. 
If he’s in a nice bathroom, he’s imme-

diately happy. He normally gets all 
his best ideas or works out the best 
solutions while taking a shower.

Hakan Topal 
Hakan Topal was born in Turkey in 
1972. He grew up in Ankara in a new 
area with houses built by the locals. 
He remembers the large stretches 
of undeveloped land that surround-
ed the neighbourhood, and how he 
enjoyed the presence of this open, 
dry, steppe-like space as a child. 

After high school, Hakan followed in 
his father’s footsteps and embarked 
on a study in civil engineering. At 
the time, it was considered logical 
for a good student such as himself 
to become a doctor or an engineer. 
His emerging fascination with art 
from visiting galleries in Ankara 
during junior high, took a new turn 
during his engineering studies. Ha-
kan got obsessively involved with 
photography, and found his way to 
the university’s photography com-
munity. The group was passionate 
about art, constantly reading, dis-
cussing and sharing thoughts. They 
gave classes, organized exhibitions 
and published minor magazines. 

As a self-managed anarchist stu-
dent body, the group became more 
and more politically involved. First, 
in student politics as an advocate 

for a student union, later on, also 
with respect to the nature of pho-
tography they started to question 
as too passive. Hakan increasingly 
felt the need to connect his activist 
and artistic practice. He staged his 
first performance in an exhibition 
space without having any specific 
knowledge of performance art. But 
that wouldn’t last long. He started 
to research and read obsessively. 

After his undergraduate studiesin 
engineering, he started as a re-
searcher at the Audio Visual Re-
search and Production Centre, Mid-
dle East Technical University. With 
a group of artists and scholars they 
transformed the centre in to an ex-
perimental media lab and art stu-
dio.

In 1999, he received a Masters’ de-
gree in gender and women studies. 
Even though life in Ankara might 
sound a bit boring, he really en-
joyed his university life so far. He 
shared the misery of being stuck in 
the middle of Anatolia with a lot of 
like-minded people, and many of 
them are still close friends. 
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In 2000, he moved on to New York, 
where he has been living and work-
ing since, growing into a genuine 
multi-tasker. He is currently writing 
his Ph.D. in the Sociology depart-
ment at the New School for Social 
Research, owns a design office spe-
cialized in information design and 
media production, and realizes ex-
hibitions, performances, video pro-
jects and photo-essays both as an in-
dividual artist and as a core member 
of the xurban_collective. This inter-
national collective, with members in 
Izmir, and New York City founded 
in 2000, realizes media projects and 
installations that examine and ques-
tion contemporary politics, theory, 
and ideology. 

Hakan Topal previously worked 
as new media projects manager of 

the New Museum in New York and 
as technical director of the New 
Orleans biennale. Most recently, 
he was the guest editor of ArteEast 
Quarterly Journal and finished a 
documentary film project on a ma-
jor late 18th-century Austro-Bavar-
ian sculptor, Franz Xaver Messer-
schmidt, commissioned by Neue 
Galerie New York. 

He considers himself lucky to always 
have worked in those places where 
he really wanted to be. He is driven 
by a wide range of interests, and 
feels a constant urge to learn new 
things. He’s passionate, a bit obses-
sive, and maybe a bit angry as well. 
He’s honest, perhaps sometimes a bit 
too direct. Home is where he lives. 
As long as he has his laptop and his 
friends, Hakan is totally fine.

Jiang Jun 
Jiang Jun was born in an industri-
al city in Hubei Province in China. 
Even though he was born 5 years 
before the one child policy was 
launched in China, he has no sib-
lings. His parents are engineers and 
worked in a tractor factory where 
Jun spent 15 years before going to a 
key high school in the city, 15 kilo-
meters from the factory. 

At the age of 18, Jiang Jun left Hubei 
for Shanghai where he received a 
bachelor degree from Tongji Uni-

versity. After that, he moved to 
Beijing to get a master from Tsin-
ghua University and to work as a 
designer and architect for another 
3 years. Eventually, he relocated to 
Guangzhou to take up a position as 
a teacher at the Guangzhou Acad-
emy of Fine Arts. It was around 
this time that he met his wife. She’s 
originally from Chengdu, another 
city he would from then on often 
travel to. So far, Jun had gained a 
foothold in 5 of China’s most impor-
tant locations (central, east, north, 
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- A Way In -
Seph Rodney

Throughout my life I have been in-
termittently mobile. I was born in 
Jamaica. I came of age in New York—
specifically the Bronx, New York City.  
After that, I lived for some time in 
southern California, near Los Ange-
les. Now I live in London, and this 
may not be my final stopping place. 
In all this time, I’ve migrated oc-
cupations and vocations as well. I 
have been a hospital clerk, a poet, 
a photographer, a fencer, a teacher, 
a museum docent, salesperson, radio 
presenter, academic administrator, 
and periodically a student. In fact, 
I have used my studies to move from 
city to city, from occupation to oc-
cupation. And of all these profes-
sions and avocations, the one that 
seems to almost certainly be closing 
out now is the student role.  

On the verge now of taking my doc-
torate degree, that aspect of my 
mobility feels like it is ending. 
Yet, another shift is beginning: I 
am starting to think about what I 
want my context to be—what a social, 
political, economic, meteorological, 
and cultural home for me should look 
like. So this moment feels both new, 
but is a repeating refrain: in each 
place I’ve lived, it has felt like I 
have stood somehow slightly outside 
it and tried to understand and ar-
ticulate (if to no one else at least 
myself) what I’ve seen.  

If one were to map my mobility, I 
suspect it would be more interesting 
to undertake this charting in terms 
of my vocations (not necessarily 
jobs) rather than only in terms of 
geographic movement.  Both trajecto-
ries though, coincide: the movement 
from city to city, country to country 

intertwines with the choices I made 
about what to do with my time and my 
curiosity.

When I was young I made a course 
towards, initially for rescue, later 
as a basis around which to fashion 
a professional life. Like a charac-
ter in a redemption story, I first to 
came to art as a vagabond.  Though 
my parents had escaped an economic 
poverty in Jamaica, I was raised in 
a kind of intellectual and emotion-
al impoverishment. I felt that art 
saved me from this. As a boy my ear-
ly experiences in museums and gal-
leries in New York were so powerful, 
so staggering, I assumed that what 
saved me must absolutely have the 
power to save everyone else. I found 
in art the things I needed:  engage-
ment with a larger symbolic world, 
connection to others on the level 
of shared fascinations and ideas and 
not just ethnic characteristics or 
geopolitical origins. I found this in 
visual art. I found this in litera-
ture and poetry. Adopting the very 
American strategy of self-invention, 
I made myself into a poet by de-
vouring all the books I could, by 
writing with a migrant’s hunger to 
escape.

I knew by the time I was half-
way through my undergraduate degree 
in New York I wanted to understand 
visual art through making it, not by 
standing on the outskirts, observ-
ing and taking notes.  I suppose I 
am suspicious of strictly intellec-
tual, abstracted knowledge. (Kantian 
ethics, for example, seems to me to 
be at root a projective mathemat-
ics that divides the universe into 
imagined domains and then constructs 
a gruelling philosophical argument 
to prove the domains have always ex-
isted.)  My first experiences with art 
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made me feel I wanted to know with 
my own body how it is. So, moving 
to California, to art school at U.C. 
Irvine, I found out. I also found my 
own limitations, and I found that 
the corollary things that must be 
traded along with the work and ideas 
behind it do not interest me very 
much.  

Now I am charting a course away from 
art—at least as seeing it as a place 
of redemption. I came to London, 
crossing the North American conti-
nent and the Atlantic Ocean to its 
east, to gain some distance in my 
perspective. I did. With this last 
bit of schooling here, I have begun 
to see how the social practice of 
visiting art museums is instrumen-
talised and what this instrumentali-
sation means.  Pursuing the research 
for my thesis I discovered that 
governments are concerned with using 
museums (and other cultural institu-
tions) to help rescue the poor and 
underprivileged that threaten to 
become ‘socially excluded’ (and have 
done so since the inception of the 
museum). Community groups want this 
as well, though perhaps for differ-
ent reasons. Artists, museum profes-
sionals, think tank fellows, crit-
ics, gallerists, and visitors all 
use the practice of visiting (both 
as an embodied experience, or as an 
abstracted, discursive object) for 
various ends—not only the moment of 
delight, astonishing beauty, keen 
insight, or self-realization. The 
critical factors that I think shape 
the use and comprehension of the 
visit are the rise of a consumerist 
individual, the wane of legislative 
knowledge, the increase of social 
anxiety around status, the shrinking 
state, and ultimately the deficits in 

the social domain.

I went to Bangkok, to the ‘New Silk 
Road’ conference to find another ter-
ritory to write and think about. 
It was not one that I knew previ-
ously. What blooms along the cultural 
paths in Asia are different from what 
grows in my vicinity here. In Bang-
kok I was a storyteller, standing on 
the outskirts, watching and taking 
notes. I believe I left this off my 
list of professions at the beginning: 
storytelling. I do love to tell sto-
ries, to relate events and their sig-
nificance. For me art very much lives 
there, on the interpreter’s tongue. 
Still, I itch to get out of the dis-
cursive circle and see whether any 
of the knowledge gained may be use-
fully applied.

I have submitted my thesis, Theoriz-
ing the Visit: An Analysis of In-
strumentalist Perspectives on Museum 
Visiting, to Birkbeck College and am 
now awaiting my viva. I have a ten-
tative plan to begin to address the 
fundamental social deficits that I 
think cause the instrumentalisation 
of culture in the first place. Culture 
could be different. It could become a 
place of play: an arena of collective 
activity in which we work different 
muscles, where we exhaust ourselves 
to test our own limits, or to find 
where we are in space, as children 
do. Why culture is used to way it is 
now in the UK and the US has to do 
with the impoverishment of our col-
lective social imagination, I think. 
Now, I am looking for a way out of 
that poverty, which oddly enough, 
ends up, in another sense, being a 
way in.  

February 2011 
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south, west) and by the time he got 
his first official job, he had acquired 
a taste for travelling.

From 2001 to 2004, Jun travelled 
to over 100 cities in China, and set 
up an archive to sort out the data 
and information he collected. This 
archive, organized in keywords and 
themes, would eventually form the 
core content of the “Urban China” 
magazine that he founded in 2005. 
This way, his previous individual 
work evolved into an open, collec-
tive database and editorial platform 
to research China’s ongoing urbani-
zation process. 

During his 5 years as the magazine’s 
editor-in-chief, Jiang Jun travelled 
around the world to lecture and ex-
hibit on the cutting-edge and highly 
influential research work of Urban 
China. This stirred his interest in 
modernization processes parallel 
to China's in developing countries 
such as Russia, India, and in South 
America, Eastern Europe and Africa. 
In 2011, he quit his job with Urban 
China to focus on researching and 
visiting these alternative moderniza-
tions. Jiang Jun currently works as a 
research instructor in Moscow and is 
a visiting scholar at Oxford Univer-
sity for the “Rising Powers” project.

Stefan Rusu 
Stefan Rusu was born in 1964 in Kâi-
etu, a small peasant village in the 
South of Moldova, a former Soviet 
socialist Republic created by the So-
viets after World War II as a “politi-
cal” project. Although they are eth-
nic Romanians, his family was forced 
to take on the Moldovan nationality. 
Only recently a law passed allowing 
people to decide individually about 
their nationality and distinguish this 
from their citizenship. Since 1992, 
Stefan carries both the Romanian 
and Moldovan citizenship. 

At a very young age, Stefan moved 
to the North of Moldova where he 

stayed with his grandmother until 
his parents took him to Chisinau, 
the country’s capital to go to school. 
His father was an architect, and his 
brother would later join him in that 
profession. Stefan and his sister are 
both artists. His father worked in an 
era that architecture – and art for 
that matter - wasn’t meant to create, 
but to represent and interpret ideo-
logical subjects. 

During high school, Stefan Rusu 
started following art classes and 
upon graduation, he entered the 
Chisinau Art College. After 2 years 
of military service in the Soviet army 
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near Odessa (now Ukraine), Stefan 
continued his education at the St. Pe-
tersburg Art Academy. During this 
5-year period, he witnessed a period 
of great turmoil with the Perestroika 
and Glasnost reforms in the USSR.

After the execution of Ceausescu in 
1989, borders that had been closed 
for 45 years opened up, and inhab-
itants of Moldova were allowed to 
travel. Stefan moved to Bucharest, 
Romania, where he finished his study 
and eventually made his home base. 
His artistic and curatorial agenda re-
mains to date closely connected to the 
processes and changes that occurred 
in the post-socialist societies before 
and after 1989—the effects of which 
are ongoing. Among his preoccupa-
tions are aspects of mass-manipula-
tion techniques, political engineering 
strategies, and tactics of colonization 
and culturalization that culminated 
in some cases with the construction 
of artificial entities, as is the case of 
the Republic of Moldova. 

From 2000 on, Stefan Rusu started 
to work on an international scale 
as an artist and curator. From 2005 
to 2006, he attended the Curatorial 
Training Program of De Appel Art 
Centre in Amsterdam. For Stefan, 
this was extremely important as it 
provided him with a connection to 

the international art market and al-
lowed him to step out of the (local) 
context in Moldova and Romania. 
Meanwhile, he developed an inter-
est in the Asian periphery located 
on other side of the Russian bor-
ders where similar processes as the 
ones he witnesses in the Caucasus 
take place: Mongolia, Siberia, Kyr-
gyzstan, Kazakhstan and Uzbeki-
stan. He recently set up a series of 
investigative artistic and curatorial 
projects in and on these peripheral 
regions, along with a continuous 
presence in his own region, that 
share an interest in the connections 
between political and cultural sym-
bols and propaganda, their impact 
on the urban environment, and map 
out possible interferences between 
personal narratives, imported ide-
ologies and cultural discourse.

Stefan combines writing, produc-
ing, creating and curating artistic 
projects, and this does sometimes 
require him to be schizophrenic, 
professionally speaking. He works 
both from Chisinau, Moldova and 
Bucharest, Romania, but he also 
travels often abroad for projects and 
residencies. He thinks of “home” as 
something temporary – simply as 

the place where he is present. 
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Nikoloz (Nikusha) Chkhaidze
Nikoloz (Nikusha) Chkhaidze was 
born only 100 metres from the Black 
Sea, in Batumi, Georgia, a typical 
small port city that used to be beau-
tiful and cosy before the govern-
ment made it ugly. After a few years, 
he moved to Tbilisi, the capital city. 
The end of the 80s and the 90s, the 
period Nikusha grew up, was quite 
dramatic for Georgia. The collapse 
of the Soviet Union left the country 
in total chaos. 

Nikusha attended one of the most 
compromising high schools in the 
city, plagued with criminality, but 
he learned a great deal from it. He 
had a good relationship with his 
parents, who did their best to keep 
him off the streets, which wasn’t 
always easy. As a kid, he would of-
ten make his own toys. One day, he 
built a UFO out of an old radio. His 
mother suggested him study indus-
trial design at the Tbilisi State Acad-
emy of Arts, which he eventually 
did. He considered applying for the 
painting department, but his father 
– a painter himself – thought he was 
still too young and strongly advised 
against it. 

Soon after entering the academy, 
he realized that it didn’t amount 
to a lot. And he wasn’t the only 
one coming to that conclusion. To-
gether with a group of like-minded 

students, mainly artists, Nikusha 
set up a student forum to push for 
changes in the system, in which 
they partially succeeded. At the 
same time, the group started or-
ganizing exhibitions, working dia-
metrically different than they were 
taught, which led to the establish-
ment of the ‘Creatorea’ collective.
Without realizing it, Nikusha had 
become an artist. 

One exhibition/performance enti-
tled "The OTHER Caucasus" that 
Creatorea organized in an unused 
retail space in Tbilisi’s slowly gen-
trifying old town was particularly 
memorable. Curator Lydia Matthews 
testifies: “Their absurd, playful and 
poignant gestures included Nikusha 
dressed in a bridal gown made from 
camouflage material, walking down 
a carpeted aisle only to be attacked 
by the symbolic hand of the church 
at a confessional. After a significant 
flogging, he stripped off his gown, 
marched naked to the centre of a ma-
jestic, illuminated bridge followed 
by hundreds of stunned and curi-
ous audience members, paused con-
templatively and boldly "hopped" 
into the Mtkvari River below. In the 
darkness and quiet of night, this act 
of courage and symbolic cleansing 
(albeit into highly polluted waters!) 
spoke to Creatorea’s urgent de-
sire to re-baptize Georgian artistic 



46c o l l a b o r a t i v e  i n t e l l i g e n c e

bottom left: Howard Chan
bottom right: Agung Kurniawan



47c o l l a b o r a t i v e  i n t e l l i g e n c e

Rahraw Omarzad & Mu Qian



48c o l l a b o r a t i v e  i n t e l l i g e n c e

upper left: Gary-Ross Pastrana
bottom left: J iang Jun
right: Lina Saneh



49c o l l a b o r a t i v e  i n t e l l i g e n c e

upper left: Shaarbek Amankul
upper right: Samah Hijawi

bottom: Le Huy Hoang & Zoe Butt



page 50collaborative intelligence

practice in defiance of cultural and 
spiritual norms, and to do so within 
view of an international audience”.

His family and friends had a par-
ticular hard time with the radical-
ism of his work. Nikusha’s projects 
and performances often embrace 
physical risk as a means to shock 
his audience – and himself – out of 
generalized insensibility, as writer 
Nathaniel McBride puts it. They 
eventually accepted it knowing that 
he wasn’t going to give up. 

Nikusha felt happiest during the pe-
riod of the Soviet Union. He’s part of 
the generation that came of age when 
Georgia gradually incorporated into 

the world system, which instigated 
a confusing struggle between post-
Soviet leftovers, the constraints of 
traditional society and the harsh ex-
pectations of new socio-economical 
and political models imported at 
face value. His work very much re-
flects this. He explores the limits of 
his own physicality to put strong po-
litical metaphors into effect.

Nikusha obtained a postgraduate 
course at the Institute of Photog-
raphy and New Media in Tbilisi in 
2003, and moved to Berlin in 2008, 
the day after the war with Russia 
broke out. He is currently following 
the ‘Art in Context’ master program 
of the Berlin University of the Arts. 

Kyong Park 
Kyong Park was born in the city of 
Chungmu, now called TongYeong, 
in South Korea in 1954. This for-
mer fishing town, commonly called 
Naples of Korea, lies on the eastern 
edge of the southern Korean coast 
famous for its thousands of islands, 
called Halyeo Sudo. The city was 
isolated, located on the very end of 
a small peninsula, accessible only 
by one road that meandered along 
the coast, offering amazing views 
of various natural landscapes and 
wildlife.

His family built a movie theatre in 
this city of 50.000 inhabitants, show-

ing mostly foreign films, particularly 
American, French and Italian. From 
these films, Kyong was ‘globalized’ 
from early on in his life. He felt like 
the twin brother to the little boy of 
the 1988 Italian film “Cinema Para-
diso” watching movies almost every 
day. He even dressed like that boy 
as his mother made him similar 
Western style shorts with suspend-
ers. But Kyong wanted to leave his 
little, pretty city and see the worlds 
that were within those films. 

In 1967, Kyong moved to the United 
States. It was a momentous time to 
enter Western civilization. The Bea-
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tles appeared on the first live satel-
lite broadcast, China tested its first 
hydrogen bomb, the first human-
heart transplant was performed and 
the Concorde unveiled, while Che 
Guevara was executed and the Shah 
Pahlavi crowned in Iran. The anti-
Vietnam War and the Civil Rights 
movement reached its peak and con-
testations on democracy were thriv-
ing when he began his life in ‘Amer-
ica,’ in Flint, Michigan, a factory 
town seen through the film “Roger 
and Me” by Michael Moore. There, 
Kyong experienced the inglorious ‘9 
to 5’ working hours of the capitalist 
system, before he headed to study 
architecture at University of Michi-
gan in the mid 1970s, where hippie 
culture rivalled with Berkeley, Cali-
fornia. Kyong never went to a gradu-
ate school, as his anti-establishment 
thoughts took root and carried him 
into life long self-education through 
independent practices. 

He moved to New York City in 1979, 
to the island of Manhattan that was 
portrayed as a maximum-security 
prison in the 1981 film “Escape from 
New York”. In real life, it was a cheap 
place to live that gathered the peo-
ple who did not fit into mainstream 
society. East Village, where he first 
settled, was filled with empty build-
ings and vacant lots, populated by 
the homeless and anarchists, high-
lighted with stolen, stripped and 
burned cars almost on every block. 
In 1982, Kyong founded StoreFront 

for Art and Architecture, a non-prof-
it exhibition space that made him 
into an organizer and a curator, in 
one of the first places where multi-
disciplinary practices flourished. 

But Kyong left StoreFront and New 
York in 1998. An experimental and 
independent space like StoreFront 
was simply devoured by the re-
emergence of class system in Ameri-
can cities that authored the preferred 
real estates like Manhattan to the 
so-called ‘Creative Class’ and dislo-
cated others to peripheral waste and 
service lands. To join the hopes and 
dreams of those who are being ‘left 
out,’ he moved into a ghetto in De-
troit, the preeminent ‘shrinking city’ 
that is the poster child for the end of 
modernist ideals in the post-indus-
trial America. There, Kyong headed 
up the International Center for Ur-
ban Ecology, running projects and 
workshops to bring forth new ideas 
on how to reconstruct Detroit into a 
smaller, different city. With the mak-
ing of “Detroit: Making It Better For 
You” a video with a fictional narra-
tive, Kyong started to make his own 
work instead of curating and pre-
senting the works of others. 

Then came the so-called ‘war against 
terrorism.’ Being against Bush doc-
trine, Kyong left the United States, 
along with “24260: The Fugitive 
House,” an empty house that he cut 
up to move through ten cities in 
Western Europe from 2001 to 2008. 
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As one of the curators and artists of 
the Shrinking Cities Project in Ber-
lin, he travelled throughout Europe, 
including Russia, investigating the 
urban landscape of controversial  
redevelopments that resulted from 
various neo-liberalist capitalizations 
of societies and cultures. Now fully 
nomadic, travelling to different cit-
ies on the average of once a week, 
he began to live and work in ex-Yu-
goslavia and the Western Balkan ar-
eas. Returning to the United States 
in 2007, taking on a professorship at 
the University of California San Die-
go, Kyong began the New Silk Roads 
project that took him to 18 different 
cities between Istanbul and Tokyo, 
thus far. 

Living between the East and the 
West, Kyong Park has become a root-
less individual who belongs to no-
where. He recognizes himself in ex-
Yugoslavia, being stateless, like the 
Serbians whose passport and web 
identity remained in Yugoslavia long 
after that state ceased to exist. Hav-
ing lived in South Korea for much of 
2009 and 2010, as the artistic director 
 and chief curator of Anyang Public 
Art Project 2010, his schizophrenic 
identity and locality has escalated. 
He remains in an hopeless search for 
a meaningful, complete and valued 
relation with a particular ‘place,’ or 
with a time, inside the societies and 
civilization that are being hollowed 
out through fleeting discourses and 
fragmented communications.

Jompet aka Kuswidananto
Jompet was born and raised in Yo-
gyakarta, a historical powerspot in 
Java that witnessed different peri-
ods of turmoil as result of its cultural 
and religious diversity. He grew up 
under Suharto’s brutal dictatorship 
and was actively involved in the stu-
dent revolutions that deposed him in 
1998. 

Jompet’s grandparents are animis-
tic, but his parents always sent him 
to Catholic schools. He sees himself 
as a mixture of different religious 
and spiritial beliefs – as a true child 
of his homecountry. His official 

name, Augustinos Kusidawanto, re-
veals this: Kusidawanto is the name 
his parents chose for him, Augusti-
nos stems from his Catholic educa-
tion, while Jompet, his artist name, 
used to be the nickname his friends 
gave him. 

He studied communication at the 
Faculty of Politics in Jogyakarta, 
but invested more in his creative im-
pulses than in his academic career, 
and with success. Apart from join-
ing a theatre group that would later 
grow out into Teater Garasi, Jompet 
also managed to become a real local 



page 53

- The Process of Learning -
Shahidul Alam

It was my first day in the new school. 
I was good in English, so the English 
classes were my best opportunity to im-
press in the co-ed class. The English 
teacher Mr. Buksh, asked us to write a 
description of a ‘rainy day’. The gen-
eral practice was to memorise the thick 
‘suggestion’ books that were sold in the 
market. Everyone gave the same answer, 
word for word. The one who could regur-
gitate best, was judged the brightest 
student. 

I was feeling lyrical, and wrote what I 
considered to be a fine piece. “Who wrote 
this” called out Mr. Buksh. I stood up 
proudly. Early recognition was a good 
sign. Mr. Buksh came up to me. Pulled my 
ear and loudly proclaimed “I don’t want 
philosophers in my class.”

It’s a problem I’ve had with other 
teachers. My Bangla teacher loved the 
essay I’d written on the floods, where 
I’d invoked the waters to come and 
cleanse the land and our soul, to pu-
rify and bring harvest anew. At least 
this teacher praised me for my prose. 
But he did advise against ever submit-
ting such an answer in the exams. He 
wanted me to pass.

The formulaic teaching extended to pho-
tography. The Ealing and Hampshire House 
Photographic Society had its meetings on 
Thursday nights at the Ealing Town Hall 
in London. They had print competitions 
on alternate weeks. Though I was new to 
the club, I had entered. My print was 
a portrait of a friend of mine. Mayur 
(which meant peacock) was from Gujrat. 
He was a handsome young man with rugged 
features. I’d deliberately photographed 
him against a blank sky. Those were my 
experimental days, and I was playing 
with line film. It was a harsh portrait, 
with few greys. There were a few out of 

focus branches in the background, which 
I had bleached out. The competition was 
stiff, but I felt I was in with a chance.
The judge, an elderly gentleman from a 
nearby town, solemnly walked past the 
prints. He stopped when he came to mine. 
Again I sniffed recognition. “Male por-
traits should never have white back-
grounds,” was his stern decree. I wasn’t 
aware of Avedon or Penn. Neither obvi-
ously was Mr. Judge. I have since la-
boured on with my white backgrounds.

Not that I was averse to learning. Life 
was a great teacher, and far less judg-
mental. Having joined Liverpool Univer-
sity, I was enjoying the company of girls 
for the first time. The co-ed experi-
ences of my childhood had been far more 
fleeting, with occasional flutters of the 
heart that had never been expressed.

Mary was a vivacious attractive Biochem-
istry student. She asked me if I wanted 
to go to a party. I was happy to go. The 
parties I’d been to back home had usu-
ally been birthday parties, so as a well 
brought up Bangladeshi, I took a birth-
day cake along. Mary did give the cake 
a strange look, but said nothing. It was 
a nurse’s party. I had to pay 50 pence 
as an entrance fee. The strangeness of 
paying to go to a party was something 
I could deal with. Mary asked me if I’d 
dance. I said I couldn’t. “Of course 
you can”, she said, and helped me wiggle 
around. So I wiggled. She was popular, 
and had many friends at the party. “Why 
don’t you dance with these girls and 
I’ll catch you up,” she said. “I can’t do 
that,” I exclaimed. “They are all danc-
ing with their husbands.” “They are not 
dancing with their husbands,” Mary gen-
tly explained. I propped up the wall and 
watched. As the music changed, I saw the 
girl change their husbands. As the DJ 
moved to slow tracks, I saw them kissing 
different husbands. “Maybe they are not 
dancing with their husbands after all,” 
I said to myself. I was learning.
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- email interview -
Zoe Butt

(It is okay not to answer one or more 
of these questions if you feel uncom-
fortable doing so; you can also decide 
to focus more on the one than the other 
question because it’s more relevant for 
you. the idea is to collect a bit of 
background information and a few per-
sonal anecdotes offering a glimpse of who 
you are and where you come from, apart 
from your artistic realizations.)

1. Where and when were you born? Newcas-
tle, Australia
2. In what kind of place/social environ-
ment/historical context? 1970s/80s White 
Australia
3. What nationality do you have? Your 
parents? Australian nationality, Mum is 
Australian, Dad is Chinese (from Hong 
Kong)
4. Do you have siblings? YES
5. What kind of education did you get? 
Private 
6. Did you stay your whole youth in the 
same place or did you move often? If 
yes, where to? Did this have an impact 
on you?
7. How would you describe your youth? 
What kind of relationship did you have 
with your parents? Siblings? Classmates 
and friends? 
8. What did you study? Was this your 
own decision? I studied art history and 
theory, majoring in post-colonial asian 
studies and yes it was my own decision
9. When did you come in contact with 
the arts for the first time? When I was 
a kid, my Mum often took me to art gal-
leries

10. When did you decide to become an 
artist or art professional? Was there 
any project/exhibition/performance/person 
that had a specific impact on you? 
What did your friends/family think of 
this? I knew I wanted to know more about 
art and its history. I wanted to study 
it but I had no concrete idea how it 
would earn me a living. I started volun-
teering at my local regional art gallery 
as firstly a security person, but then 
moved up the ladder to education, then 
curatorial work.
11. What kind of jobs did you do? I’ve 
done all sorts, from managing video-
lending stores to waitressing; from su-
permarket check-out person to security 
guard; from finance management to now 
being a curator and a writer.
12. How would you describe your artis-
tic practice? How do you work? I work 
collaboratively with a focus on building 
artistic networks through art produc-
tion – particularly within the field of 
contemporary Asian art.
13. When did you fall in love for the 
first time? Are you married? Do you have 
children? 
14. When were you the happiest in your 
life so far? When was the hardest time? 
What drives you in life? Knowing I am 
constantly in a state of learning; I 
need to feel inspired in order to keep 
going and that is what working with art-
ists does for me
15. What kind of person are you? 
Where you do you feel at home? When I’m 
surrounded by the people that love and 
challenge me
16. What’s your dream? To be rich with 
influence to change the power structures 
that prevent talent from shining 
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rockstar at university. Unfortunate-
ly, his graduation also announced 
the end of this short-lived career. 

Jompet, bound to take the next step, 
started working with graphics and 
experimental music. This led in 2001 
to a performance on a visual art fes-
tival in Singapore, which launched 
him in the visual arts scene. He as-
sisted the artists Arahmaiani and 
Agung Kurniawan, and worked 
with different documentary crews 
to further accumulate experience 
and knowledge, based on which he 
would eventually start to develop 
his own artistic practice. 

What if an artist were to employ a 
historian’s research strategy in the 
search for a ‘third reality’? Jompet’s 
work reflects on the complex, colo-

nial history of Indonesia and Java, 
and is the result of his long-standing 
research into the compendium of 
psychosomatic traces of a bloody 
past. This shows his earlier involve-
ment with documentary making. 
His delicate multimedia installa-
tions, in which he often performs 
himself, not only bear the marks 
of his infatuation with theatre, but 
also bring himself at the centre, thus 
making his work highly personal. 
His installations, often site-specific, 
deliberately play with the notion of 
subversion. They tackle universally 
accepted opposites such as colonial 
versus post-colonial, conservative 
vs. modern, democracy vs. autoc-
racy thereby constructing a ‘new 
cultural paradigm’- creating a “grey 
space”.

Samah Hijawi 
Samah Hijawi was born in Kuwait, 
and lives in Amman, the capital of 
Jordan. She studied Fine Arts, first 
in Lebanon and later in London. She 
doesn’t really know what provoked 
her curiosity in art; she drew a lot 
as a child, and remembers visiting a 
few exhibitions and the Museum of 
Islamic Arts in Kuwait in the 80's, 
but she’s not sure if that means an-
ything. Her friends and family sup-
ported her choice for a career in the 
arts, but weren’t sure if she would be 
able to make a living out of it. 

She has worked in different organi-
zations related to the arts, some 
commercial, others public, as a cu-
rator, a writer, lecturer, a scholar, a 
consultant/cultural manager, always 
in combination with her individual 
practice as an artist. She’s currently 
involved in Makan, an independent 
art space run collectively in Amman, 
and often lectures and writes on con-
temporary art in the Arab World. 

In her own work, Samah explores 
the issue of identity through histori-
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cal, political, social and religious 
structures, and questions definitions 
of collective identity, memory and 
the notion of a ‘sense of belonging’. 
She recently developed a particular 
interest in working in public space 
realizing projects that include partic-

ipatory and performative elements. 
As a young adult, Samah made a 
‘political’ move to Jordan, but in 
fact she loves the idea of moving 
around in general. She can even 
claim a hotel room as her tempo-
rary home.

Arahmaiani
Arahmaiani was raised in Bandung, 
West-Java by an Islamic scholar fa-
ther and a Hindu-Buddhist mother 
in a family of 7 children. Her up-
bringing saw the coexistence of 
both convictions: whereas her fa-
ther provided strict Islamic culture 
and instruction, her mother’s fam-
ily thought her Javanese dances, 
songs, legends and poetry.

During her youth, she witnessed 
the drastic reforms that the mili-
tary government carried through, 
which modernized Indonesian life, 
but also brought more repression 
and installed an effective dictator-
ship. She felt close to her sisters, 
but often clashed with her broth-
ers. She suspects that her critical 
stance towards male domination 
made them feel uncomfortable. 
Similarly, she struggled with her 
parents because of their very dif-
ferent philosophy of life. 

Early on, in her art studies in 
Bandung, Arahmaiani developed 
a natural inclination towards ac-

tivism. Rather than creating ‘nice 
surfaces’, she wanted to engage in 
social processes, provoke thought 
and interfere in public debate. This 
put her entirely at odds with Indo-
nesian art education that was still 
infatuated with the early days of 
Western modernism and therefore 
had nothing to do with the realities 
of the country. Initial street actions 
gave her the reputation of a rebel; 
she was sent to jail and suspend-
ed from school. Those years were 
formative to her conviction - and 
still much valid - she must articulate 
her thoughts loudly and sharply, 
so as to be heard and taken  
seriously.

After being kicked out of art school, 
Arahmaiani went out to sea. She 
first moved to Australia, and later 
to the Netherlands to continue her 
art education. Only when confront-
ed with Western art and philosophy 
did she realize how different these 
were from her own. Arahmaiani 
feels it is necessary to first raise 
conflictive issues in search of a re-
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alistic base for mutual interests and 
complementary features, and then 
to try for reciprocal acceptance.

Repression, injustice, violence, 
conformity, sell-out of the country 
to the West and other abuse dur-
ing Suharto’s military regime gave 
plenty of grounds for protest. Arah-
maiani personally experienced 
the hardship of social injustice in 
a Third World country when she 
lived on the street for a shorter 
period. Her vehement criticism of 
capitalism is rooted in direct expe-
rience and observations; when, for 
example, she reflects on the fact 
that everything becomes an object 
of consumption - even culture and 
the arts - she comes to grip with the 
system itself.

A recurrent theme in her work is 
the situation of the woman. Follow-
ing her principle of not concerning 
herself with anything outside of her 
own immediate realm of experience, 

Arahmaiani is involved with ques-
tions of her own identity as a woman 
within a community that is ruled by 
men, as a female artist with a criti-
cal approach, as an Asian and Mus-
lim in the international context of 
her many travels and stays abroad.

In addition, it is part of Arahmaiani’s 
ethos as a female artist to use her 
public presence in order to attract 
attention to violence against women 
in general and to female discrimina-
tion in Indonesia’s Islamic society 
in particular. A fundamental aspect 
of her criticism of the prevailing 
interpretationof Islam is that men 
derive their claim to sole author-
ity in decision-making from it. She 
acts against religion as a rigid set 
of rules and defends her right to her 
own interpretation as an individual 
and as a woman. She is repeatedly 
faced with hostility when presenting 
her artistic work, because she uses a 
strategy of provocation in order to at 
least set off a process of reflection.

Ho Tzu Nyen 
Ho Tzu Nyen was born and raised 
in a typical middle-class fam-
ily in Singapore: “post-colonial, 
pragmatic, capitalist”, to put it 
in his own words. He grew up as 
the standard Singaporean pattern 
subscribed it, ending up in univer-
sity. His academic studies, how-
ever, could not satisfy his thirst for 

knowledge. Tzu, who would con-
tinue to step in and out of differ-
ent universities and majors, chose 
to look out for his own education. 
This led him to art history and the 
work of Duchamp, to cultural stud-
ies and French post-structuralism, 
and most notably, to a recurrent 
obsession with Nietzsche. Mean-
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time, he immersed himself in the 
movies of Godard, Fellini, Anton-
ioni and Pasolini clearing the path 
to cinema.
In 2003, Tzu set out to make his first 
short film. “Every Name in History 
is I” narrates the story of a pre-
colonial founder of Singapore, shot 
in an installation of 20 paintings. 
The project travelled the world as a 
film, an installation and lecture per-
formance, and already beared the 
marks of the practice that he would 
develop in the following years. 

Tzu’s projects usually start as an ex-
cuse to research a particular object 
or subject. They, however, mostly 
end up as attempts to exorcise his 
obsessions, in order to find new 
ones. They move in between film-
making, painting, performance and 
writing, and investigate the forms, 
methods and languages of art, the 
relationship between the still, the 
painted and the moving image, and 

the construction of history. Tzu’s 
films and audivisual work, that of-
ten form the core of his other artis-
tic projects, attempt to expose the 
apparatus of cinema by mixing dif-
ferent genres, by creating highly ar-
tificial sets, or by making cameras, 
crew and lighting a key part of the 
action.

Ever since the release of his first 
film, Ho Tzu Nyen’s work has been 
picked up internationally, with 
screenings, presentations and ex-
hibitions in major musea, festivals 
and biennales. His first feature film, 
“Here”, was selected for the Direc-
tors’ Fortnight at the Cannes Film 
Festival in 2009. 

And then. He was only 17 when 
she looked at him that way. Seems 
only yesterday. He was only fool-
ing around, but she stole his heart 
away. Love changes, changes eve-
rything.

Veronica Sekules 
Veronica Sekules was born in Eng-
land, but her father was Austrian 
Jewish and her mother German 
Protestant. Both of them rejected 
their origins in wanting to assimilate 
into their adopted country, so she 
grew up understanding fragments 
of another way of life and language 
while being immersed in native Eng-
lish culture. Her mixed origins are 

increasingly both confusing and 
important to her. She likes to play 
with her identity and feel both part 
of everywhere and nowhere in par-
ticular. The fact that she is both a 
joiner and an observer has deeply 
affected her entire life to the extent 
that multi-tasking is one of her great 
skills. So now Veronica is a curator, 
and an educator, a cook and a gar-
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dener, a medievalist and a modern-
ist, a writer and a mother. She lives 
in the country and the town. She is 
part of the art world and the farm.
Veronica worked for many years at 
the Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts 
whose hybrid nature as an art gallery 
within a university, a centre for world 
art and antiquities as well as a place 
for exhibiting contemporary art, situ-
ated at the eastern edge of England, 
at the eastern edge of Norwich and 
at the eastern edge of the University 
campus, has admirably suited her 
preference for liminal and complex 
situations. She began as a curator, but 
being increasingly fascinated by in-
teractions between people and things 

and by the power of art to influence 
and change people’s attitudes and 
even major aspects of their lives, she 
turned more to active programming 
and running large creative learning 
and research projects. 

Her latest project is called The Cul-
ture of the Countryside and it is us-
ing the resources of the museum to 
discover and create connections be-
tween social organisation, art and 
heritage in the rural environment. 
Veronica Sekules is also one of three 
editors for a new journal called World 
Art, which she hopes will increasing-
ly become a forum for creative and 
academic practices all over the world.

Ark Fongsmut 
Ark Fongsmut lives and works in 
Bangkok, Thailand. He received his 
MA in Fine Art Administration and 
Curatorship from Goldsmiths Col-
lege, London, and his MA and BA in 
Political Science from Chulalongkorn 
University, Bangkok. He has been a 
curator at Bangkok University Gal-
lery, Bangkok since 2000 and has 
produced various exhibitions and 
projects, including the annual Brand 
New Project and Artist Residency 
Programme. With insight and expe-
rience in the field of contemporary 

Thai photography, Ark was appoint-
ed chief curator of the 2004 and 2006 
Month of Photography–Bangkok, a 
major international photography ex-
hibition, and was co-curator of the 
first International Singapore Photog-
raphy Festival 2008. One of the more 
vocal contributors to critical writ-
ings on contemporary Thai art, Ark 
has published numerous exhibition 
catalogues and books, including Art 
Now, Esquire (Thai Edition), MARS, 
and East Bridge, an online Korean art 
magazine. 
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Nikoloz (Nikusha) Chkhaidze
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top: Ark Fongsmut & Pratchaya Phinthong
bottom: Seph Rodney
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upper left: Onno Dirker
upper right: Defne Ayas
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Jompet a.k.a Kuswidananto
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David Cotterrell 
David Cotterrell lives and works in 
London. He is an installation art-
ist working across varied media, 
including: video, audio, interactive 
media, artificial intelligence, device 
control, and hybrid technology. His 
work exhibits political, social, and 
behavioral analyses of the environ-
ments and contexts, which he and 
his work inhabit. Over the last ten 
years, his work has been extensive-
ly commissioned and exhibited in 
North America, Europe and the Far 
East, in gallery spaces, museums and 

within the public. Recent exhibitions 
include: Eastern Standard: Western 
Artists in China at MASS MoCA, 
Massachusetts, War and Medicine at 
the Wellcome Collection, London and 
Map Games at the Today Museum of 
Modern Art, Beijing and Birmingham 
City Art Gallery. David is Professor 
of Fine Arts at Sheffield Hallam Uni-
versity, and has been a consultant to 
strategic masterplans, cultural, and 
public art policy meetings for urban 
regeneration, healthcare and growth 
areas. 

Howard Chan 
Howard Chan works as a curator 
and a cultural programmer in Hong 
Kong. Chan has been concerned 
with art worker-public interface and 
exhibition as a strategy in public 
sphere. In 2002, he co-founded and 
chairs the Community Museum Pro-
ject, a curatorial/research collective 
that aims at reviewing and promot-
ing the culture and practice of eve-
ryday life, as well as nurturing a cre-
ative public platform. Chan has been 
active in promoting a community-

driven art scene in Hong Kong and 
overseas. In 1998, he co-founded 
1aspace, a non-profit-making visual 
art organization and exhibit venue. 
He was an initiator of IN-BETWEEN 
art space network, and is currently 
an organizing committee member 
of an inter-Asian artist mobility 
network. As an organizer, he coor-
dinated Festival of Vision: Berlin in 
Hong Kong in 2000 and Re:Wanchai 
– Hong Kong International Artists’ 
Workshop in 2005.

Mu Qian 
Mu Qian is made in China, and 
lives in China. He is a senior culture 

and arts writer, and an ethnomusi-
cologist. His works include articles 
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about lives of Catholic Tibetans and 
Chinese Muslims’ haj pilgrimage. 
He is a Co-founder and Director of 
Pentatonic Workshop, an independ-
ent NPO working in the areas of art, 
culture, education, and community. 
Accomplishments include produc-
ing over 10 programs of folk music 
and dance, such as “Kazakh Dias-
pora Tales” and “Soul of Dolan”.  He 
graduated with a Master of Arts in 
Ethnomusicology, China Conserva-
tory of Music, Beijing, in June 2005. 
He translated Alan P. Merriam’s An-
thropology of Music and co-trans-
lated Ethnomusicology and Modern 
Music History (edited by Stephen 
Blum) into Chinese.

Travelling is one of the most impor-
tant things in his life, as it enables 
him to find out how different cul-
tures work. His work focuses on 
bridging traditional and contempo-
rary arts with an anthropological 
angle. One example is "The Disap-
pearing Shamans", a project to doc-
ument the remaining shamanistic 
culture in China, and to find out the 
possibility of using shamanism as 
an inspiration for art works as well 
as disclosing the relationship be-
tween religion and arts in a broader 
sense. In this project he is trying to 
combine anthropological fieldwork 
with artistic creation, outcomes in-
cluding a film and a conceptual mu-
sic CD album.

Onno Dirker
For Onno Dirker, a sense of place 
lies at the heart of his work. Any 
landscape is formed by a myriad of 
layers, whether cultural or econom-
ic, physical or metaphysical. His ap-
proach is phenomenological. 

In 2003, he formed Atelier Veld-
werk with the artist Rudy J. Lui-
jters. Atelier Veldwerk works on 
projects that relate to the design of 
public space in its broadest sense. 

Listing, analysing and illustrating 
reality in a new context is the key-
note in their work; they may then 
make interventions but cultural 
analysis can also be an objective in 
itself. Whatever the case, art is al-
ways the frame of reference. Their 
method is that of ‘the unfocused 
gaze’, that is, doing research from 
a cultural perspective without es-
tablishing criteria or guidelines be-
forehand.

Lina Saneh 
Lina Saneh, born in Beirut in 1966, is a theatre maker and actress. She 
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studied theatre at the Lebanese uni-
versity in Beirut, and the Sorbonne 
in Paris. She has acted in and writ-
ten and directed several plays. She 
made her first video in 2006. In her 
earlier works, Saneh focused on the 
physical theatre in an attempt to 
produce a body imprinted by the 
war. She questioned the socio-polit-
ical conflicts and contradictions in 
the middle-east region and the trac-
es that they marked on our bodies.

Today, Saneh spotlights over the na-
ture and role of acts on stage, asking 

about the role which might be car-
ried out by body language in a virtu-
al world marked by the idealization 
of the physical body. From this point, 
she develops installations, perfor-
mances and video works that inter-
rogate the status of our citizenship 
and our position in public spaces, in 
an attempt to create a new political 
parole. Currently, she is an assistant 
professor at the Institut d'Etudes 
Scéniques et Audio-Visuelles at the 
Saint-Joseph University in Beirut 
and at the Saint-Esprit University in 
Kaslic.

Rahraw Omarzad 
Rahraw Omarzad, born in 1964 in 
Kabul, Afghanistan, is the director of 
the Center for Contemporary Art Af-
ghanistan (CCAA). He also lectures 
at the Faculty of Fine Arts of Kabul 
University and works as the editor-
in-chief of the Gahnama-e-Hunar art 
magazine.

As a student at Kabul Universi-
ty, Omarzad studied drawing and 
painting at the Faculty of Fine Arts 
and began a career of teaching and 
lecturing shortly after his gradua-
tion. Omarzad has remained close 
to his roots in the arts and educa-
tion, working as a lecturer in both 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. It was in 
Pakistan, where he found a group of 
like-minded expatriate Afghans de-
voted to dialogue and improvement 

of the arts, that he conceived of the 
publication Gahnama-e-Hunar.

The first issue appeared in 2000 with 
a circulation of 1200 copies. The 
magazine has proved a breakthrough 
publication in the Afghan arts scene. 
Early issues focused on painting, 
sculpture and calligraphy and later, 
at the request of readers, expanded to 
cover film, theatre and music. Today, 
Gahnama-e-Hunar publishes discus-
sions on new curricula and other 
necessary changes for Afghanistan’s 
art schools, alongside reports on the 
growth of the nation’s cultural life, 
the reopening of the National Gallery, 
the search for national art treasures 
that have gone missing and the res-
toration of Afghan cultural heritage. 
International institutions and organi-
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zations now support the magazine.

In addition to his work as an editor, 
Omarzad continues to create his own 
video art and photography. Focused 

on themes of evolution, change and 
renewal in Afghanistan, his work 
has been heavily influenced by local 
street culture and urban exchanges 
in his native Kabul.

Shaarbek Amankul
Shaarbek Amankul was born and 
raised in Bishkek, the capital of Kyr-
gyzstan, in 1959, where he currently 
lives. In his twenties, Shaarbek was 
very ambitious, and very romantic. 
He travelled around to search for 
adventure and what he called inspi-
ration and self-perfection. He spent 
two years in the army in Turkmeni-
stan. He was restless and wanted to 
leave several times, but the desert 
frightened him. After coming back 
to Bishkek, his father, a famous mu-
sician, expected his son to follow in 
his footsteps. But Amankul didn’t 
want to devote his life to music. He 
moved to Osh and began his work 
as an artist.

He holds art and history degrees 
from Kyrgyz State College of Arts 
and the Kyrgyz National Univer-
sity. A member of the Kyrgyz Re-

public Union of Artists, he has long 
promoted global networking and 
has participated in several educa-
tional programs and residencies 
abroad including the House of Art 
Foundation USSR (Latvia), the Ver-
mont Studio Center (2005, USA). 
Additionally, he has participated in 
numerous symposiums and exhibi-
tions throughout Central Asia, and 
Europe such as the 2nd Singapore 
Biennale (2008), Kunsthalle Mu-
nich Lothringer (2009), OK Center 
for Contemporary Art, Linz, Aus-
tria (2009), Sherman Contemporary 
Art Foundation (SCAF), Sydney, 
Australia, Gallery of Modern Art, 
Brisbane, Australia (2009). In addi-
tion to his own art and curatorial 
endeavours, Amankul is currently 
the director of the B'Art: Bishkek 
Art Center in Kyrgyzstan.

Pratchaya Phinthong 
Pratchaya Phinthong was born in 
1974 and lives and works in Bangkok, 
Thailand. He creates situations as an 
invitation made to the visitor to share 

an experience with him. His projects 
(without any specific or pre-defined 
forms) suggest a crack in which the 
spectators are invited to fill the gaps. 
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He builds a set, a fiction, or a process 
to test perceptions. He proposes his 
audience a story with multiple path; 
a trip down memory lane combined 
with subjective perceptions. 

The gallery space becomes a free 
area. Pratchaya explores the dy-
namic area in between different re-

alities underlining a space and the 
distances that separate them: two 
geographical points, two societies 
and two economic systems. He ap-
proaches these distances in a very 
literal fashion, and exploring the 
mechanism of displacement by un-
dertaking long travels to produce 
his work. 

Le Huy Hoang
Le Huy Hoang, born in 1967 in Ha-
noi, Vietnam, is a painter, performer 
and installation artist. Hoang is a 
Khmer / Vietnamese whose work 
has been greatly influenced by his 
personal and family memory of cul-
tural difference and the hardships 

endured during the Vietnam War 
and the control of the Khmer Rouge. 
Hoang graduated in 2003 from the 
Hanoi University of Fine Art and he 
currently lives and works in Hanoi. 
His work has also been exhibited in 
Hanoi, Phnom Penh, and Milan. 

SuperSudaca:
Max Zolkwer & Felix Madrazo

SuperSudaca, a name taken from 
the combination of meanings of 
“over the top” and the usually pejo-
rative term of “sudaca” used to iden-
tify South American immigrants in 
Spain, was casually founded in 2001 
by a group of young Latin American 
architects that met and studied at 
the Berlage Institute in Rotterdam. 
Having been brought up on archi-
tectural examples of Europe and the 
USA they suddenly realized that they 
were pretty much ignorant of what 
was happening in their neighbor-

ing countries and could learn much 
more from each other. Since then, 
they have been working towards 
creating a Pan-American platform 
for exchanging ideas and generating 
knowledge.
SuperSudaca is about embracing 
a common ground while defying 
prejudice in the process. As such, it  
involves a healthy dose of humor 
and an optimistic yet critical atti-
tude which translates itself into in-
novative actions. The various pro-
jects, workshops, publications and 
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research that have been produced 
by SuperSudaca deal with concrete 
social, cultural and economic devel-
opments, such as migration, tour-
ism, housing, centralization and 
globalization that have an impact 

on architecture and urban planning 
in the various contexts of the Carib-
bean and Latin America. The eleven 
founding members of SuperSudaca 
network are based in eight different 
countries.
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A place to meet

The architectural theme of “back to school” cer-
tainly created an intimate space, while somehow 
remaining both nostalgic and at the same time to-
talitarian (all chairs and desks were orthogonally 
spread in the space, a stage was located in front of 
them for presentations). Visitors occupied a line 
of hard seats at the entrance and at the back of 
the “classroom.” At the beginning of the sympo-
sium, a stage was offered as place for experimen-
tation, in order to challenge the limitation of such 
“Stalinian” design. This block of unidentified ar-
chitectural space, neutral and yet open, was a 
monolith in the classroom: a memento, an alle-
gory of constrictions and limits to be disrupted. 
It was the place to, as Arahmaiani printed on her 
T-shirt, “Stop Masturbating and Join the Revolu-
tion!”
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Davide Quadrio [dq]: How did you 
conceive the space for the 3 days 
symposium and what did you 
want to convey with the design?

Supersudaca [s]: The space was con-
ceived during several sessions to-
gether with Arthub Asia to make it 
a perfect place for what was in mind 
for the “performance/symposium”. 
We came out with several plots, some 
of them playing with the idea of a 
beautiful space that could celebrate 
intimacy and individuality: one pro-
totype looked like several "alcoves", 
almost like a labyrinth made out of 
gigantic grass walls, where the indi-
viduals/organizations could appro-
priate the space with presentations/
performances/artworks. Another so-
lution presented several spaces in a 
continuum, similar to a tunnel, ide-
ally describing the physicality of the 
Silk Roads.  Finally, we decided to-
gether that the solution of the class-
room, with a hierarchical, uncom-
fortable, and some how unexpected, 
top down grid structure  would be 
the best place to "play with the 
minds" of the participants included. 
We wanted a certain level of provo-
cation to "cause" a sense of rebellion 
in the participants and consequently 

push them to change the conditions 
of the space...and play with it.

dq: This classroom was somehow 
rooted in the typical orthodoxy 
of the classroom with a nostalgia 
of a forgotten past symbolized by 
the old chairs and desks of Thai 
schools. What do you think was 
the effect of the participants of 
such a setting?

s: As just said, we hoped that this 
setting would be orthodox and "clas-
sic" enough to make the participants 
to immediately go against this strict 
structure. However, it took them a 
day to really start playing with the 
space, changing it and use it as an 
on-going tool to communicate, not 
only to the general public, who was 
invited as "parental" observers of 
the classroom, but also to create 
new areas of expression, islands 
of performative moments or "geo-
graphical" dissent.

dq: How were other elements in-
tegrated in this structure? Stefan 
Rusu for instance?

s: To structure the space as a class-
room allowed us to integrate ele-

Back to school
Felix Mandrazo and Max Zolkwer
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ments that the participants wanted 
to present inside the three day sym-
posium. Yet, the example of Stefan 
Rusu and Alexander Nicolai is one 
of those that put the project to the 
test of its limits. The "sample" of 
a Russian/communist apartment 
model occupied a full third of the 
space and it was constructed as a 
symbol of the continuum of the so-
cialist presence throughout the Silk 
Road's contemporaneity from Lithu-
ania to China. The space was also 
activated by on-going presentations 
and actions by Gary Ross Pastrana 
for instance, or by Samah Hijavi or 
again by Arahmaiani. Desks and 
walls were used to create the base 
for installations, monitor stands or 
combined to create a "platform" for 
several presentations: the case of 
Jompet's performance where the 
desks were combined to make a dj 
cum video projections' support, or 
for the video monitors for Sharbek's 
installation. Progressively, the desks 
were transformed in places out of 
the "remains" of the activities and 
performances that had just hap-
pened, changed and re-changed by 
the progressive actions.

dq: Are you satisfied with the re-
sult and what do you think could 
be improved/changed? 

s: The space created a bubble of un-
easiness, but also showed how we 
people are incredibly easy to be 
conditioned by a structure and how 
difficult it is to "rebel" to a given for-
mat. We are quite happy about what 
came out and how the participants 
at the end "used" it, played with it 
and changed it. The project would 
not have been completed without 
the contribution of authentic school 
desks and chairs. For that among 
other things, we need to thank the 
great team of the Supernormal which 
for three days were able to constant-
ly follow our directions and con-
stantly "activate" the space with new 
elements, changing on the spot ob-
jects and the disposition of the desks, 
monitors, microphones, projectors 
and more. A great thanks as well 
to the film crew guided by Ho Tzu 
Nyen who constantly activated the 
space, filming it, using it as a stage 
for an undercurrent drama of ecstatic 
love... We look forward to another set 
design challenge like this one!
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Subject:	 pdf reunion ficticia
From:	 Felix Madrazo (felixmadrazo@yahoo.com)
To:	 davide@arthubasia.org;
Cc: 	 maxzolkwer@supersudaca.org;
Date: 	 Wed, 24 Jun 2009 16:31:30

davide! 
better luck next time? 
we send you here our first sketches... 
please feel free to interpret them and 
comment..... abrazos
felix + max

-------------------------------------------------

Subject:	 Re:BKK Symposium Art Handler, 
	 Supernormal for Superdaca :)
From:	 Felix Madrazo (felixmadrazo@yahoo.com)
To: 	 davide@arthubasia.org; monvilai@yahoo.
	 com;
Cc: 	 maxzolkwer@supersudaca.org; sprnormal@
	 gmail.com; ark.f@bu.ac.th;
Date: 	 Thu, 30 Jul 2009 15:42:48

dadou we did the mission and we met 
for shanghai, can we try later today or 
tomorrow? max? davide?

-------------------------------------------------

From: 	 Davide Quadrio (Arthub Asia) <davide@
	 arthubasia.org> 
To: 	 Monvilai Rojanatanti <monvilai@yahoo.
	 com> 
Cc: 	 felixmadrazo@yahoo.com; maxzolkwer@
	 supersudaca.org; sprnormal@gmail.com; 
	 Ark <ark.f@bu.ac.th> 
Sent: 	 Wednesday, July 29, 2009 10:35:04 PM 
Subject: 	 Re: BKK Symposium Art Handler, 
	 Supernormal for Superdaca :)

should we try the impossible and have a 
chat on skype soon?
xxx

-------------------------------------------------

Subject:	 fire
From: 	 Felix Madrazo (felixmadrazo@yahoo.com)
To: 	 davide@arthubasia.org; monvilai@yahoo.
	 com;
Cc: 	 maxzolkwer@supersudaca.org;
Date: 	 Wed, 05 Aug 2009 22:56:55

dadou! 
ying,

we started the real layout in the space,
Warning:
this is not a real proposal yet, but 
gives us an idea of the scale of the 
elements
Instead:

we are starting to get a grip of the 
space with a spatial grid. The school 
layout and order should be also arranged 
by your suggestions of where people fit 
better (please comment) 
the matrix: 
the matrix is based on a grid of 1.80 x 
1.80, here a table, a chair (which can 
orientate freely) + a bonus for each 
artist (a coffee table, a plinth, an 
exhibition shelf, a TV, etc...) 
crossings: 
at the crossing of 4 squares we are 
proposing to have the electrical 
distributor for 4 - 6 artist, this point 
can also be emphasized by the tall fans. 
in the air: 
the projectors (3 at this moment) are 
hanging from the light rail in the roof. 
stage/plinth: 
we need to think of a stage (and its 
backstage in the entrance 2)

issue:
flat space as you can see is big, maybe 
even problematic (guess that is the 
idea!), it will affect the space a lot 
.... but perhaps they are open to leave 
it as stage at the back? that would save 
a lot of space, but then it will not 
perform as originally thought? please 
comment....

for this we send you a second file 
without it so you see the difference 
without it.

warming up
we are warming up now, and we have this 
drawing in proper format to work. 

so please shot before it is too late....!

thai visa: ready 
chinese: tomorrow
abrazos 
felix & max

-------------------------------------------------

Subject: 	 Re: fire - QUESTIONS
From: 	 Felix Madrazo (felixmadrazo@yahoo.com)
To: 	 maxzolkwer@supersudaca.org;
Date: 	 Thu, 06 Aug 2009 14:15:28

creo que hay que mostrar otros 
escenarios donde se despeje el centro. 
voy a hacerlos hoy pero tambien quiero 
que el opine, veamos... 
lo de china esta muy bueno, deberiamos 
saber que ruta llevan esos productos, 
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(en referencia a la ruta de la seda) no 
crees?
abrax

-------------------------------------------------

From: 	 max zolkwer <maxzolkwer@supersudaca.org> 
To: 	 Felix Madrazo <felixmadrazo@yahoo.com> 
Sent: 	 Wednesday, August 5, 2009 11:07:53 PM 
Subject: 	 Re: fire - QUESTIONS

felix, 
como acomodamos a los veedores externos? 
dadou dijo que deberian poder entrar 20 
personas mas, no? quizas haya uqe hacer 
una grilla un poco mas apretada y poner 
unas filas de asientos pegados en un 
costado..... que te parece? (ya se que 
queda mas feo el dibujo...)

----- Original Message -----
From: 	 Felix Madrazo
To: 	 Davide Quadrio ; Monvilai 
	 Rojanatanti _ arthub
Cc: 	 Max Zolkwer	
Sent: 	 Wednesday, August 05, 2009 
	 5:56 PM
Subject: 	 fire

dadou! 
ying,

we started the real layout in 
the space,
Warning:
this is not a real proposal 
yet, but gives us an idea of 
the scale of the elements

-------------------------------------------------

Subject:	 Re: fire
From:	 Felix Madrazo (felixmadrazo@yahoo.com)	
To:	 davide@arthubasia.org;
Cc:	 maxzolkwer@supersudaca.org;
Date:	 Mon, 10 Aug 2009 02:09:16

DADOU!
one favor:
please send photos of the place, i have 
the video but can not find any photos 
(did you send me photos?)
yes let's talk tuesday! what time? night 
europe is ok for me
abrazo

-------------------------------------------------

From: 	 Davide Quadrio (Arthub Asia) <davide@
	 arthubasia.org> 
To: 	 Monvilai Rojanatanti <monvilai@yahoo.
	 com> 
Cc: 	 Felix Madrazo <felixmadrazo@yahoo.com>; 

	 max zolkwer <maxzolkwer@supersudaca.org> 
Sent: 	 Sunday, August 9, 2009 6:01:04 PM 
Subject: 	 Re: fire

dear supersudaca...any more renderings 
on the installations? we need to move on 
this soon. Please let us
know...you are living to china this 
coming week...can we talk on tue and 
have the drawings before that
date?
xxx

-------------------------------------------------

Subject:	 that's all for now....
From:	 Felix Madrazo (felixmadrazo@yahoo.com)
To:	 davide@arthubasia.org;
Cc:	 maxzolkwer@supersudaca.org; monvilai@
	 yahoo.com;
Date:	 Thu, 13 Aug 2009 22:42:53

davide, 

i've been waiting to see you without 
sucess i am sending you here the latest 
layout with the following remarks, i 
hope u like it

1. the entrance: it should remain a 
relax entrance, maybe a standing fan 
(that actually gives air to corridor) 
'welcomes' you

2. flat space the first thing you see is 
flat space, it takes a big chunk but its 
ok since the more compress the other 
area the better i think. how it is 
rotated depends on artist choice (or 
yours)

3. the classroom remains in concept the 
same but it allows changes, its more 
like a montesori classroom at the end! 
so you will see that some artist take 
2 spaces or 4 desks, others add extra 
stuff like albertus. one projects to the 
back (the one of course with the slide 
projector)

4. the standing fans remain very crucial 
for atmosphere, authority (somebody is 
watching and noding!) and mark also 
subtle boundaries

5. the projectors, i am placing 4 in the 
ceiling, (we need a stair in the space 
for last minute changes) 2 are closer to 
the wall and one for big screening in 
the back, check power to see if they can 
make the distance. the cable connections 
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for the projectors remains to be solved, 
especially since we have to share the 
projectors between artist.

6. i wish that the space does not change 
too much actually, so no crazy scenarios 
moving tables all over, too much mess 
with cables etc. prefer to keep it more 
disciplined, but its your call

7. stage: a scenario made of wood 
pallets, we could fetch them once we are 
there also, same for coffee table and 
fans

8. the walls could be dark grey with 
one big white rectangle marking the 
projector area. i don't know if this is 
too much money or work, but i'm sure will 
help to make the space a bit dry and 
more suitable for performances....

9. keep ignoring backstage situation, 
please help here, is there a room behind 
the door?

10. as i showed you the sketch i could 
make the layout in 3d, though i don't 
now if makes sense, its quite clear to 
me the idea

11. of course since i did not know who 
to place next to who i took the liberty, 
please but really please comment, por 
favore!

12. that's all for now...

-------------------------------------------------

Subject:	 black cross version
From: 	 Felix Madrazo (felixmadrazo@yahoo.com)
To: 	 davide@arthubasia.org; auu312@gmail.com;
Cc: 	 maxzolkwer@supersudaca.org; defne.ayas@
	 gmail.com;
Date:	 Thu, 27 Aug 2009 08:23:31

dadou + auu + defne

we put the crosses in black, looks 
better we think
ok....ok?

felix+max

-------------------------------------------------

Subject:	 Re: Thank you 
From:	 Felix Madrazo (felixmadrazo@yahoo.com) 
To:	 samahhijawi@gmail.com; linasaneh@

hotmail.com; defne.ayas@gmail.com; 
davide@arthubasia.org; ark.f@bu.ac.th; 
alexanderugay@mail.ru; david@cotterrell.
com; els@theatreinmotion.org; grpastrana@
gmail.com; tzulogy@gmail.com; howardchan@
netvigator.com; arahmaiani@gmail.com; 
sirius1999@gmail.com; kdpark@ucsd.edu; 
musicqian@hotmail.com; nikushac@gmail.
com; onno@dirker.nl; 

Cc:	 prachya_phinthong@hotmail.com; r_
omarzad@yahoo.com; bishkekartcenter@
gmail.com; suhebator@gmail.com; imam@
xurban.net; zoembutt@gmail.com; zoe@
longmarchspace.com; sephr@earthlink.
net; vsekules@googlemail.com; 
maxzolkwer@supersudaca.org; j.elzein@
princeclausfund.nl; phoebe@aTahae.
Noerthge.rhlaknd;  taytong@theatreworks.
org.sg; monvilai@yahoo.com; shahidul1@
gmail.com; surasi_bkk@hotmail.com; 
jennongnong@yahoo.com;

Date:	 Wed, 09 Sep 2009 14:56:06

dear all! 

after back to school well...back to 
reality!

for a moment no jokes, we enjoy your 
presentations and the atmosphere and 
specially for being only few days we felt 
quite engaged with many of you. (plus we 
felt we took a lot from your criticism, 
special thanks for that!)

we expect to meet you again soon, 
hopefully for longer period! thank 
you Davide (dadou!) and Defne for your 
incredibly skilled host expertise 
(the pool was perfect!) thank you to 
supernormal for making the school (and 
the flat space) possible!

as supersudaca we want to offer you our 
connections in different countries in 
case you pass by in the future.

best wishes and hugs from 
felix + max
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Chat History with Monvilai R. | it's 
very bad sound (#monvilai/$felixmadra
zo;e3761ea0006df5eb)  
Created on 2009-08-04 11:29:14.
2009-08-04

---------------------------------

Felix Madrazo:	 10:43:57
it's very bad sound

---------------------------------

Felix Madrazo:	 10:44:03
ok

---------------------------------

Monvilai R.:	 10:44:51
felix

---------------------------------

Monvilai R.:	 10:44:56
ARe you there/

---------------------------------

Felix Madrazo:	 10:45:00
i am here

---------------------------------

Felix Madrazo:	 10:45:05
sound is not working

---------------------------------

Monvilai R.:	 10:45:06
accept my call

---------------------------------

Felix Madrazo:	 10:45:24
i already answered

---------------------------------

Monvilai R.:	 10:45:30
then you call me

---------------------------------

Felix Madrazo:	 10:45:33
ok

---------------------------------

Felix Madrazo:	 10:46:02
lets chat ok?

---------------------------------

Monvilai R.:	 10:46:05
I dont' hear you

---------------------------------

Monvilai R.:	 10:46:11
in Skype?

---------------------------------

Felix Madrazo:	 10:46:15
yes

---------------------------------

Monvilai R.:	 10:46:30
we have only that file

---------------------------------

Monvilai R.:	 10:47:06
wait a second

---------------------------------

Felix Madrazo:	 10:47:08
basically i need pictures 
then of those doors, i need 
to know what davide wants 
for the storage space, 
since i don't see a 'space'

---------------------------------

Monvilai R.:	 10:47:27
I will ask about it

---------------------------------
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performative 

symposium

Presented in the form of a series of newly com-
missioned works including installations, lecture-
performances, TV shows, radio interviews and 
publications, this collaborative symposium has 
put a special emphasis on process-oriented, and 
research-, dialogue-based artistic positions across 
Asia. Through the means of commissioning new 
responses, establishing dialogue, and enabling 
an alternative live context for investigation of 
dynamic cultural issues by its very own very ac-
tors, New Silk Roads was committed to inspiring 
new forms of artistic and aesthetic experiments 
in China and rest of Asia. The symposium also 
aimed to re-examine the contested idea of the 
cultural encounter with the “other,” and to turn 
these peer-to-peer encounters into a generator of 
new impulses for the analysis of complex histori-
cal processes within the cultural systems in Asia.
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September Something
Agung Kurniawan

How to touch upon traumatic and 
frightening pasts despite our refusal 
to see them? When memories are 
too sad, too scary, too raw, Kurni-
awan converts vivid, stark materi-
als into the fictional, the false face of 
an image, a video, a documentary. 
Does fiction add a surface which is 
softer and more comfortable than 
something more  tangible? Can it be 
a way to trick us into remembering? 

As the inaugural speaker of the sym-
posium, Agung Kurniawan present-
ed his September Something project 

in which he attempted to confront 
the generation of the “New Regime” 
(now in their early 30s) in Java with 
the Communist massacres that took 
place in the country in 1965. This 
generation, comfortably living in 
the cocoon of state propaganda and 
indulging in the comforts that the 
economic boom of the late 80s has 
brought them, hardly knows any-
thing about these traumatic events. 
How to explain what happened to 
a generation that is unaware? Or 
in other words: how to oppose this 
mass amnesia? 

Flat Space
Stefan Rusu with Alexander Ugay

How can we challenge the rigid 
functionality of a private space? 
The Flat Space project by Stefan 
Rusu proposed to do so by stripping 
down private space and exposing 
to view what it represents. The Flat 
space design replicates the arche-
type apartment space that socialist 
society standards created within the 
urban landscapes of several former 
Soviet cities (where they remain till 
today a strong visual element) car-
rying idealist functionality and aes-

thetics. Rusu used a hollowed out 
version of a typical habitat to look 
through to the new, modern, indi-
vidualist concerns of social status 
by a population of workers wanting 
a private space in the city, against 
a perhaps contradictory relation to 
the ultimate uniformity of these cit-
ies’ urban planning schemes.

The Flat Space installation was in-
serted in the symposium’s scenog-
raphy as a “zone of hospitality” to 
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be available for interventions during 
the symposium. Gary Pastrana, Iani 
Arahmaiani and Samah Hijawi used 
it as a platform for a performative or 
artistic action. Moreover, Rusu used 
the Flat Space to show two video 
works of the Kazakh artist Alexan-
der Ugay who shares Rusu’s interest 
in the current state of post-Soviet 
societies. 

Ugay’s first video “Break” tells the 
story of a street cleaner searching his 
conscience and contemplating the 

possibility of an uprising while tak-
ing a break on the streets of Almaty. 
The video consists of recorded out-
door sound incorporated in an ani-
mation and is a comment on Albert 
Camus’ text on the condition of the 
worker in contemporary society. The 
second video “Waltz” takes the form 
of a manual, and instructs the view-
er about manipulation techniques 
through an animation of old social-
ist propaganda drawings, pointing 
out how totalitarian propaganda ma-
chines make use of human nostalgia. 

Golden Aldan 
Stefan Rusu

Stefan Rusu also showed a work-
in-progress of “Golden Aldan” – a 
video installation resulting from 
a workshop and exploratory trip 
to one of the most remote regions 
of the Russian Federation: the Re-
public of Sakha (Yakutia). The 
installation is part of ongoing re-
search on the massive and unprec-
edented mine explorations that 
private companies are conducting 
in Sakha, populated by the native 
population (Evenky and Yakuty) 
of Eastern Siberia. The local and 
federal authorities granted private 
companies unlimited access to ex-
plore the natural resources (gold, 
diamonds, gas, petrol) of the area 
where the natives have been settled 

for centuries, hunting and herding 
reindeer.  
The 2-channel film includes inter-
views with the local clan leader 
and shows night footage of the 
mining activities mixed with archi-
val material (photos, found footage 
films) from the ethnographic muse-
um of Aldan, a local town. The film 
describes the struggle of the local 
population with the growing intru-
sion of new technologies, linked to 
the exploration of gold (for which 
chemical substances such as cya-
nide are extensively used). Before 
1990, the Soviet regime prohibited 
the private possession of reindeer, 
and forced the natives to herd their 
animals strictly in the context of 
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Is fiction a skin that is 

softer, cooler, and more 

comfortable than the 

touch? Can it be a way to 

trick us into remembering?
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state owned “colhoz” located in 
limited areas. After the dissolution 
of the Soviet Union, the Republic 
of Sakha received semi-independ-
ent status and the natives were al-
lowed to hunt and keep open farms 

in extended areas without borders. 
However, the gold mining industry 
now affects a wide region, includ-
ing the natural paths of the rein-
deer, and is estimated as a signifi-
cant ecological threat.

Central Asia Project UK+CA
Alexander Ugay

What possibilities are there for un-
derstandings and misunderstand-
ings in meeting the other --espe-
cially when the other is encountered 
across the East/West divide? What 
are the critical appreciations of the 
other’s place of origin that surface 
through an exchange of others? Al-
exander Ugay reflected on his ex-
periences with the Central Asian 
Project UK+CA that he participated 
in from 2003 to 2008, dedicated to 
forging new links between the art 
communities in Central Asia and the 
UK through artists’ residencies, cul-
tural exchanges and exhibitions. 

The UK+CA project produced a DVD 
archive of video and film work of 
the artists involved, on view on 3 
computers in the symposium space. 
During his talk, Alexander Ugay 
also screened his documentary film 
“One Day “, granting us an intimate 
insight into an indigenous ceremony 
of Kazakh women who cook, eat, 
sing and dance—a performance 
that is lively and animated, yet bro-
ken by the camera’s view, allowing 
glimpses of what is in essence a cul-
turally coded performance, which is 
only partially visible and partially 
understood. 

China & Mongolia: 
Twin Pre-modernities on the East 

End of  the Silk Road
Jiang Jun

Jiang Jun presented a detailed ex-
amination of the development of 
the pre-modern East, based on the 
two distinct civilizations that have 

determined it: the agricultural Han 
Chinese and the nomadic Mongo-
lians . He traced visual evidence of 
the many conquests and invasions 
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between one and the other through-
out history, such as emblems, pho-
tographs, paintings, relics and 
insignia, in order to point out dis-
tinctions that are in his opinion 
not only historical, but also struc-

tural. He then used the differences 
between the two as a blueprint to 
map out Asia’s current dialectic re-
sponse to Western modernity and 
the overwhelming effects of glo-
balization. (see II, page 188)

This Does Not Mean Anything 
to Me/You Are Not and Artist / 

Where Are the Arabs?
Samah Hijawi

During her first intervention, Samah 
Hijawi used videos produced for the 
symposium to question the struc-
tures and systems that have contrib-
uted and continue to contribute to the 
development of the visual arts in Jor-
dan. “This Does Not Mean Anything 
to Me” and “You Are Not an Artist” 
are participatory works created in 
two institutions that 'educate' the 
public’s understanding of visual art 
in Jordan: the Jordan National Gal-
lery of Fine Arts and The University 
of Jordan Student Affairs building. 

During a second intervention, Samah 
performed “Where Are the Arabs?” -- 
a performance of speech that investi-
gates the Arab identity and the public 
perception to the notion of Arab Uni-
ty. It attempts to mimic the presenta-

tion of a speech performed by figures 
of (political) authority. The live per-
formance of the work in public space 
was participatory in that people from 
the audience were invited to take to 
the podium and microphone and pre-
sent the speech themselves. This al-
lowed them to contemplate their his-
tory and reflect on their connection 
to it, and how it is formulated in their 
present-day contexts. The work was 
first performed as an intervention in 
different public spaces in Amman1 
and was simultaneously reworked 
into a video performance imitating a 
live television broadcast, shown on 
TVs in cafes and restaurants around 
Amman. 

Although not directly made clear to 
the audience, the speech was made 

[1.] This work was also 
performed in public space 
in Ramallah with the  

Palestine Art School in 
2009, and invited for 
participation in Disorien-

tation II in Abu Dhabi 
where the artist was re-
fused permission to per-

form in public space.
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up from different speeches that were 
presented throughout the Arab World 
between 19582 and 1961 by the for-
mer president of Egypt, Gamal Ab-
dul Nasser.3 Nasser was an instiga-
tor and advocate for the United Arab 
Republic, and he remains an icon in 
relation to the United Arab Republic 
project. While Nasser is never direct-
ly mentioned, the use of his speeches 
is a metaphoric reference to an icon-
ic figure that resonates strongly in 
contemporary Arab consciousness 
and its utopian and glorious past. 

Simultaneously, the work is also an 
indirect commentary on the use of 
the Arabic language. The work med-
itates on the concept of repetition in 
the reiteration of ideas throughout 
the length of the speech. Repetition 
is used in the Arabic language to 
emphasize and project conviction; 
in this speech it is used to generate 

boredom, thus reversing its func-
tionality. 

As an intervention, the work reacts 
to the spaces of the locale. Samah 
originally didn’t plan to perform the 
piece for the symposium, but saw an 
opportunity to connect it to Stefan 
Rusu’s Flat Space installation pre-
sented as “a design that replicates 
the apartment space created by so-
cialist society standards within ur-
ban landscapes of several East Eu-
ropean cities, carrying an idealist 
functionality and aesthetics”. The 
Flat Space's references to socialism, 
as well as the physical structure of 
the balcony overlooking the sym-
posium participants called for an 
appropriation and an intervention 
with the words of the 'glorious past 
of the United Arab Republic. (see IV, 
page  198)

New Silk Roads
Kyong Park

Can diverse and convoluted process-
es such as transnational migration, 
the rise of supranational economic 
and legal institutions, evolution of 
extraterritorial zones and the so-
cial and spatial effects of globaliza-

tion be understood visually? Kyong 
Park effectively showed us the im-
possibility of the symposium’s aim 
to decode an entire region’s artistic 
practice. He demonstrated this by 
showing the impossibility of decod-

[2.] 1958 was also the 
year of the inauguration of 
the United Arab Repub-
lic. In reality, the unity was 
short-lived and was realized 

through similar laws be-
tween Egypt and Syria, and 
briefly with Iraq. [3.] Ga-
mal Abdel Nasser was the 
second President of Egypt 

from 1954 until his death 
in 1970. He led the blood-
less coup that toppled the 
monarchy of King Farouk 
and heralded a new period 

of modernization and social-
ist reform in Egypt together 
with the advancement 
of pan-Arab nationalism.  
http://en.wikipedia.org
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- Where are the Arabs? - 

by Samah Hijawi (2009)

We are gathered here to celebrate 
the anniversary of unity and the 
birth of United Arab Republic. What 
we celebrate today is not merely the 
birth of Unity, nor the birth of a 
great nation solely, but the birth 
of willpower. Unity was simply the 
expression with which this willpower 
chose to express itself.

The reality, my brothers, is that 
Unity was simply a popular demand 
that gained its freedom and rid it-
self from all traces of foreign con-
trol. It continued to pave its path, 
and declared this to its rulers; the 
proof of this is that freedom was 
only achieved after a long struggle 
that set out from the very beginning 
to the very end to acquiring free-
dom. This was willpower. The will-
power, your willpower my brothers, 
was the result of freedom, as there 
is no willpower without freedom.  

This Republic, my brothers, that has 
risen amidst the Arab Nation to lift 
the flag of independence, as inde-
pendence is the first step we take 
towards solidarity, so there is a 
unity and a union.

Unity, my brothers, is the means 
that Arabs everywhere saw towards 
independence and freedom. Solidarity 
was the path that Arabs, in every 
Arab country, found to safeguard in-
dependence, to protect it from those 
looking greedily towards us, and 
protect it from the oppressors.

We are the soldiers of Arab Nation-
alism and we have a duty, a great 
duty, an important duty to protect 
our nationalism, which has been tar-
geted by our enemies for years, as 

our parents and grandparents have 
protected it in the past. 

Our ancestors have protected our na-
tionalism against attack and assault, 
against exploit and foreign control, 
against plots and segregation. They 
were able to safeguard our national-
ism and pass it onto us. We were born 
in this generation to see our Arab 
nationalism enduring, which we owe to 
those of our parents who fought, and 
our grandparents who martyred. 

Today, my brothers, we have the same 
duty; we must safeguard out nation-
alism against its enemies. And there 
are many against Arab Nationalism, 
plotting and conspiring against us, 
there are those who wish to destroy 
our nationalism.

My brothers

Praise be to God, praise be to God, 
praise be to God who united us in 
truth, as the calling that has united 
us is one of truth. The call for Arab 
Nationalism unites us here today after 
many years of struggling and fighting, 
the call for Arab Nationalism that 
brings together faithful hearts and 
pure souls is a call for Truth. 

The call that brought us here today 
is a call from God, and you are this 
call’s soldiers, we are all soldiers 
for this call, all the Arab Nations 
are soldiers for this call. With these 
hearts, with these souls, with this 
faith and with the help of God, your 
call will triumph, the call of Arab 
Nationalism. These souls this faith, 
and this spirit cannot but triumph, 
because this call –as I said - is a 
call from God, otherwise these hearts, 
and these thousands upon thousands of 
people would not have agreed to it, 
and united towards it in every Arab 
country.

116
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- body parts -
by Lina Saneh

“I’ve always wanted to be cremated 
after my death. But cremation is 
forbidden in Lebanon, for religious 
reasons. Earth to earth, say all the 
monotheistic religions. Well, sort 
of. The formulation may vary a little 
from one religion to the other but 
the idea is the same, the forbid-
den identical. But I’m absolutely set 
on being cremated, my mind is made 
up, I’m not wavering. As a result, I 
ended up wasting a lot of time and 
energy trying to find a solution to 
my problem. […] I have long thought 
of the best way to evade religious 
law as ratified by state law.”1

One day, Lina Saneh heard that in 
hospitals, when they excise organs 
or amputate limbs from a body due 
to certain diseases, they dispose of 
them by incineration. It rang in her 
ears. It occurred to her that this 
could be a possible solution to her 
problem. That is, she could submit 
herself to a series of operations in 
order to have parts of her body re-
moved. The organs and limbs removed 
during these operations would then 
be cremated: thus she would try to 
conquer as much of the terrain of her 
body as she could, leaving as little 
as possible to be buried once she 
died.

She thought long, and developed this 
project, and was on the point of 
starting its execution, when a lawyer 
friend of Lina’s told her that opera-
tions of ablation cannot be carried 
out without a valid medical reason. 
That is because the issue falls under 
the jurisdiction of what is called 
‘medical ethics’, which maintains 
that it is forbidden to amputate any 
organ that is not ill. Even if the 
patient demands it. It is illegal to 
conduct experiments on the body or 

members of a being…

And this is how Lina Saneh was forced 
to change strategy. Based on famous 
artists’ examples having breached 
this kind of laws, she decided to 
change her plans, and to turn them 
into an art project.

Some artists have already signed dif-
ferent parts of her body, among them: 

Orlan: the forehead 
The Otholith Group: the heart 
Critical Art Ensemble: chromosome set 
23  
Jalal Toufic: Lina Saneh’s often re-
peated exclamation ayrî fîk when she 
addresses her husband 
Walid Raad: the gesture of Lina Saneh 
that accompanies her kisses, when she 
flicks her hair away from her face 
with that quick left/right jerk of 
the head
Lamia Joreige: the mouth 
Joana Hadjithomas: the blood 
Jacko Restikian: the wind in between 
her curly hair 
Mireille Astore: the nabrat in Lina’s 
voice 
Eyad Houssami: the voice 
Emilie Berteau: the water in Lina’s 
body 
Lina H.: the left ear 
Ala' Younis: the iris

If you are and artist and interested 
in this project and would like to 
sign a new part of Lina Saneh's body 
and transform it into a work of art, 
contact her on: bodypartsignature@
gmail.com

If you are an art collector and would 
like to buy a piece of art from Lina 
Saneh's body/collection, please visit 
her on line gallery: www.linasaneh-
body-p-arts.com, and then contact her 
on: bodypartgallery@gmail.com

[1] Excerpts from Appendice, a performance by Lina Saneh
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Where Are the Arabs? - Samah Hijawi
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Concretescape, Softcity - Hakan Topal
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Flat Space  - Stefan Rusu
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ing a regional ecology in a series of 
ever more refined maps that are so 
dense in information that they are 
essentially unreadable.  

Kyong Park’s New Silk Roads (NSR) 
project provided the backdrop of 
this contribution. NSR is a multi-fac-
eted urban research project in which 
Kyong explored the nascent urban 
conditions emerging in rapidly ex-
panding and transforming Asian cit-
ies and regions. Through what he 
calls Nomadic Practice, Kyong con-
ducted a series of sequenced expedi-
tions through 18 transitional regions 
and cities between Istanbul and To-
kyo, documenting encounters with 
people and landscape through pho-
tography, video, and audio/video 
interviews of local and international 
experts. 

The project is an examination of 
the territorial conditions that con-
struct the interconnected system of 

the contemporary Asian landscape. 
Approaching urban cities as ecol-
ogy of built systems, structures and 
institutions, the research presents 
alternative understandings of ur-
ban research and theory through 
artistic practice. It embraces infor-
mal and emergent structures of the 
city to show that the multiplicity of 
urban processes and actors exceed 
single-minded domination of city 
construction by architects or plan-
ners. 

Kyong Park translated his research 
into a visual language in an attempt 
to represent the complexity of the 
connections themselves. Through 
spatial and network mappings, time-
based and data-driven visualiza-
tions, and dynamic constructions of 
information in visual, graphic form, 
New Silk Roads rendered informa-
tion gathered through research into 
a visual expression of complex sys-
tems of contemporary Asia.

Concretescape, Softcity
Hakan Topal

In the contemporary world, why is 
there such  urgency to redevelop, 
to renovate? What is being reno-
vated and where does it occur and 
at whose behest? Is it the very scale 
of urban projects that fascinates us, 
or is it a persistent desire for a uto-

pia? During the last decade, enor-
mous urban projects permanently 
changed the cityscapes around the 
world, but does this hide a rejection 
of what already is there? While Ve-
ronica Sekules read a revised ver-
sion of Friedrich Engels’ The Condi-
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- Concretescape, softcity -
By Hakan Topal, August 2009

Presented by Veronica Sekules

Condition of the Working Class in England 
Thailand: "The Great Towns" By Frie-

drich Engels, 1844-2009 

– By Friedrich Engels, 1844-2009
A town, such as London Bangkok, where a 
man may wander for hours together without 
reaching the beginning of the end, with-
out meeting the slightest hint which could 
lead to the inference that there is open 
country within reach, is a strange thing. 
This colossal centralisation, this heaping 
together of two and a half 11 millions of 
human beings at one point, has multiplied 
the power of this two and a half millions 
11 a hundredfold; has raised London Bang-
kok to the one of the commercial capitals 
of the world, created the giant docks and 
assembled the thousand vessels that con-
tinually cover the Thames Chao Phraya. I 
know nothing more imposing than the view 
which the Thames Chao Phraya offers during 
the ascent from the sea to London Bridge. 
The masses of buildings, the wharves on 
both sides, especially from Woolwich up-
wards, the countless ships along both 
shores, crowding ever closer and closer 
together, until, at last, only a narrow 
passage remains in the middle of the riv-
er, a passage through which hundreds of 
steamers shoot by one another; all this is 
so vast, so impressive, that a man cannot 
collect himself, but is lost in the marvel 
of England's Thailand's greatness before 
he sets foot upon English Thai soil.

What is true of London Bangkok, is true 
of Manchester Istanbul, Birmingham Mum-
bai, Leeds Lagos, is true of all great 
towns. Everywhere barbarous indifference, 
hard egotism on one hand, and nameless 
misery on the other, everywhere social 
warfare, every man's house in a state of 
siege, everywhere reciprocal plundering 
under the protection of the law, and all 
so shameless, so openly avowed that one 

shrinks before the consequences of our 
social state as they manifest themselves 
here undisguised, and can only wonder that 
the whole crazy fabric still hangs to-
gether.

Since capital, the direct or indirect con-
trol of the means of subsistence and pro-
duction, is the weapon with which this 
social warfare is carried on, it is clear 
that all the disadvantages of such a state 
must fall upon the poor. For him no man 
has the slightest concern. Cast into the 
whirlpool, he must struggle through as 
well as he can. If he is so happy as to 
find work, i.e., if the bourgeoisie does 
him the favour to enrich itself by means 
of him, wages await him which scarcely 
suffice to keep body and soul together; 
if he can get no work he may steal, if he 
is not afraid of the police, or starve, 
in which case the police will take care 
that he does so in a quiet and inoffensive 
manner. During my residence in England 
Thailand, I don’t know how many at least 
twenty or thirty? persons have died of 
simple starvation under the most revolt-
ing circumstances, and a jury has rarely 
been found possessed of the courage to 
speak the plain truth in the matter. Let 
the testimony of the witnesses be never 
so clear and unequivocal, the bourgeoi-
sie, from which the jury is selected, al-
ways finds some backdoor through which to 
escape the frightful verdict, death from 
starvation poverty. The bourgeoisie dare 
not speak the truth in these cases, for 
it would speak its own condemnation. But 
indirectly, far more than directly, many 
have died of starvation poverty, where 
long-continued want of proper nourishment 
has called forth fatal illness, when it 
has produced such debility that causes 
which might otherwise have remained in-
operative brought on severe illness and 
death. The English Thai working-men call 
this "social murder", and accuse our whole 
society of perpetrating this crime per-
petually. Are they wrong?

Every great city has one or more slums, 



where the working-class is crowded to-
gether. True, poverty often dwells in 
hidden alleys close to the palaces of 
the rich; but, in general, a separate 
territory has been assigned to it, where, 
removed from the sight of the happier 
classes, it may struggle along as it can. 
These slums are pretty equally arranged 
in all the great towns of Thailand, the 
worst houses in the worst quarters of 
the towns; usually one- or two-storied 
cottages in long rows, perhaps with cel-
lars used as dwellings, almost always 
irregularly built.

These houses dwellings of one, two, some-
times three or four rooms and with or 
without a kitchens form, throughout Eng-
land Thailand, some parts of London Bang-
kok excepted, the general dwellings of the 
working-class. The streets are generally 
unpaved, rough, dirty, filled with vegeta-
ble and animal refuse, without sewers or 
gutters, but supplied with foul, stagnant 
pools instead. Moreover, ventilation is 
impeded by the bad, confused method of 
building of the whole quarter, and since 
many human beings here live crowded into 
a small space, the atmosphere that pre-
vails in these working-men's quarters may 
readily be imagined. Further, the streets 
serve as drying grounds in fine weather; 
lines are stretched across from house to 
house, and hung with wet clothing.

To sum up briefly the facts thus far cited. 
The great towns are chiefly inhabited by 
working-people, since in the best case 
there is one bourgeois for two workers, 
often for three, here and there for four; 
these workers have no property whatsoever 
of their own, and live wholly upon wages, 
which usually go from hand to mouth. So-
ciety, composed wholly of atoms, does not 
trouble itself about them; leaves them 
to care for themselves and their fami-

lies, yet supplies them no means of doing 
this in an efficient and permanent man-
ner. Every working-man, even the best, is 
therefore constantly exposed to loss of 
work and food, that is to death by starva-
tion poverty, and many perish in this way. 
The dwellings of the workers are every-
where badly planned, badly built, and kept 
in the worst condition, badly ventilated, 
damp, and unwholesome. The inhabitants are 
confined to the smallest possible space, 
and at least one family usually sleeps in 
each room. The interior arrangement of 
the dwellings is poverty-stricken in var-
ious degrees, down to the utter absence 
of even the most necessary furniture. The 
clothing of the workers, too, is generally 
scanty, and that of great multitudes is in 
rags. The food is, in general, bad; often 
almost unfit for use, and in many cases, at 
least at times, insufficient in quantity, 
so that, in extreme cases, death by star-
vation results. Thus the working-class of 
the great cities offers a graduated scale 
of conditions in life, in the best cases a 
temporarily endurable existence for hard 
work and good wages, good and endurable, 
that is, from the worker's standpoint; in 
the worst cases, bitter want, reaching 
even homelessness and death by starva-
tion. The average is much nearer the worst 
case than the best. And this series does 
not fall into fixed classes, so that one 
can say, this fraction of the working-
class is well off, has always been so, and 
remains so. If that is the case here and 
there, if single branches of work have in 
general an advantage over others, yet the 
condition of the workers in each branch 
is subject to such great fluctuations that 
a single working-man may be so placed as 
to pass through the whole range from com-
parative comfort to the extremist need, 
even to death by starvation, while almost 
every English Thai working-man can tell a 
tale of marked changes of fortune.

128



page 129performative symposium

tion of the Working Class in England 
adapted to the Asian context, Ha-
kan Topal created a landscape uti-
lizing Portland cement around her, 
critically to evaluate current artistic 
strategies and to examine concepts 
of ‘fascination’ and ‘distaste’. 

Topal’s performance operated at 
several levels: as a compelling phys-
ical action, as historical analysis, as 
a critical, conceptual piece, and as a 
topical commentary on art history. 
It was concerned with ‘unbuilding’ 

and with refuting construction. In 
working against the substance of 
architectural modernity, Topal was 
also recanting its knowledge, disa-
vowing its claims. We are reminded 
that modernists like Le Corbusier 
at one point dreamt the great mod-
ernist dream: that we could build 
ourselves out of dystopia and into 
utopia and that we could tame the 
unruly life of the street. In many 
modernist places, Topal reminds us, 
we have only managed to build our-
selves into a corner.

Instant Future
Els Silvrants-Barclay

"The transience of life and the pass-
ing of time are inevitable, thus the 
objective of both idealist and ma-
terialist alike should break into the 
present moment." (Hu Fang, writer, 
quotes the Book of Changes)

Instant Future is a research project 
that Els Silvrants-Barclay initiated 
with curator-architect Chen Shuyu 
with invited artists and theorists. 
The research culminated in a series 
of performances and installations in 
2008 and 2009. During the sympo-
sium, Els gave a short introduction 
to the theoretical framework behind 
the research. 

Instant Future draws upon two seem-

ingly contradictory realities in China: 
an understanding of a future that is 
hardly granted any existence in tradi-
tional Chinese thought, in a country 
where the biggest "futurist" project 
seems to be finding its form. On bill-
boards and in government campaigns, 
future appears as one of the leading 
narratives. Spectacular simulations 
and futurist imagery portray an image 
of the Chinese future that may never 
see the light, but plays an important 
role as propaganda in the here and 
now – as a kind of instant future. 

However, some of the spectacular 
imagery actually does become real-
ity. In recent years, China has wit-
nessed the construction of megalo-
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maniac real estate projects – villa 
parks in the desert, European-style 
towns, malls and castles, entire new 
cities –rendered in real-life. 

It is exactly on these borderlines 
between real fake and fake real, be-
tween imagery and its reality that 
Instant Future operates. It provides 

artists and theorists with a frame-
work to develop artistic science 
fictions, reproducing existing and 
creating new mediated images that, 
along with public interventions, re-
flect on the power of the rendered 
image as an important capitalist and 
nationalist tool in China, and be-
yond. 

Stop Masturbating and Join the 
Revolution!

Arahmaiani

Together with a Singaporean artist, 
Iani, Arahmaiani initiated an ongo-
ing community art project in 2007 
called the Flag Project for which 
they have been collaborating with 
young artists/activists/students for 
a series of interventions. The project 
is concerned with the problem of 
systems of control that are manifest 
in different forms and on different 
levels in the Asian region. It takes 
the simple act of stitching together 
a flag, fixing it to a pole and collec-

tively waving with the aim of insti-
gating a political sensibility. The 
intervention draws to a close when 
a startling collection of flags is left 
behind, like evidentiary statements.

During the symposium, Arahmaiani 
both presented and demonstrated 
the Flag Project. She elaborated on 
the roots of her community-based 
activism, and invited all the partici-
pants to be part of a new episode of 
the project. (see V, page 202)

Conversation with Democracy
Nikoloz (Nikusha) Chkhaidze

This performance involved the art-
ist and a water cannon. He tried to 
walk towards the cannon while its 
jet of water violently pushed him 

back, pounding and bruising his 
body until he was engulphed by 
sheer exhaustion. With this action 
- an individual, ineffective gesture 
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against control – Nika showed that 
politics always put the body at risk, 
whether present or not. He also dem-
onstrated that power (and the power 
of knowledge) is everywhere, and is 
sometimes measured by the didac-
tic, propulsive, unidirectional flows 
we have inherited, but do not have 
to accept.

Nika’s performance was inspired by 
the November 2007 demonstrations 

in Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia: 
the first political demonstrations for 
which Georgia’s “democratic” gov-
ernment used water cannons against 
protestors. The water cannons 
and the trucks on which they were 
mounted had both been imported 
from the European Union. The gov-
ernment thus seemed to have intro-
duced, along with the institutions 
and practices of Western democracy, 
its methods of repression as well.

Travelling through 
History and Cultures:

Xinjiang and Its Inspiration 
for Art

Mu Qian

What are the remnants of Shaman-
istic practices in Xinjiang, China’s 
most Western province? Can they be 
traced and acknowledged from the 
dense practices of several cultures 
in a complicated region? A dervish 
who has been living naked in chains 
for 25 years, the Buwi religious 
women singers, a holy Mazar of Is-

lamic saints who stand by a group of 
grottoes with Buddhist frescoes are 
just a few cases that Mu Qian has re-
searched with his Pentatonic Work-
shop over the past years. During his 
presentation, he provided us an in-
sight in this ongoing work through 
video documentation and music re-
cordings. 

Period
Shaarbek Amankul

After a short introductory talk on 
the situation of contemporary art in 

the Kyrgyz Republic after the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, Shaarbek 
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Amankul presented 4 of his video 
works devoted to the theme of sha-
manism and revolution. “Duba” 
and “Sham” (2007) both show a 
shamanistic purification ritual. In 
almost anthropological fashion, 
Shaarbek explores the power of 
informal medicine and traditional 

rituality in times of social upheaval 
and drastic change. In “Vatan” and 
“We Need to Live” (2007) he jux-
taposes images of riots, massacres 
and demonstrations with every-day 
scenes, showing the absurdity of 
human action and the extravagant 
diversity of life. 

Museum as a Method: 
Visualizing the Community

Howard Chan

Chan’s work in the Community Mu-
seum Project (CMP) turns the current 
flow of information back upon itself 
by refocusing on the methodologies 
and interlocking concepts of the mu-
seum, of visual research and social 
curating, to not only make the public 
audience, but also participants. 

In his presentation, he placed cultural 
preservation of every-day rituals in 

the contexts of both community self-
awareness and curatorial strategy, 
explaining why the knowledge pro-
duced from within needs to be pre-
served. His museum of the streets en-
ables self-recognition and analysis to 
become part of the process of forming 
a collective memory, thus instigating 
a new understanding of how a muse-
um can function in the development 
of communities and their histories.

Syncretise! 
Agung Hujatnikajennong + Jompet a.k.a Kuswidananto

Agung Hujatnikajennong presented 
slides and an arresting video intro-
ducing the artistic practice of a young 
artist from Yogyakarta, Jompet a.k.a 
Kuswidananto. Both Agung and Jom-
pet are intrigued by the encounter of 
Indonesian society with technology. 

Jompet’s installations, built out of re-
cycled electronic equipment, share a 
historical and a sociological dimen-
sion. They reflect his ongoing re-
search on the Javanese colonial era, 
when the Dutch introduced machines 
to the peasant’s lives. 
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In yet another contested, 

embattled region of 

the world how does 

the production of 

art change with each 

political regime, each new 

economic alliance, each 

successive social shift?
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Next to the screening of a video 
showing a hybridized ritual of a 
dancer flowing through a factory to 
bless machines, Jompet set-up an 
installation in the symposium class-
room titled “Java Machine” and per-
formed a live action in it. In this par-
ticular work, that is an orchestration 
of moving image, three-dimensional 
objects, sound and performance, 
Jompet explores the boundaries be-
tween reality and illusion, material 
and immaterial; between form and 
image, mechanics and magic; and 

finally between Javanese and non-
Javanese. The objects take the form 
of ‘ghost soldiers’ for which Jompet 
uses the uniform of Yogyakarta’s 
Sultanese Royal soldiers or bregada 
(adapted from the Dutch word Bri-
gade) to question the notion of ‘Ja-
va-ness’ reflected in the details of 
the uniform. The uniform combines 
Western with traditional Javanese 
elements, and thus represents the 
kind of syncretism that has served 
as the survival mechanism for Java-
nese culture until now.

Memory talks and walks: Long 
March Project - Ho Chi Minh Trail 

Zoe Butt with Erin Gleeson + Rattana Vandy + Nguyen 
Trinh Thi + Le Huy Hoang

Zoe Butt presented three artistic 
projects from Vietnam and Cambo-
dia as part of the Long March Project 
- Ho Chi Minh Trail. The project was 
an ambitious undertaking, attempt-
ing to renegotiate the cultural mem-
ory of this historical trail through 
the voices of those who had lived 
through the event, thus examining 
issues of nationhood and citizenship, 
constructed memory, historical con-
sciousness and much more.
 
The symposium participants were 
invited to write their own responses 
to a questionnaire inspired by the 
Chinese concept of ‘Tianxia' (a con-

cept that orders the world in a set of 
divine principles) as part of a project 
by Cambodian photographer Rat-
tana Vandy and curator Erin Glee-
son. Nguyen Trinh Thi, an artist and 
filmmaker from Vietnam screened 
“Chronicle of a Tape Recorded 
Over”, a newly commissioned work 
marking the artist's re-tracing of Le 
Huy Hoang's father's journey as a 
soldier during the Vietnam War. Le 
Huy Hoang subsequently performed 
a personal and deeply troubling sto-
ry using a belt and a red felt-tipped 
marker referencing the history of 
division and oppression in Vietnam-
ese history.  (see III, page 197)
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Chronicle of  a Tape 
Recorded Over

Nguyen Trinh Thi

Using “exquisite corpse,” a method 
by which stories and images are 
randomly assembled as a process 
of selection and response, Nguyen 
Trinh Thi conducted a journey over 
the Vietnam War’s infamous Ho Chi 
Minh Trail with fellow artist Le Huy 
Hoang. Tracing Hoang’s father’s 

wartime footsteps along the north-
ern section of this trail, they asked 
local villagers to contribute their ex-
periences along this route, which the 
filmmaker merged into a unique tale 
of reality and fiction in her search 
for an alternate image of what has 
become a national narrative.

Tianxia Survey
Erin Gleeson + Rattana Vandy

In August 2009, Erin Gleeson and 
Rattana Vandy began a series of in-
terviews in Phnom Penh, Cambo-
dia, where they both live and work. 
These interviews were conducted in 
response to the ‘Ho Chi Minh Trail’ 
project, initiated by the Long March 
Project in Beijing. Within this artistic 
and educational project, ideas of na-
tionhood, historical consciousness, 
stigmas of cultural stereotypes and 
much more, were challenged in order 
to examine the present day influence 
of shared histories between China, 
Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos.

The ‘Tianxia’ survey was developed 
after a month-long discursive resi-
dency, organized by the Long March 

Project in July 2009 where a select 
group of artists, curators and schol-
ars from all over Asia gathered at 
the Long March Space in Beijing to 
share critical views of the complex 
cultural history shared between 
the communities that exist along 
the historic Ho Chi Minh Trail. This 
revealed an expansive and overlap-
ping set of influences and narra-
tives, and provoked discussion on 
politics, nationalism and ideology 
that was particularly insightful in 
the context of personal, cultural or 
spiritual perspectives. The ancient 
Chinese concept of universality or 
connectivity, ‘Tianxia’ (all under 
heaven), became a recurring vehicle 
to move beyond the stereotypes of 
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Conversation with Democracy - Nikoloz (Nikusha) Chkhaidze
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Stop Masturbating and Join the Revolution! - Arahmaiani
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Syncretise! - Jompet a.k.a Kuswidananto
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“Tianxia Survey” refers 

to an idea that the term 

‘nationalism’ should be 

more subtly interpreted 

than as a partisan of 

patriotism evoking a 

divided sense of self and 

other.
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territorial nationalism and concepts 
of ‘otherness’.
 
“Tianxia Survey” refers to an 
idea that the term ‘nationalism’ 
should be interpreted more subtly 
than as a variation of patriotism 
which invokes a sense of self  and 

other. The Tianxia survey calls 
for a more holistic application of 
nationalism in which two elements 
of society are taken into account: 
one described by the concepts of 
cultural, personal, or spiritual, 
and another related to the civic, 
political, or material.

The Red Road
Le Huy Hoang

Le Huy Hoang stepped on an empty 
wooden stage of 10-15 meters long 
and 4-5 meters wide carrying a sim-
ple plastic belt (the kind used by 
Vietnamese soldiers) and holding a 
two-sided red marker. He unbuck-
led the belt and used it as a ruler to 
draw a straight line along the whole 
length of the stage with the thin side 
of the red marker. Afterwards, he 
switched to the thicker side of the 
marker, now holding it in his left 
hand, while taking the belt as a lash 
in his right hand. He started to draw 
over the thin red line with his unsta-
ble left hand. Each time his marker 

strayed from the original line, his 
right hand whipped his left with a 
lash. With the whipping of the belt 
becoming more and more intense, 
the raw sound of the belt beating the 
skin and the wood became unbear-
ably louder.

This performance, evoking  a pas-
sage in his personal history, at-
tempted to elucidate the experiential 
consequence of controlling bound-
ary and border during political con-
flict, drawing attention to the physi-
cal and emotional hurt endured by 
countless silent victims.

Untitled
Gary Ross Pastrana with Supernormal

What kind of crushed and stitched-
up bodies are created in the rework-
ing of culture? What is the potential 
influence of an outsider who doesn’t 

know the codes of what we consider 
ours? When we take cultural objects 
apart and reconstruct them in the 
secret places of our tiny rooms, have 
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we begun a revolution? Are the only 
objects that can be made these days 
the ones that are in fact remade?  

Taking the remaking of culture as 
a literal reconstruction of objects, 
Pastrana undertook a two-day per-
formative action with two chairs 
representing two radically different 
cultures, one clearly from the East 
and another from the West. Togeth-

er with the Supernormal group who 
acted as performers, he engaged in 
a painfully slow, piece-by-piece de-
construction of these chairs, trans-
ferring their sawn and hacked off 
parts through a small hole in the 
wall of Stefan Rusu’s Flat Space to 
“the other side”, where he recon-
structed another object, manifestly 
different in aesthetic, utility and 
meaning. 

Censorship and Individuality 
in Afghanistan

Rahraw Omarzad

In yet another contested, embat-
tled region of the world how does 
the production of art change with 
each political regime, each new 
economic alliance, each successive 
social shift? Rahraw Omarzad pre-
sented, through slides and video, an 
interior perspective on the changing 
situation of the arts in Afghanistan. 
Omarzad sought to historicize the 
contexts and contents of the work 

produced in the region during vari-
ous epochs: the time of communism, 
the Mujahidin, the Taliban, and after 
the Taliban. He showed how a new 
movement of women in the visual 
arts has emerged and examined the 
forms of media that are beginning 
to grow alongside this movement, 
including an art magazine, and a 
recently inaugurated arts organiza-
tion.

This is Not a Fairytale
Ark Fongsmut with Pratchaya Phinthong

What does Žižek mean when he 
says that “reality” and “social re-
ality” are being formulated by the 
superimposition of illusion in our 

exchange of information, and that 
this imposition seems to hinder and 
extort our ability to verify ‘real’ 
information and circum-stances? 
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In answer, Ark Fongsmut, with 
Pratchaya Phinthong, will restage 
Rehearsal No. 1-2008, first enacted 
at the SEA Art Festival in 2008.

Aware that globalization breeds in-
discriminate information that trav-
els across geographical, linguistic, 

and ethnic barriers, bringing along 
its own reality of entangled truth 
and fiction; they will not discover or 
reveal truth, but create it—the role 
that still essentially cannot escape 
making our experience, in some 
sense, real.

Body pArts project/Appendice
Lina Saneh

In “Appendice”, Lina Saneh per-
formed a kind of retelling of her Body 
pArts project. Through exaggeration 
and absurdity, she presented her 
own body as the terrain on which 
a cultural war is fought, with the 
stakes being either individual or col-
lective ownership, of that body. By 
way of escaping her cultural police 
force, she devised a way to get rid of 
the body, piece by piece, until there 
is nothing left over which to fight.  

In Lina Saneh’s Body pArts project 
she first transforms her body into a 
collection of art pieces. She invites 
artists from Lebanon and the entire 
world, as well as any person inter-
ested in or concerned with art, to 
sign a part of her body. There are 
no restrictions on choices or divi-
sions of the body parts, however no 
changes to the parts are allowed. 
Artists must choose and define the 
part they wish to sign without any 
alterations to the nature of the part. 

For the purpose of this collabora-
tion, a small text is required, relat-
ed to the piece the artist wishes to 
sign. This text will be published on 
the Body pArts website, along with 
the signature and the chosen piece. 
Once the artist signs the body part 
(that then consequently becomes an 
art piece) Lina will cordially accept 
it as a donation or present. The art-
ist at stake will have no rights over 
this piece unless Lina decides to sell 
it to a gallery, a museum or a collec-
tor. In that case, his/her shares will 
constitute 65% of the total fee paid 
for the work. 

As parts of her body get signed, 
the Lina Saneh Body pArts Gallery 
presents her body/collection-of-art-
pieces to galleries, museums, and 
collectors, who might be interested 
to buy them. The only condition is 
that they will not receive these art-
works/parts-of-her-body until she 
dies, at which point her body will be 
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The Red Road - Le Huy Hoang
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'What needs to be addressed?' or 'As long as it lasts!'  – a play in two acts - Onno Dirker
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Untitled - Gary Ross Pastrana
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cut up and each piece sent to its new 
owners. The latter are then free to 
exhibit them or refrain from doing 
so. They are also free to sell them 
to any interested party, gallery or 
private collector (this is moreover 
allowed in her lifetime), however the 

new owners are contractually bound 
to preserve them from any deterio-
ration, or otherwise to burn them. 
The ashes can then be exhibited or 
else sold again as pieces of art, or 
even disposed of, with no one being 
bound to keep them any longer.

Unquestioned
Veronica Sekules

Taking up the theme of the class-
room but subverting both its hi-
erarchy as space and as cultural 
phenomenon, Veronica Sekules 
presented a collaborative exercise 
for all the artists and presenters of 
the symposium. Participants were 
asked to help to rearrange the room 
to form a long table down its  cen-
tre. It was then draped in a simulat-
ed silk cloth formed of  white plas-
tic picnic tablecloths on which she 
had written a series of questions, 
one for each number of the partici-

pants, and which reflected questions 
that had arisen in the previous days. 
Everyone who cared to participate 
wrote their answers and then some 
individuals were invited to perform 
them silently in a series of charades, 
to make a further play on layers of 
meaning and interpretation for the 
benefit of those who had not taken 
part. Under the guise of a playful 
interlude, Sekules spurred on the 
speakers to articulate and perform 
some of the unspoken themes of the 
symposium.

Cina Tu Madre/Trojan Horse
Supersudaca – Max Zolkwer and Felix Madrazo 

Just before the symposium, Arthub 
invited Max and Felix to speed-visit 
Shanghai for five days. They devel-
oped a reverse research strategy by 
first of all tracing down the Chinese 
goods, architecture and people in 
their hometown to shape a tourist-

to-do-list of myths and clichés as 
the basis of a fast, short and superfi-
cial investigation. 

During the symposium, they shared 
their observations for the first time. 
This brought about a lively discus-



162

Act one: 
'What needs to be addressed?'

–

  we are here, with only this clue “the making of 
new roads”
  we are dropped in a classroom, with its furni-
ture and simple decoration, tables in rows, side by 
side
  we are disposed, displayed in a class, uncomfort-
able and unpleasant, we sit down and behave

  watching successively slide by slide, slide, 
slide, slice-images, as long as it lasts 
  the other presenters
  drifting thoughts
  minds working, cognition start
  I was thinking: who is going to control these 
roads?

  directions and cultural logistics
  freight, equal to weight

  we saw a flag, a horseman and wolves from Mongolia
  white for peace and black for war
  then a wolf and a deer married
  their offspring became the invaders of China
  so we were told
yesterday

  passing by
  she said: wait! 
  we all got to make our roads

  we made it fake to make it real

  we are running out of time
  when things develop so fast
  there is no time to think about the future
  the future becomes now, an actual action
 
  he smashed his red line on stage
  using his belt as a leading string
  I realized that this action is enough
  to achieve the impossible 
  for today.
  today I'll board the “today” ship 
 without colours
 

[Voice 1]

[Voice 2]

[Voice 3]

[Voice 4]

[Voice 5]

[Voice 6]

[Voice 7]

[Voice 8]

- 'What needs to be addressed?' or 'As long as it lasts!' -
Script for a play in two acts by Onno Dirker
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- - - - on stage, a table, making eggs tempera, an assistant helps - - - - 

- - - - - - - - assistant  brings a snake in a closed basket - - - - - - - -  

- - - - takes the snake out of the basket and paints it with a brush - - - -

Act two:
'As long as it lasts!'

–

     this is an egg
     it’s also a construction
     an idea
     the future, I remember

     to make a colour, an egg is a component
     I need it
     perhaps to paint a non colour, white or black
     perhaps to paint a wolf 
     or a man 

     in a pink suit 
     or a red

 
     I am searching for a symbol
     to bring it into the picture of the making of 
the silk roads
     I thought of a Garuda, the image brought by 
neighbors
     but I want a Cobra instead! The emblem of a King
     could I get one? here? the Naga
     mighty and dangerous
     and play with  the protector of your homes

     look, do not worry I’m an expert, I know how 
to handle it

     I paint this Cobra pink
     picture it!
     I painted this Cobra black
     picture it!

     the creature wants to adopt a tangible form, it 
wants to become a tribute,
     but what does it transmit?
     It is behaviour, it is patterns, it is strength

     it is a coil
     it is a sign
     a sign that, while it has been coloured,
     becomes the ‘Cobra’

[Voice 1]
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sion on the exoticisms and projec-
tions that unavoidably occur to and 

in-between the different cultures 
connected by the (new) silk roads. 

'What needs to be addressed?' 
or 'As long as it lasts!' 
– a play in two acts

/The Cultural Agenda of  Baghdad 
Onno Dirker

Onno Dirker took a symbol that ap-
peared to have cultural meaning 
and fancifully and naively asked 
how that meaning could be reconsti-
tuted by changing the symbol—with 
a coat of paint.

Later that day, Onno also elaborated 
on the project “The Cultural Diary 
of Baghdad” that he developed with 

Rudy Luijters (with whom he initi-
ated Atelier Veldwerk). The project 
consists of a series of ‘diaries’ that 
each chart a period in the cultural 
life of the city. The diaries, that are 
hard to compile, open up the endur-
ance and determination of the Iraqi’s 
to maintain their cultural engage-
ment to both a Western and Middle 
Eastern audience. 

Postcards from Herrick 
David Cotterrell

If we struggle to understand what 
our gaze encounters, how will 
that struggle be inhibited by the 
frames through which we see? If we 
imagine seeing as a contest, always 
blocking out as much as it takes in, 
then what do we lose in giving up 
on that struggle? When the view is 
already framed for us do we turn 
then into passive recipients of a 

manu-factured/mediated product? 
Can the looking in an unrecognized 
space make us more cognizant 
of what is at risk in the process of 
looking?  

In his presentation, David Cotterrell 
compared the vast horizons of con-
tested landscapes with the narrow 
frames that restrict views from the 
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military camp in Afghanistan where 
he resided twice since the outbreak 
of the war. These narrow frames of 
view are typically from behind ar-
mour and barriers and restrict one 
to generalized assumptions and un-
informed politics. As an “embedded” 
artist he testified about the intimate 
contact he developed with the sol-
diers wounded in battles, using the 
technological aid of high definition 

video to take us into the detailed 
perspective that renders the view-
er both informed and responsible 
for this new information. The work 
struggles with the inherent contra-
dictions of this knowledge: the maj-
esty of the environment, the degra-
dation of the conflict, the constant 
precariousness or life, the lengths 
through which so many go to pre-
serve it. (see I, page 189)
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I.
Postcards from Herrick 

by David Cotterrell

After returning from Afghanistan for the second 
time in mid-2008, I was asked on a variety of  occa-
sions to offer an ‘independent observer’s view’ of  
the trauma of  front-line field hospitals, the ecologi-
cal impact of  conflict, and the role of  NGOs in con-
struction and master planning in transitional envi-
ronments (amongst other subjects on which I am 
under-qualified to offer expert analyses). After the 
novelty of  my experiences had been exposed, docu-
mented and discussed, a few journalists, exhibition 
visitors, and event audience members asked me to 
try to explain how a tangential and aberrant expe-
rience such as that offered to ‘War Artists’ can be 
reconciled with a longer-term practice as an artist. 

With no great confidence, but with some intui-
tive feeling, I exclaimed that I had recognised a 
few parallels. I tend to talk without notes at pub-
lic events with the inevitable result of  periodically 
stumbling upon latent ideas and learning on-the-
hoof  a little about the subject that I am attempting 
to navigate. I had realised as I tried to recount my 
journey in a chronological narrative, prompted by 
my projected photographs and the memory of  my 
scribbled diary, that one of  the most profound ex-
periences of  advancing forward through the mili-
tary supply-lines was of  a gradual disengagement 
with any perceivable macro-picture of  context. 

In November 2007, as I travelled from Brize Nor-
ton (in rural Oxfordshire) to the Commando base 
at Sangin (in the Helmand Province of  Afghani-
stan) my view shifted from a TV, newspaper and 
Internet informed assumption of  global under-
standing to an increasingly narrow perspective. 
I last saw television news on 1 November; I had 
printed out Internet-sourced maps of  Helmand, 
bought a Lonely Planet guide to Afghanistan, and 
attended regional military briefings in Yorkshire. I 
read a copy of  The Guardian and then loaded all 
my worldly camera gear into an army-surplus Ber-
gen and entered the military environment. 

When I arrived in Kandahar 24 hours later, I was 
taken to Regional Command South (RCSouth) 
where I was guided through maps of  the war as 
understood in the provinces with which the Brit-
ish were principally engaged (Kandahar and Hel-
mand). Mention was made of  Kabul in passing (as 
I had expressed an interest in visiting the city), but 
it did not appear on the maps and charts posted in 
the walls of  the pre-fabricated hut. I quickly pro-
gressed to the desert base of  Camp Bastion (this 
time by the smaller Hercules transport plane) and 
was there to be acclimatised to my principal new 
home, 201 Field Hospital. At ‘Prayers’ (the morn-
ing intelligence briefing) in the tented Hospital 
Management Cell, our context was unveiled. An 
annotated and detailed chart covered the table sur-
rounded by senior officers. As well as the familiar 
battlefields of  Kajaki and Sangin, it had the names 
of  places that I had not seen on any of  my printed 
maps, ‘Bryce’, ‘Delhi’, ‘Dwyer’ and ‘Inkerman’. 
The map was centred on our current location and 
displayed concentric circles emanating from the 
hospital. No miles were marked––distances were 
now measured in Chinook flight-times.

As the briefings progressed, I was amazed by the 
detail. Suicide bombers tailing convoys were de-
scribed, the location and probability of  attacks 
over the following 12 hours were declared. How-
ever, the world beyond 40-minute helicopter flight-
time was no longer referenced. The last broadcast 
news that I had seen included alarming reports 
of  the possible descent of  Pakistan into civil un-
rest and even the potential for martial law being 
declared. Pakistan was now close. We heard ru-
mours of  problems as the milk supply at breakfast 
had dried up due to repeated Taliban ambushes on 
the supply convoys crossing the border.

I decided to try to find a newspaper. Post did come 
to Bastion – it had to compete for space with am-
munition, medical supplies, reinforcements, and 
military equipment, but it was a recognised prior-
ity and would be regularly delivered by the same 
route that I had been deployed to theatre. But there 
was a delay, the newspapers all predated 1 Novem-
ber and merely offered additional commentary on 
the stories that I had read prior to my arrival. 
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Two weeks later the papers had begun to address 
the date of  my departure, but I had been unsettled 
by the claustrophobia of  Bastion and the death and 
injury witnessed at the hospital. I could no longer 
wait and begged passage on a Chinook helicopter, 
first to Lash-Kagar and then onwards to Forward 
Operating Base (FOB) Sangin. While Lash-Kagar 
had offered the welcome opportunity to discuss 
the abstraction of  the political challenges to gov-
ernance and progression with Foreign and Com-
monwealth Office (FCO) officials, Sangin was a 
forward base and occupied contested territory in 
the poppy-growing area. 40 Commando’s ‘Bravo’ 
Company and a mortar team from the Coldstream 
Guards populated it. 

Once again my ambiguous status and rank ena-
bled me to attend intelligence briefings and even 
shuras with local Afghan leaders. The shift in 
awareness was striking. The briefings still lasted 
for nearly an hour but the scope had now been 
reduced. The horizon was no longer 40 minutes 
flight-time but measured by the range of  foot pa-
trols. We now knew the names of  the Taliban com-
manders who were camped on the hills around 
us and were even aware of  rumours of  rivalries 
and intrigue amongst them. Within a couple of  
kilometres we had a vivid detailed mental picture. 
The rest of  the world, Kabul and even Kandahar 
was now abstracted beyond comprehension.

I remained in Sangin until the end of  November, 
stranded as the helicopters were diverted to sup-
port the attack on Musa-Kala. I had to wait until 
my return to the UK to read news more current 
than the date of  my departure a month earlier. I 
discovered that Pakistan had not yet descended 
into chaos after all and only one of  the soldiers 
that I had witnessed being injured had made it 
into the press-released history of  the conflict.

The lens shows us too much, flattening perception 
and reducing the impact of  all information to a 
common level. We survey and summarise instead 
of  empathising and engaging. Photographic com-
position offers us a perceived hierarchy of  char-
acters and events. We are guided to the dominant 

narratives through the editing of  footage. The 
digestion of  media does not readily support con-
centration on the more mundane sub-plots hidden 
beyond the camera’s depth of  field and edited out 
of  the limited time frame of  the bulletin.

Unsurprisingly a short journey such as this results 
in a feeling of  dislocation and disorientation. The 
uneasy relation between first-hand experience 
and mediated understanding appears fragmented 
and false. 

When required then to contribute to the canon 
of  mediated knowledge and demonstrate an un-
derstanding of  truth to a wider audience a clear 
choice becomes apparent: to offer a contribution 
with the vocabulary of  received secondary experi-
ence or to possibly disappoint with a less dramatic 
view based on my own observations. Perhaps in 
my case a focus on the dramatic and catastrophic 
impact of  violence on the human-body would have 
been possible and appropriate. This aspect of  war 
was vividly documented in the photographic and 
written record of  my time in the desert operat-
ing theatres of  Afghanistan. However, while this 
is the imagery, which I recognised as representa-
tive in my research prior to submitting an expres-
sion of  interest to engage with this project, it no 
longer appeared congruent with the way in which 
my haunting memories of  this short time were 
framed. The images behind my eyelids were of  
gore and despair, but the traumatic nature of  the 
memories was not rooted in the inherent shock of  
these images. The distance that I was feeling from 
my colleagues, friends and family on my return to 
England was due to a memory of  the calm, silent 
and slow experience of  isolation, disorientation, 
and uncertainty, which I had perceived to pervade 
the open-ended narratives that begin at the mo-
ment of  injury. The press images of  guns being 
fired, the protest images of  bloody injuries, and 
the smug ironies of  contemporary art statements 
all failed to offer a form of  fellowship with my pri-
vate demons. They seemed to focus on digestible 
if  unpalatable ideas. Images in the public domain 
offer satisfaction by reinforcing our sentence-long 
analyses of  conflict, whether jingoistic ‘support 
our troops or ‘down with Bush’, the images, works 
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of  art, and news items supported unspoken single 
line captions and could be adopted by disparate 
audiences.

I chose to deliberately make work that failed to 
satisfy the desire for drama (either as guilty pleas-
ure or oppositional exposé). The work was to fo-
cus on the mundane and ambiguous experiences 
that remain un-newsworthy: the frozen, intermi-
nable, night-time evacuation flights, the uncertain 
waiting for casualties, the abstraction of  trauma 
through codified military terminology, and the ad-
ministrative burden of  death and injury. It was in-
teresting that when unveiled, my responses natu-
rally bemused some of  the commentators. While 
weary war correspondents, serving soldiers, 
recent casualties, veteran doctors and nurses 
seemed to empathise with the material that I in-
troduced to the public domain, there was a palpa-
ble sense of  disappointment from the art journal-
ists who had visited the work, seeking a satisfying 
and definitive response.

Writing in Art Monthly, Michael Corris appeared 
to lament the restraint with which the work ad-
dressed (or denied) the emotive potential of  the 
traumatic first-hand experience. Having had the 
opportunity to read my diary extracts reprinted 
in The Guardian, he was aware of  the material 
that was potentially available for synthesis into 
statements for art world consumption. Yet the 
work presented offered nothing but a bleak and 
uneventful representation of  the period before 
and after the politically sensitive and personally 
devastating experience of  military injury. 

The parallels with my existing practice, identi-
fied while cathartically recounting my journey 
through the casualty chain of  Afghanistan in front 
of  a London audience, were not derived from the 
extremity of  experience, a political critique or a 
relation to process. The congruity that I felt with 
a longer-term practice was with an acknowledge-
ment of  the consistency of  fragmentation between 
personal and collective narratives. The illusion of  
linear history has been well explored through the 
insightful writings of  Christopher Hill, who in his 
re-examination of  the records of  the English Civil 

War, acknowledged that a national history could 
only ever be an illusionary approximation super-
imposed across disparate local experiences. What 
I found in Afghanistan was that to in order to im-
merse oneself  in the reality of  an experience pre-
viously perceived from a macro-view, rather than 
finding a clearer understanding, the collapse of  the 
authority of  the summary analysis is experienced. 
The reduction of  contextual peripheral vision ap-
peared directly proportional to the increasingly 
vivid primary experience of  conflict. The dramas 
and rationales for policies, campaigns and battles 
fragmented to become visible only as contradic-
tory, arbitrary incidents. As empathy was gained 
with individuals, faith in the ability of  history or 
politics to transmit the rationale for (or the reality 
of) suffering appeared to dissolve. 

This contradiction of  the macro and first-person 
view is something that I had previously assumed 
to pervade all experience of  politics, urbanisa-
tion, and domestic life. I had even developed work 
to explore the abstraction of  planning and urban 
analyses. Yet, while recognising that summary 
slogans are unlikely to represent my personal ex-
perience of  love, life or bereavement, I had still 
naïvely consumed the illusionary, comforting, 
iconic summaries of  external abstracted experi-
ence offered through broadcast and print media. 
Although we have all experienced the collapse of  
prejudice when confronted with the complexity 
of  personal experience, I had unconsciously al-
lowed and accepted a digestible critical response 
to aspects of  life, which I had previously been 
confident never to have to directly challenge or 
test. 

The Kino-Eye has an internal logic, but like the 
rules of  perspective in two-dimensional draw-
ing, does not provide a record of  reality or per-
ception, merely an alternate construct of  reality. 
The lens alone cannot offer us a window onto an 
alternate experience as it promises, but instead 
offers a shared experience of  a virtual world cre-
ated by the lens. Our focus is led and guided to 
perceive a hierarchy of  events and experiences, 
which might have been lost or at least reduced, 
through the mechanical time-base of  the original 
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footage.

For me it was striking that within a single geo-
graphic location, the mode of  arrival and symbol-
ic references to community allegiance provided 
a robust and limiting set of  parameters defining 
the nature and scope of  my observational posi-
tion. On my second visit to Afghanistan, I trav-
elled free from military escort to the north of  the 
country and unlike higher-value NGO personnel 
was able to travel relatively autonomously on 
foot and by taxi through civilian areas. The con-
trast in the view is enormous. Of  course Helmand 
and the Panjshir cannot be easily compared – Af-
ghanistan is a tribal and fragmented country with 
radically different levels of  risk evident across its 
geography. However common elements were vis-
ible, in the nature of  perimeters and boundaries 
installed to protect varying communities from the 
threats posed by one another.

There are two specific frameworks that remain 
pertinent for me. The limitation of  perspective 
achieved through the vehicles and structures de-
veloped to protect fragile bodies from ordinance 
and the proliferation of  artificial barriers to divide 
landscapes and communities. It was interesting to 
compare the vast horizons of  contested landscapes 
with the narrow frames that serve to restrict views 
during conflict. It became striking to me that dur-
ing my second trip to Afghanistan my peripheral vi-
sion was struggling to comprehend the majesty of  
the environment. During my first visit, the frames 
that contained the view frequently became the 
dominant experience. I became fascinated by the 
templates, which visually contained and defined 
perception of  environments, where communities 
view each other from behind armour and barriers. 

One of  the most profound realisations of  my vis-
its to Afghanistan was that despite media-induced 
familiarity with the aesthetics and contextual ref-
erences, I had failed to remind myself  that the 
gradual assumption of  knowledge gained from 
exposure to synthesised reality rarely prepares – 
or insulates – the viewer for the inevitable contra-
diction between mediated and primary participa-
tion. I had been reminded of  a conversation with 

my grandfather during my childhood, that war was 
mainly boredom, punctuated with brief  periods of  
intensity. However, I had not understood that the 
undocumented intervals between dramatic events 
were also dominant and emotionally charged ex-
periences. 

When I returned to the UK, I began to feel that the 
fictionalisation of  a recorded event might actually 
offer a greater focus on the reality of  the moment. 
I was reminded of  what we must instinctively feel 
as artists: that rather than remain satisfied with 
a synthetic alternative, we need to intervene and 
challenge our media to attempt to regain the ini-
tial experience. By accepting the impossibility of  
providing an objective macro-view and by consid-
ering the limitations of  the documentary witness, 
perhaps we can compensate for the inherent error 
of  the Kino-Eye, its false narratives, and its great 
illusion of  truth.

II.
New Silk Road: 

The Fate of the Old Continent
by Jiang Jun

–
World History of  the Desert Merchants

We understand the Silk Road as a link between 
the two ends of  the Eurasian continent. They, 
however, saw the Silk Road as a clustered network 
of  trade routes in between different civilizations, 
with the Islamic World, or the Middle East (named 
by the euro-centric colonialists later) as its centre. 

As one of  the largest agricultural civilizations 
with a self-centred worldview, China saw itself  
as a civilized centre surrounded by barbarism. 
This ‘barbarism’ had developed itself  as an oasis 
civilization, which consisted of  a network of  cit-
ies imbedded inside the desert with water sources 
as nodes. The desert had forced merchants to de-
velop the skills to bring substance to their infertile 
lands, and develop a trading network for which 
Allah granted them an exclusive franchise. 

As the main interlock between the different conti-
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nents happened to be desert, the oasis civilization 
– dominated by a commodity economy instead of  
an economy built on natural resources – linked 
the dispersive production centres together. De-
sert was the centre of  centres in the pre-modern 
world. World history was dictated by the history 
of  the Middle East, and narrated by the desert 
merchants.

Climatic Geography of  Religions

The Islamic trading network expanded itself  from 
the crossroads of  the Middle East to almost all the 
merciless topographies – desert, grassland, moun-
tains and sea. Their merciless nature was not only 
at the expense of  pre-globalization, but also what 
kept civilizations diversified. Traders became 
translators. They made it possible for civilizations 
to learn from each other from remote distances, 
avoiding complete isolation. 

The Silk Road, as the most remote and profitable 
trading network, was famous for its penetration of  
the natural blockades of  the Eurasian continent. 
The road was so long that it could easily be dis-
connected by local powers - those who controlled 
the Silk Road would control the profit of  the trade. 
The history of  the Silk Road witnessed the con-
quest of  its different segments by different em-
pires, each of  them pursuing their own geopolitics 
and thus determining the rise and fall and revival 
of  the Silk Road trading cities. 

The Mongolian empire was the only one that at 
one point monopolized the Silk Road as a domes-
tic highway, allowing Marco Polo to make his leg-
endary travel to China. However, this grand uni-
fication was of  short duration. When the empire 
fell apart, almost each part was assimilated by a 
local culture and its religion – the Yuan Empire 
implemented Confucianism in China, the Golden 
Horde turned to the Orthodox Eastern Church 
in the north of  the Caucasus, and Il Khanate in-
stalled Islam as state religion. The diversity of  the 
great religions could not be wiped out, but were 
preserved by the diversified climate and geogra-
phy on the Eurasian Continent. 

In China, Confucianism is deeply rooted in the 
agricultural economy, defined by its monsoon cli-
mate and river geography. In the Middle East, the 
Islamic religion founded by a merchant, proved 
effective in unifying the scattered oasis society 
for commercial and/or military use. Both reli-
gions thus consolidated the local society into an 
integrated community. Climate and geography, or 
heaven and earth for Chinese, are the initial con-
ditions of  history, and predestined the fate of  the 
old continent. 

Self-Globalization

The history of  China would be entirely different 
if  we could reformat the natural blockade, or relo-
cate the mountains and rivers in-between the two 
ends of  the old continent. Most ancient civiliza-
tions originated in or near the Middle East – the 
Egyptian Civilization, the Tigris-Euphrates Valley 
Civilization, the Aegean Civilization, and the In-
dus Valley Civilization – but they all disappeared 
in the end. Compared to the Far East, the Middle 
East was far better connected by water to Africa, 
Central Asia, Europe or India. This not only guar-
anteed more cultural and technological exchange, 
but also more frequent military conquests. China 
was the only civilization that monopolized 2 of  
the top 10 great rivers in the world, which sup-
ported China’s irrigated agriculture for thousands 
of  years. This geographical unification had been 
preserved in a relatively isolated condition sur-
rounded by natural blockades such as sea, desert 
and plateau. The Great Wall was the only man-
made barrier, which indicated the geographical 
extreme the agricultural civilization could devel-
op to seclude China from the rest of  the world. 
Within this ‘Walled State’ or a macro-scale gated 
community, China was able to sustain a self-suffi-
cient economy and a relatively stable society. 

If  we say the Middle East had set up a global net-
work with itself  as the centre, we can say China 
that had set up a self-globalization in the Far East 
and called itself  the centre (Zhong Guo literally 
means Central Empire or Middle Kingdom). As 
China was so satisfied with the plenteousness it 
received from the heaven and earth, its local phi-
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losophies and religions were mainly concerned 
with life on earth. For many centuries, China kept 
a trade surplus on the Silk Road because of  this 
self-sufficiency on a pre-industrial level. Western-
ers got almost nothing to reverse the balance until 
they found opium. When the trade balance on the 
Silk Road was reversed, the balance of  self-glo-
balization was broke. This explained why Chinese 
took the humiliating Opium War as the start of  its 
modern history.

Although natural barriers were no longer insur-
mountable ever since the industrial revolution, the 
natural conditions for self-sufficiency had been in-
herited when the Communist Party founded the 
People’s Republic of  China in 1949. This was why 
the discovery of  the Daqing oilfield in the 1950s 
had been valued as such a historical moment. Chi-
na was able to carry on its independent industrial 
revolution during the Cold War when both sides 
of  the Cold War blockaded all the Silk Roads. In 
1990s, China’s accelerated industrialization and 
urbanization triggered another thirst for oil. Giv-
en the fact that the Strait of  Malacca, or the gate 
of  the Maritime Silk Road, was conquered by the 
United States, China started to plan alternative 
passages to diversify its energy importation. Pipe-
lines from Caspian Sea through Kazakhstan to 
China have renewed the old Silk Road. New ones 
are also being constructed from Iran-Pakistan and 
from the Indian Ocean-Burma to China. A series 
of  new cities are expected to be built along these 
new Silk Roads of  energy. 

Although China's oil trade plays an increasingly 
important role in international oil trade, this im-
portance is not yet fully reflected in the bench-
mark crude oil prices, which results in China’s 
passive acceptance to the international oil price 
dominated by Europe and America. As China is 
expanding its domestic demand to reduce its de-
pendence on exportation, it also tries to integrate 
its domestic oil market system so as to improve its 
oil pricing power in the international world. Glo-
balization will be one counter-balanced by the new 
self-globalization of  China.

Late Industrial Revolution

The Silk Road connected the two civilizations that 
had both attained the most advanced pre-industri-
al level before the industrial revolution. However, 
both civilizations were confronted with the same 
puzzle: why can’t their pre-industrial development 
reach the critical point of  (turning into) an indus-
trial revolution? 

There are three conditions needed to instigate an 
industrial revolution: 1. a system encouraging sci-
entific and technological inventions; 2. a society in 
drastic expansion that provides the demand need-
ed to push productivity and finally 3. the availabil-
ity of  coal and iron. For China, it seems clear: the 
harsh geographic conditions around its territory, 
as well as the psychology of  favouring stability 
deeply-rooted in its agricultural society, provided 
little impetus for drastic expansion. The Confucian 
civil government encouraged cultural sustainabil-
ity instead of  sci-tech innovations. However, the 
Middle East seemed to meet most of  these condi-
tions, especially at the golden time of  the 7th/8th 
century when the Arabs expanded the Islamic em-
pire and its trading network. The Grand Expan-
sion stimulated unprecedented sci-tech commu-
nication crossing the three continents, while their 
military conquests significantly accelerated heavy 
industry production, and created enough space 
for the surplus population. The only condition it 
couldn’t meet was the presence of  coal. The short-
age of  coal in the Middle East area had created a 
bottleneck of  energy in the evolution towards the 
industrial revolution compounded with iron and 
coal. Ironically, the Middle East became the big-
gest centre of  energy production centuries later, 
but oil is a much more sophisticated energy that 
can hardly be used without the basis of  Industrial 
Revolution. The black gold was predestined to be 
exploited by those foreigners who had succeeded 
in industrialization. 

Unification of  Oil Sovereignty

Modernization started with the Industrial Revolu-
tion, together with colonization and world wars. 
In search of  more raw materials and market, the 
industrialization of  Western Europe had resulted 
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in the colonization of  the world, including the net-
work of  the Silk Road. The fragmented warring 
states pattern in Western Europe was copied to 
the colonies, including China in the Far East and 
Ottoman Turkey in the Middle East. Although both 
civilizations had a long grand unified history, their 
destinies in post-war time were different. Chi-
na got almost reunified to a continental country 
(apart from Taiwan), but the Middle East was split 
into pieces when Ottoman Turkey collapsed. Con-
flicts among the colonialist powers were going on 
as conflicts among the Middle Eastern countries. 

Let’s look into the differences of  the two civiliza-
tions for an explanation of  their different fates. 
The grand unification of  both civilizations was 
based on their strong economic models - natural 
economy in the agricultural civilization of  China, 
and commodity economy in the oasis civilization 
of  the Middle East. Colonization and world wars 
didn’t break up China’s agricultural basis, but 
seized the dominance of  the trading network of  
the Middle East. The agricultural basis was what 
lied behind Mao’s success in reunifying China as 
he mobilized the massive human power of  peas-
ants; but there was no economic basis left for the 
Middle East countries to reunify themselves, until 
oil was found.

Oil changed the role of  the Arab from trader to 
provider. The Middle East hereby turned from the 
trading centre of  commodities into the production 
centre of  energy, which drastically reversed the 
global market mechanism and geopolitical struc-
ture. After the Middle East was politically split 
up into tribes and families, the unification of  the 
petroleum policies and the reclaiming of  the oil 
sovereignty economically reunited it. When OPEC 
struck back as a unity in 1970s, the whole world 
was shocked to see the power of  the new Islamic 
network, as well as the fragility of  the industrial 
system on which modernization was supposed to 
be based. After several defeats in the Middle East 
wars, the Arabs chose to fight against the driv-
ing force of  the industrial system instead of  the 
sophisticated weapon products it made. Energy 
strategy proved to be more lethal. 

Socialism with Local Characteristics

By carrying out the industrial revolution, the 
Western European countries had resorted to co-
lonialism, while the United States had benefited 
from two world wars. The industrial competition 
between developed and developing countries can 
actually be seen as a competition between de-
pendent despoliation in the past and independent 
accumulation in the future – an asymmetric war 
in which the late industrialized countries get few 
chances to win. There needs to be a third road to 
industrialization for developing countries.

National independence movements spread through 
the colonial countries in the first half  of  20th cen-
tury. When the colonial system collapsed by the 
end of  the 2nd world war, communism widely 
intertwined with nationalism throughout the ex-
colonies in Asia, Africa and Latin America, and 
finally resulted in the Cold War with the world as 
its battlefield. However, it had been a long time for 
these countries to extract and localize the essence 
of  communism into its independent industrializa-
tion. Both China and the Middle East countries 
have experienced the process of  nationalizing 
the colonial economy, and then the reform from a 
planned to a market economy, denationalizing the 
downstream industries while keeping the national-
ization of  core resources and upstream industries. 
Nationalism is effective in setting up an independ-
ent regime against colonialism and imperialism, 
while nationalization is effective in setting up an 
independent industrial system in the asymmetric 
competition with the developed countries, and 
denationalization of  the downstream industries is 
to introduce the incentive mechanism of  market 
into the planning economy. In China, this model 
is called “Socialism with Chinese Characteristics” 
as a local revision of  rigid fundamentalist com-
munism. Although there isn’t a parallel title such 
as “Socialism with Islamic Characteristics” in the 
Middle East because of  socialism’s exclusion of  
religion, we can still find parallels in the universal 
values (such as justice and equality) advocated in 
both Islam and socialism.

Recently China started to advocate a “Harmoni-
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ous Society”, which integrated Confucianism as 
a definitive element in “Chinese Characteristics”. 
The renaissance of  tradition in the modernization 
process on both ends of  the Silk Road show the 
underlying power of  civilization, as well as the cli-
mate and geography factors behind, on the fate of  
the old continent. 

Made-in-China & Oil Gas Road

Besides the parallel process in economic reform, 
China and the Middle Eastern countries also share 
a similar industrial structure. Both have a sufficient 
factor of  production – in terms of  labour and ener-
gy resources – and therefore both risk an export-
oriented economy that could be easily affected by 
the global market. Both occupy a singular segment 
in the global division of  labour – product manu-
facturing and energy supply – and therefore they 
both strive to enrich its proportion in the global 
value chain. Whereas China is combining Mao’s 
heavy industrial base with Deng’s light industry 
into an all-directional, multi-tiered manufacturing 
system, the Middle East is trying to evolve from 
an oil treasury to a global petrochemical industry 
centre with a world-class production line in Saudi 
Arabia, Iran and Qatar. China has surpassed Ger-
many to be the world's largest exporter of  Made-
in-China goods, and the Middle East is about to 
surpass the United States to be the world's largest 
exporter of  petrochemical products. 

Historically, there has been a highly complemen-
tary economic structure between China and the 
Middle East. The sustainability of  the Sino-Arabi-
an bilateral relationship was based on mutual de-
mands as the biggest provider and biggest trader. 
Although the Silk Road seems to have retrieved its 
historical intensity with made-in-China goods and 
oil gas, its sustainability is questionable. Made-in-
China goods are demanded not because they are 
as unique as silk, porcelain or tea used to be, but 
because of  their cheap price. As more and more 
petrodollars are invested back into the Middle East 
countries, more and more cheap labour from other 
Asian countries are hired to work in the horizontal 
expansion of  the economic base there. They are ex-
pected to manufacture goods cheaper than made-
in-China. On the other hand, China has established 

the diversification of  energy imports as part of  its 
national strategy, while investing more and more 
money into the development of  non-fossil fuel and 
other alternative energy sources. All these efforts 
for independence will constantly update the con-
tent of  the New Silk Road in the near future. Beyond 
the sale of  oil, an increasingly diversified bilater-
al trade can be expected between China and the 
Middle East as they are evolving into a more nor-
malized and three-dimensional industrial system. 

Triangular Trap

Ever since the strategic value of  oil and gas was 
found, their uneven distribution in the strata of  
the planet has profoundly changed global stra-
tegic patterns. We are dealing with a global pic-
ture congested with territorial disputes, resource 
contentions, pricing competitions and political 
games. The discovery of  new energy sources and 
displacement of  energy centres moreover con-
stantly change the rules of  the game. Because of  
their higher level in modernization, and therefore 
more dependence on energy security and strategic 
reserves, the big powers increase their efforts to 
dominate the energy order through political, eco-
nomic, diplomatic and military means. As for the 
less developed countries marginalized in the glob-
al order, they are either integrated into the energy 
strategy of  the big powers, or organize themselves 
into "international guilds" with their own geo-
graphic priorities in the energy network, to rival 
with the big powers. 

As the geographical interlock of  Asia, Africa and 
Europe, as well as the global energy production 
hub, the Middle East has become the most sensi-
tive region because of  the global hunger for energy. 
One paradoxical consequence caused by the asym-
metrical correspondence between energy distribu-
tion and the level of  modernization is the fact that 
more developed the energy-importing countries 
are, the greater the risk they will take in energy 
geopolitics, and consequently the more driven they 
are to establish a favourable international order at 
all costs. As the biggest energy-importing coun-
try and the last super power, the United States is 
not only the instigator of  a series of  Middle East/
Gulf  Wars, but also the initiator of  the hegemonic 
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currency system of  "oil dollars" by alienating the 
oil-exporting countries. With its exclusive right 
in coinage, it coupled the role of  "global central 
bank" with the role of  "global oil bank", to replace 
gold with oil as the material support behind the 
U.S. dollars. However, with the political nature and 
sensitiveness endowed by the modern world, oil 
has much more inherent weakness than the king 
of  currency – gold. To maintain the stability of  the 
U.S. dollars, the world must maintain the stability 
of  oil. This abnormal linkage has resulted in an 
unsustainable global order, in which the security 
of  a multilateral system, established on the global 
energy supply and demand, has to be maintained 
by a unilateral power. The hegemony of  the United 
States as a superpower is herein based on the trin-
ity of  "currency – energy – military", a triangular 
trap for most of  the contemporary crisis. The Mid-
dle East is supposed to benefit from the energy, but 
actually suffered from the trap. The region has be-
come a battlefield with the highest frequency of  
wars in the post-world war world. 

The unilateral operation of  a super power in a less 
developed region is an asymmetric war, which has 
resulted in another asymmetric form of  counter-
attack – terrorism. Terrorism further changed the 
geopolitics of  the Silk Road territory. The United 
States break forward from Middle East to Central 
Asia by launching the Iraq War and the Afghani-
stan War. On the other side, China established the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) also in 
the name of  anti-terrorism. It’s not unlike the Cold 
War but different: the Silk Road is now shared by 
Russia (together with the ex-constituent-repub-
lics of  U.S.S.R) and China (instead of  imperial 
monopolization). However, these ideological en-
emies are there for a common goal with the United 
States, which is indeed an embarrassing dilemma 
for them. The old geopolitical situation of  the 
Silk Road, created in the post-cold-war unilateral 
world, has been replaced by the new one created 
in the post-9/11 multi-polar world. The triangle of  
"currency – energy – military" lost its absurd sym-
metry because of  the asymmetric war.

High Speed Silk Road

Economic cooperation was soon incorporated into 
the agenda of  SCO, which differentiates itself  from 
the military-oriented NATO on the other end of  
Eurasian continent. The ancient Silk Road is re-
claiming its strategic significance for China: it will 
be an alternative passage for energy importation. 
It’s also reclaiming its strategic significance for 
Central Asia: with China’s recent Great Leap For-
ward in the form of  its high-speed railway, the Silk 
Road is expected to accelerate in the near future. It 
used to be marginalized by the ocean route, which 
created a series of  maritime cities along the ship-
ping lines; we’re now going back from the mari-
time to the continental routes. The ancient inland 
cities will be reactivated with this accelerating 
continental transportation. The artery of  the old 
continent, together with its old civilizations, is be-
ing renewed. The history used to start from here, 
now it’s coming back.

III.
Memory talks and walks: 

Long March Project–Ho Chi Minh 
Trail (Duong Truong Son)

Zoe Butt

The “Ho Chi Minh Trail (Duong Truong Son)” is 
an initiative of  the Long March Project in Beijing, 
China. Initiated in 1999, the Long March Project is 
a complex, multi-platform, international arts or-
ganization and ongoing art project, based in Bei-
jing, that can be simultaneously considered a gal-
lery space; a publishing house; a curatorial lab; an 
artistic collection; a meeting place; a consultant; a 
commissioning and production atelier, an artistic 
facilitator, and author. From a critical distance, all 
of  these avenues of  production aim to provoca-
tively construct, and in turn renew, presumed ac-
tion and thinking concerning ‘contemporary art’.  

The request to present the ‘Ho Chi Minh Trail’ pro-
ject within the framework of  a making of  a ‘new 
silk road’ was a pertinent invitation, considering 
the aim of  this project was to try and better under-
stand the context of  a shared history between Chi-
na, Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos, referring to the 
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geographical pathway of  the historic Ho Chi Minh 
Trail as a departure point for further discussion. 

As a curator, ‘performing’ the conceptual outline of  
a project was an unusual request from Arthub, a re-
quest that for me fell naturally to the voices of  the 
artists with which the Long March Project had cho-
sen to collaborate for this project. Inviting Le Huy 
Hoang and Nguyen Trinh Thi from Vietnam, and 
Erin Gleeson and Rattana Vandy from Cambodia; 
their respective projects articulating the complexi-
ties inherent to the experience of  war in its after-
math, of  the affect of  the drawing of  borders into 
new, often slippery zones of  ownership and con-
trol; of  the affect of  a historic cultural memory los-
ing relevance in the growth of  an urbanizing capi-
talist society. Sadly Erin Gleeson, Rattana Vandy 
and Nguyen Trinh Thi were unable to attend the 
symposium, thus their voices were shared through 
the presentation of  their respective projects, pre-
sented by Le Huy Hoang and myself. Conscious of  
how many presentations were following the repeti-
tive PowerPoint method, I changed my mind at the 
last minute to get up and introduce the project by 
walking around the room, rather than use digital 
imagery and text. I spoke of  the Long March Pro-
ject and its desire to provoke the shared memories 
of  a past, that the ‘Ho Chi Minh Trail’ project was 
one of  the first artistic projects undertaken to criti-
cally look at China’s relationship to its neighbors; 
that it recognized the need for a larger awareness 
of  looking outside while looking within (here re-
ferring to the need to look beyond the context of  
one’s own production, to be critically aware of  the 
broader international developments of  culture); 
and that it endeavored to better understand the 
role of  historical legacies, such as the historic ‘Ho 
Chi Minh Trail’ (in  an attempt to better understand 
the reasons why cultural and social attitudes be-
tween the people of  this region is so fraught  with 
tension). Fundamentally, it was a project that be-
lieved art and culture had a crucial role to play in 
re-shaping the relationship between these commu-
nities, that an aesthetic language could offer insight 
into why history should be under a constant state  
of  re-evaluation.  

Following the discussion of  ‘The Tianxia Survey” 

by Erin Gleeson and Rattana Vandy, a brief  ex-
cerpt from Nguyen Trinh Thi’s short film was sub-
sequently shared, titled “Chronicle of  a Tape Re-
corded Over”, showing Le Huy Hoang re-tracing 
the steps of  his father along the northern section 
of  the Ho Chi Minh Trail in Vietnam. Interview-
ing local villagers along the road, Nguyen Trinh 
Thi sought their recollections of  the use of  this 
historic trail via the personal prompts of  Hoang, 
whose inherited memories from his father remain 
a crucial component of  his ongoing artistic prac-
tice (Le Huy Hoang is a Cambodian/Vietnamese 
whose Vietnamese father died in the prison camps 
of  the Khmer Rouge in Phnom Penh). In these ru-
ral towns, Thi and Hoang traveled by local trans-
port, eating in the homes of  strangers and listen-
ing to their stories of  one of  the 20th Century’s 
most controversial political moments. They were 
also twice arrested by the Vietnamese police, 
Thi’s title referring to the precious tape that cap-
tured their arrest being accidentally taped over – 
an outcome that seemed fitting (though frustrat-
ing) to her in its emblematic refection of  a country 
whose cultural memory has been tightly dictated 
by a succession of  foreign occupation (firstly by 
the Chinese in the first millennia, followed by the 
Japanese, French and the USA).

This brief  sequence of  imagery was immediately 
followed by a performance by Le Huy Hoang. Tak-
ing a large red marker and his own pant belt, he 
moved to the wooden stage set up in the front of  
the room and proceeded to draw a red line from 
one end of  the stage to the other, his left hand shak-
ing, not only from the tedious focus of  attempt-
ing to keep this pen line straight, but also from 
his steady beating of  the belt against this writing 
arm. The sight of  a man, hitting himself, his arm 
increasingly reddening from the whip of  the act, 
was an attempt to call forth the tension and pain 
in the drawing of  borders, of  setting restrictions 
and rules with force that is so common to the ex-
perience of  so many in postcolonial societies – the 
sweat and cut flesh of  Le Huy Hoang becoming 
visually welded to the red line appearing long and 
continuous in front of  him. The audience fell re-
spectfully silent during this act, impressed upon 
by the intrinsic awareness that this narrative was 
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coming from first hand experience. 

	 These Works Articulate 
	 Another march, another trail, a re-im-
agining of  a shared historical consciousness
	 Between each other but also looking 
within while looking beyond
	 A quest for knowledge in the unraveling 
of  inherited, shared and lived experience 
	 Seeking an artistic remembering of  the 
power of  space as a site of  memory
	 ‘Talking’ 
	 ‘Talking and Walking’ 
	 ‘Talking and Walking and Making’

[August 2009]

IV.
Art in Public Spaces; 3 Projects 

by Samah Hijawi (2009)

Public arts have pushed their boundaries in the 
many parts of  the world much earlier in the cen-
tury than they have in much of  the Middle East. 
Naturally this phenomenon is seen to reflect on 
several different reasons that point back to the dis-
course of  visual arts in the area in the last century. 
However, the necessity for art to expand audiences, 
and to refuse the elitist stance that Modern Art has 
existed within in the past is - amongst many other 
factors- what has pushed arts into the public space.

Naturally, within the public space, a whole new 
experience for the artist and the artwork will 
emerge; the level of  control over the work may 
be diminished radically. Also, where the participa-
tion of  the audience is required (for the work to 
happen) naturally changes the status of  the work 
from being a finished work presented - statically 
- to an audience, to a work that is born as a result 
of  its presence in the public space.

The works cited within this paper were produced 

and presented in the city of  Amman, Jordan. 
Naturally the specificity of  Jordan’s public is very 
much related to the work.

The specificity of  the public space in Jordan

Ideas around cosmopolitan cities, and city demo-
graphics, social class, gender politics, and minor-
ities are all topics in great discussion in formal 
and informal settings in many parts of  the world. 
Identities are constantly changing, and issues 
around identity are pushing racism, and a new-
born fanaticism to the surface to add a new face 
to how identity is defined in local contexts.

Jordan is a particularly unique country in the 
‘Arab Middle East’ in that its politics, history and 
its identity is a closely linked with the political his-
tories of  Palestine, the formation of  the State of  
Israel, regional Arab politics, and Palestine (West 
Bank) being under Jordanian authority from 1968 
to 1988. These events, alongside the invasion of  
Kuwait by Iraq and the resulting expulsion of  
Palestinian / Jordanians (due to political stand-
points of  their respective leaders in siding with 
Iraq) resulted in mass influx of  people into Jordan 
at intervals over the last 100 years. Arguably, to-
day the percentages of  people in living in Jordan 
of  Palestinian origin range between 40 – 70% of  
population.

Integration has naturally become an issue for 
the masses, and has been affected by the differ-
ent policies of  the Jordanian government in in-
clusion / exclusion of  the people of  ‘Palestinian 
origin’. These have resulted in the formation of  
a nation that has complex sense and interpreta-
tion of  the ‘self ’ and the ‘other’. These ideas of  
difference are questioned on a daily basis by both 
people who’s pre-Israeli / colonial existence nar-
rates a far less confused and aggressive coexist-
ence. These citizens in their dramatic historical 
narrative actually make Jordan a very precari-
ous place. Governments acknowledge the reality,  
and enforce police-state behaviour and censor-

[1] Disorientation is a public par-
ticipatory project realized as part of 
Unclassified: Meeting Points Festival 
5, Jordan, 2007.  [2] The American 

Oxford Dictionary for Mac  [3] 
Wait, Maurice. The Little Oxford 
Dictionary of English – 7th Edition. 
Clarendon Press. 1994. Oxford  [4] 

Ya Reit is a public intervention real-
ized with the artist Hanan Khalil and 
Samah Hijawi as part of residency 
program curated by Rayelle Neimen 

entitled ‘No Conition is Permanent’. 
Jordan. 2007 
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ship.

Upon entering the public space, these issues all 
take part in the public participatory interventions. 
These projects are a commentary on broad themes 
of  identity, belonging and their relationship with 
history.

The Projects:
Disorientation 1

Disorient: Origin from mid 17th century French 
word désorienter “turn from the east’2. Confuse 
as to his or her bearings. To confuse by remov-
ing / obscuring something that usually guides 
someone3.

What does it mean for a nation to be disorientated, 
to loose its bearings, its sense of  direction? How 
does dislocation from a homeland affect a nation 
in their perception of  their sense of  belonging to 
a new homeland, which might not have been per-
ceived as a permanent one?

How do internal politics in inclusion and or mar-
ginalization affect the attitude and the sense 
of  ownership of  citizens towards their present 
country?

Finally, how do people consider a country a home-
land when they are constantly looking for a way to 
immigrate?

The project investigates this perceived notion of  a 
transient state of  existence of  the peoples of  the 
city of  Amman and their desire to be elsewhere. 
Invariably, these ‘other’ places take the form of  ei-
ther a homeland, be it a ‘stolen’ one, or one left in 
search of  work; or to another country that holds 
the allure of  ‘land of  plenty’. Through memory, 
whether based on reality or an entirely illusive 
one, the work seeks to re-create the mental land-
scape of  this ‘other’ place through the audience’s 
active participation in the selection of  images to 
form a collage of  this vision.

The work travelled over three days to different 

parts of  the city; Jabal Hussein, a lower middle 
class area, downtown Amman, and Al Wihdat Pal-
estinian refugee camp. In each location, passer-
by’s is invited to bring together images forming 
collages of  another place they would like to be.

“Ya Reit”4

“Ya Reit” is a project with Amman-based artist 
Hanan Khalil, and is part of  a curated residency un-
der the title ‘No Condition is Permanent’

	 “A state of  living is based on developments 
continuously changing for the better. This ideology 
is deeply rooted in the psychology of  human beings, 
having to believe in the positive, in the creative, in 
an organically growing order to improve life. Still, 
human beings are challenged to be flexible and 
innovative in order to react on changes regarding 
personal issues, social, economical, technological 
and political subjects. Individual experiences and 
conditionings have an influencing impact on these 
processes. Cultural and social heritage serves as a 
base... The stimulus to react will always be based on 
the desire to improve a situation, or at least to come 
to terms with it. Yet, for a lot of  people it seems 
that conditions stay the same, embedded in a vivid 
circle of  life. To which extent do individuals have 
an impact on their own situation and therefore, how 
do individuals influence their immediate surround-
ing?”5

Change is perhaps the word from which the work 
departed. Locally, the desire for change is strong-
ly contradicted with an air of  apathy. This can be 
loosely associated with fate as it is indicated and 
encouraged in the local religious culture. There-
fore, Fate and Change share a commonality in the 
local context.

Fate is also used in colloquial Arabic referencing 
to destiny towards two very contrasting events; 
marriage and death. Both these occasions have 
traditionally and culturally been ‘celebrated’ with 
the public in tents as they accommodate large 
groups of  people for the occasion. Hence, Fate 
and the Tent share a commonality in the local 

[5] Rayelle Neimen. No conditionis 
Permanent. Jordan 2007  [6] Ya Na-

seeb transcribes to mean ‘Oh Fate’ 
in Arabic  [7] Ya Reit transcribes to 

mean ‘I wish’ in Arabic  [8] Where 
are the Ararb? is a public perfor-

mance work produced in the City of 
Amman, 2009
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[5] Rayelle Neimen. No condition is 
Permanent. Jordan 2007  [6] Ya Na-
seeb transcribes to mean ‘Oh Fate’ 

in Arabic  [7] Ya Reit transcribes to 
mean ‘I wish’ in Arabic  [8] Where 
are the Ararb? is a public perfor-

mance work produced in the City 
of Amman, 2009  [9] Parts of the 
words used for the Where are the 

Arabs? performance work by Samah 
Hijawi 

context.

The lottery, commonly known as Ya Naseeb6 was 
a platform found in the public space in which the 
dichotomy of  striving towards change, and the 
restraining force of  fate, was a ‘space’ in which 
the two ideas can be conceptually and satirically 
engaged. A play on words was used to entitle the 
work “Ya Reit”7

The project took place in the down town area of  the 
city of  Amman in Jordan. A mobile lottery stand 
entitled “Ya Reit...” with empty lottery slips were 
used to request the public to finish the sentence 
Ya Reit. The project took place over two days and 
involved the public’s participation in writing their 
wishes on paper slips that symbolized the lottery 
ticket. Also some portraits were taken using a Po-
laroid camera and the same sentence was written 
on the bottom of  their photographs. The third day 
the collected slips were hung in a tent so people 
could exchange each other’s wishes.

The vast majority of  people’s wishes were around 
the idea of  the return to a homeland and the free-
dom of  Palestine. This is an important indication 
of  the state of  mind of  the people that inhabit the 
public space of  the city of  Amman.

“Where Are the Arabs?” 8

The ideology of  a collective Arab identity is a 
strong and ever-present reality for modern day 
Arab citizens. This collective consciousness was 
born as a result of  Al Nasseriah era (coined af-
ter Gamal Abdul Nasser the former president of  
Egypt from 1956 – 1970) who called for Arab Na-
tionalism and attempted to unite the Arab coun-
tries. While in reality the dream was only realised 
briefly between Egypt and Syria, the ‘legacy’ of  
an Arab Republic lives on in the psyche of  pre-
sent-day Arabs, and places Gamal Abdul Nasser 
in the realm of  the ‘idol’. This is particularly ap-
parent in public opinion that has disagreed with 
the political standpoints of  their respective coun-
tries, creating a phenomenon of  referring to the 

past with fondness, over- whelming emotion, and 
consequently somehow refusing to exist in the 
present-tense.

The longevity of  the ideology of  Arab unity is also 
one directly related to the occupation of  Palestine 
by Israel. The relationship is formed as a result of  
the notion that freedom of  Palestine is the respon-
sibility of  both the Palestinians and Arabs alike. 
This can be seen through the involvement of  the 
Arabs in several (defeated) wars with Israel in an 
attempt to free Palestine in the past.

Since the death of  Gamal Abdul Nasser, the ‘un-
born child’ of  Arab Unity has not been forgotten 
in light of  the frustration and the conflicting val-
ues between the public and their governments. 
A questioning call ‘Where are the Arabs?’ is re-
peated consistently especially by countries in the 
Arab World that have been under attack and / 
or occupation by foreign forces. These calls and 
questions to the absence of  Arab unity, in an ac-
cusing tone from their callers, imply a falsely 
assumed apathy (seemingly by the called-upon) 
towards their fellow Arab brothers and sisters in 
distress.

While the complex relationship of  this phenome-
non can be discussed in more detail and depth, the 
focus of  the work is more on the relationship of  
Arabs with history, reality, identity and with truth. 
The work, entitled Where Are the Arabs? is a 
20-minute speech based on a selected compilation 
of  parts of  public speeches that repeatedly call for 
Arab Nationalism and unity to form a Republic. 
Gamal Abdul Nasser gave these speeches between 
the years 1958 and 1967.

	 “We are gathered here to celebrate the an-
niversary of  unity and the birth of  United Arab 
Republic. What we celebrate today is not merely 
the birth of  Unity, nor the birth of  a great nation 
solely...The reality, my brothers, is that Unity was 
simply a popular demand that gained its freedom 
and rid itself  from all traces of  foreign control. It 
continued to pave its path, and declared this to its 
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rulers... The region was filled with great hopes and 
dreams, but dreams are not achieved unless the 
path ahead was paved by the motivation to work, 
and there is no motivation without freedom.... Uni-
ty, my brothers, is the means that Arabs everywhere 
saw towards independence and freedom. Solidar-
ity was the path that Arabs, in every Arab country, 
found to safeguard independence, to protect it from 
those looking greedily towards us, and protect it 
from the oppressors... The call that brought us here 
today is a call from God, and you are this call’s sol-
diers, we are all soldiers for this call, all the Arab 
Nations are soldiers for this call. With these hearts, 
with these souls, with this faith and with the help 
of  God, your call will triumph, the call of  Arab 
Nationalism.” 9

The work points out several difference ideas. The 
performance of  a speech from the words of  a his-
torical ‘idol’ aims to trigger nostalgia. Simultane-
ously, it plays on the existing feelings of  frustration 
in light of  the disagreements of  public vs. govern-
ment opinions, as well as the realities of  politics in 
the region. By referencing and engaging the past 
and re-placing it in the present, the work questions 
where history is positioned, archived, and pro-
cessed. Simultaneously it makes note of  this state 
of  existing in the past and not the present.

Presenting such a speech in the public sphere au-
tomatically brings to question the role of  public 
speaking in the civic space – or arguably the lack 
of.

While the work mimics (in some form) speech-
es given on TV by presidents, kings, rulers and 
persons of  authority. In light of  the doubt of  the 
legitimacy of  media, the work presents itself  in 
a medium that pushes the audience to question 
truth, and hence their own confidence in a part of  
history which they hold onto dearly. In a sense, 
the work in its presentation today scorns its au-
thority in the past.

In the structure of  the speech where the whole is 
made up of  a juxtaposition of  parts of  different 
speeches that repeat around the same idea, the 
work is also a commentary on the element of  rep-

etition. Repetition is used in the Arabic language 
as a form of  emphasis; through the repetition of  
a word, a phrase or an idea. Yet, repetition is also 
seen to invoke boredom and numbness. This last 
aspect is emphasized with the duration of  the 
work.

In the public space, the work is affected by the au-
dience’s reaction to it. Do they stay and listen to 
the whole speech or do they walk away? Do they 
have something to say about it? Would they like to 
try to present the speech themselves to an audi-
ence? Every time, the audiences’ reaction brings 
a new interpretation to the work.

Conclusion

Artists’ ability to research, contemplate, discuss 
and play with every-day issues in the public space 
also means that a wider audience is exposed to 
artists and their works. This is an important de-
velopment in countries where on the one hand, 
the arts have maintained the elitist position to-
wards their audiences, which limited exposure for 
both the artist and the general public. On another 
hand, engaging in public spaces has expanded the 
aesthetical interpretations that the artist employs 
in their work. This slow but important develop-
ment needs the support of  structures and art sys-
tems around the arts, from within their respective 
countries, so that art finds a new meaning in the 
civic arena.
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V.
MANIFESTO OF THE SCEPTIC 

by Arahmaiani

Manifesto of  the Sceptic: 

1.   Our art is an autonomous zone - a self-stand-
ing discourse and narrative. It cannot be dictated 
by the market, politics or religion. Businessmen, 
politicians and religious leaders are not creators 
of art! 

2.   Our art belongs to everyone - everyone has 
the right to express him/herself. This means that 
artists should not surrender to the symbolic pow-
ers that determine the conditions and the classi-
fication of art.  

3.   Our art must not be separated from life and 
become mere decoration. Art must be able to en-
courage a new awareness of humanity and a new 
social consciousness.  

4.   Our art is not an object - art is a neutral me-
dium with the function of offering alternative val-
ues, changing values, and also turning values up-
side down. So art is capable of forming new values 
and bringing down those that are established.

5.   Our art is a type of "alchemical vessel" - a ves-
sel that can combine the sacred and the profane 
in one discourse that is capable of uniting con-

tradicting elements. It can create a meeting point 
between the material and the spiritual, between 
the masculine and the feminine.   

6.   Our art is a channel for creativity - like plumb-
ing that supplies fresh water. And creativity, like 
water, is an active force that is the essence of life 
that births ideas and concepts. In other words: a 
liberating force.  

7.   Our art is a natural, sustainable process - sow-
ing seed, germinating, and producing fruit.  

8.   Our art is a "tool" to examine and assess real-
ity, and can be employed by anyone, at anytime, 
and anywhere.

9.   Our art connects the past, the present, and the 
future.  

10.  Our art is a combination of courage, rebel-
lion, rational and moral intelligence and the con-
science.  

11. Although we are orientated forward, our art 
remembers and considers the past and the pre-
sent. 

12. The definition of art must be expanded - as 
wide as it possibly can be.
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Alternative document

Testing the Silk Road’s potency for cultural hybrid-
ity is a “mission impossible” from its outset, one 
which Thai artist Surasi Kusolwong challenged 
with the comment “Where is [this mission]’s heart 
and head?” at the end of the summit. Arthub Asia 
embraced the fragility of the context (with the 
conviction that fragility needs be embraced in the 
art world at this moment in time), and asked the 
brilliant minds of Asia to step up the challenge 
and go beyond the prescribed recitation of ideas 
or positions, as expected by validation platforms 
in formulaic environments, and instead challenge 
or nourish the possibilities of a “fragile” medium, 
namely performativity and research-based po-
sitions, in regards to the Silk Road’s highly con-
structed symbolisms.
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Small Threads is an attempt to create 
an alternative document of the sym-
posium, seen through the eyes of the 
outsider witnessing the symposium’s 
proceedings from the sideline. 

By calmly stepping out and bring-
ing two actors into action – one as 
his avatar (Ho Tzu Nyen 2) and one 
as the ‘presenter’ of the official doc-
umentary team that had been put 
in place – Ho Tzu Nyen further fic-
tionalized his own subjective obser-
vations of the participants and the 
actions they performed. The video 
he produced out of his unique view-
point, paints a subjective picture of 
the small threads that tied the event 
together, while allowing for certain 
connections that existed or emerged 
during the three days to remain in-
visible. 

Davide Quadrio [dq]: Symposiums, 
talking, power games, relationships, 
boredom, intangible experiences, 
talking just to talk, blah blah blah. 
Is all this "intellectual" practice use-
ful or is it only an exercise? I think 
this informed our idea to not docu-
ment the content of the symposium 
in Bangkok, but rather the forms/the 
relationships that the participants 
developed during the encounter. How 
would you like to comment on this? 

Ho Tzu Nyen [htn]: Symposiums are 
platforms that I have personally en-
joyed and benefited from, whether 
as a space for the exchange of ideas 
or encounters with interesting per-
sonalities.  But of course there are 
also symposiums that go nowhere in 
particular, so it is impossible to gen-
eralize. But I think what makes The 
Making of the New Silk Roads such 
an interesting proposition is that you 
and Defne Ayas seemed concerned 
with the symposium itself as an ob-
ject – surely this is why you have 
situated it in a gallery, and thought 
through its spatial configuration and 
its temporal shape by attempting to 
choreograph its unfolding. There is 
a dramaturgical dimension to it, and 
as I understand, a willingness to ex-
periment, and risk failure.

I believe that there is always a per-
sonal dimension to the projects and 
experiments that we undertake. For 
me, your event happened at a time 
when I had just come off a particu-
larly gruelling film shoot, and the 
notion of being a participant in the 
symposium created some amount 
of discomfort – it was merely a 
question of the state of my nervous 
system at that moment. Yet what I 
heard of The Making of the New Silk 
Roads seemed so interesting, that I 

Small Threads 
Ho Tzu Nyen
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was also inevitably drawn to it. The 
solution seemed to find a way for me 
to be simultaneously, and produc-
tively involved with the event as a 
whole, while also not being a part of 
it as a participant. What interested 
me was the shape of the event as a 
whole, as well as how it would turn 
out. It seemed to me that the best 
way to do this would be to become a 
part of the ‘documentary’ team that 
you had already assembled, while 
getting an actor to be my substitute 
in the symposium.

Being part of the ‘documentary’ team 
turned out to be a fascinating experi-
ence, a kind of being inside and out-
side at the same time. I’m glad you 
mentioned the intangible, but never-
theless concrete dimensions of every 
symposium – the ‘power games’, ‘re-
lationships’ and ‘boredom’, its atmos-
phere, its moments of heaviness, and 
lightness, it physiological dimension, 
a narrative of faces, gestures, ener-
gies. Freed from the anxiety of par-
ticipation, I was somewhat plugged 
into the skin of the event, without 
being pulled into its pool of words.  

dq: You were telling me that I was 
crazy because I did not want limit 
your approach to the making of the 
"documentation”. Do you not think 
that as an organizer and a critical 
art activist I should grant the art-
ist the freedom to define his own 
boundaries? What did you find in-
teresting in this collaboration and 

way of producing this new piece of 
work?

htn: Well, Davide when I tell some-
one that he or she is crazy, it is usu-
ally a compliment.  

To be honest, this was the first time 
we have worked together, and I was, 
on my part, a little uncertain about 
how far I could go. Because this was 
not simply a case of producing an art-
work, rather, I was working directly 
with an infrastructural component of 
the event that you had assembled - 
the video ‘documentary’ team.  The 
team was there to fulfil a utilitarian 
function, and my primary concern 
was how much my own interference 
might be an irreparable disruption, 
so this wasn’t just a normal artwork - 
I felt it was my responsibility to con-
stantly check if there was some kind 
of threshold that I shouldn’t cross.

And of course, it turned out that you 
were entirely prepared to give me a 
free reign, which threw me off a lit-
tle. In retrospect, I might have been 
pushing around to sense the bounda-
ries that you and Defne might have, 
so that I could create a kind of frame 
for myself, a frame that I might work 
with, work against, a frame that I 
might have tried to stretch, or se-
cretly unravel.  

So what was really interesting for me 
was that I had to make up my own 
rules. The first was that I would use 
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the existing documentary team that 
you had already assembled, with 
minimal interference to their techni-
cal set up. I wanted to create a kind 
of system that would not so much ne-
gate, but parasitically latch on to the 
filming process that Kob, the original 
director of the ‘documentary’, had 
already planned. 

Second, I would try to understand 
as much as possible your agenda 
and construction of The Making of 
the New Silk Roads, and again, with 
minimal interference into your plans. 
I am really glad that this facilitated a 
kind of engagement with you as an 
organizer that would have been im-
possible if I had been a participant in 
the event. 

dq: The fictional narration of the 
film that you produced from the 
symposium is based on the two ac-
tors that were secretly introduced 
into the symposium. Were you sat-
isfied with this strategy? And what 
changes would you make if you 
could do it over?

htn: The first of these actors was my 
surrogate for me – he was to play ‘Ho 
Tzu Nyen’.  As I have mentioned ear-
lier, having a double allowed me to 
unplug from the symposium in order 
to find another way of engaging with 
it from another perspective, but this 
essentially introduced a degree of 
‘fiction’ into the proceedings of the 
symposium, which I found appropri-

ate, given your obvious attempt to 
foreground the performativity of the 
event.

The second actor was a girl, who 
played the official ‘presenter’ of the 
‘documentary’ team. She was a use-
ful mouthpiece through which very 
basic interviews could be conducted 
with the participants. 

I had to find a way to construct a 
kind of relationship tying the two ac-
tors together. I needed to develop a 
narrative that can be sensed, which 
shouldn’t be too hard as spectators 
are always ready to project the most 
clichéd of stories between a young 
man and a young woman.

It is impossible to be satisfied or dis-
satisfied in a process such as this 
one. It is like a roll of a dice, you can’t 
control or make undone what results 
from it. I have edited the film in such 
a way that it amplifies its inherent 
dynamics, without changing it. One 
doesn’t cheat and ask for the dice to 
be rolled one more time.  

dq: Can you explain a little more 
about how you  technically organ-
ized the shooting? 

htn: Technically, I tried to conform 
as much as possible to the set-up 
devised for you by Kob, the original 
and real ‘director’ of your ‘documen-
tary’ team. I also involved Kob as 
much as possible in my process, and 
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it was great working with him. It was 
also necessary – because none of the 
camera crew spoke any English, and 
all communications went through 
Kob!

So we had a basic set up of two cam-
eras, and we worked out a system 
where at least one of these cameras 
was to be perpetually focused on the 
proceedings of the symposium, while 
the other would be allowed to drift in 
the most idiosyncratic way possible. 
Initially the crew began rather ‘po-
litely’ - it was not unlike any normal, 
or commercial ‘event-coverage’. As 
such, they automatically restrained 
themselves from filming down those 
more compromising moments that 
plague every symposium - moments 
of fatigue, boredom, irritation, dis-
traction. Participants yawning, doz-
ing, chatting, surfing, messaging… 
Though at the same time, it was 
obvious that this were the stuff that 
amused them greatly. So I gradually 
weaned them off these kinds of inhi-
bitions, and instructed them to film 
what they were really interested in 
looking at.

In the meantime, Kob and I were 
constantly coming up with different 
kinds of exercises for the girl. We 
would map out elaborate trajectories 
for the girl to undertake while the 
symposium was ongoing, and chal-
lenge the cameramen to track her 
movements in long, unbroken takes. 
I saw this as an interesting way to 

carve and reconfigure the space of 
the symposium for the eye of the 
camera. For me, the girl was a mo-
bile element, in constant movement, 
while the boy was a static presence 
- a gaping eye, glued to the sympo-
sium – though he would also have his 
moments of distraction, like anyone 
else. 

dq: Can a piece of ‘documentation’ 
become an artwork? From what I 
can understand of your project, 
you seem to be trying to capture 
the behaviours of the participants 
in order to abstract the event, in 
the hope that a different kind of po-
etics may emerge. Is this an accu-
rate way of describing the artistic 
process and the resulting artwork?

htn: Whether or not the documen-
tation becomes an artwork is really 
something I can’t say. My primary 
interest was to test how I could ex-
pand the notion of ‘documentation’. 
For me, the film is a kind of group 
portrait of all the participants in the 
symposium. And hopefully, like some 
of the classic Dutch group portraits 
of the 17th Century, this portrait can 
evoke what is buried within the im-
age -- secretive, hidden, untold, little 
narratives waiting to be unfolded. As 
a ‘documentation’ of the symposium, 
what it records are not the words, or 
the ostensible happenings, but its 
nervous system.
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Exoticizing the Local
by Veronica Sekules

The old silk roads, networks of routes across 
Central Asia to and from China and Western Eu-
rope, carried a regular traffic of luxuries to rul-
ers, merchants and markets, documented over 
2,000 years ago. Silks, carpets, precious stones, 
porcelain and spices travelling west resulted, by 
the 15th Century, in a profusion of display and 
consumption recorded in the inventories of rich 
households and evident in paintings from Italy 
and Northern Europe. There was also traffic the 
other way, of damask cloths, linens and wool, 
velvet, furs and books. But the luxury trades 
also depended on a substantial infrastructure, 
both of the raw materials essential for manu-
facture, such as salt, wood, minerals and alum, 
themselves being valuable traded items, but 
also, of skills. At any point in the chain of ex-
change there was scope for innovation in terms 
of craft skill, innovation in ideas, perfection in 
technique, imagination in commissioning a won-
derful new building, artefact, painting, type of 
clothing or food.  

Art is not made by  politicians?

Of course, it was not just goods but ideas that 
travelled. It is common knowledge that the im-
ports and exchanges of goods had the potential 
to change habits, tastes and visual identities, in-
troducing innovations, overturning conventions 
and ultimately indicating a transition between 
different expressions of power. It was always a 
question to what extent the identity shifts were 
novel or political, momentary or deep-seated. In 
the field of great international diplomacy, the as-
similation of the foreign and exotic is all about 
shifting power and increasing prestige. The ex-
pression of wealth of all European monarchs 
from Friedrich II to Charles V depended on ex-
otic imports, just as the Ottoman courts adopted 
Western fashions and regalia.  Somehow, assim-
ilation of aspects of other cultures, habits and 
dress increases power. But it is a delicate bal-
ance: how far can this go before there is a loss of 

power, before local identity is endangered by too 
much assimilation? Also, how far are local taste 
and sensibility and the integrity of local art pro-
duction threatened or offended by different val-
ues and beliefs from elsewhere? And conversely, 
what is the optimum balance between the inten-
sity of experience of the local, and parochialism 
and narrow-mindedness? Although means of 
display and therefore the political realms within 
which art operates have changed radically over 
the last hundred years, such questions are still 
pertinent to artistic exchange along new silk 
roads today. 

Is technology the new silk?

The new silk road depends on a multiplicity of 
routes. It is no longer a luxury trade, but a widely 
popular and populist one. But while technological 
new silk roads facilitate faster and more various 
transit, traffic and movement between locations, 
cultures and objects, they do not guarantee any 
further understanding. If anything, technology 
masks and irons out differences even more. For 
example, Edward S. Cook recently highlighted 
how the exotic spectacles of 19th century Indian, 
Chinese and African craft villages in Europe and 
America have migrated as a phenomenon on the 
Internet where, under the auspices of National 
Geographic, indigenous crafts find a global mar-
ket.  As a result, not only are native craft produc-
ers prey to the commercial whims of opportunis-
tic buyers out for an exotic bargain, but contact 
is sanitized, summarised in testimonials and re-
moved from the mess of everyday life. The mar-
riage of consumer culture and Internet has made 
us prey all around the world to glib globaliza-
tion, a cliché for international contact that has 
no depth or passion. Some of the complexities 
of the relationships between the trading of ideas 
globally and the attention to, and retention of, 
atmosphere from local contexts was highlighted 
at the Bangkok conference, demonstrating that 
many of the tensions, dangers and possibilities of 
the original silk routes are still relevant, but that 
political contexts have dramatically changed. 

Kyong Park has created an extremely sophisti-
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cated and complex technological mapping which 
results from a nomadic practice, the fruits of the 
simplest form of human engagement and won-
der. He travels to cities where he rides on a bicy-
cle, recording data, capturing statistics, images, 
habits and routes through the built environment: 
	 “ I aim to develop visual languages and tools 
that help us to grasp and comprehend the enormous 
complexity of contemporary construction and the 
impact of our ever transformative urban landscapes”. 
(Kyong Park)

But the art that results from this shows more than 
anything how communications technology has en-
abled not only an obvious shift in practice, but that 
differences are masked by cloak of uniformity. His 
investigation of cities, owing much to the spread 
of Asian technology, is as much a metaphor for the 
spread of the incomprehensible, the possibility for 
technologies that are designed to aid communi-
cation to proliferate a lack of communication, a 
mystification and a complication. It is randomness 
cloaked in order. But as such, it sits as a project 
in a long line of encyclopedic ventures, a modern 
equivalent of antiquarian histories of everything. 
And from its reception by an international audi-
ence of fellow artists and thinkers, it is no more 
and no less able to provide any explanation, but it 
does widen the range of questions. 

The best medicine comes from afar 

A former colleague, the anthropologist Ragnar 
Johnson, used to say the best medicine is believed 
to always come from afar. In one particular con-
text he was talking about the imposition of a new 
director from abroad, but it is a truism, which ap-
plies in many circumstances where magic or ritu-
al is imported for the sake of healing or increasing 
power. There were a number of works presented 
in Bangkok that played with forms of ‘medicine’ 
as international artistic currency. 

Shaarbek Amankul from the Kyrgyz Republic and 
Mu Qian from China each displayed shamanic 
rituals, transposing deep engagement with utterly 
powerful indigenous phenomena into a new ar-
tistic context. But where Kyong Park’s work was 

detached and analytical, theirs was passionate, 
with interestingly different characters. Mu Qian 
presented his films as an ethnographic collection 
made by the organization Pentatonic Workshop, 
and as such his films had a documentary charac-
ter. The camera was held at a respectful distance 
so that the performances could be observed much 
as if the viewer was present. It had an intensely 
local character, but something of the objectivity 
of a researcher at work, recording phenomena for 
posterity. Shaarbek Amankul’s work was some-
what different, authored as an artist. Four juxta-
posed films, carefully judged in order to reflect his 
personal and political engagement showed street 
scenes of political unrest alongside different per-
sonal expressions of faith. For two of the films, his 
camera came close into his subjects and the re-
sult was much more about the passion of personal 
performance and behaviour. At times the raw-
ness and intensity of the Shamanic performance 
was almost un-watchable. This film raised ethi-
cal questions about the terms of engagement: is it 
aiming at closeness with some kind of human-el-
emental force? Might it also be prey to a charge of 
voyeurism, sensationalizing secret and personal 
ritual? Is it in danger of exoticizing the local when 
it is shown without mediation to an international 
audience? Many people were left with questions. 
But nevertheless, his were some of the most pas-
sionately intense works we saw.

Intention-reception

Language was, of course, simultaneously our 
principle means of communication and our great-
est barrier. Luckily for me, as a native English 
speaker, English was the common language, and 
I never fail to be grateful for that.  But in a way, it 
was ironic that for symposium that purported to 
be performative we depended so much on speech, 
and on PowerPoint or Photoshop as the medium 
of display.

There were some painful examples of struggle 
with words, but the tension produced by nervous, 
halting performance made it all the more power-
ful. Some of the works that were largely wordless 
were some of the most direct, and showed how 
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something conceived in response to particular 
circumstances could still be interpreted in others. 
Le Huy Hoang’s story about divided states in Viet-
nam and Cambodia and divided loyalties between 
families and peoples, was clearly about separa-
tion, anger, frustration and violence and could be 
read as such from any perspective. The most ob-
viously artful and performative works came from 
Indonesia, represented by Agung Hujatnikajen-
nong as curator. Jompet, the artist who performed 
through a series of interlocking artefacts, rituals 
and films, was clearly drawing from local history 
and politics, and even though the works needed 
some explanation, they were compelling to watch. 
The spirit was still comprehensible and their local 
character gave them much more force than if they 
had been further translated or explained.  

There was a constant question of the gaps be-
tween intention and reception, the lack of knowl-
edge among the audience of the specific political 
circumstances within which works were con-
ceived. This of course is always contentious with 
any art from any period or place, but intensified 
by the transposition of location, and at times by 
the theatricality of the performance. Nika’s work, 
performed in the open with Onno Dirker directing 
a high power hose at him from a distance until he 
fell, exhausted by the pressure of the water, was 
originally, as he said on the day, about democracy. 

	 “What does the pressure of risk look like? Once 
we have the full image does this formalize our percep-
tion and thereby close it off from further development? 
Is sharing a view necessitate limiting it? This project 
was inspired by the image of a water cannon used 
against demonstrators in Tbilisi, 2008, 7th of Novem-
ber.”

Clearly, his words admit the ‘risk’ of alternative 
interpretations. In Bangkok, in the intensity and 
heat of the moment, it was possible to read many 
other things in that performance that were not 
necessarily envisaged. Yes, one could see very ob-
viously the trials of strength, the exhaustion, the 
victim and the bully. But also it could have been 
about heat, waste, climate change, and sustain-
ability.  It is through the after image and the mem-

ory that it can more readily be placed in a wider 
context, and when it acquires its associations be-
yond the visceral. The powerlessness of the victim 
pitted against the concentration of political force. 
It perhaps contradicts the notion that politicians 
do not make art. Politicians feed artistic practice 
in many ways, and we have to be political not only 
as artists and activists, but as respondents, as cu-
rators, and as educators.

Women speaking men’s words

Hakan Topal’s work showed the impact globally 
of local disasters and the dangers in interpreting 
them, but also dealt subtly with the transference 
of values from one time and medium to another. 
Heightening the references to conflicts of capi-
tal and labour, he shovelled concrete against the 
background of his panorama of both disaster and 
tourist photographs, accompanied by a reading of 
an extract from Friedrich Engels work on poverty 
and the politics of representation. The situation of 
disaster was transposed from 19th century Eng-
land to Bangkok, with the judicious insertion of 
local names. But through an extra twist of fate, 
when he discovered that he would have to shovel 
the concrete himself, he invited me, a native Eng-
lish female voice, to read the text for him. This 
piece of creative adaptation, gave the work an-
other layer. For me it was a very intense experi-
ence to read out loud about the dreadful neglect 
of the poor in a location I knew well, but apply-
ing to a situation that was still widely current. By 
having it read by a woman, Hakan not only ena-
bled one piece of writing to transcend time and 
place, but to interpret another situation afresh in 
a completely new way, which inevitably enriched 
the issues being raised. 

The idea of women speaking men’s words was 
carried on later in the symposium by Samah Hi-
jawi, performing seamlessly in Arabic a long se-
quence of political speeches about the uniting of 
the Arab nations. Somehow the emptiness of the 
rhetoric, evident from the constant repetition of 
stock phrases, obvious even to those who couldn’t 
understand a word, was made much more ridicu-
lous and much more poignant by being read by a 
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female voice. No, politicians do not make art, but 
when their principal means of creative expres-
sion is made into an art form, as in this case, it 
makes it clear the extent to which a vacuum ex-
ists around them. 

Works presented by women had the potential to 
heighten political tension in the subtlest of ways. 
Some of the sharpest tensions were religious. A 
woman in one of Shaarbek Amankul’s films mis-
quoted the Koran, which turned out to be of-
fensive to one of the other stricter Muslim art-
ists. Misunderstood or misquoted religious work 
stood in contrast to Lina Saneh’s wilful critical 
re-interpretation of Muslim law in her supremely 
articulate plan to dismember and distribute her 
body parts in advance of her death as a solution 
to the Muslim ban on cremation. The project be-
came an exercise in politics and in exoticizing the 
self, both eminently suitable qualities as currency 
for the new silk roads, traversing cultures in the 
cause of art.

Who makes ‘the new silk roads?’

Supersudaca’s touristic interpretation of Shang-
hai’s shopping malls, bursting with goods with 
which they have already saturated the West, 
were a kind of light-hearted post-script both to 
the old and the new silk road. They were mak-
ing comparisons with South America, saying that 
their countries had not yet reached such sophis-
tication. But their principal reference point was 
the Barbie store and while it was funny, by some, 
their presentation was read as not well enough 
considered. Shanghai’s supreme, overwhelming, 
encyclopedic level of consumerism, which aims 
to supply the world, is as awe-inspiring as it is 
fear-inducing, and their response in the face of 
such unprecedented consumerist power, was to 
laugh. Some people took offense to their tone. But 
tension was increased, maybe because there was 
indeed some critical edge to their analysis.

So, is this what we are receiving in the West? 
What are the demands at the end of the silk road?  

Supersudaca’s talk demonstrated that the intense 
experience of a locality is another potential form 
of exoticism. There was a desire expressed at the 
symposium for cohesion, fellow feeling and unity.  
Indeed art can explore common ground and it 
can be a force for the expression of shared values. 
But should we be watchful and fear the too com-
plete assimilation between different cultures? We 
define ourselves as much by opposites and con-
trasts as by similarity. To me the more interesting 
project is to explore what is local and particular, 
and to preserve our productive and creative dif-
ferences. That sense of local differences travel-
ling is what energized the old silk roads. We need 
to remain excited by each other’s creation of art 
made from intense and passionate local experi-
ence.

In the intensity of the experience in Bangkok, 
there was little time for true reflection on some 
of these issues of similarity and difference. Some 
performances received little or no comment, not 
because they were not interesting, but perhaps 
there were occasions when responsive or criti-
cal words were thought to be unnecessary. Is re-
ception in silence is too much of a lazy art world 
custom? Pier-Luigi Tazzi’s criticism at the end 
was that this was a kind of quasi, part-academic 
operation: a hybrid event without resolution and 
full of half-thoughts at which he felt himself, as 
an observer, to be a ghost. But, this was perhaps 
where the event was undecided as to what kind 
of thing it was: was it art creation, reflection, 
display or critique? While the academic process 
is explicitly verbose and self-consciously intel-
lectual, exploring argument, interpretations, at-
tempting points of view, answers and resolutions, 
this was above all part of the world of art, and 
art is meant to stimulate, to make propositions 
and can remain enigmatic. These were works in 
progress: proposals and thoughts towards perfor-
mance, and proposals and thoughts towards the 
complex political-personal issues along the open-
ended new silk roads. Perhaps because we were 
both creators and witnesses, the event was bound 
to be unresolved.
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The Silk Road—it was only later, after sit-
ting with my memories of the conference 
I realized that I had to look at this “road” 
as more than a conduit for information 
and objects.  The original route has en-
joyed historical emphasis on its conduct 
of goods, that is, its function as a means 
of commercial interchange.  But this 
definition did not help me come to terms 
with the baffling array of artists and re-
searchers who attended the symposium.  
I came to view the Silk Road as more 
than an historical artefact alone, but as a 
metaphor for a route, that is, a strategy 
for traveling, for negotiating one’s way 
through cultural space.  (By ‘culture’, I 
mean the specific rituals and practices 
that characterize a particular group and 
their way of life.)  Both senses taken 
together made it possible to understand 
how this conference consisted of older 
strategies for artistic inquiry and cultural 
evocation, like well-worn paths that had 
conducted many travellers.  Yet, it also 
seemed to contain moments in which 
the artists and scholars found their legs 
and made new routes.  Now, I look back 
the way we came, at what these different 
roads might tell us about this experiment 
in Bangkok, and what they might indicate 
about the future.  
Such diverse and deeply considered 

forms of analysis and displays of cultures 
as offered by the roster of artists and 
researchers only began to resolve them-
selves for me once I understood them 
as differing approaches.  The academic 
presentations helped make this clear.  
Both Kyong Park and Jiang Jun presented 
analytical work (rather than performa-
tive) that demonstrated the extent to 
which the antiquated Silk Road was a 
mechanism for exchange that was signifi-
cantly internal to the Asian continent. 
Jiang demonstrated that following the 
trail of insignia, signs, and emblems with 
a particular rubric in mind he could find 
meaningful distinctions, and thus see sep-
arations between the cultures of Mongo-
lia and China that are historical, but also, 
by his claims, structural. Kyong delineated 
the complexity of current cultures across 
Asia, with its blossoming economic and 
legal institutions, and changing social and 
spatial forms of organization. He showed 
that mapping as an attempt to configure 
what is happening can be a mostly futile 
exercise.  
Both presentations struck me as remark-
ably self-referential.  The logic underpin-
ning these analyses presumes that the 
cultures and subcultures within the East 
may be understood by comparison with 
each other, rather than to cultures out-

New Roads

by seph rodney
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side the continent.  This logic puts to one 
side that paradigmatic division of East and 
West, so often thrown up as a key divi-
sion among questions of how a cultural 
practice is recognized as constitutive 
of a culture. This logic then suggests a 
different way for me to appreciate the 
significance of the old Silk Road, known 
for bringing travellers into connection to 
others outside the borders.  The other 
seems important.  Indeed it is the notion 
of the ‘other’ that has troubled much 
of Western politics and political theory 
in the last century.  At the root of this 
trouble is the conviction that knowl-
edge brought from outside perspectives 
provokes a deep and productive (and 
even intolerable) self-awareness. I wonder 
what lasting effects come from creating a 
road that essentially loops back on itself, 
ferrying people and cargo around a geo-
graphic area that although varied, is still 
contained within the Asian continental or 
cultural borders.  By metaphorical exten-
sion, I wonder whether an approach, 
bound by certain internalized, intellectual 
borders, diminishes its travellers’ expo-
sure to other perspectives that could 
contribute to self-criticality and self-
awareness.  Yet, I also recognize that a 
crucial aspect of a culture is the creation 
of a specific set of logics internal to the 
community.  This set of logics, we might 
say, is what gives a culture its character.  
Enacting them we might rightly consider 
political.

Our own politics, that is our relations of 

power with the conference organisers 
and with the structure of the symposium 
itself, were disjointed and faltering.  On 
the first day we made our presentations 
in classrooms at the Bangkok university, 
squeezed behind tiny desks and squeezed 
into tinier chairs, all facing the front of 
the room like obedient pupils.  I had a 
conversation with a few of the artists 
and scholars in our community,  after the 
first seven hours of rigorous slide-talk-
slide presentations that had most of us 
feeling physically cramped and vaguely 
disquieted.  We brewed insurrection.  
Talking with each other we concluded 
that this scholastic environment didn’t 
work for us and that we would challenge 
it: the next day we would change all the 
desks around, make a circle or square in 
seminar format.  We would revolt, and 
make our own space.  It did not hap-
pen. That idea somehow died—perhaps 
through inaction, or indifference, fear, or 
forgetfulness.  

Apparently, we did not fully appreciate 
that these imposed rules were there only 
to be broken.  At the end of the first 
day, Davide Quadrio said to me that he 
too was hoping for more provocative 
action and thought that as everyone set-
tled into the layout they would become 
more comfortable and would act for 
free.  Then at the end of the sympo-
sium, Davide reminded me that he had 
both written and said repeatedly that 
freedom of action within the space was 
completely up to the participants.  He 
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and Defne Ayas were happy to receive 
whatever performative actions people 
thought up to challenge and remake the 
space. Though our internal politics (to my 
knowledge) failed to cohere in action, we 
saw illustrations of political action, indeed 
action dramatized as an individual striving 
against repression.  We witnessed this in 
the performance work of Nika (Nikoloz 
Chkhaidze).  Nika, for what seemed like 
a punishing length of time, pushed himself 
against a barrage of water directed from a 
fire hose.  The work was both painful and 
beautiful in decontextualizing the indi-
vidual, almost ineffectual, gesture against 
control.  It both staged and demonstrat-
ed risk: we saw Nika’s body pummeled 
into the concrete floor as he pushed back 
in a Sisyphean struggle to overcome, to 
get to the man holding the tool of violent 
oppression.  Then, unexpectedly, Onno 
Dirker, playing the part of the repressive 
state apparatus, lost control of the hose 
(vehicle of repression) and its power 
sprayed everywhere.  It wet everyone.  
(Onno himself was bruised by landing 
hard on his elbow while trying to regain 
control.)  It is likely significant that this 
work took place outside.  In restaging his-
tory in that isolated act of hosing down 
the dissident, the work transcended itself.  
It allowed in the accidental, and thus 
real risk.  Nika could not have planned 
to show, but nevertheless did, that the 
regime sometimes falters.  Thus it was 
a work that proposed a certain strategy 
for collaboration between artists, for 
representing political determination:  It 

did so through dramatization, that though 
decontextualized, was compelling in its 
bodily risk.

Indeed without the sense of risk, or with-
out the active challenge to the bounda-
ries of the space performative action fell 
very flat.  Arahmaiani’s work was illustra-
tive of this failure.  Her performance 
consisted of standing on the balcony 
of the Stephan Rusu’s Flat Space piece, 
waving a hybrid flag of no clear prov-
enance and no specific agenda.  The work 
suggests political activism enacted in the 
simple deed of waving a handmade flag, 
but it illustrated activism without clarity.  
Its trite formulation could not indicate 
where our energies needed to be placed, 
or what could be at stake, and perhaps 
most importantly, what the cost will be.  
This piece stood in contrast to much of 
the other work in the symposium, that 
though silent on historical specificity, 
was articulate in its dramatization or in 
its methodology for comprehending the 
significance of a cultural practice.  

Some of the artists and scholars were 
quite successful at making a case for how 
particular cultural practices define a com-
munity and allow the participants to con-
stitute a sense of self around and through 
these behaviours.  Agung Koerniawan 
presented work concerned with how 
people who live in a particular city come 
to recognize it, and I would suggest, their 
place in it. His work, largely documentary 
footage of the nighttime activities of a 
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particular group, with recordings of their 
own voices and depictions of their music, 
depicted these night lives as the socially 
significant ways they understood being 
part of a community.

 This approach I found deeply ethical and 
concerned with social inclusion.  There 
was a more subtle set of politics at work 
here: not a politics of rebellion, but of 
recognition.  This grassroots ethic means 
to take as its foundational perspective, 
the experience of the worker, the shop 
owner, the farmer and student.  Thus 
it works in opposite fashion to a colo-
nial history that tended to privilege the 
view from those at the top of the social 
hierarchy. 

This ethic was demonstrated performa-
tively as well, through Agung Hujatnika-
jennong’s video of a dancer/performer 
sweeping through a factory and blessing 
the machines in his path. That work con-
nected ritual to economic necessity, per-
formance to the material necessities of a 
community.  It also served as a piece of 
historical analysis in showing indigenous 
practices, that eventually become embed-
ded in a culture as ritual, may be tied to 
self-preservation.

Other artists and scholars employed 
these strategies.  In Alexander Ugay’s 
documentary work, or Shaarbek 
Amankul’s videos of Shamans, Mu Qian’s 
examination of the Pentatonic Work-
shop, or Zoe Butt and the Long March 

Project, small, rarely seen pathways of 
culture were made visible. These works 
ordered for our view cultural practices 
such as singing, reciting poems, exorciz-
ing demons, etc.  In these works the 
presenters used a strategy of documenta-
tion that de-emphasized the filmmaker’s 
creative influence, thus producing work 
that seemed authentically amateur in its 
making of a video or filmic record.  This 
strategy also conversely emphasizes the 
significance of the recorded event itself.  
The effect is to chronicle ways of life, 
concretizing them in an anthropologi-
cal record , and reminding others that 
the examined culture continues to exist.  
There was, in these presentations, a 
sober celebration of ritual practices.  Just 
as each time a family’s members gather 
around the dinner table and enacts the 
ritual of eating together to both say who 
they are to each other and to confirm 
that each one is a member of the familial 
community, these works kept an inherit-
ance circulating in the community.   These 
works made memory a live endeavour.  
Thus, remembering made a case for the 
necessity of remembering.  

Howard Chan’s projects complicated this 
approach in placing cultural preservation 
of every-day ritual in the contexts of both 
community self-awareness and curatorial 
strategy.  In doing so he conveyed the 
primary reason practices and knowledge 
produced from within a community 
need to be preserved:  because their 
institutionalization and recognition gives 
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a dignity to their day-to-day lives that 
otherwise is rarely given. His Museum 
of the Streets allows those who visit to 
recognize themselves in images that are 
otherwise destined for easy consumption.  
Tourist images that proliferate every-
where function in just the opposite way.  
They are empty and  attach to nothing.  
Through programmes such as the Re-
frigerator Project, Chan takes the image 
back to the simple quotidian usefulness 
of the refrigerator in the family home in 
order to talk about generational differ-
ences, social mobility, class.  Crucially 
these images are not intended for foreign 
export as a commodity, but as internal 
communications.  

This approach seemed fresh to me, a 
new conduit, built on top of the old 
road that routed exoticism to a western 
world hungry for consumables, a world 
in which citizens have learned to compre-
hend themselves through consumption.  
The old road imagines cultures it made 
connections to as sources of delectable 
goods to consume.  At one point we 
were confronted with this old, reaction-
ary approach to imagining the connections 
between differing cultures and we laughed 
at how ridiculous the idea seems to us 
now.

Felix Mandrazo and Max Zolkwer of 
Supersudaca , presented us with a tour-
ist’s suitcase full of commoditized images, 
images full of rapture over colourful toys 
and effervescent objects.  Their presenta-

tion was a clear and jubilant illustration 
of precisely the attitude of someone who 
travels to other cultures to use them as a 
source of pleasure and escape.  Thus cul-
tures and their practices become cheap, 
empty souvenirs—each representation is 
disposable, the image, the object, the trip, 
the story.  Many of us laughed at this way 
of representing their travel experience 
.  Indeed, with this laughter we distanced 
ourselves from that old Silk Road.  We 
recognized that this perspective was itself 
an antiquated artefact.  Anger was anoth-
er response:  Agung Koerniwan verbally 
objected and walked out of the room 
during the presentation.  He later said, 
in explanation, that humour is difficult to 
pull off and can be subversive when it is 
powerfully employed, but if not know-
ingly employed, risks failing and becom-
ing a bad joke.  But I think he missed the 
opportunity to recognize this encounter 
as genuine confusion based on the clash 
of signifiers that on the one hand are held 
as constitutive of the dignity of people, 
and on the other a source of disposable 
pleasure.  There was a chance there to 
examine the ways that symbols take on 
meaning, and perhaps the most generous 
form of our politics was enacted then, 
when we spent some time wrestling with 
what Felix and Max had confronted us 
with.  

 In reconsidering the original road, we 
met with distinct ontologies, ethnici-
ties, practices, and, in the work of Gary 
Pastrana, commingling.  It was one of 
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the surprising works. This make-shift 
hybridity, was illustrated in his work of 
taking two chairs, sawed and hacked to 
pieces, recombining them randomly with 
two workers simultaneously operating 
a glue gun and hammer and nails.  The 
result was Frankensteinian, glue-sutured, 
contorted bodies of sculptural inelegance.  
Despite the ungainliness of the newly 
produced ‘chairs’ Gary’s work suggested 
questions of its potential uses for these 
new objects:  they could not return to the 
functions they had fulfilled before. There-
fore new uses would have to be imagined 
for them.  This made me think of how 
disparate parts of our cultural history, the 
materials out of which we fashion well-
used rituals and practices have a built-in 
resistance to being torn apart and recom-
bined.  They would not be recognizable 
and they may likely become useless.  
Hakan Topal purposely and performa-
tively articulated an argument for useless-
ness.  He actively attacked the foundation 
of twentieth-century rationalized labour, 
endlessly repeated concrete structures, 
and the relentless consumption that 
would support all of it.  Hakan physi-
cally savaged sacks of Portland cement, 
snapping me back from the brink of sleep 
and into presence with the sound of his 
striking shovel.  Against a backdrop of a 
photograph installation of tourists taking 
pictures of themselves in various tourist 
spaces (again in consumption), and with 
Veronica Sekules sitting in a chair in the 
middle of his space and reading aloud, 
he tore the bags apart.  As Veronica 

read out a text referring to political 
trauma and historical struggle, Hakan 
took the cement bags apart and shoved 
the grey, dusty material over Veronica’s 
feet, and everywhere around the space. 
His work spoke of un-building, of tear-
ing down.   He scattered the substance 
of modernity (Portland cement was an 
artificial compound that replaced natural 
cement and contributed to an accelerated 
building process at the end of the 19th 
century) recanting its knowledge, disa-
vowing its claims.  The failure of modern 
architecture to put at ease our cultural 
distinctions, or render them insignifi-
cant is well documented.  Hakan placed 
himself outside of this continuity to argue 
that it must and can be stopped.

Other works at the symposium placed 
the body back into the question of 
cultural examination.  David Cotterrell 
presented films of soldiers wounded in 
Afghanistan, presenting work that had a 
contradictory relationship with the speak-
er.  In his work, the bodies of soldiers, 
blasted and battered, take on a dramatic 
presence in the operating theatre. In a 
slow-motion video record of surger-
ies being carried out warring bodies are 
made vulnerable by injury.  These bodies 
become bodies over which the fight for 
preservation is waged.  However the 
person making this struggle visible is man-
ifestly opposed to war. David identified 
himself as a pacifist to us and presum-
ably to the soldiers with whom he was 
embedded in Afghanistan.  Despite this 
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he put himself in harms way to concretize 
and then complicate his own response to 
war. His work poses question regarding 
invasion and preservation, cultures that 
meet in violent conflict and the aftermath 
of such encounters.  In addition, the 
bodies of wounded soldiers are practi-
cally and symbolically held as the nation’s 
own, and in the surgery are fought to be 
reclaimed from the damage of war by an 
almost similar level of skill and loyal com-
mitment.

In Lina Saneh’s presentation of a narrative 
about her own body, the very terms of 
individual ownership versus ownership by 
the culture or community are discussed. 
Lina presented a piece she had written in 
which she seeks to get rid of her body, 
piece by piece in direct denial of a pro-
posed law that would prohibit the dona-
tion of body parts after death.  Thus, she 
looked to graft onto local practices the 
conviction that her own body is her own, 
this despite that local customs refuse 
to regard the body as simply belonging 
to the individual.  One conclusion to be 
drawn from her work is that the body is 
placed in a role of primary significance, 
as in Nika’s piece, where our politics are 
enacted and tested.  She argues in es-
sence that the body is where politics and 
political understanding begin. 

At the last, the positioning of Ho Tzu 
Nyen was interestingly contradictory—
he was both with us and not with us. 
He allowed himself to be represented 

for most of the symposium by a stand-in 
who went on to ask the kinds of ques-
tions only an outsider asks, naively and 
candidly. Why? And then what happens? 
How do you see this commenting on 
art in general? These questions could 
have, with a bit more context, pushed 
us to look at the art practices presented 
during the symposium from the perspec-
tive of a spectator who can take little for 
granted.  This strategy did also propose 
what seemed to me to be a new way of 
thinking the traverse between and among 
cultures:  to be in it, but not of it, to 
stand slightly outside, looking, recording 
and mapping.  Tzu Nyen did that long 
enough to get a sense of where to re-
position himself in relation to us.  In the 
end he decided to document us, to show 
us to ourselves.  This strategy seems to 
me to avoid the self-referentiality that 
threatens to reduce self-criticality.  Tzu 
Nyen used this approach to produce a 
video of what he observed through from 
the vantage of being there/not there.  I 
concluded, once back in London, that 
this strategy was the most convincing 
to me for negotiating the old Silk Road, 
while looking to both preserve significant 
cultural practices and discover new ones.  
Cultural meaning exists in passage and 
in flow; preservation should not mean 
consecration.  As Els Silvrants said, it is 
crucial to step out of borders, ideologies 
and markets. It seems indeed to be cru-
cial to take such a road out, and then just 
as crucial to take a road to step back in.
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Arthub as a de- institution 

As Arthub Asia we have been initiating and deliv-
ering ambitious art projects through a sustained 
dialogue with visual, performance, and new media 
artists across Asia since 2007. This could not have 
happened neither without the collaboration of crea-
tive players and thinkers across Asia, nor without 
the local and international museums and other pub-
lic-private spaces and institutions who enabled us in 
many ways.

Our ambitious stab at the possibilities for a collabo-
rative platform took off at a time of urgency when 
we noticed that contemporary artistic practices 
had a short history of structural development and 
faced contradictions and problem of “translations” 
especially in regards to methodologies of research 
within the Chinese and Asian context at large. As 
Arthub Asia directors, we set out to explore the dis/
connects between neighbours and cultures across 
Asia, that were not bound by the blue-chip name in-
stitutions in the export-import matrix of the Western 
hemisphere. Was there room for validation platforms 
across Asia?

If this answer is still unclear, we surely wanted to 
contribute to make such a shift and our background 
and geographical area of expertise was a great start-
ing point. We were the unconscious son and daugh-
ter of the awakening of Asia which we not only saw 
in the last two decades of working within this im-
mense continent but also contributed to by shaking 
and shaping We were immensely inspired by the in-
dependently operating artists, and auto-didactic cu-
rators, producers, visual arts administrators across 
China and part of Asia, and wanted to see how a 
collective intelligence could be acknowledged and 
empowered out of a network that we would create 
from scratch. To do so, not only have we identified a 
trust network in the region, but we analyzed togeth-
er various existing models of operation. This process 
officially began in 2007, with the travel funds (artists 
mobility program called Compass) made available 
for Arthub Asia by Prince Claus Fund. 

We also looked at the cultural exchanges that have 
taken place historically, mostly in modern times, and 
in colonial circumstances, and learned from them, 

yet the fact is that the various levels of economic and 
political “ruptures” over time (as in the case of China 
1949-mid 1979) have only led to a short interfacing 
during the last twenty years. 

The culmination of this research strengthened our 
conviction that there is a need for furthering ex-
perimentation, knowledge-production and diversity 
among dedicated artists, art professionals, scholars, 
and arts organizations in the region. 

In order to attain our mission and to address the pos-
sibilities of collaboration in this vast continent, we 
worked non-stop, 24/7 and we decided to keep the 
core group (multi-tasking) very small, with no space, 
office or facilities but focusing all attention and fi-
nancial resources to the project itself. 

So proudly and not so silently - despite being only 
three people at the core of the organization - Arthub 
Asia has been incredibly active in the last four years, 
proving that structures can actually be extremely 
flexible and reduced to what we defined as a “de-
institution”. With this term as presented in a recent 
conference in Seoul, we indicate deconstructive 
and deconstructed institution-perceived organiza-
tions and collaborative networks that have no space, 
minimum flexible organization made of pier-to-pier 
collaborators based on trust and mutual goals.  De-
institutions are highly productive and virus-like mu-
tating and expanding/reducing following the NOW 
economical, psychological and cultural conditions. 

Arthub Asia was born in 2007 out of a unique, long 
lasting experience with BizArt (b. in 1998), the sole 
Shanghai-based non-profit art space that was, for 
many years, only responsive to a local need and de-
mand. The principle of locality and “groundedness” 
is what made BizArt strong at first but also became 
its Achilles’ Hill, pigeonholing it to its guarded con-
dition. Bizart-supported artists’ mobility across the 
globe or various issues of interculturalism and cul-
tural imperialism between Shanghai and rest of the 
world did not come to the surface until much later in 
its history, so to say only once the process of build-
ing common ground between China and the rest of 
the world kicked off (2003 with the Korean residency 
and exhibition “In the Heat of the Sun” and the UK 
Artists Links project). Once the base was consoli-
dated for the local root, it was time to move out of 
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the box and explore interfaces with the rest of Asia 
and the world. And it is then than Arthub Asia was 
conceptualized.  

For cultural observers, Bizart seemed too local 
and guarded (and is now transformed into an art-
ist enterprise MadeIn, which deserves a special case 
study on its own) and Arthub Asia too “intensively 
flourishing”, going into too many directions, but still 
the two projects share the same validity of being 
“pioneering” enterprises both at a conceptual and 
a structural way. Both organizations prove that art 
systems can be re-made, collapse fail and eventu-
ally be genuinely reshaped as a reflection not only 
of the socio-political conditions but also of the per-
sonal level, following desires, intentions and ana-
graphic changes of the initiators of the projects. It 
is a strong claim of the possibility of fragility as a 
status for development that skips the nostalgia of the 
achievements and pushes to find other conditions of 
existence. It is all very idealistic in a way, but fun-
nily shaped the lives of many people, at least of the 
three directors: Davide Quadrio, Defne Ayas and Qiu 
Zhijie.

performance
Cao Fei – RMB City Opera 

06 November 2009, 
Carignano Theatre, Artissima 16, 

Turin, Italy

As part of the Artissima 16 Theatre Project Blinding 
the Ears, Arthub Asia invited the artist Cao Fei to put 
forth her investigation of the boundaries between dig-
ital fantasyscapes and the physical world by creating 
a live piece based on her RMB City project. Planned 
and developed in the online world of Second life, RMB 
City is a virtual metropolis built up as a platform that 
fosters creative activities.

In this piece Cao Fei worked with avatar-actors 
and stage elements to create a performance based 
on the “model dramas” (Yang Ban Xi) of the Chi-
nese Cultural Revolution. These dramas, the only 
politically approved performance form at the 
time, were propaganda productions (movie musi-
cals, ballets, operas), afterward adapted into cin-
ematic media in order to deeply entrench them-
selves in the collective memory and imagery of the  
population. 

Featuring ballerinas pirouetting with rifles or male 
proletariat dancers executing landlords, the Yang 
Ban Xi combined elements of the then banned Chi-
nese traditional opera with ballet, propaganda songs 
and popular music. Cao Fei, who has always been 
extremely fascinated by this extraordinary integra-
tion of elements, has extensively explored the poten-
tial of the operatic medium ever since.

directed by Cao Fei (SL: China Tracy) script Cao 
Fei  (with contributions from Hu Fang) • performers He 
Yufan, Jiang Jun • commissioned by Artissima 16, Turin, 
Italy • cur ated by Davide Quadrio & Defne Ayas • Pro-

duced by RMB City, Depart and FarEastFarWest Collec-
tion • producer Zhang Wei (SL: Freeway Mayo) • the 

RMB city project is developed by Cao Fei and Vitamin 
Creative Space • facilitator Uli Sigg • public presenter 
Serpentine Gallery, London

performance
Zhou Xiaohu - Crazy English

15 May 2010, 
Tate Modern, London

Zhou Xiaohu’s Crazy English is a performance that 
was especially conceived for No Soul For Sale – A 
Festival of Independents, a happening that brought 
together over 70 independent art spaces, non-profit 
organizations and artists’ collectives from all over 
the world to celebrate Tate Modern’s 10th anniver-
sary. 

© Arthub Asia & Cao Fei, courtesy of Vitamin 
Creative Space and FarEastFarWest collection
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frame of the Biennale events, the artist presented 
Third Realm, a site-specific project based on the 
idea of phantoms. Jompet constructed mechanized 
ghostly figurines and positioned them in a parade-
like manner. Although evoking an odd Venetian 
Carnival, the figures were neither embodied, nor 
flamboyantly masked. Instead, they relinquished 
their bodies, featuring only fragments – a hat, a few 
garments similar to colonial military dress, a pair of 
shoes - all suspended from the ceiling. Some of them 
were equipped with drum kits that periodically beat 
a sporadic percussion.

The installation represented Jompet’s personal jour-
ney through the complex, colonial history of Indone-
sia and Java, and was the result of his long-standing 
research into the compendium of psychosomatic 
traces of a bloody past. The work is also a fragile 
description of the integrated nature of Java’s many 
identities - a land of many people and languages 
where religious syncretism brings Christianity, Is-
lam, Hinduism, Buddhism and animism together. 
Positioned within Venetian arches and interiors, the 
installation was set to tackle not only the repercus-
sions of national identity and religion-based politics, 
but also the very foundations of democracy and its 
homogenizing effects upon society.

Curated by Defne Ayas & Davide Quadrio • Produced 

with the support of FarEastFarWest Collection, Ark Gal-
lerie, Jakarta and the Gervasuti Foundation, Venice • 
Part of Arthub Asia’s Here Be Dragons program at the 
Venice Biennale

Crazy English mirrored the concerns of Shanghai-
based Chinese artist Zhou Xiaohu about the Chinese 
social tendency to misread and mistranslate western 
marketing concepts and tools. 

For this performance, Zhou Xiaohu invited one of the 
teachers of Crazy English, a company specialized in 
teaching English language to large Chinese audiences 
in football stadiums and similar big-scale venues. The 
artist presented the Crazy English method as a perfor-
mance in itself, being a technique that takes standard 
American English and makes of it an invented inter-
pretation of the language. Zhou’s aim, through the sim-
ple action of bringing Crazy English to London, was to 
show how something familiar as the English language, 
can instantly be transformed into something alien and 
foreign (English for foreigners), thus raising questions 
of legitimacy and the distorted effects of cultural im-
perialism.

Curated by Davide Quadrio & Defne Ayas • Supported 

by FarEastFarWest Collection

exhib ition
Jompet (Kuswidananto) - Third Realm

05 June  – 29 September 2011, 
Gervasuti Foundation, Venice , Italy 

Yogyakarta-based Jompet has gained notoriety 
for his delicate multimedia installations that often 
combine video, sound and kinetic sculptures. In the 

© Arthub Asia and Ark Gallerie, Jakarta, 
courtesy of Gervasuti Foundation, Venice

© Arthub Asia & Zhou Xiaohu
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exhib ition

Xijingmen (Chen Shaoxiong, 
Tsuyoshi Ozawa & Gimhongsok)

01 June - 29 September 2011, 
Bevilacqua La Masa, 

St. Mark’s Square, Venice , Italy

Xijing - the capital of the West - exists upon a fictive 
geopolitical axis created in correspondence to the 
real cities of Beijing (capital of the North), Nanjing 
(capital of the South) and Dongjing/Tokyo (capital 
of the East). Conceived since its inception as a pro-
gressive exploration in five open-ended chapters, 
the Xijing project departs from the literary exercis-
es of fictional geography and imaginative mapping, 
to voyage instead through the ‘enactment’ of a sym-
bolic territory where the connections between spa-
tiality and identity are continuous with its collective  
production.

The first four chapters (Do you know Xijing?, Wel-
come to Xijing, This is Xijing and I Love Xijing) 
were charting the paths of the phenomenal world 
of politics and institutions – of art, history and so-
ciety – through performative interventions. Flipping 
between dark humour and existential eccentricity, 
these abridged scripts were devised to render Xijing 
as the immanent side of human things, be it of mem-
ory or mythology, literature or tradition, the founda-
tion of urbanity, the conception of citizenship, the 
formation of power and authority.
The exhibition featured an original large-scale in-
stallation which, as a second iteration of the fourth 

chapter (I Love Xijing), constituted a main sculptur-
al landscape accompanied by a selection of video-
based works and a sound installation related to the 
previous chapters. This installation, being a reeling 
archive of the core performances of the artists’ col-
laborative practice, was a visual synthesis of their 
unique collective research.

Cur ated by Beatrice Leanza • Commissioned by Arthub 
Asia • Supported by Bevilacqua La Masa • Technical 

support by HDD_FUN Studio • Part of Arthub Asia’s 
Here Be Dragons program at the Venice Biennale

soundtrack /commiss ion
Yan Jun – Music for Listening 

on the Moon
12 December 2010, Shanghai, China

“The Moon Life” concept store is an artistic project 
developed by Alicia Framis and designed by Shang-
hai-based Byn. Conceived as an itinerary show/
pop-up shop, the store features concepts, proto-
types and products about daily life on the Moon. 

Yan Jun composed Music for Listening on the Moon 
especially for Moon Life. Jun’s work is based on eve-
ryday life sound and the practice of listening without 
searching for a particular meaning. Working in the 
field of sound and language, Yan Jun is known for 

© Nicolo De Giorgis, courtesy Bevilacqua la 
Masa Foundation, Venice

© Yan Jun
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his ability to range effortlessly from poetry and in-
stallations to performing and recording music. 

Music by Yan Jun • Label Sub Jam/KwanYin •  
Commissioned by Arthub Asia

exhib ition
Survival Techniques: 

Narratives of Resistance
26 February – 26 March 2011, 

The Art Center, Center of Academic Resources, 
Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok , Thailand

lecture
Artist lecture by Zhang Peili

07 March 2011, 
Jim Thomson Art Center 

The exhibition Survival Techniques: Narratives of 
Resistance constituted a reflection on human con-
flict and the ways we endure it. Considering the dif-
ferent reactions to situations that rise out of diverse 
ideologies, nationalities and backgrounds, and our 
efforts to communicate through those differences, 
the participating artists explored the human travails 
and the struggles entailed by the existence in a state 
of flux.

Taking the poetry and the power of imagery as a 
starting point, Survival Techniques looked closely 
at the layers of artistic creation, revealing the art-

ist’s quest to reach his or her truth, often achieved 
by manipulating the facts and playing with reality 
and fiction. The individual artworks in the exhibi-
tion were linked to each other, echoing one another 
and creating semantic conversations, giving the au-
dience the feeling of a geographical collapse, as well 
as creating an unnamed world based on the capacity 
of art to expand the specific into universally relat-
able concepts.

With the revolutions in the Arab world, known as 
the Arab Spring, we have increasingly witnessed 
civil resistance involving various measures such as 
demonstrations, rallies, and marches to express dis-
satisfaction against the authoritarian regimes. Nev-
ertheless, the situations in Thailand and in the Arab 
world, along with the reactions of their populations, 
are not unique. As history has always testified, there 
have always been groups of people, races, and na-
tions surviving in times of political uncertainty and  
social unrest.

Artists Zhang Peili, Happiness, 2006 / Rainer Ganahl, 
I hate Marx, 2010 / Yang Zhenzhong, I will die, 2000-
2007 / Shen Shaomin, I am Chinese 2006-2008 / Artur 
Zmijewski, Them, 2007, courtesy of Vanabbe Museum 
• Cur ated by Davide Quadrio • Supported by The Art 
Center, Center of Academic Resources, Chulalongkorn 
University, Bangkok, Thailand • Artist lecture made 

possible by Jim Thomson Art Center, Bangkok, Thailand

exhib ition
New Ink – ShContemporary 2011

07-10 September 2011, 
Shanghai Exhibition Center, China

The New Ink exhibition presented video work, in-
stallations and performances built up as an over-
view of new appropriations of traditional ink tech-
niques in contemporary artistic practices in China 
and beyond. Many aspects of the use of ink in art 
were taken into consideration including its cultural 
history in the region, the weight of its legacy, its for-
mal and compositional rigor, and its capacity for em-
pathy and emotional sensitivity.

New Ink included works by FX Harsono, the Yangji-
ang Group (Zheng Guogu, Chen Zaiyan and Sun 
Qinglin), Jennifer Wen Ma, Bai Yiluo, Chen Qi and 
Qin Feng. 

© Zhang Peili



247a r t h u b  a s  a  d e - i n s t i t u t i o n

Cur ated by Defne Ayas, Davide Quadrio & Qiu Zhijie • 
Commissioned by Arthub Asia for ShContemporary • Part 
of a side-program of the ShContemporary Art Fair 2011 
curated by a team of international curators led by Defne 
Ayas, Davide Quadrio & Qiu Zhijie

workshop/installation
Republic 1: Do you still remember 

the Soviet Union?  
07 – 08 September 2011, 

Shanghai Exhibition Center main hall, China

Students born in the late 80’s were inquired about the 
meaning of ‘Soviet’ upon their visit of the Sino-Soviet 
Friendship Hall, the venue of ShContemporary. Seek-
ing answers among their own families, the students 
subsequently interweaved the responses they got 
with concepts extrapolated by Plato’s The Republic.

The performances that followed the research phase, 
took place on a bamboo made stage, a reminiscence 
of the 1950’s during which the building was erected. 
The floor of the stage could be seen either as the shad-
ow of this building or as the bow of a ship. Images of 
some old movies and posters of former Soviet Union 
formed the projection background for the installation.

The Republic 1: do you remember the Soviet Union 
was not an ideological reminiscence, but an archae-
ological excavation in the current site of the art mar-

ket. For these students of art, the memory of the S.U. 
was neither some style of sketch they have learned, 
nor just some image of a monument.

The Republic is a long-last project of ‘Total Art Stu-
dio’ in China Academy of Art. The ‘TAT’ is a series of 
experiments performed together with events, perfor-
mances, videos, social investigation and social par-
ticipation. 

The Students of Total Art Studio, China Art  

Academy Cheng Tao, Guo Houtong, He Bing, Huang 
Danyang, Huang Songhao, Li Lun, Li Yingqi, Li Shibai, 
Liu Xiu, Luo Jinhua, Miao Wenjun, Song Xinxin, Tian 
Zhenkun, Wang Fangyi, Wang Yuyan, Wang Ziyue, Wu 
Han, Zhang Dongchuan, Zhang Haoxiang & Zhong Ai. • 
Artistic Directors Qiu Zhijie, Song Zhen & Zhao Jing-
yan • Commissioned by Arthub Asia for ShContemporary 
• Part of a side-program of the ShContemporary Art Fair 
2011 curated by a team of international curators led by 
Defne Ayas, Davide Quadrio & Qiu Zhijie

festival
Final Cut - Processing New 

Media in Public Space
18-22 October 2008, Xujiahui Park, 
Xuhui District, Shanghai, China

Final Cut - Processing New Media in Public Space 
was a five-day mini-festival of live performances, 
site-specific installations and video screenings tak-
ing place inside Xujiahui Park in the Xuhui District, 

© Lee Kit, courtesy of Aike Gallery © Arthub Asia & Qiu Zhijie, 
courtesy of Shcontemporary
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one of the most bustling areas of Shanghai. 

As a part of the Shanghai E-arts Festival 2008, Final 
Cut focused on the liveability of urban space, the pub-
lic sphere, and its transformation through new media. 
The program was developed in co-operation with vis-
ual artists, musicians, DJs, architects, programmers, 
dancers, and designers. Featured artists and present-
ers included Christian Marclay, Elliott Sharp, Wu Na, 
Bruce Gremo, Wang Li Chuan, Ben Houge, Yan Jun, 
Top Floor Circus, Aaajiao, Nunu, Ling Xi, B6, Alizia 
Borsari, Dead J+Chen Xiongwei, Feng Mengbo, Wang 
Yuyang, Zhou Xiaohu, Michael Bell Smith, Shih Chieh 
Huang, Terra Bajraghosa, Takeshi Murata, and Eric 
Siu. Also Hipic.org and the 40+4 project were on view.

Cur ated and organized by Davide Quadrio & Defne Ayas 
• Commissioned by Shanghai E-arts Festival 2008

concert/video
Christian Marclay - Screen Play

22 October 2008, 7:30 PM, 
Xujiahui Park, Shanghai, China

Screen Play is a video score by artist Christian Mar-
clay in which found film footage is combined with 
computer animation to create a visual projection 
interpreted by live musicians. As Marclay says, 
“Moving images and graphics give musicians visual 
cues suggesting emotion, energy, rhythm, pitch, vol-
ume, and duration. I believe in the power of images 
to evoke sound.” Screen Play was first presented 

in New York in 2005 as part of Performa05. For its 
Shanghai premiere, Screen Play was interpreted by 
three different ensembles made up of Chinese and 
international musicians. Screen Play was also the 
first ever Performa event brought to China.

Cur ated and organized by Davide Quadrio & Defne Ayas 
• Performers: Elliott Sharp, Wu Na, Wang Lichuan, Ben 
Houge, Yan Jun, Bruce Gremo & Top Floor Circus • In col-

labor ation with: Performa05 New York • Presented as 
part of Final Cut of the Shanghai E-arts Festival 2008

performance
Feng Mengbo - Q2008

21 October 2008, 7:30 PM, 
Xujiahui Park, Shanghai, China

Based in Beijing, Feng Mengbo has been blurring the 
boundary between digital gaming and contempo-
rary art by making work that inhabits both spheres. 
Besides experimental modifications of commercial 
games and the creation of brand new ones, he has 
extensively used gaming hardware and software as 
tools for social commentary, as media in the devel-
opment of performance projects as well as in the 
creation of paintings.

For Final Cut, he invited the audience to join a par-
ticipatory journey in Q2008. His live performance 
both responded to and was altered by the audience’s 
input. 

© Arthub Asia and Feng Mengbo

© Arthub Asia and Aaajiao
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Cur ated and organized by: Davide Quadrio & Defne 
Ayas • Commissioned by: Arthub Asia • Presented as part 
of Final Cut of the Shanghai E-arts Festival 2008

video
Video screenings 

– Xuhui commercial LED screens
18-22 October 2008, Xujiahui screens, Shanghai, China

A selection of videos was shown on a number of com-
mercial LED screens in the Xujiahui area in order to 
create a direct engagement with the public. The work 
reflected on issues of liveability of urban space, the 
status of the public sphere and its transformation 
through new media, and used early 20th century Fu-
turist notions of dynamism, speed, industrial noise 
and “urbanity” as its inspiration. 

This project allowed us to understand how the use 
of outdoor screens for advertising purposes can 
be broadened within the cultural sphere. We ques-
tioned if and how artistic content can keep the pace 
of advertising. We thus screened a selection of vid-
eos exactly as if they were commercials. 

Artists: Aaajiao (Xu Wenkai), Terra Bajraghosa,  Mi-
chael Bell-Smith, Shih Chieh Huang, Takeshi Murata, 
and Eric Siu • Cur ated and organized by: Davide Quad-
rio & Defne Ayas • Commissioned by: Arthub Asia. • Pre-
sented as part of Final Cut of the Shanghai E-arts Festi-
val 2008

40+4, Art is not enough! Not Enough! 
or the Making of the Arts in Shanghai 

(1980-2008)
18 October 2008, 

Xujiahui Park and on Xujiahui screens, Shanghai

After 10 years in the Shanghai art scene, Davide 
Quadrio undertook an ambitious interview project in-
cluding artists from all streams of artmaking. Rang-
ing from the avant-garde to the traditional, official or 
academic scene, this project presented an extensive 
cross section of the art scene in Shanghai. 

Together with Lothar Spree, Zhu Xiaowen, and Xu 
Jie – the last of whom wearing the hat of professional 
interviewer – 40+4 probed the relationship between 
the artists, their work, and the evolution of contem-
porary art in Shanghai over the last two decades.

All the 40 artists interviewed were asked the same 
questions, each of which was printed on a flashcard, 
with a total of twenty-seven cards, divided into four 
colours and presented along with famous quotes 
about art stated by historical figures.  

By way of this “forced” conversation, the artists’ 
narratives attempted an analysis of the history of 
contemporary art from the nineteen-eighties to the 
present, as they reflected on the condition of the ur-
ban artist, the ties existing between contemporary 

© Arthub Asia 

© Arthub Asia and Xijing Men
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Chinese art and its past, as well as in relations to the 
world history of art; the art market and the state of 
art criticism in China. 

The presentation of this project for Final Cut repre-
sented an open dialogue of the artistic community 
to the city - a vis à vis discourse that brought about 
reflections, happiness and frustration, critical analy-
ses of the cultural development of the city in the last 
15 years.

Artists interviewed included: Shen Fan, Zhang Enli, 
Shi Yong, Yu Youhan, Zhou Tiehai, Huang Yuanqing, Xu 
Zhen, Huang Kui, Yang Fudong, Lu Chunsheng, Liang Yue, 
Liu Jianhua, Li Shan, Zhang Ding, Tang Maohong, Wang 
Xingwei, Song Tao, Lao Jin Feng, Hu Jieming, Xiang Liq-
ing, Yang Zhenzhong, Ding Yi, Luo Yongjin, Qiu Anxiong, 
Xu Longbao, Wang Tiande, Zhu Julan, Song Haidong, 
Gu Wenda, Li Xiangyang, Gong Yan, Li Lei, Liu Dahong, 
Wang Nanming, Yu Xiaofu, Zhang Peicheng, Xia Haicun, 
Qiu Dexiu, Yang Hui • The original installation was shown 
in Centro di Cultura Contemporanea Strozzina, Florence 
from 21 March to 4 May 2008 • Cur ated by: Davide Quad-
rio • Concept by: Davide Quadrio and Lothar Spree • In-

terviews by: Davide Quadrio and Xu Jie • Questions by: 
Lothar Spree, Davide Quadrio, Zhu Xiaowen, Huang Kui, 
Li Xuehui, Zhang Enli, Xu Jie • Flashcards designed by: 
Huang Kui • Tr anscription of interviews: Flora Yu, Zhu 
Xiaowen, Alexia Dehaene, Davide Quadrio, Stephanie 
Chauvel • Captions: Liu Bailu • Camer a: Lothar Spree and 
Zhu Xiaowen • Edited by: Zhu Xiaowen • Editing Assis -

tants: Shen Jiamin and Gao Yue • Post Production: Zhu 
Xiaowen and Dirk Schulz • After effect animation: Dirk 
Schulz • Installation technical support in China: Alex-
ander Brandt and Dirk Schulz • Sound composed by: Hu 
Zi • Sponsored by: Canadian Consulate Shanghai, Arthub 
Asia, Tongji University, College of Communication and 
Art, Shanghai • Co-produced by: Centro di Cultura Con-
temporanea Strozzina, Florence, Italy

exhib ition
Double Infinity
29 April - 23 May 2010, 

Dutch Culture Centre, Shanghai, China 

Double Infinity, a joint initiative by the Van Abbemu-
seum and Arthub Asia, was presented at the Dutch 
Culture Centre in Shanghai and ran concurrently 
with the World Expo of 2010. This project witnessed 
the determination of a European museum such as 
the Van Abbemuseum to open its premises and its 

collection to the dynamic responses and contribu-
tions of Chinese artists, providing enriching, humor-
ous and critical insights. 

Participating artists: Lara Almarcegui, Johanna Billing, 
Stanley Brouwn, Comfortable Collective (Jin Shan, Gao 
Mingyan, Li Mu, Maya Kramer), Cao Fei, Alicia Framis, 
Liu Gang, HHD_FUN (Wang Zhenfei & Wang Luming), 
Job Koelewijn, John Körmeling, Surasi Kusolwong, El Lis-
sitzky, David Maljkovic, Julika Rudelius, Speedism (Pi-
eterjan Ginckels & Julian Friedauer), Xu Tan, Pieter van 
Wesemael, Zhou Xiaohu, Xijing Men (Chen Shaoxiong, 
Gimhongsok, Tsuyoshi Ozawa) • Cur ated by: Defne Ayas, 
Charles Esche, Davide Quadrio in collaboration with 
Remco de Blaaij • Design by: Wang Zhenfei • Supported 

by: Netherlands China Arts Foundation, Gemeente Eind-
hoven, Dutch Culture Centre, Dutch DFA (Dutch Design 
Fashion and Architecture), Shama Xujiahui & Mondriaan 
Foundation. Chinese artists and Surasi Kusolwong pro-
ductions are made possible thanks to FarEastFarWest 
Collection

panel discuss ion 
Shanghai Futurism I: 

Graphic Design and Typography 
in China - Then and Now

22 March 2009, M on the Bund, Shanghai, China

What is the current state of graphic design and ty-
pographic experimentation in China? What is the 
extent of its influence on visual arts, and media, 
from books to (maga)zines, album covers, movie 

© Mao Dou and Arthub Asia
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credits and advertisements? How is it used in un-
derground scenes as a dynamic vehicle for visual 
communication - from Beijing to Shanghai to Shen-
zhen – both today and traditionally?

Inspired by the centenary of the publication of F.T. 
Marinetti’s Futurist Manifesto, which was repub-
lished in Shanghai in 1921 and had a vast influence 
on the artists and designers at the time, this panel 
discussion looked at the rise and evolution of graph-
ic design and typography in China since the early 
20th century.

Three panellists, Lynn Pan, Ou Ning, and Pan Jian 
Feng presented their investigations from both his-
torical and contemporary perspectives in order to 
provide an understanding of the creative process be-
hind Chinese graphic design and typography, and its 
strong connection to poetry, literature, and artmak-
ing. 

The focus on links between Futurism and China 
continued in April 2009 with Inner Noise from New 
Asia, an evening of noise music that used the Futur-
ist manifesto The Art of Noises as a reference point, 
and featured new work by performers from different 
parts of Asia including Otomo Yoshihide, Sachiko 
M, FEN and Shanghai’s Asthma Writers Union, and 
MTDM. 
Organized and moder ated by: Defne Ayas • In collabor a-

tion with: PERFORMA09 New York • This program was 
presented as part of the Shanghai International Literary 
Festival 2009.

meeting
International Meeting Between 
Autonomous Cultural Centers 

Stemming from Citizen and 
Artistic Initiatives

25-27 September 2004, 
BizArt Art Center, Shanghai, China

Previous to the birth of Arthub Asia but in the spirit 
of it, this symposium brought together art centres 
from Asia, Europe and other parts of the world, in 
order to establish a network for artistic and intellec-
tual exchange. 

This meeting, that occurred in tandem with the 
Shanghai Biennale, was supported by the Asia-Eu-
rope Foundation as part of its Asia-Europe Artists’ 
Laboratories program investing in new environ-
ments in which artistic projects and exchange be-
tween Asia and Europe can be tested and developed 
among artists’ run spaces and artists’ networks.

The symposium took the form of an installation in 
which each organization presented itself. A selection 
of video work was presented in and around Shang-
hArt and Park 97 as an extension of the meeting. 
They featured both presentations of the participat-
ing organizations and a selection of artistic work. 

© Arthub Asia 

© Arthub Asia 
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A project by: BizArt & Artfactories • With the cooper a-

tion and support of: Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF) • In 

association with: "in-between" International Alternative 
Space Conference • The video program was organized in 
collaboration with: ShanghArt Gallery and Park 97

Materials of the Future: 
Documenting Contemporary 

Chinese Art from 1980-1990 (AAA) 
& Contemporary Chinese Art: 

Primary Documents (MoMA)
11 September 2010, 

Minsheng Art Museum, Shanghai, China

Arthub Asia was the organizer of the co-launch of 
AAA’s (Asia Art Archive)  Materials of the Future: 
Documenting Contemporary Chinese Art from 1980-
1990 and MoMA’s Contemporary Chinese Art: Pri-
mary Documents in Shanghai. These milestone pro-
jects focus on the dramatic development and growth 
of Chinese contemporary art over the last three dec-
ades by documenting, collecting and translating crit-
ical discussions, primary materials and key texts.

With the generous support of: The International Council 
of The Museum of Modern Art, The Robert H. N. Ho Fam-
ily Foundation, Minsheng Art Museum, Hong Kong Arts 
Centre and JIA Boutique Hotels • Speakers included: Do-
ryun Chong, Jane DeBevoise, Wu Shanzhuan (artist), Shi 
Yong (artist), Wu Hung and Yu Youhan (artist)

symposium
The Making of the New Silk Roads

27th-30th August 2009, 
Bangkok University Gallery, Thailand

More than thirty scholars, artists, and practitioners 
in visual arts, performance, and other cultural fields 
from around the world gathered in Bangkok to dis-
cuss and reflect on the dynamic, on-going echoes of 
the ancient trading route Silk Road and its multiple 
dimensions. The four-day symposium aimed to re-
assess the complex interconnections within Asia’s 
cultural and artistic spectrum at the beginning of the 
21st century.

Participants: Agung Kurniawan, Alexander Ugay, Da-
vid Cotterrell, Els Silvrants-Barclay, Gary Pastrana, Ho 
Tzu Nyen, Howard Chan, Arahmaiani, Jiang Jun, Kyong 
Park, Lina Saneh, Mu Qian, Nikusha Chkhaidze (Nika), 
Onno Dirker, Pratchaya Phinthong, Rahraw Omarzad, 
Samah Hijawi, Shaarbek Amankul, Stefan Rusu, Hakan 
Topal, Zoe Butt, Seph Rodney, Veronica Sekules, Agung 
Hujatnikajennong, Le Huy Hoang, Nguyen Linh & Nguyen 
Trinh Thi, Supersudaca/Max Zolkwer & Felix Madrazo 
• Observers: Shahidul Alam, Tay Tong, Pier Luigi Tazzi, 
Phoebe Wong, Nana Seo Eun-A, Erin O’Brien, Joumana 
El Zein, Surasi Kusolwong • Organized by: Davide Quad-
rio & Defne Ayas (Arthub Asia) with the support of Ark 
Fongsmut (Bangkok University Gallery) and assisted by 
Monvilai Rojanatanti • Supported by: Prince Claus Fund 
& the National Research Center of the Kingdom of Thai-

© Arthub Asia 

© Xu Zhen, courtesy of Shanghart
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land, with additional support from the Mondriaan Foun-
dation and ANA Singapore. • Scenogr aphy conceived by: 

Supersudaca, and executed with the support of Supernor-
mal

Film: Directed by: Ho Tzu Nyen • Concept by: Defne Ayas, 
Davide Quadrio, Ho Tzu Nyen • Advice by: Seph Rodney 
• Filming crew organized by: Kob Chacree • Actor 1: Ms. 
Karn Wanadornworawisan • Actor 2: Joe Chan • Pro-

duced by: Arthub Asia with the support of FarEastFarWest 
Collection

Project index

Arthub produced high-impact productions including 
performances and exhibitions by visual artists from 
all around the globe, with focus on China and Asia-
Pacific including works by: Feng Mengbo, Christian 
Marclay, Aaajiao, Zhou Xiaohu, Birdhead, Speedism, 
Cao Fei, Surasi Kusolwong, Comfortable Collective, 
Xijing Men, Ho Tzu Nyen, Jompet Kuswidananto, 
Jennifer Wen Ma, Heman Chong, Lee Kit, FX Harso-
no, Julika Rudelius, Wang Yuyang, Li Mu, Gary Ross 
Pastrana, Yan Jun, and more. 

Arthub created a platform for international part-
ners for the production of exhibitions, performanc-
es, workshops, seminars an publications including 
Artissima (Torino), Gwanju Biennale (Gwanju), 
SHContemporary (Shanghai), Museum of Contem-
porary Photography (Chicago), Strozzina (Florence), 
Performa (NYC), Bevilacqua La Masa (Venice), 
Gervasuti Foundation (Venice), Van Abbemuseum 
(Netherlands), Sainsbury Art Center (UK), Shang-
hai Art Museum, Hong Kong Culture Center, Vid-
eotage (Hong Kong), One Minutes Awards (Amster-
dam), Gasworks (London), Substation (Singapore), 
Cemeti Art House (Jogjakarta), smARTpower by 
Bronx Museum of the Arts (NYC), Artsonje (Seoul), 
Pathshala, (Dhaka, Bangladesh), Asia Art Archive 
(Hong Kong), de Appel arts centre (Amsterdam), 
Rockbund Museum (Shanghai), MOCA (Shanghai), 
Gwangju Biennale (South Korea),  Fudan Univer-
sity Institute of Visual Arts (Shanghai) etc.
Arthub actively facilitated a dynamic network of nu-
merous contemporary artists, art professionals and 
writers, starting first with an Asia-wide exchange 
platform and community, where different ideas and 
individuals merge, interact and motivate each other.

Arthub acted as a catalyzer of the same people who 

want to share and initiate ideas for projects includ-
ing for knowledge production (publications, research 
projects, symposia) and diversity (capacity building, 
networking and regional mapping).

As Arthub Asia , we would like to thank 
the following people who have par-

ticipated in our journey in the recent 
years: 

Aaajiao, Atabekov, Abu Naser Robii, Abul Mansur, 
Adele Tan, Adeline Ooi, Agung Hujatnikajennong, 
Agung Kurniawan, Agus Suwage, Ahmed Fadaam, Ai 
Weiwei, Akihiro Nakajim, Alak Roy, Alessio Anton-
iolli, Alexander Brandt, Alexander Keefe, Alexander 
Ugay, Alexia Dehaene, Alexis Kouzmine, Alia Swas-
tika, Alicia Framis, Alizia Borsari, Alvaro Rodriguez 
Fominaya, Amsul Arifi, Ana Pato, Ana Rascovsky, An-
dreas Schmid, Anik Fournier, Anis Moquit, Ann Warr, 
Anne Warr, Annu Wilenius, Anusapati, Apichatpong 
Weerasethakul, Arie Dyanto, Ark Fongsmut, Arseny 
Sergeev, Artur Zmijewski, Asia Art Archive, Asli Ca-
vusoglu, Asthma Writers Union, Atelier Veldwerk, 
Audrey Wong, Aye Ko (Tin Swe), Ayu Arista Murt, 
B6, Bai Yiluo, Beatrice Leanza, Bedwyr Williams, 
Ben Houge, Berned Lintermann, Biljana Ciric, Bird-
head, Birgit Hopfener, Brian Keith Jackson, Bristy, 
Britta Erickson, Bruce Gremo, Bu Hua, Budi Kustarto, 
Burak Arikan, byn, Cao Fei, Cao Kai, Carol Lu, Cecil 
Marian, Cecilia Andersson, Cecilia Kenning, Cevdet 
Erek, Cha Young Seok, Charles Esche, Chen Cheng, 
Chen Qi, Chen Shaoxiong, Chen Tong, Chen Xiaoyun, 
Chen Xingyu, Cho Joohyun, Cho Tae Kwang, Choi 
Ami, Christian Marclay, Christina Riggs, Christopher 
Taylor, Chu Chu Yuan, ciboh, Claire Louise Staun-
ton, Conrado Uribe, Dan Wang, Dai Li-ching, Dan-
iel Aschwanden, Daniel Rycroft, Daravuth Ly, Daria 
Menozzi, Darius Mikšys, David Chan, David Cotter-
rell, David Maljkovic, Davide Bertocchi, Davy Ling-
gar, Deadj+Chen Xiongwei, Dikdik Sayahdikumullah, 
Ding Yi, Dogen Kinowaki, Doger Panorsa, Dolorosa 
Sinaga, Domenico Buzzetti,Dorji, Dr. Bernd M. Scher-
er, Dr. Pieter van Wesemael, Duke Riley, Dyan Ang-
grain, Edwin Zwakman, Eko Nugroho, El Lissitzky, 
Elena Valussi, Elif Uras, Elizabeth Grady, Ellen Pau, 
Ellen Pearlman, Elliott Sharp, Els Silvrants-Barclay, 
Emiko Kato, Erbolsin Meldibekov, Eric Guichard, Eric 
Siu, Etienne Minoungou, Etsuji Yoshida, Eugene Tan, 
Eva Aggeklint, Farah Vardani, Fatima Lasay, Federica 
Beltrame, Felicity Lufkin, Felix Madrazo, Feng Ling-
an, Feng Mengbo, Fiona Biggiero, Francesca Dal Lago, 
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Francesca Tarocco, Francesco Pedraglio, Franziska 
Koch, Fumihiko Sumitomo, FX Harsono, Gao Minglu, 
Gao Shiming, Gary Ross Pastrana, Geng Jianyi, Georg 
Schöllhammer, Germaine Acogny, Gim Hongsok, Gio-
vanni Gaggia, Gong Yan, Goutam Chakraborty, Gu 
Dexin, Gu Myung Sun, Gu Wenda, Gulnara Kasma-
lieva, Güneş Terkol, Guo Hui, Guo Yuanyuan / Peng 
Penghua, Gutierrez + Portefaix, Hadas Zemer, Hakan 
Topal, Han Seon Uk, Han Xiaoli, Hans Van Dijk (he 
is always with us), Hasif Amini, He Yufang, Hee-jung 
Ryu, Heman Chong, HHD Fun, Hipic.org, Hiroshi 
Ohashi, Ho Tzu Nyen, Howard Chan, Htoo Aung Kyaw, 
Hu Fang, Hu Jieming, Hu Yang, Huang Kui, Huang Yu-
anqing, Hwang Hye, Hyunjin Kim, Iani Arahmaiani, 
Ikhsan Syahirul Alim (Ican), Irwan Ahmett, Isaac Le-
ung, Isidro Blasco, Jacob Korczyns, Javier Villa, Jay 
Koh, Jean Christian Bourcart, Jee Eun Park, Jeeun 
Park, Jennifer Wen Ma, Jeong-Hee Lee-Kalisch, Jeun 
Jin, Ji Weiyu, Jiang Jun, Jiang Zhi, Jin Feng (lao), Jin 
Feng (xiao), Jin Shan, Jinsuk Suh, Jitish Kallat, Job 
Koelewijn, Johanna Billing, John Clark, John Finlay, 
John Kormeling, John Mack, Johnson Chang, Jompet 
Kuswidananto, Jorge Villacorta, Jose-Carlos Mariat-
egui, Joumana El Zein, Juan Gaitan, Julian Friedau-
er, Juliane Noth, Julie Walsh, Julieta Aranda, Julika 
Rudelius, Jun Yuan, Kama Wangdi, Kamrul Hasan, 
Kan Xuan, Kang Sung Eun, Kazi Monir, Ken-ichi Na-
kagawa, Kendal Henry, Kim Binnara, Kim Hong-hee, 
Kim Hyunjin, Kim Mina, Kim Naum, Kim Sunjung, 
Kinga Wangchuck, Kob Chacree, Koon Wee, Kuenga, 
Kyong Park, Lara Almarcegui, Law Yuk Mui, Lee Am-
brozy, Lee Eunu, Lee Ji Hyun, Lee Kit, Lee Mingwei, 
Lee Weng Choi, Lee Young, Leo Xu, Li Juchang, Li 
Lang, Li Lei, Li Liang, Li Mu, Li Peifeng, Li Pinghu, 
Li Shan, Li Xiangyang, Li Yan, Li Yongbin, Li Zhen-
hua, Li Zhi Wen, Liang Yue, Lida Abdul, Lim Boram, 
Lin Tianmiao, Lin Yiling, Lina Saneh, Ling Xi, Liu Da-
hong, Liu Gang, Liu Jianhua, Liu Mao Ying, Liu Wei, 
Liu Yan, Liu YingMei, Lize Mogel, Lorenz Helbling, 
Lothar Spree, Lu Chuan, Lu Chunsheng, Lu Yang, Lu 
Yuanming, Luo Yongjin, Lynn Pan, Ma Liang, Ma Le-
onn,, MadeIn, Mahbubur Rahman, Mai Mai, Marco 
Bevolo, Margit Thøfner, Mariko Mori, Maris Gillette, 
Martin Hill, Martin Mhando, Martina Köppel-Yang, 
Massimiliano Gioni, Massimo Torrigiani, Mathieu Bo-
rysevicz, Mattia Matteucci+Patrick Tuttofuoco, Max 
Zolkwer, May Moe Thu, Mayumi Miyata, Melanie 
Jackson, Mella Jarma, Michael Bell Smith, Michael 
Lee, Minsheng Art Museum, Mithu Sen, MKR Palash, 
MOMA, Monica Dematte, Monirul Islam, Moon Jung 
Ki, Moon Sungsic, Morgan Perkins, Mostafa Zaman, 

MTDM, Mu Qian, Muhammad Yusu, Muratbek Dju-
maliev, Nana Seo Eun-A, Natasha Egan, Navin Rawa-
chaikul, Nazlee Laila Mansu, Neville Mars, Nguyen 
Trinh Thi, Ni Jun, Nikusha Chkhaidze (Nika), Nilofar 
Chaman, Nindityo Adipurnomo, Norberto Roland, 
Nunu, Oak Jung Ho, Oday Al-Ubaydi, Oh Kyoun, Oh 
Yin-Hwan, Oliver Moore, Olivo Barbieri, Onno Dirk-
er, Otomo Yoshihide, Ou Ning, Pan Jianfeng, Paola Io-
vene, Park Jin Young, Park Mikyung, Park Sun Young, 
Park Yeon Hee, Patrick D. Flores, Paul Gladston, Paul-
ine Yao, Pearl Lam, Peggy Wang, Per Bj. Boym, Pe-
ter Stamer, Phil Collins, Philip Tinari, Philippe Laleu, 
Pia Johanson, Pierre Giner, Pieter van Wesemael, Pi-
eterjan Ginckels, Pippa Dennis, Popok Try Wahyudi, 
Pramuhendra, Pratchaya Phinthong, Prilla Tania, 
Qin Feng, Qiu Anxiong, Qiu Deshu, Qiu Zhijie, Qiu 
Anxiong, Rahraw Omarzad, Rainer Ganahl, Rania 
Ho, Raphaël Dallaporta, Rebecca Catching, Remco de 
Blaaij, Ren Hai, Restu Ratnaningtyas, Reza Afisina, 
Rieke Vos, Ristyanto Cahyo Wibowo, Rob Lemkin, 
Roberta Lombardi, Roger Mc Donald, Rokeya Sul-
tana, Rossella Menegazzo, Rosyid, Ruangrupa, Rudy 
Luijters, S. M. Sultan, Sabina Santarossa, Sachiko M, 
Salah Hassan, Salam Djaaz, Samah Hijawi, Sasha 
Weliand, Saubin Yap, Seph Rodney, Serghei Ticina, 
Shaarbek Amankul, Shahidul Alam, Shao Yi, Sharaad 
Kuttan, Shen Fan, Shen Shaomin, Shi Qing, Shi Yong, 
Shih Chieh Huang, Shin Dong Yi, Shishir Bhattacha-
rjee, Shohagh, Shu Haolun, Sigalit Landau, Sigit Pius 
Kuncoro, Silke von Berswordt, Simon Kaner, Soenar-
yo, Sofia Saavedra, Song Dong, Song Haidong, Song 
Ho Eun, Song Tao, Song Tao and  Ji Weiyu (Birdhead), 
Song Yuzhe, Song Zhen, Speedism, Stan Abe, Stanley 
Brouwn, Stefan Rusu, Stefania Galegati, Studio 8, Su 
Chang, Subham, Subir Choudhuri, Sudad Shalan, Suh 
Bokyung, Sun Xun, Sung Doris Ha-lin, Supernormal, 
Supersudaca, Surasi Kusolwong, Susan Katz, Suv-
endu Chatterjee, Sylvie Levey, Takeshi Murata, Tang 
Maohong, Tayeba Begum Lipi, Teguh Ostenrik, Tera 
Brajaghosa, The Propeller Group, Theatre in Motion/
Institute for Provocation, Thet Sambath, Thin Lei 
New, Thomas Berghuis, Thomas Dariel, Tiarma Sir-
ait, Ting Chang, Tintin Wulia, Tisna Sanjaya, Titus 
Spree, Tobias Berger, Tong Sze Hong, Top Floor Cir-
cus, Tosiya Suzuki, Tozer Pak Sheung Chuen, Tsuy-
oshi Osawa, Ugo Untoro, Uji Handoko, Uli Sigg, Ullan 
Djaparov, Uta Rahman-Steinert, Veaceslav Ahunov, 
Veronica Sekules, Victor Pinchuk Foundation, Vid-
eotage, Wan Tipu, Wang Gongxin, Wang Guangyi, 
Wang Jianwei, Wang Li Chuan, Wang Luming, Wang 
Mo Lin, Wang Nanming, Wang Peng, Wang Tiande, 
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Wang Wei, Wang Xingwei, Wang Yuyang, Wang Zhen-
fei, Watson Rubie, Wenny Teo, WHW, Wibowo Adi 
Utama, Wimo Ambala Bayang, Wu Junyong, Wu Na, 
Wu Shanzhuan, Xiang Liqing, Xijing Men, Xu Cheng, 
Xu Tan, Xu Xixian and Xu Jianrong, Xu Zhen,  Xu-
longbao, Yan Jun, Yan Lei, Yang Fudong, Yang Hui, 
Yang Wenliang, Yang Zhenzhong, Yangjiang Group, 
Yasmine Eid-Sabbagh, Yi Zhou, Yto Barrada, Yu Xi-
aofu, Yu Youhan, Yudhi Soerjatmojo, Yuli Prayitno, 
Yuswantoro Adi, Zainul Abedin, Zeina Arida, Zeng 
Fanghi, Zhang Da, Zhang Ding, Zhang Enli, Zhang 
Haitian, Zhang Liaoyuan, Zhang Peicheng, Zhang 
Peili, Zhang Qing, Zhang Weiwei, Zhang Xian, Zhang 
Yonghe, Zhao Chuan, Zheng Guogu, Zheng Zhuang-
zhou, Zhou Tiehai, Zhou Xiaohu, Zhu Feng, Zhu Jia, 
Zhu Julan, Zhu Xiaowen, Zoe Butt, Zoe Zhang Bing, 
Zoncy (Zon Sapal Phyu), Natasha Ginwala, Sue-an 
van der Zijpp

Van Abbemuseum (The Netherlands), BUG, Bangkok 
University Gallery (Thailand), ANA- Arts Network 
Asia (Singapore), ASEF (Singapore), John Thompson 
Art Center (Bangkok), Prince Claus Fund Network 
Partners including Arab Image Foundation (Beirut), 
DRIK Picture Library (Dhaka), Cinémathèque de 
Tanger (Morocco),  Supersudaca (South America), 
Mondriaan Foundation, Gwanju Biennale,  Chula-
longkorn University Gallery (Bangkok), Strozzina 
CCCS (Florence), Bevilacqua La Masa (Venice), 
Minsheng Museum (Shanghai), Rockbund Museum 
(Shanghai), Shcontemporary Art Fair, Arrow Fac-
tory (Beijing), Bronx Museum of the Arts (NYC), 

Tongji University (Shanghai), Fudan University 
Institute of Visual Arts (Shanghai), Shanghai Bi-
ennale 2012, Loop Festival (Barcelona), Gasworks 
(London), Museum of Contemporary Photography 
(Chicago), FOAM (Amsterdam), Artissima (Turin), 
Transart (Trento), Triangle Art Trust( NYC, UK), 
Bring To Light (NYC), Galeri NON-Stage (Istanbul), 
Hang Zhou Academy of Fine Arts, ZKM, Indonesian 
Art for International Biennale (IAIB),  Asia Art Ar-
chives (Hong Kong), Literary Festival (Shanghai), 
Sponge Arte Contemporanea (Pergola),  Platform 
China (Beijing) Tate Modern (London), Cemeti Art 
House (Yogyakarta), Ruang Rupa (Jakarta), Green 
Papaya (Manila), Cini Foundation (Venice), Future 
Generation Art Price, Vitamin Creative Space (Bei-
jing/Guangzhou), World Film Festival (Bangkok), 
National Research Council of Thailand (NRCT) 
(Bangkok),   X (NYC),  Xurban.net (Instanbul, Bal-
can, NYC),  Open Academy, Laboratory Art Beijing, 
Theatre in Motion/Institute for Provocation (Brus-
sels/Beijing), Sainsbury Art Center (Norwich, UK), 
Chobi Mela V (Dhaka),  Shanghai Cultural Devel-
opment Foundation with Shanghai eArts Festival 
(Shanghai),  Blue Sun (Ulan Bator), Leiden Univer-
sity, IIAS, B’Art: Bishkek Art Center, CES Artslink,  
Nica (Burma),  IIVA (Yogyakarta), SSamzie Space 
(Seoul), Loop Space (Seoul), Irish Museum of Con-
temporary Art (Dublin), Prague Biennale (Prague), 
Artists Forum International (AFI) (Seoul), Guang-
zhou Triennale, Performa (NYC), Creative India 
(Mumbai),  and more.
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