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Lacquer’s ecology,
or the swirl

text: Kevin Chua
images: Oanh Phi Phi

In this essay, Kevin Chua reads
Vietnam-based artist Oanh Phi Phi's
lacquer work through the lens of
ecology. Instead of the familiar story
of lacquer as essential to national
belonging and identity, Oanh Phi Phi
- in testing the limits and potential of
the medium - is engaged in a project
of unbinding lacquer’s history.

Plastic nation

text: Jose Santos P. Ardivilla

Ardivilla delves into how Filipino
contemporary artists recast

identity via plastic's materiality. The
malleability of the plastic material is
reflected on the shifting assertions of
place, of ritual, and body.

6 antennoe

How things-in-common
hold us together

text and images: Tintin Wulia

Through examining her public art
interventions since 2014, including
within the econo-political ecology

of Hong Kong's informal cardboard
waste (OCC) trade route, Tintin Wulia
conceptualises “stakeholding”, “field
practice”, and “averted vision” in tracing
things with Urry's mobile ethnography.
These are methodological concepts for
cooperating with common things, to
stimulate their eclosion into things-in-
common.

Tikar as verb

in conversation: Yee I-Lann and Lucy Davis

This conversation resonates
with topical themes pertaining
to ecologies, materialities,
collaborative practices,
decolonisation and politics of
display of vernacular craft in
contemporary art contexts.

Dirt Stories: Ci Chi & Temasek

text and images: James Jack

James Jack's work explores

the richness of dirt through

stories rooted in our immediate
surroundings that resist settler
narratives of land. While respectfully
touching these sensitive sites of
trauma and transition encountered
in Vietnam and Singapore, voices
from the past emerge. As these
temporary dirt windows open and
their stories unfold, an opportunity
for healing opens as well.

To speak to the forest

text and images: Pujita Guha and Abhijan Toto
for the Forest Curriculum

The Forest Curriculum addresses
the need for a located cosmopolitical
imagination of our current ecological
era, rejecting the planetarity of the
Anthropocene: a geological project
that posits the “human” as a singular
species inheriting a damaged planet.

Hello darling!

text and images: Garima Gupta

Hello Darling is a series of drawings
situated within a larger research
project that aims to read the wildlife
market in Southeast Asia though the
private and collective imaginations
of a post-colonial archipelago. These
works are a result of an intimate
conversation with a taxidermist in
Thailand and offer a tender account
of the commaodity and its maker.

o T N
A curious teacher

interviewer: Kevin Chua
interviewee: Isabelle Desjeux

What does it mean to be an
independent artist-researcher
teaching in Singapore? Drawing from
observations of the environment
and the artist's training as a scientist,
inspired by children, fuelled by
humour and failure, this case study
shows how treating the viewer as a
scientist can help the artist create
meaningful works.

- -

Archetypes:
Cordillera’s labyrinth

text: Midori Yamamura

In 1989, Filipino artist Roberto Villanueva
premiered his ephemeral artwork,
Archetypes: Cordillera’s Labyrinth, at
Cultural Center of the Philippines. Built
with the Ifugao mountain tribe, this
giant walk-in maze of runo reeds was
the artist's postcolonial response to the
ecological despoliations that became
pronounced during the Marcos regime.

The museum survives us all
text: Jason Wee

The Taipei Biennial, with its
attentiveness to systemically re-
forming the categorically ‘natural
within the museological, names

the museum as the metonym and
metaphor of natural systems, but
also reformulates and redresses what
these systems could be.

'y m

Salty as sweat.
Red as soil. Soil as blood.

in conversation: Art Labor
and Nguyén Phuong Linh

After visiting the salt marshes of
Camargue, France, where Indochinese
laborers during the colonial period, Art
Labor collective speaks with artist Nguyén
Phuong Linh about her project with salt
farmers and rubber plantation owners as
a starting point to discuss their interest in
the cultivation of natural resources.

Ecology beyond
ethnography?

text: Samuel Lee

This article examines the politics

of picturing ecological crises in The
Oceanic, with particular interest in
ethnographic discourses and the
archive as the main terms of artistic
engagement. It also highlights the
emergence of the research topic as
a curatorial format with expanded
temporalities and heightened
epistemological stakes. 7
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Votive offerings
on the altar of science

text: Ayesha Keshani

Hovering beneath the surface of
the Victorian habitat dioramas in
The Sarawak Museum are traces
of a persistent excess informed by
indigenous and local knowledges,
expansive ecologies, minor anti-
colonialism and a multiplicity of
natures.

The trees of HUé

textand images: Ylan Vo

The politics of nature in central
Vietnam today reflects a history

of encounters between European
imagination and local landscape
practices. This essay explores a
series of vignettes that range from
domestic gardening of citrus trees
and urban pine groves, to green hills
in Hué's environs and the forests at
its mountainous western border.

8 antennce

Scotopia

text: Ray Langenbach

The cemetery: not just a zone

for the deceased, but a complex
aggregation of the living, hungry
ghosts, packs of feral dogs, solitary
feral cats, pets on leashes, cobras,
birds, raptors... The cemetery is the
world, and the world is a cemetery.

text by Darcie DeAngelo

Darcie DeAngelo discusses montage
as a methodological framework for
ethnographic fieldwork. DeAngelo
conducted research among
Cambodian deminers who detected
landmines with TNT-sniffing rats.
Montage allowed unexpected
relationships to emerge, from
uncertainty’s relationship to love to
human relationships with spirits.

The ‘37 Heavens
and 32 Hells'

text and images: Soumya James

37 heavens and 32 hells, an imposing
bas-relief at Angkor Wat, vividly
juxtaposes heavenly pleasures with
torturous punishments in the hells.
The contrasting tranquil vegetation
in the heavens and the frenzied
environment in the hells mirror the
occupants' deportment.

Primate city
text and images: Tammy Nguyen

Primate City is the story about a girl
named Dana Ng who sucks the

eyeballs out of a species of primates
called the red-shanked douc langurs

who live in Danang City.

Right: Yee I-Lann, with weaving by Lili Naming, Siat Yanau, Shahrizan Bin Juin
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7-headed Lalandau Hat, 2020, Split bamboo pus weave with kayu obol black natural dye, matt sealant
approx 5m laid out. Photo: Isaac Collard © Yee I-Lann




Uncontainable Natures:
Southeast Asian ecologies
and visual cultures

Co-edited by Lucy Davis, Kevin Chua & Nora Taylor
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providing a platform, stage or demarcated space for utility, communal

interaction, or as a cultural and spiritual portal, connecting the people
with other planes... A [colonial] table on a mat can be ‘eaten’ by the mat, like
a stone covered by paper in the rock-paper-scissors game, or when my open
hand encloses your fist. The table in the mat becomes a shape, a presence, a
haunting. The mat gives shape. The peripheries that shape the plane locate
where the centre is. To decolonise is to see the table and to see the mat.

T he tikar acts as a verb in our behavioural grammar: signalling, enabling,

In her conversation with Lucy Davis, featured in this volume, Yee I-Lann traces knot-
ted, personal accounts of her relationship to Borneo tikar mats as well as collabo-
rations with groups of female mat weavers from different locations in her home
region of Sabah. Yee's insights into historical and contemporary worlds that might
be woven into or hosted by a tikar, offer embodied and necessarily unresolved ex-
plorations of politics, materiality, and form. In the works she has co-created with
her collaborators, these explorations enter a spirited dance with hypnotising shifts
in geometry, rhythm, and perspective.

We introduce Volume Two of Uncontainable Natures — which argues for
the politically and epistemologically uncontainable, ungovernable, and irreducible
ecologies of Southeast Asia — by way of thinking with Yee's tikar mats.

“Containment” refers to the spatiotemporal ordering — whether perspectival
realism/geometric space or linear time — that has characterized modernity and is
often a prelude to extraction (of minerals, natural resources, labour, etc.). Moderni-
ty’s separation of nature and culture has undergirded ecological politics in Southeast
Asia long before the late twentieth century. In Yee's work, it is the table, introduced
by colonial powers into the region in the 18" and 19" centuries, that performs con-
tainment, in re-organizing and re-ordering the familial and social relations that occur
around it. Something so simple as a four-legged table changes ecology — hierarchiz-
ing social relations, separating humans from nonhumans. Making us more vertical
creatures. Yee's insights into indigenous, nonhuman ontology, in the transformation
of tikar from noun to verb, is a potent example of uncontainment.

Uncontainable Natures gathers thirty-two articles, fiction essays and artistic
contributions that contest the extractive regimes, logics of containment and geom-
etries of power that have re-emerged in Southeast Asia since the 1970s, in which
a recursion of colonialism has brought an evacuated and homogenised image of

nature in tow. We have divided the two volumes into themed sections that reflect
the diverse responses of our contributors to the questions we are asking about the
dynamics of containment/uncontainment.’

By foregrounding the uncontainable, we do not simply wish to reaffirm that
colonialism and modernity in Southeast Asia used, appropriated or instrumental-
ised nature. We do not wish to tell stories solely from the point of view of extractiv-
ism. Nor do we wish to illuminate the ecological basis or underpinnings of colonial-
ism or modernity, which would be to write a form of environmental history. More
than an analysis of nature as metaphor in Southeast Asia, we aim to uncover the
specific politics of nature-culture assemblages across the region. We are interested
in how critical, variegated visual-cultural ecologies, such as the ecologies of Yee I-
Lann’s tikar mat, can disrupt the containing natures that furnish the architecture of
contemporary (neo-)colonialisms.

Cover and Contents

While finalising this volume we were struck by a new work, also by Yee I-Lann to-
gether with weavers Lili Naming, Siat Yanau, and Shahrizan Bin Juin: Seven-headed
Lalandau Hat (2020), which is reproduced on the cover. The work includes a confed-
eration of seven basket-hats, made of split bamboo pus weave with black kayu uber
natural dye which are spread or suspended around an approximately five-metre
space. A series of tubular extensions or “antennae” protrude from each hat, which
interconnect with another basket-hat, then another, and another. The seven-head-
ed hat is an evolution of a warrior headdress usually worn by Murut men. In the
original headdress, the tubes emerging from the top of the hat evoke forest trees
and are filled with argus bird (lalandau) feathers.

Together, this basket-hat collective resembles a complex organic being, a
series of interconnected internal organs, or a rhizome or cybernetic system. A final
longer tube leads off from the hat group with frayed open fronds at the end like
a tail, or an aerial root reaching for the earth, or an open vein, or a wire waiting to
suture itself to another as yet unknown electrical host.?

When worn, the “antennae” of the Seven-headed Lalandau Hat connect the
wearers or dancers in a system that transcends mind/matter, body/machine, sub-
ject/object, so that you do not know where one begins and the other ends.

In our preface to Volume One (issue 54), we detailed key critical questions
that guided the beginning of this process. The dance of a Seven-headed Lalandau Hat
entwines all three of the sections in Volume Two, namely Materialities, Collectives
as Ecosystems? and Deterritorializations.

Alongside the dizzying geometries of Yee I-Lann’s tikar, other contributions
to the Materialities section of this volume explore mutually-transformative sen-
suous entanglements with matter of various kinds, whether hard (lacquer) or soft
(cardboard, dirt), pliable (plant leaves) or brittle (plastic). Instead of thinking of ma-
teriality as the manner in which entities are made into objects which are then put
into use or circulation by humans, the essays in this section consider the agencies
of materials as they move and shape human lives. Lacquer is read beyond the co-
lonial art/craft distinction and beyond Viethamese national identity; an artist exam-
ines the micropolitical hierarchies and dynamic stakes in her analysis of cardboard
as a “thing-in-common” circulating in Hong Kong's informal waste routes; an artist,
via the material properties of dirt and soil, works with local communities in Viet-
nam and Singapore to recover memories and narratives of land settlement that
move beyond human occupation and ownership; and plastic informs the interven-
tions and performances of several Filipino artists that transformatively make place
against the backdrop of proliferating plastic waste in the archipelago.
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In the 2010s, certain heads of museums and festivals, arts administrators,
and curators in the Southeast Asian art world could be heard duplicating a corpo-
rate trend? that appropriated the word ecosystem from the sciences.* But if ecosys-
tem has become a buzzword used by state and corporate art institutions to soften
power networks and naturalize art world hierarchies, we should keep in mind that
artist initiatives, collectives, and independent institutions have been at the forefront
of pluralising art world politics. A number of independent artist groups have been
working more seriously with ecological knowledges as ways to imagine decentral-
ised, unruly, non-hierarchical systems or networks composed of multiple players,
with power often multipolar and dispersed. The Collectives as Ecosystems? sec-
tion critically questions the use of the term ecosystem as a metaphor for collective
eco-practices. It features the work of artists and artist-collectives in the Southeast
Asia region who think about collective assemblages and who ask whether and how
collective thought and action might be a methodological foundation for ecological
art. In this section, a Zomian® orientation queers and renders the Anthropocene
multifaceted through an itinerant pedagogy that produces systems of shared lo-
cal knowledge; an artist's drawings trace the forensic practices and confederations
of implements, hands, tools and violences needed to produce not only taxidermy,
but also natural history drawings for elite consumption; the collectives that con-
ditioned a Filipino artist's ecological artworks from the late 1980s are explored; a
conversation between an artist collective and an artist encircles practices of coffee
production in Vietnam, rhizomatically recreating the spirit of collectives that formed
the basis of the post-independence Viethamese economy; an artist-educator draws
from her observations of the environment and her training as a scientist to hint at
several rigidities in the education system in technocratic Singapore; the curatorial
strategies, exhibition framing and artworks in the 2018 Taipei Biennial (with the title
of Post-Nature — A Museum as an Ecosystem) are examined via the expanded mode
of museum practices known as “the museological”; and the ethnographic method
as seen in the NTU Centre for Contemporary Art Singapore's The Oceanic is ques-
tioned as the critical limit of eco-themed exhibitions.

Our understanding of Uncontainable Natures alludes also to the uncontain-
ment of not just nature but people. If, for Deleuze and Guattari, territorialisation
refers to the primordial ordering or capture of energies in the individual human
body or society, deterritorialisation names the always-contingent possibility of its
unbinding.® Deterritorialisation is the freeing up of fixed relations in a body or as-
semblage, all the while exposing it to new organisations. Against thinking of the
upland societies in mainland Southeast Asia as vestiges of a past time, James Scott
argues, in a manner similar to Deleuze and Guattari, that such hill peoples “are best
understood as runaway, fugitive, maroon communities who have, over the course
of two millennia, been fleeing the oppressions of state-making projects in the val-
leys — slavery, conscription, taxes, corvée labour, epidemics, and warfare”.”

In the final Deterritorialisations section of this volume, we are interested
in the myriad and contingent human-nonhuman networks and connections that
unbind containing epistemologies and politics. In the contributions for this section,
a particularly riotous confederation of more-than-human agents in the Sarawak
Museum created openings in cosmopolitical space which troubled colonial natu-
ral historical orders; a description of a Kuala Lumpur cemetery dances between
human-biochemical attempts to stamp out the feral vegetal and animal life around
it and the various resistances these attempts provoke; a bas-relief at Angkor Wat is
interpreted as visually expressing desires and fears that were socially co-construct-
ed with the natural and engineered landscapes of Angkor; the complexities and

contradictions of urban design, agricultural and horticultural experiments during
Vietnam's French colonial period are unravelled; montage is deployed as ethno-
graphic method among Cambodian deminers and their deminer rats, that indirectly
alights on the violence and trauma that has affected so many in the country since
the 1960s; and a fantasy graphic account encircles the biological and speculative
lives of the douc langur, an endangered species of monkey that lives in the trees
surrounding the city of Danang in Central Vietnam.

We are once more indebted to Giovanni Aloi and the Antennae editorial board for
their invitation to oversee these two volumes dedicated to art and ecology in South-
east Asia and to the anonymous reviewers for their feedback on the thirty-two con-
tributions we have collated here. In the landscape of contemporary publishing, An-
tennae'’s dedication to the visual dimension of ecology has been exemplary. And in
the global climate emergency that we are currently living in and living through, the
highest honor we can give to our contributors is to keep their questions and vision-
ary perspectives alive.

Endnotes

[1] As we introduced ourselves in Volume One, our engagement with Uncontainable Natures has evolved from each of our lifelong connections to Southeast Asia:
Kevin Chua is a historian of European and Southeast Asian Art at Texas Tech University, USA. Lucy Davis, Professor of Artistic Practices at Aalto University, Helsinki,
Finland is a visual artist, art writer, and founder of the Southeast Asia-situated Migrant Ecologies Project. Nora Taylor is Professor of South and Southeast Asian Art at
the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, USA. While we and our contributors have taken care to list key precedents, art-historical trajectories, artists, and institutions
that contribute to a currently flourishing arena of art and ecology in theory and practice in Southeast Asia, these volumes do not propose to offer a representative
and comprehensive geographical survey. We recognise that Southeast Asia is connected as much by artist-artist and artist-scholar networks as it is by geopolitical

boundaries and shared ecological experiences. It is moreover important to acknowledge that although several of our networks and contributors utilise or engage
with regional languages other than English, these volumes are written in the English language and have mostly relied on English-language sources and translations.
For better or worse, English has been the filter through which we have engaged with the diversity of Southeast Asian cultures. All three editors acknowledge the
presence of indigenous populations in all Southeast Asian countries, the violence that has been and continues to be done to them with colonialism and its often
neoliberal aftermath, and the need to resist speaking for them. Even as we ally ourselves with these populations by advocating for the “decolonial,” we are aware that
decoloniality needs to be worked into and through different materials, bodies, languages in each contextual experience. We also acknowledge the possibility that
colonialism can never be fully excised from our institutions, lives, and minds.

[2] The hats were worn for example in PANGKIS, a performance and sound-based video work created by I-Lann in collaboration with Tagaps Dance Theatre and
videographer Al Hanafi Juhar. The opening of the exhibition Borneo Heart in May 2021 involved a series of performances with dancers wearing this hat. Yee I-Lann
and collaborators, Borneo Heart, Sabah International Convention Centre, Kota Kinabalu, Malaysia, May 2-31, 2021.

[3] See, for instance, Victor Huang, “The Next Business Buzzword: Ecosystem?”, Forbes, April 16, 2014. https://www.forbes.com/sites/victorhwang/2014/04/16/the-
next-big-business-buzzword-ecosystem. Accessed on August 10, 2021.

[4] In the early 1990s, ecologists, environmental historians, and geographers including Benjamin Botkin, Donald Worster, and Karl Zimmerer questioned the presup-
positions of several decades of ecological science. They found that the notion of communities of organisms existing in homeostatic equilibrium with their environ-
ment was no longer valid. Instead, chance, unpredictability, and history played major roles. At the same time, building on the work of feminist historians of science
such as Carolyn Merchant who called out the gendered metaphors lurking in nature, Donna Haraway proposed that nature was a dynamic, boundary-crossing fusion
of nature/culture that she called “cyborg.” All these scholars have opened up a more dialectical approach to science and history that is now pervasive in the cultural
humanities. In the Collectives as Ecosystems? section of this volume, we are neither dismissing the possibilities of thinking with ecosystems and ecology, and working
with non-humans as ways to reimagine human societies, so much as cautioning against a facile appropriation and misuse of the word “ecosystem” to naturalise
power relations in cultural systems.

[5] See the essay by The Forest Curriculum in this volume. Zomia, the mountainous region that forms the borders between Thailand, Burma, Vietnam, Laos, and
Cambodia, according to James C. Scott, refers to a shatter zone or borderland refuge for those fleeing the State. For Scott, see footnote 6.

[6] Deleuze and Guattari primarily developed their understanding of “territoriality” in relation to birds and birdsong. Pushing against the work of ethologists Bernard
Altum, Henry Eliot Howard and Konrad Lorenz that suggested that male birds aggressively defend a piece of territory as a way of socially organising themselves—that
the biological functions of eating and mating developed after territory—Deleuze and Guattari adopted Jakob von Uexkull's theory that a living being cannot be sepa-
rated from its milieu or Umwelt; in essence, biological functions produced territory. Building on the work of Lacan, Deleuze and Guattari's notion of “deterritorialisa-
tion” also referred to the unbinding of previously captured libidinal energies. See Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia,
trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 34, 311-323; Kevin Chua, “Assembling Animal Communication,” in Assembling Animal Com-
munication (Lubbock: Texas Tech University, 2019).

[7] James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009). For an evocative essay on the
culture of the Mae Hong Son province in Northern Thailand, see Vipash Purichanont, “Notes from the Highlands,” in Every Step in the Right Direction: Singapore Biennale
2019 (Singapore: Singapore Art Museum, 2019), 32-37.
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Lacquer’s ecology,
or the swirl

In this essay, Kevin Chua reads Vietnam-based artist Oanh Phi Phi’s lacquer work through the lens of ecology. Instead of the familiar
story of lacquer as being essential to national belonging and identity, Oanh Phi Phi - in testing the limits and potential of the medium
- is engaged in a project of unbinding lacquer’s history.

text by Kevin Chua

images by Oanh Phi Phi

stores that sell a variety of craft goods: baskets, ceramics, textiles, wood

carvings, and paintings. Some of these paintings are made using lacquer,
an ancient and venerable tradition known in Vietnam as son ta.' The medium'’s
renown is proportionate to its difficulty: the long and exhausting drying process
means lengthens the entire process for one painting to several months.? Origi-
nating in China, the technique for lacquer spread to Burma, Thailand, and Viet-
nam. In Vietnam, it has been used for several centuries, an essential decorative
underpinning of aristocratic court culture.® During this ancient period, lacquer
adorned furniture and temple architecture; it held ritual objects in the tight grip
of the sacred.* Its mirror-like surface gave objects an entrancing gleam, taking
its beholders out of ordinary time.

Lacquer’s entry into modernity came in the 1920s, when the French —
in Indochina as colonizers for about half a century — revived lacquer as part
of a broad program of artistic education provided by the Ecole des Beaux Arts
d’Indochine. Joseph Inguimberty was famously struck by the lacquerwork in the
Temple of Literature in Hanoi, and encouraged his Viethamese students to try
the ancient technique. Blending European aesthetics and Vietnamese subject
matter, these students rediscovered a half-forgotten medium.

Now, ask any artist in Vietnam about lacquer, and they will trot out this
well-known, potted history. Central to this story is a belief that lacquer calls up
something essential about Vietnam. It speaks to tradition and cultural identity.
Along with silk painting, lacquer has been held up as the truly Vietnamese art.
It runs a straight line back to the nation's past. What | would like to propose in

Oanh Phi Phi this essay is that Oanh Phi Phi, in testing the limits and potential of the medium,
is engaged in a project of unbinding lacquer’s history. To “unbind” means to
take apart, to separate. Before the tired story of national belonging and identity,
what is lacquer? And more importantly, what does lacquer do? While it would be
in barrel domed architectural  easy to list metaphors in front of Phi Phi's work (“It reminds me of... It looks like...
space on fiberglass reinforced It resembles...”), such description strikes me as of limited value. In this essay, |
epoxy composite boards, want to go past metaphor, to engage what | consider to be the literal moment in
or dimension of her work. This is a space of suspension and contradiction, with
meaning unstable, and not (yet) resolved. Contradictions in three works by Phi
Phi will open onto three historical moments.®

x 390cm. Photo: Matthew Dakin Before the work emerges as a finished painting, it is an unstable, liminal
© Oanh Phi Phi entity. When the harvested lacquer has settled into layers, it is worked or pro-

O n Hang Bong and Hang Gai streets in the Old Quarter of Hanoi are several

Specula, 2007-2009,
Son Ta lacquer painting

metal structure and glass

flooring, 720cm x 270cm
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cessed, either by hand or mechanical churn. If worked with a wooden paddle,
the lacquer becomes a soft brown color, known colloquially in Vietham as “cock-
roach wing". If an iron tool is used, a chemical reaction causes the lacquer to
turn an opaque black, known as son then. Numerous thin layers of processed
lacquer are applied onto the baseboard, with each individual layer dried and
hardened. (Lacquer is a natural plastic that polymerizes upon contact with oxy-
gen, giving the material its peculiar hardness.) As forms are painted on, mixed
in, or sanded away during the layering, each layer interacts with the lower ones.®
The top-most layer does not have priority. Ever so slowly, a painting is “found”.”
Usually, the finished surface is of a deep black, which has an aqueous quality
that Phi Phi beguilingly calls “liquid shadow”. Its sheen differs from that of oil
painting; think of the darkest black that descends to an infinite depth. Before the
finished painting is a pluridimensional space and time that | call the “swirl”. What
if we treat lacquer's abyssal surface as a meeting place, rather than as an auton-
omous thing?® What if we think of lacquer as mediation, rather than terminus?®

Central to my essay will be the split between “art” and “craft,” a legacy
of Western modernity." If “art” alludes to individuality, originality, uniqueness,
and intelligence, “craft” harbors notions of the hand-made, skill, repetition, ma-
teriality, and nature.' The division between art and craft is often haphazard and
arbitrary, setting one set of objects and makers apart from another.'? But if we
believe the Western moderns, craft can succeed into or becomes art. Moderns
will often tell you that any artist can make this leap. But the move from craft to
art is ultimately an idealist, occidentalist fantasy, that coincided with the late-
19t century pseudo-scientific belief that placed “primitive” cultures at the bot-
tom of an evolutionary ladder, and “advanced” European nations at the top. The
craft-to-art succession is colonialist: while European colonizers paid lip service
to developing the ability of their subjects to produce art, they privately believed
that the natives were “inherently” incapable of transcending craft.'® Look at the
wall tiles, the basket, the rug in Géréme's Snake Charmer (c. 1879): craft has long
been fodder for Orientalist fantasy. Natives are kept in the subjection of believ-
ing they can make the leap from craft into art. The opposite direction of moving
from art to craft is not without its own difficulties: art under modernity often
dreams of its creation under conditions of unalienated labor.™ But more often
than not, this yearning for craft harbours guilt and disavowal of capitalist labor.
True mergers of art and craft, accompanied by real changes in the social rela-
tions of production — think of moments in Russian Constructivism or the Ger-
man Bauhaus — were rare. The succession of craft to art, then, often conceals a
richer and more entangled set of relations. | will use the swirl to address these
relations mobilized by lacquer: this is lacquer’s ecology.™

One: 1920s-40s

Black Box (2005-2007) was the first of Phi Phi's mature works. Lacquer images cover
the tops of sixteen equally-sized wooden boxes, all reminiscent of coffins, though
ambiguous enough to be read as benches or storage containers. Breaking away
from the categorial fixity of “painting” and “sculpture,” Phi Phi sought to create works
that functioned as “fields of experience”.'® Displayed in a grid-like arrangement, “with
neither chronological nor spatial order”, the boxes induced a spatial and temporal
leveling, or radical equity. It was as though we had stumbled onto a graveyard, sur-
rounded by coffins unceremoniously pushed up — pushed back — into the world.
And yet death seems to be made everyday, its dark methapysics abjured.

The making of this work saw her actively thinking about the history and
theory of lacquer painting. “Despite its extensive history”, she wrote, “the complex
and elaborate process of creating a lacquer image was mostly seen as a means to
an end [...] | began to look for metaphors to capture the unique process of work-
ing with son ta [...]". Meaning contingently emerged out of process, rather than
process as a brute means to an end. This manifests in Black Box in the way that

metaphors do not extinguish the materiality or felt embodiment of the work.

The work’s title gestures to something hidden and obscure. In media
theory, a “black box” is a device or system — such as a transistor or algorithm —
whose inner workings are closed off to an operator. Yet Phi Phi refrains from the
false knowingness of metaphysical depth. The box covers are of shared food,
shoes, a motorcycle: all “personal interpretations of social (but not socialist) real-
ism,” ordinary things and activities. She wanted to create a work that reflected
“shared and common experiences in Vietnamese society”. (The absence of hu-
mans makes these feel less like genre painting than still life; perhaps human fig-
ures would have fixed the work too much in time.) These images notably evade
tourist clichés of Vietnam (the street vendors, cyclos, etc.), and seem to reach
for something more fundamental about Vietnamese experience, things or situa-
tions so ordinary and mundane that we tend not to remember them. One might
say that she was returning lacquer to the quiet grandeur of the everyday, where
one might find the psychological drive in life — which is also the drive toward
death — in something like habit.

One can see the deep conditioning of Phi Phi's training as a painter in
this work. An important influence was the Spanish artist Antonio Lopez Garcia,
whom she sought out as teacher. From Garcia, she learned not so much a partic-
ular style of genre painting, than how painting could become a form of “record-
keeping”. Having her painting be index or trace allowed her to break free from
representation. Painting no longer needed to depict a world. It also meant that
culture didn't need to stand as figure to nature’s ground.

Black Box pointedly traverses — and transcends — the split between the
religious (the allusion to funerary ritual) and the secular (the relation to genre
painting), which first occurred under the auspices of the Ecole des Beaux Arts
d'Indochine (hereafter EBAI), founded in Hanoi in 1925. French scholars differ-
entiated between “objets d'art’ and “objets de culte”,"” which was essentially the
split between “art” and “craft”. On Inguimberty's promotion, a lacquer painting
studio was set up in 1927. Village artisan Dinh Van Thanh worked alongside
students Tran Van Can and Tran Quang Tran, with their French painting teach-
ers Alix Aymé and Inguimberty looking on.™ At its best, the EBAI introduced a
range of Western artistic techniques and media to Vietham, and educated many
students, several of whom went on to define “Vietnamese” art.

But though the French art teachers were generous, they may have al-
ways believed that their Vietnamese students didn't have it in them to create
art.’ Craft — artisanal production — it seemed, was all that they were capable
of.2% The distinction between art and craft mirrored other contradictions of the
period: Did the French want to give freedom and democracy to the country, or
were these freedoms only nominal, with them ultimately doing everything in
their power to keep Indochina as a colony?

Of the various students who took up lacquer painting in the 1920s and
30s, Nguyen Gia Tri is widely acknowledged as the artist who moved lacquer
most decisively from craft to art. His Les Fées (The Fairies), a giant, 10-paneled
screen painted early in his career (c. 1936), may likely have made reference to
Matisse’s Joy of Life (1905-6), as curator Phoebe Scott has asserted. In size and
ambition, the work rivals - dare | say outstrips? — that of Matisse. “[The] delib-
erately free and experimental treatment of the lacquer in Les Fées”, Scott writes,
“can be read as a self-conscious assertion of the artist's unbridled creativity — a
message which had a loaded significance in the colonial context in which the
work was made”.?" The work turns on the irony of the spontaneous forms hav-
ing been realized — momentarily stilled — in the ineffably hard medium of lac-
quer. Spontaneity makes quick fiction of lacquer. Now it is by no means certain
that the work was intended as an anti-colonial statement; only after 1945 were
lacquer paintings such as these reframed as national achievements.?? In 1936,
things were more uncertain. Phi Phi admires Les Fées for its sheer experimenta-
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tion; for her, the work is like a “dictionary” of lacquer painting techniques.?

Central to the colonial economy was the division between art and
craft.?* During the early colonial period (1880s-1910s), the goal of the adminis-
tration was to assimilate Indochina into the French republic. Infrastructure was
built and the economic efforts of the Viethamese were developed — but only to
an extent. Like the British in India, the French underdeveloped the Viethamese
handicraft industry.?> This mirrored the underdevelopment of the economy as a
whole.?® Handicrafts were written off as export goods and as tax revenue as early
as 1884.%” Cultural assimilation was premised on “giving” French culture and civili-
zation to the populace, which was accompanied by a defensive categorization of
ethnic groups, and the racially-segregated urban planning of Hanoi. The corner-
stone of economic exploitation rested on land alienation. By 1930, 50 percent of
the rural population were landless peasants working on large estates; landless
peasants in Tonkin totaled nearly 1 million.?

Towards the 1920s, the colonial project shifted from “assimilation” to “as-
sociation”. This was a softer and ostensibly more benign form of colonialism that
purportedly allowed indigenous groups to develop along their own lines. Such
cultural relativism was mirrored in architect-planner Ernest Hébrard's buildings,
which incorporated Indochinese decorative features. (Of course the cultural hy-
bridity bears similarity to the work being done at the EBAI).* But beneath the su-
perficial touting of Viethamese tradition and cultural merger lay, in fact, a more
repressive system of economic extraction.

In calling Nguyen Gia Tri's work “experimental”, the danger is in saying that
his ideas — even political ideas — were unformed and inchoate. | wonder how
much of Gia Tri's painting was mere artistic expression. One could say that in the
1920s and 30s, the very terms of the Vietnamese “nation” were up for grabs — the
concept had not yet hardened.® (Les Fées, you could say, was neither Viethamese
nor French but both and neither.) Perhaps some of the painting’s politics was re-
layed through Matisse — who is rarely thought of as having a politics.>' Women-in-
a-landscape was a trope of post-Renaissance European painting, and Gia Tri may
have known it was the city’s fantasy of the countryside. By the 1930s, Hanoi had
become alienated from its surrounding provinces; rural-to-urban migration made
that fact clear. One couldn't look out the window and fantasize about the land-
scape. The Haussmannization of the city cut its residents off from nature — but
also their past.*

Scott argues that Gia Tri's lacquerwork can be seen alongside modernizing
developments in Vietnamese literature and poetry during those decades.®* Indi-
vidualism was set against the strictures of family and society. But | wonder if there
is more. What if the contradictions within Impressionism and Post-Impressionism/
Fauvism spontaneity versus market rigidification, originality versus reproduction
— were laid bare when these styles were handed out by the EBAI instructors? Was
transcultural appropriation always already parody? Rather than an idealism, Nguy-
en Gia Tri may have been pursuing a critical realism (in other words, showing things
as they are, rather than how we would like them to be). The women in the painting
are notably depicted wearing the go dai, an outfit that was being revived by local
modernist designers in 1930s.

Now we tend to think of the artists of this period as believing in the craft-
to-art succession.> They wanted to make “fine art,” and be dutifully educated by
their French teachers. While | do think that a successful merger of art and craft oc-
curred in the best artworks, it's not the idealist craft-to-art fantasy that we might be
thinking of. If craft became art, it's by way of art carrying — in Adorno's definition
— “truth content.” It is the capacity of art to conduct immanent critique, to grasp
the totality of nature and culture. Instead of presenting us with pastoral nature or
a dreamy utopia, Les Fées may be about keeping the tension between nature and
culture alive. In the indeterminacy of lacquer layers, in the aporetic non-merger
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Black Box, 2005-2007, 16 oversized wooden chests using Son Ta lacquer painting arranged in a grid, each
190cm x 60cm x 40cm © Oanh Phi Phi

of figure and ground, lies Nguyen Gia Tri's modernism. The painting's expansive
inwardness may have been a refusal of colonial extraction and underdevelopment.
So too with Oanh Phi Phi's Black Box. It's in the eternal disjunction of figure and
ground that we find our necessary freedom.

Two: 1950s-80s

Specula (2007-2009) may be the most geological of Phi Phi's works.® A barrel-
arched passageway with lacquered walls loosely reminiscent of a cave inte-
rior, walking through the space has us descending down successive layers of
time. The “metamorphosis” of lacquer into stone, moss, or crystalline water
isn't representational, she writes. Pigments formed from oxidation, water,
precious metals, and resin from the earth, “[establish] a parallel with the natu-
ral matter of a cave”. Layering and sanding the resin analogize the long and
slow process of geological formation, sedimentation, and erosion. | would go
a bit further: more than a material resemblance, Specula is a literal enactment
of geological process.

A speculum is a medical device used to probe bodily cavities; the
work has us penetrating, as she puts it, “the evocative space of this imaginary
womb.” Perhaps this is why the work feels involuted, turned in on itself. Phi
Phi sends us — sends lacquer — down all manner of architectural cavities:
Vietnamese village gates (cong lang), chapel naves, caves. (I keep thinking of
the psychedelic corridor in Alfred Hitchcock's Vertigo, 1958.) The work feels
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prehistoric, as though church architecture had folded back to a more pri-
mordial regime of time. Or is time merely a question of orientation? What
if we turn back, turn toward, not past but future? What if the future could
be glimpsed in the past? The star-like shapes at the top call to mind Antonio
Gaudi's dazzling riffs on Islamic architecture in Barcelona; like the ceiling of
the Palau Guell, Specula has us looking skyward. Against the heaviness —
the sheer weight — of death or sullen tradition, lacquer here is aqueous,
light. Our feeling of suspension is enhanced by the lights from below. Of
course, some prehistoric cave interiors have us hovering, their shamanic
imagery torchlit and ablaze.

“When | started working on large compositions in lacquer, | real-
ized that it is not a solitary individual practice but rather a team effort. | like
to refer to my studio as a renaissance studio because while everyone has
their role, there is a sense of an ongoing learning process, experimenta-
tion and discovery”. Usually, she works with an assistant; the labor-intensive
manufacture of lacquer all but requires it. But you could widen her circle of
collaboration to encompass gallerists, dealers, writers, curators, and histori-
ans. If you count the people connected to galleries and museums, there are
managers, funders, art handlers. (The contemporary art world will always
want to highlight her individuality as an “artist”, to have her working alone.)
In fact, she relies on a chain of production involving human and nonhuman
elements, that starts from the Rhus Succedanea trees in Phu Tho province
north of Hanoi, and runs through plantation owners, tree tappers, sap pro-
cessors, and sellers. To enter the rhythm and flow of materials and space is,
for Phi Phi, to be “suspended” in the studio.

Lacquer painting became more difficult during the period from 1954
to 1986 in Vietnam (to call this period “Socialist” ignores the fact that the
post-Doi Moi regime of market socialism is still socialist). Fighting on the bat-
tlefield took precedence over art production in the studio. Often neglected
in art history, because of the supposed dearth of art, the period is nonethe-
less important for the meaning of modernism in Vietnam. To Ngoc Van, who
worked for the Viet Minh, and established a state school for the arts in the
northern resistance zone, wanted to force a more definitive rupture with
the EBAI, with the move to revolutionary politics. But he soon found himself
unmoored. “Artistic change is so difficult”, he cried. “We feel it is as heavy
as moving a mountain”.>® He had shifted from oil depictions of idyllic bour-
geois women to militant lacquer paintings of soldiers and peasants, such as
Soldiers and Porters Resting on a Hill (1953). Though at first heeding Ho Chi
Minh's call for art “to inspire the people’s spirit and nation-building resis-
tance,” he came to decry such art as simplistic propaganda that was too eas-
ily understood by the masses. He became internally divided: “The torment
of my soul is how to make the self that serves the nation and the masses
and the self that serves art [...] not to come into conflict or, even worse, be-
tray one another”.3” Though lacquer painting continued to be the preferred
medium of the revolutionaries from 1945, formal experimentation was sup-
pressed, scorned by the Communist Party as decadent colonialism. Most of
the lacquer painting produced during this period has a familiar, rote cast
of soldiers and peasants.® And yet there are exceptions. Nguyen Van Ty, a
student at the EBAI from 1934-41, allegorically reunified North and South
Vietnam in his lacquer painting South and North United (1961). Lisa Safford
has pointed out that the topos of embracing women draws from Renais-
sance iconography of the Christian Visitation (i.e. Elizabeth visiting the Virgin
Mary); Van Ty may have seen such Western art after the reopening of the
Ecole (under the provisional government) in 1945. The work’s unexpected
channeling of Western art challenges, maybe even scuttles its avowed utopi-
anism.> How moving, this reuniting of sisters. Van Ty may have been paint-
ing Vietnamese Socialism's future-past. In North Vietnam in 1961, there was

still reason to hope. It's a bit strange to find artworks of the period testing out,
maybe realizing, possibilities brought forth by the EBAI, as though modernism
was a still-unfinished project.

Curiously, in the post-1986 period, most lacquer artists in Vietnam have
ascribed to “individual” or personal expression and style. Yet this individuality
tends to be monotonous and uniform.® It is “collectivist”. On the one hand, ex-
pressive lacquer painting in many ways continues the dream of the old socialism.
(Phi Phi refrains from a unitary or single meaning in her art, which she finds too
rigid. She employs polysemy, but not as a simple appeal to different audiences.
Meaning is found in the reflexively intentional making of a work, in the process of
stirring and layering and sanding. Polysemy is collective rather than collectivist: it
is a multiplicity that assembles and gathers things into a whole.) But on the other,
socialist realism today is more diverse, and less dogmatic, than we might think.
There are painters who are innovating, and whose use of words like “authentic-
ity” and “experimentation” shouldn't be scoffed at. The centuries-old mandarinal
examination system in Vietnam, which allowed talented rural people to achieve
promotion, and tied court to village, is seen again today in villagers who come to
Hanoi to attain an Ecole-based art education (now the Vietnam University of Fine
Arts), and bring this knowledge back to their village.*'

Collective, collection. Jennifer Way has written of how a collection in the
Smithsonian Museum of Natural History in Washington, DC (accession number
244852, listed as “67 ethnological specimens [...] gathered from living peoples in
Viet Nam”, and a gift from the government of Vietnam in 1962)* was caught be-
tween competing imperatives. The collection was shown at the Art and Archae-
ology of Vietnam, Asian Crossroad of Cultures exhibition that opened in Wash-
ington, DC, in October 1960, which traveled to various locations in the United
States in 1961.% The exhibition organizers wanted to showcase the democratic,
pro-capitalist side of the new nation of South Vietnam through a selection of
ethnological objects — including several lacquer trays, panels, and screens —
that were part of ancient trade networks.* But certain objects in the collection,
which had been recently and commercially produced (i.e. handicrafts), stymied
this goal. Some of them were also from North Vietnam. In the end, the collec-
tion failed to exemplify fine art. Events in Vietnam in the early 1960s (e.g. the in-
creasing number of American troops in Vietnam) were moreover outpacing the
ability of the collection to contain it. The collection ended up being relegated to
storage in the Smithsonian, rather than at the Freer Gallery of Art or the Arthur
M. Sackler Gallery (both of which specialize in Asian art), in a kind of archival or
museological limbo. For my purposes, the collection buckled under the art/craft
contradiction, and the competing political interests of several agents and insti-
tutions.* The long and complicated history of the Vietnamese resisted forcible
definition. And at no point was there a simple succession of craft into art.

Three: 1980s-2010s

In Palimpsest (2013-18), lacquer was painted on slides that were projected onto
silk screens. In the center of the room was a large projection device, assembled
from old small and medium-format film projectors, which Phi Phi called a “lac-
querscope” — alluding to microscopes and telescopes. It was as if we were pulled
in two directions, led to see the really near and the really far. Micro and macro
pull apart, and collide. Built into the work is, undeniably, a sense of wonder and
discovery: one thinks of the worlds opened up by Robert Hooke's Micrographia in
1665. What do lacquer molecules look like, as the liquid is being stirred?

Phi Phi has written that “Palimpsest was [...] an attempt at the total de-
materialization of the medium painted on opaque panels into light [...] What we
see is no longer lacquer painting in the traditional sense, but an examination of
its minute qualities, as though observing it through a microscope for the first
time”. But | wonder if there is anidealism lurking here: dematerialization (or
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Palimpsest, 2013-18, light projection onto silk using handcrafted “Lacquerscope” projectors (lacquer, iron, inox, kevlar, recycled lenses)

and Son Ta lacquer on laminated glass, various dimensions. Photo: NTU Center for Contemporary Art, Singapore © Oanh Phi Phi

transparency) can entail an epistemological determinism, to know in ad-
vance what we see. What do we actually see, than want to see? Blindness
may paradoxically be the dominant mode of vision. When Freud used his
metaphor of a “mystic writing pad” to refer to the palimpsest of memory,
there was an unpredictability to what he was describing. Memories could be
laid down, but also erased.*® In the process of layering and sanding of lac-
quer, there is an unpredictability as to which layers show through, and how
they do. “Palimpsest” refers to a Medieval parchment on which script can be
crossed out and written over; the word — itself layered or palimpsestic —
comes through Latin from the Greek “palimpsestos,” which conjoins “palin”
(again) and “psestos” (rubbed smooth).

| wonder whether we “see” lacquer at all. The word seems too be-
lated, and obfuscates the conditions of production of lacquer (perhaps in
the same way that exchange value belies use value). It's more like we are
compelled to, or summoned by, lacquer. (I wonder, in a related manner,
whether my visual sense — so privileged in Western modernity — inhibits
access into other realms of experience.) The obdurate material seems to
rebuff us, yet calls forth an envy, a desire to know its secrets. While it shares
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Palimpsest, 2013-18, light projection onto silk using handcrafted “Lacquerscope” projectors (lacquer, iron, inox, kevlar,

recycled lenses) and Son Ta lacquer on laminated glass, various dimensions. Photo: NTU Center for Contemporary Art,
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porcelain’s penchant for secrecy — the Chinese recipe for kaolin wasn't dis-
covered by the West until the mid-18" century — lacquer has little of por-
celain’s everyday familiarity (which is actually the result of centuries of
mass, lower-grade production). More haughty than porcelain, lacquer’s se-
crets remain cloaked.

The images on the slides themselves are fully abstract, without any
recognizable imagery. Fungal, arrhythmic, they look biological, inhuman -
we are looking at something grown, rather than made. In some places, we
can see through the layers — they are uncannily transparent. It is as though
we are looking through (our) skin, watching ourselves disappear. The pro-
jection device draws attention to the fact that this all-seeing is conditioned
by a perceptual apparatus or machine. Seeing requires an ecology.

The involutive or ecological seeing involved in Palimpsest finds its
opposite in the kind of seeing appropriate to beauty. Beauty is a form of
distancing and detached contemplation. We look at the world, rather than
be in it. (One recalls those EBAI students who went out to paint the land-
scape, rather than interact with the workers in it.#” Also forgotten was the
knowledge that pagodas had long been integrated into a circulating land-
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scape of wind and water in Vietnam).* Such an “aesthetic” attitude can be
said to drive the market for contemporary art. The art market took off after
the Doi Moi market reforms that began in 1986, which opened Vietnam up
to foreign trade and investment.* With decollectivization came a resur-
gence of village craft traditions, and the handicraft industry boomed.*® No
doubt the market for oil painting is plagued by fakes, in the sense of copies
— which only serves to fuel the market.> With lacquer painting, too, imita-
tions occur in the form of industrial or car paint used to simulate natural
lacquer; most tourists cannot spot the difference. What is unnerving, at
least to scholars and artists in the West, is that even reputable artists and
galleries get in on the act.> Such “commercial lacquer painting” (my term)
does not resist the pull of the commodity; it bleeds into souvenir produc-
tion. Hence its reliance on a manufactured image of Vietnam: quaint houses,
pastoral villages, distinctive ‘ethnic’ clothing, etc. Tourism is nostalgia’s twin.
Such an image is also premised on the imagined continuity of the lacquer
tradition in Vietnam. The post-Doi Moi opening of the country to foreign in-
vestment repeats the late-colonial lure, when Westerners were encouraged
to travel to Vietnam.>® Curiously, as the boom in the commercial lacquer
painting market is occurring, one hears reports of the natural lacquer paint-
ing market “struggling”.>* However much this is true, it repeats colonial-era
rhetoric, by which the French bemoaned the lack of improvement in the in-
digenous economy — but the false pity a way for them to disavow their own
underdevelopment of the Vietnamese handicraft industry. Neoliberal capi-
talism repeats the ruses of colonialism.>

The nostalgia for the old city found in many commercial lacquer
paintings appeared just as a private construction boom in Hanoi was under-
way in the early 1990s.°¢ Soaring property rental prices increased pressure
to redevelop historic central areas of the city, with many residents in the
center of Hanoi forced to relocate to the suburbs. But resistance to urban
development has emerged in unusual places. For example, the Hom-Duc
Vien market in Hanoi — which contains monks’ graves, animist trees, a mar-
ket deity, the god of the earth and the god of wealth — was planned to be
demolished, part of a broader government push to replace fresh markets
with super- and hyper-markets.>” (Urban renewal in Hanoi is accompanied
by state efforts to impose “civilization”). The demolition didn’t occur, due to
the web of protective spirits in and around the market, and the people who
believed in them. At a number of markets in Hanoi in the late 1980s and
early 90s, local authorities went so far as to ban small altars in individual
market stalls. No doubt the small altars often placed at the entrance of Viet-
namese shops are mostly not made of lacquer (they are of the cheap, metal-
lic variety). Yet each of these, | think, carries a memory of lacquer’s former
social function: as a platform for spirits.>® One finds lacquer on the pillars of
the Diec Pagoda in Vinh City, with the entire ruin abetting and disrupting
colonial, socialist, and market-oriented urban development.*® Some have
argued that in the post-Doi Moi period, spirits have re-emerged — their oc-
currence, no doubt, a bulwark against the forces of rapid urbanization.

A pastoral image of the forest often accompanies the mention of
lacquer.®® The lacquer sap, again, comes from trees grown on cottage-indus-
try plantations in Phu Tho province. Yet this forest could be reallocated by
the government. Land expropriation has been undertaken by the state in
the name of modernization and development, for the building of infrastruc-
ture, and for urban expansion.®' In principle, since the market-oriented re-
forms of the late 1980s, forest and agricultural land have been decollectiv-
ized, and redistributed to individual households. In turn, foreign and
domestic markets have been liberalized, which has encouraged economic
investment into mountain areas, with the goal of intensifying fixed cultiva-

tion. Farmers have been encouraged to move away from swidden agricul-
ture, in favor of irrigated rice agriculture, with the aim of making the land
more productive.®? But in practice, state efforts at territorialization (survey-
ing, mapping, etc.) have not uniformly led to private control.®* The leasing of
land to foreigners has, at times, encountered resistance.®* There has been a
disconnect between official government policy and the local understanding
and implementation of such land-use policies.®> The influx of foreign capital
into environmental management, forestry development and biodiversity
conservation has “inadvertently [legitimized] state territorial strategies,
[deepened] distributional inequity and paradoxically [undermined] [...]
biodiversity".%® The industrial exploitation of the forest, which began during
the French colonial period, has effectively been revived.®” “Ecological” desti-
nations like Thung Nham Bird Park are actually tourism corporations. For-
ests are being depopulated of animals, to supply a demand for wildlife meat
in urban restaurants, and for Eastern medicine in Vietnam and China (e.g.
bear bile for cancer).®® Archaic dreams of Eastern health and sexual potency
are driving species extinction. As all this is happening, climate change is ex-
acerbating environmental conditions, and the ability of agriculture to
adapt.®® Beneath the surface image of lacquer is a more complicated politi-
cal ecology of land use, agriculture, and species survival.

For me, the thrilling (disturbing) thing about lacquer lies in the anxiety
of not knowing where the “ground”, the bottom layer, is. Figures seem to float.
One always feels suspended; these are vertiginous pools of doom. As anxiety
builds, the formality of the medium seems to announce itself, calls one to
decorous attention. Lacquer's austerity invites deception: it is as though one
could feign one's belonging to court or aristocracy — and get away with it. Cue
the deceptions of the commercial lacquer painting market.

The infinite suspension is also a movement. Lacquer’'s more compel-
ling history, | think, resides in its nomadism, its ability to infiltrate objects,
rooms, and spaces. To have these objects quietly appear as furniture (per-
haps the highest compliment for any medium is to be able to disappear into
mediation). Lacquer was originally designed to protect objects from elements,
and sometimes these objects traveled. While it is almost certain that lacquer
came from China, more interesting are stories of its circulation.”® For exam-
ple, what was lacquer doing, when ambassador Tran Tuong Cong famously
brought lacquerware from Hunan back to Hanoi in the 15" century?”' Did
those objects give his entourage strength and vitality, on their journey?

While lacquer is commonly thought of as requiring precise climactic
conditions’ to dry, we can think of the process as a string of contingencies.
Compressed into the material are conditions of site and place: like wine, lac-
quer has terroir.”®> Before it hardens as material, lacquer is about durational
process: waiting for layers to dry, the slow trickle of time. Before it hardens as
meaning, lacquer consists of the connections that take lacquer painting beyond
studio and market, from the micro- to the macro-level (and back again).

For Phi Phi, lacquer establishes a relationship to place, without the
need for a determined sense of belonging. Without the need for nationalism,
and its brand of identity. Place without identity. | think of this as getting used
to our transience, to a world without false, transcendental ideals. Thinking
about lacquer's ecology — which is a world beyond the false dichotomy of art
and craft — might allow us to move beyond the familiar divides between nat-
ural (or collectivist) and commercial lacquer painting, or between Phi Phi's
work and that of the vast majority of socialist-realist lacquer painters driven,
sincerely-driven, by authenticity and nationalist belonging. Again, so much of
the discourse unhelpfully hinges on lacquer’s being “original” and “authentic”
to Vietnam. Even the craft industry in Vietnam faces the problem of how to
bring lacquer into modernity, which is not the same thing as having craft suc-
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ceed into art. What is a “global” lacquer tradition that doesn't cling to an es-
sentialized, reductive version of “Vietham"?

Suffice to say that Phi Phi doesn't have all the answers. Her work
has, however, started the process of unbinding lacquer’s history. In her use
of the material, Oanh Phi Phi puts into motion the swirl of studio, market,
city, forest, world. Humans and nonhumans uncouple and tether, in lac-
quer’s steady dance of agency. Agency, distributed among multifarious rela-
tions, isn't knowable in advance. A gust of wind can literally kill a painting.
But the unbeknownness of agency is both condition and exigency, crucial as
she pays attention to the pools and eddies of lacquer’s history. So, we wait
for lacquer to dry; we await its limpid sheen, on the far side of time.
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[1] Southeast Asians have never had access to the sap of Rhus verniciflua, used by Chinese Korean and Japanese. The three main
sources are Rhus succedanea, Melanorrhea laccifera and Musitata. Trees grow in drier forest zones up to about 1000 meters and are not
deliberately cultivated. Tapping is carried out by making V-shaped incisions and inserting small bamboo cylinders to catch the resin.
The matured resin is black, which can be intensified by adding iron sulphate or softened with indigo, while the addition of cinnabar (red
mercuric sulphide) or red ochre produces red lacquer. The tapped resin is stored in covered baskets of woven bamboo, which have
been waterproofed with lacquered paper or paper soaked in persimmon oil. The resin separates into five distinct layers, with the lowest
providing a base for crude varnish and fillers and the next a caulking material for boats and baskets. The second and third layers - son
nhat and son nhi - are used for decorative work after further filtering. Anthony Christie, “South East Asia,” in Jonathan Bourne, et. al.,
Lacquer: An International History and Collectors’ Guide (London: Bracken Books in association with Phoebe Phillips Editions, 1989), 144.

[2] Lacquer has the ability to resist drying, even in dry conditions. If the atmosphere is damp, oxygen is absorbed more quickly and
evenly. Lacquer is applied in very thin layers; each of which is dried for three days or more. More than ten layers can be painted on.
During the high point of lacquer in China in the 14" and 15" centuries, between a hundred and two hundred layers could be applied to a
single piece. Five basic pigments are added to lacquer: red, green, yellow, gold, and brown. These blend well into the liquid. The object is
first covered with a thin coat of fine sawdust mixed with filtered lacquer and filler. This is rubbed down with pumice and covered with a
mixture of lacquer and finely filtered clay. Further layers of carefully graded lacquer follow, each polished with powders and “cured” in a
warm, damp atmosphere. Lacquer: An International History and Collectors’ Guide, 12.

[3] Though lacquered leather has been used for the saddles and harnesses of mandarin’s horses, and the decoration of carrying chairs,
itis the decoration on wood which most typifies the work of the Vietnam region, which can be seen on screens, containers, and furni-
ture. Lacquer: An International History and Collectors’ Guide, 145.

[4] “[In] the pre-modern world [the] chemical process [behind lacquer’s transformation from liquid to solid] was not understood; lac-
quer’s potential to move between liquid and solid-state was consequently invested with magical properties. Lacquer was, quite literally,
a medium for getting in touch with the divine. This attribute, together with the astonishing durability of objects covered with it, helps

to explain why since ancient times it was used for grave goods, Buddhist images and ritual propaganda.” Christine M. E. Guth, “Out of
touch: on the sensorial in the historical interpretation of Japanese lacquer,” in East Asian Lacquer: Material Culture, Science and Conserva-
tion, eds. Shayne Rivers, Rupert Faulkner and Boris Pretzel (London: Archetype Publications in association with the Victoria and Albert
Museum, 2011), 3.

[5] These three moments or periods are loosely connected to the work; they are by no means meant as comprehensive explanations of
the individual works.

[6] According to Phi Phi, in the application of paint, lacquer is the opposite of oil painting: with oil, one builds from thin to thick layers;
with lacquer, one builds from thick to thin.

[7] For Nguyen-Long, “Due to this long process it is not possible for the artist to be spontaneous in execution. What can be captured is a
form of delayed spontaneity. Thus considerable skill and experience is needed to produce a painting that conveys a sense of spontane-
ity, liveliness, and movement.” Kerry Nguyen-Long, “Lacquer Artists of Vietnam,” Arts of Asia, vol. 32, issue 1 (January-February 2002): 34.
[8] I borrow the phrase from Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, ed., Prismatic Ecology: Ecotheory Beyond Green (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2013), xxxiv.

[9] Most art histories of Vietnamese lacquer approach it in terms of stylistic evolution, with style as a terminus. E.g. Nguyen-Long, op. cit..
[10] Larry E. Shiner, The Invention of Art: A Cultural History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001). Though there were various forms
of the art/craft (or liberal art/vulgar art) dichotomy since around 500 BCE in the West, it underwent a polarization only in the late-18"
century. Thus began the modern system of art that underwent various challenges, especially from the late-19* century (e.g. the Arts and
Crafts movement in Britain), but which we are still living with today. A key factor that affected the art/craft opposition was the arrival

of industrialized production, which removed the need for human workers in factories, thereby decimating many craft industries. Such
machine production mostly began in Vietnam with colonialism in the late-19™ century.

[11] “Craft” refers to madeness (in other words, form), materiality (which isn't specific to craft), or skill (from the Old English word
“craeft”). The association with the hand is important. For much of its history, craft did not include mass production. “Handicraft” refers
to the skill of making decorative objects by hand; it comes from the Middle English word “handcraft”. For the politics of craft, see Michele
Krugh, “Joy in Labour: The Politicization of Craft from the Arts and Crafts Movement to Etsy,” Canadian Review of American Studies, vol. 44,
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the predominant focus in institutional pedagogy and tourist markets, and to signal the vitality of the vernacular, the ephemeral, and the
locally sourced.” But the use of media other than painting may only perpetuate modern, colonialist framings of the art/craft dichotomy
set out in the late-19t™" and early-20" centuries. Craft becomes — perhaps has always been — the false repository of cultural authenticity.
Her argument regarding Sopheap Pich and Dinh Q. Lé needs to defend them from the charge of possible (self-)Orientalism, in their
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published in conjunction with an exhibition of the same title, held from 5 June to 3 September 2017 at the National Gallery Singapore
(Singapore: National Gallery Singapore, 2017), 12.

[22] One of the strongest statements on the characteristics and capacities of lacquer was by To Ngoc Van: “The radiant substance of
lacquer pleases artists who are thirsting to find a new medium, more eye-catching and more moving than oil paint. The substances of
‘cockroach-wing' lacquer, black lacquer, gold and silver in lacquer are changeable, flexible, no longer substance without soul [...] Not one
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eclosion into things-in-common.
Full essay title: “How Things Hold Us Together: Averted vision, Field Practice, and the Stakeholding of Things-In-Common”.

text and images by Tintin Wulia

How things-in-common
hold us together

How can things make us work together? A thing can be a common thing - or “boundary object” as Star and Griesemer calls it -
amongst different actors. A “thing-in-common” is a deliberately political boundary object that brings actors face-to-face with each
other via aesthetics. Through examining her public art interventions since 2014, including within the econo-political ecology of Hong
Kong’s informal cardboard waste (OCC) trade route, Wulia conceptualises “stakeholding”, “field practice”, and “averted vision” in tracing
things with Urry’s mobile ethnography. These are methodological concepts for cooperating with common things, to stimulate their

icrobes make us do things. This is somehow easy to believe - that

microbes in our stomach can influence our emotions and deci-

sions.” A bigger challenge is perhaps to imagine that like microbes,
things can also make us do things. An even grander challenge: that things
can make us do things together — that things make us do things that make
us a part of an ecology. After all, we have long assumed that microbes are
living beings thus arguably equipped with free will, whereas things — like a
flatbed trolley, or a bale of cardboard waste - are not.

| am not going to try to argue that things like cardboard waste —
OCC (Old Corrugated Containers), to follow the current industry term - are
living beings with free will.2 Nor am | intending to scrutinise the definition
of life and free will. | do, however, want to establish how a common thing -
like the OCC | worked with in an informal trade route spanning more than
14 kilometres in Hong Kong — made us do things together, making us latch
ourselves into an ecology. To do this | will attempt to consider several differ-
ent common things, to see how a common thing — a thing that is common-
ly found in seemingly disparate groups of agents — becomes a thing-in-
common - something in common between these different groups. | will try
identifying the micro-mechanism that hatches - or rather ecloses® — these
common things into “things-in-common”.

Firstly, a note on things — discussed in different ways by different
theorists — before | detail my plan.* While | am conversing with Star and
Griesemer’s boundary object as a “common thing” in this essay,® the term
“things” follows Jane Bennett's vital materiality, where things are not objects,
not “the way things appear to a subject - that is, with a name, an identity, a
gestalt or a stereotypical template” (emphasis mine).® With regard to shifts
in micro-mechanisms, however, things' identities become important. While
things are always part of an assemblage, and there is no singular subject
that is a root cause of an assemblage, it is crucial for me to think of an as-
semblage as social and cultural if | were to identify not only “the contours
of the swarm” but also detail the relations between “vitalities at play”.” Each
human and nonhuman element at any point in time is not merely a blurred
compound on its way to becoming something else, but also a distinct entity

35



Why describe things-in-
common, though? Just as it is
important to describe a new
species, my own empirical
work rethinks several existing
concepts. Firstly, and most sim-
ply, it urges a reconsideration
of Nicholas Bourriaud’s Rela-
tional Aesthetics, where things
are neglected for the sake of
human-centred relations.
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with an identity to others, precisely because it is part of the assemblage.
This identity is always impossible as it is always relational to the rest of the
assemblage, but to further observe Stuart Hall, identity here is also neces-
sary in regards to resistance.®

Elements of the micro-mechanisms that | will try to dissect can
only work in an assemblage. | will, however, delicately distinguish these
one at a time — hopefully as slowly and carefully as Bennett does. | will
start by illustrating what | call “things-in-common” through my projects be-
tween 2014 and 2019 while also noting precedents in my research since
the early 2000s that culminated in my project Aleatoric Geopolitics where |
worked with “iconic objects from the border” (passports, walls, maps).°

| will then recount how things-in-common offer “stakeholding”
through aesthesis, pivoting on a period when | started working in public
spaces outside of the white cube,'® with my works Make Your Own Passport
and Three Ftudes for Mexico City (both 2014). Reminiscent of Nick J. Fox's
inhibitory boundary objects that function as roadblocks instead of facilita-
tors,” not all things in these two projects offer the same degrees of “stake”,
even as they all produce aesthesis, so | will then discern an eclosion into
things-in-common through comparing their diverging micro-mechanisms.

Through the project Trade/Trace/Transit (2014-) — where | followed
OCC in its Hong Kong trade route for two years — | will finally demonstrate
how this “stakeholding” mechanism works outside of the white cube space,
where authority is reshuffled, and how it shapes two methodological con-
cepts: “field practice” and “averted vision"."? Ultimately, | hope this dissec-
tion of eclosion mechanisms will substantiate a larger project of describing
things-in-common.

Why describe things-in-common, though? Just as it is important to
describe a new species, my own empirical work rethinks several existing con-
cepts. Firstly, and most simply, it urges a reconsideration of Nicholas Bourri-
aud's Relational Aesthetics, where things are neglected for the sake of human-
centred relations.’* Secondly, this essay unpacks and extends O'Doherty's
white cube: precisely because things are agentic, the white cube can never be
completely severed from the “outside” world. Understanding things-in-com-
mon may help us realise other assemblages within the white cube. Thirdly,
by collating “boundary objects” with “common things,” this essay aligns with
Fox's elaboration of Star and Griesemer’'s concept through detailing mech-
anisms instead of working on ever-broadening typologies. Lastly, yet most
importantly, it enriches Bennet's argument for vitality of things in a political
ecology, and how aesthetics in particular advances this. These contributions
are introductory, and | will suggest further developments.

The aesthetics of things-in-common
During a Make Your Own Passport (2014) performance at Downtown Wind-
sor Farmers’ Market (Windsor, Canada) in 2014, a man barged into our
booth, evidently enraged by what seemed to be rows and rows of passports
on one of the folding tables.' Being the host, | felt obliged to engage, while
others in the booth intuitively shied away. As the man’s booming voice red-
dened his own face, he angrily pointed at the passports, and accused me
of smuggling people across the border, which was appropriately less than
a kilometre away, separating the city - and the country - from the bankrupt
Detroit, USA. | began explaining, “This is an art project,” which outraged the
man even more. He jabbed me with a question most artists would fear,
“How can this be art?” and stomped off, clutching his shopping bag of or-
ganic vegetables.'

| pondered his question for a while, and arrived at two observations
on the incident. Firstly, judging from the man'’s reaction, clearly the “pass-
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Make Your Own Passport, 2014. Installation and workshop-performance with passport making kits, bookbinding tools, lucky

draw and scripts, dimensions variable. Interaction view at Connect Hyde Park Festival 2016, Chicago, IL, shortly after Donald

Trump was elected as the 45th president of the US © Tintin Wulia

ports” in the particular assemblage invoked an aesthetic. In other words,
they produced some kind of aesthesis by touching - if not disturbing — the
man deeply, making him emotional simply by their sight in a market booth
a short distance away from the border. The project can be art because it
was aesthetic. It might bear a different aesthetic than the expectation of a
conventional white cube — which | will return to later in this section — but
it was, nonetheless, an aesthetic.

Secondly, the producer of this aesthesis was my “passports,” the
focal materiality of the artwork being staged, the thing.'®* The man saw and
felt their material presence - he did not even touch them - and that was
enough to get him enraged. Aesthesis was induced in this man by the pass-
ports. Induced by this agentic thing, the enraged man poured out his an-
ger on me, a stranger, but someone he regarded responsible for his emo-
tions. To rephrase: my passports put me face-to-face with this angry man."”

This was not my only experience with an artwork putting me face-to-
face with another human through the aesthesis it induces. In 2008, | started
a series of works in the Great Wallpaper series (2008-2010), based on my per-
sonal insights - as a legally discriminated Chinese-Indonesian whose family
survived a political abduction in 1965 — with the Indonesian bureaucracy.
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The white cube environment

is much like a lab: it is where
isolated experiments can be
done. But just as scientists
take limitations into account in
lab experiments, artists should
also acknowledge the white
cube space’s specificity. As an
agent, a thing assembles with
their context and communi-
cates meanings.
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The work — large-scale watercolour murals of my family's identity docu-
ments — sparked an enlightening conversation between the night guard
of the gallery and myself. Through it we, two complete strangers, found a
shared family history connected to the then-still unspeakable 1965-66 mass
killings in Indonesia.’® In both cases, the agentic thing does not only induce
aesthesis. More importantly, the thing connects me with another human.
Through aesthesis, we became participants while it became an interface
between us. This aesthetic interface is what I call a “thing-in-common”.

Much of my practice has been concerned with things-in-common.
| have not always called them things-in-common, but they have interfaced
similarly. My previous iconic objects from the border, for example, are
things that are symbolically so powerful, so sacred, and — as demonstrat-
ed in the passport incident with the angry man — are often imbricated in
border issues. These iconic objects are also a common thing, a common
denominator, used by different people although not necessarily translates
to uniform meanings, and therefore has potential to bring dissimilar people
together in a very specific theme of discussion. A common thing - similar to
Star and Griesemer’s boundary object — is not always a thing-in-common,
but can eclose to one, as | will explore in later sections.

Approaching 2014, however, | noticed that a thing-in-common does
not have to be an iconic object. Because | prioritise communication, things-
in-common strongly threaded my practice already. For example, a short
film organisation | initiated in 2002, in the newly post-New Order Indone-
sia, designated short films as interfaces to stimulate public discussions,
something | believed was urgent at the time." They function similarly with
Terra Incognita, et cetera (2009) where a blank world map created a space
for game participants’ conversation on place and territoriality.?° In Nous ne
notons pas les fleurs, Fort Ruigenhoek (2011), a world map made of pots of
growing flowers in a park acted as a meeting point for humans as well as
butterflies and moles. Back then, however, | only did this in a white cube
environment.?'

The white cube environment is much like a lab: it is where isolated
experiments can be done. But just as scientists take limitations into account
in lab experiments, artists should also acknowledge the white cube space’s
specificity. As an agent, a thing assembles with their context and commu-
nicates meanings. When the thing's surrounding is diminished into being a
background instead of a context, like in O'Doherty’s white cube, the thing
draws focus onto itself, as though it is the only thing that matters. More-
over, an iconic object has immense power to carry meanings from its socio-
political contexts into any space, including the white cube.

The “passports” | brought to the market were modelled after the
series (Re)Collection of Togetherness (2007-), installations of handmade pass-
ports shown as a system in a white cube environment. Presented there,
the passports network in (Re)Collection says, “I am the only thing that mat-
ters. Look at me”. In Terra's 10™ iteration at Hyde Park Art Center, Chicago’s
South side, 2015, a young Caucasian woman — after questioning, musing
and seriously pondering a time out — firmly refused to claim an area on the
map because she “[didn't] want to take part in colonization.” | have received
similar reactions during previous iterations, but this was the strongest.?
It was as though the map we performed on was so powerful that it would
translate actions into the real world. As much as this might be the effect of
an iconic object, its presentation in the white cube amplifies it.

The Downtown Windsor Farmers' Market, where my passports inci-
dent happened, was indeed a different kind of space from the white cube.
Unlike the white cube or its extensions, markets’ surroundings cannot be
diminished. As people go to a market to look for things, they are also visu-
ally alert.? The man saw my passports in a market stall less than a kilometre

Tintin Wulia

Terra Incognita, et cetera, 2009. Installation and game-performance with watercolour mural of blank dymaxion projection map,

lucky draw, toy money, cocktail flags and umbrellas, grid projection, dimensions variable, and single channel video, stereo, colour,

4:3,6'9". Interaction view at Sharjah Biennale 11, Re:emerge: Towards a New Cultural Cartography, UAE © Tintin Wulia

away from the border. He also might have seen people sitting in the booth
— as part of the workshop-performance — binding booklets that looked like
passports. The neighbouring-bordering city, Detroit, had declared bankrupt-
cy, and while citizens of both cities have lost jobs because of the car industry’s
decline, Canada, where Windsor lies, provides better social security than the
US. This is the context that accompanied the passports network in that mar-
ket - a context that the agentic things assembled with - in performing as a
thing-in-common interfacing the angry man and myself.2* Here, in a market
just a ten-minute walk from the border, it is as if the network of passports
had screamed to the angry man, “Look at me: | am dangerous.”

This passports network was obviously not dangerous to the other,
willing participants in the performance.?> However, even when the kind of
emotions incited are on the opposite sides of a spectrum, there is something
that incites these emotions. A thing-in-common has a certain characteristic
that surrounds its aesthesis. This characteristic converts a common thing into
a thing-in-common, making itself a participant in an assemblage (together
with other participants including myself). I call this characteristic “stake”.
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Three Etudes for Mexico City: Cruce, 2014. Video score of performance with pine needles, stereo, colour, 16:9, 125", Production still
© Tintin Wulia
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How stake is formed: Three Etudes for Mexico City

In producing aesthesis, common things offer a stake - some kind of a hand-
shake - to eclose as things-in-common. Stakeholding may sound compa-
rable to “making an object one’s own” explored in Aleatoric Geopolitics,* al-
though discussing ownership in observations of things-in-common would
be misplaced, as stake is held together and only momentarily. To examine
stake, this section discusses Three Etudes for Mexico City, a set of exercises
in a public space.

The work comprises three video scores, each a “guide” for a per-
formative exercise taking place in different parts of the city, with materials
sourced locally.?” | conceived it during a self-organised residency with the
collective La galeria de comercio, responding to their space, a pedestrian
path in Escandon district, Mexico City.?® During my residency, | worked out-
side of this already unconventional gallery space, by gradually familiarising
myself to the parts of the city closest to where | stayed. The exercises follow
the tenets of La galeria de comercio: they were done in a public space, au-
tonomous, require little or no maintenance, exist “only momentarily” with
“no leftovers-residues in situ”.?

These three exercises - Cruce, Movida, and Paso - are spread around
Central and Western Mexico City, in the Miguel Hidalgo and Cuauhtémoc
boroughs. | selected the three locations based on discussions with fellow

artists in the collective, as well as on surveying the general atmosphere of
and activities taking place in the respective spaces. All three exercises spe-
cifically targeted pedestrian spaces, especially ones that urban theorist Kev-
in Lynch would describe as a path or node.*° They involved putting things on
the ground, intended as an obstruction to everyday flow - an intervention,
a creation of “concentrations of some characteristic”.3" As the intervention
creates meeting points, | intended to convert the public activity, from “pass-
ing by" into “dropping by,” then into “gathering”. Like a flash mob, all these
obstructions were also intended to disperse after the performance.??

The exercises' predetermined criteria manifest in similar choice of
locations and methods, but the degrees of stake in each are noticeably dif-
ferent. While Cruce ended up to be a solitary act largely ignored by passers-
by, Movida and Paso managed to gather a critical mass. What is it that made
this difference, and how do the difference particularise the stakeholding in
the configuration of things-in-common?

Legibility, Openness, Containment

Different things hold participants in different degrees. Cruce’s common
thing - an assortment of pine needles | gathered from around the site -
holds participants at almost zero degree. While walking back and forth per-
pendicular to the pathway, | gradually formed a line with these pine needles,
dropping them gently onto the ground.® Although this made some people
look, it was not enough to make a node in the pathway, rendering the in-
tended intervention ineffective. Paso and Movidd's interventions, mean-
while, were both effective; things | set out to be things-in-common offered
potent stakes that held the participants tightly. In fact, it held more than
just the participants, showing that when interventions effectively reached
diffusion, it can become contagious.3* In Movida, the common thing - canary
grass seeds - recruited the masses of Inca doves, which in turn captivated a
predator tabby cat that lurks behind a plant. In Paso, participants who drew
lines with colourful chalk on the ground according to a simple game instruc-
tion aroused a concerned park guard.

The most prominent differences between degrees of stakeholding
in these three exercises, as we will see, is connected to degrees of “legibil-
ity.” Firstly, while all things in these exercises physically came from around
the site, the pine needles are different from the other two things because
of their abundance in the surrounding spaces. The line that | made with the
pine needles was too subtle and may only highlight the space. It blended
too much with its surrounding. Meanwhile, the stakeholding things in Movi-
da and Paso decisively stood out. They seemed to unsettle the place.

Merely contrasting, standing out, or even unsettling, however, hard-
ly makes a thing-in-common. To be a thing-in-common, a thing needs to
recruit a collective of actors - to also be a common to these actors. Again,
a specific legibility initiates this capability. For example, the canary grass in
Movida, readable by the Inca doves as food, will not be read by human the
same way. What is readable by passers-by as chalk drawings in Paso is illegi-
ble to the Inca doves, and read differently to park guards. To the park guard
that queried us, the whole network of action may just read as a swarming
of the masses with escalation risks.3> Therefore, “holding” a stake is more
than “attracting” or “grabbing” - rather, it has a sense of containment, like
a container that holds water. When the container reaches a point of critical
mass, something “seeps out” of this containment, recruiting different actors
- the wild tabby cat in Movida, the park guard in Paso - to join in.

Paso also demonstrates that an action done to or with things, like
the action of drawing on the ground with colourful chalks, is highly legible.
An action signifies that something is in process, something is in the mak-
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Finally, reaching a critical mass
of participants is an excess of
containment, but is useful as a
marker that the thing-in-com-
mon in question had indeed
contained the masses long and
deep enough. During these pro-
cesses, as openness decreases
my authority of the thing
whose eclosion I stimulate, |
should also be transformed
into a stakeholder.
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Three Etudes for Mexico City: Movida, 2014. Video score of performance with canary grass seeds, stereo, colour, 16:9, 2'12".
Video still © Tintin Wulia

ing, and thus open: there is an entry point to find a stake. The chalk is still es-
sential; with another thing — say, spray paint — the action conveys a whole
other meaning. In Cruce, the action of dropping the pine needles across the
path did invite some degrees of curiosity. However, this action lacks legibility.
Passers-by in Paso stopped by to observe what was happening. Once they
were given the chalk to participate, with or without explanation of the game,
they participated immediately. Two high school girls who joined us in the first
site even personalised the game. These responses indicate legibility and the
common thing's openness in Paso - which facilitates stakeholding.

So, stakeholding in an eclosion into things-in-common is made pos-
sible firstly through legibility, which is context-specific: legibility distinctly sets
a common thing apart from the context, making it stand out and unsettling.
Having fulfilled the requirement of legibility, openness is then needed to
stimulate the processes further into containment - a degree of immersion.
This openness, in turn, is stakeholder-specific: it needs to be mainly legible
to participants. Finally, reaching a critical mass of participants is an excess
of containment, but is useful as a marker that the thing-in-common in ques-
tion had indeed contained the masses long and deep enough. During these
processes, as openness decreases my authority of the thing whose eclosion |
stimulate, | should also be transformed into a stakeholder.
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A white cube context would eliminate the challenge of legibility, as O'Doherty
explains, “[Tlhe gallery itself becomes... a transforming force. ...[Alrt can be
literalized and detransformed; the gallery will make it art anyway".*® There-
fore, outside the white cube, context must be considered very carefully, as
legibility is exceedingly relative to context.3” While | was doing these exer-
cises outside of the white cube, however, | understood | was still building
a space of my own. | — a host — invited participants — my guests — with
a common thing, into my space. This host/guest relations strikingly resem-
bles the host/guest attitude in a white cube.

Instead of being a host providing a common thing in a container
that | modified to hold stakeholders, what if | started off as guest in ev-
eryday life? How does a naturally occurring common thing in everyday life
operate?®® |f these things-in-common do draw people in, and hold them by
a stake, what if | invert my method: find a common thing in everyday life,
co-operate with it, see how it recruits me into its assemblage?

Field practice and averted vision: Trade/Trace/Transit

This is how Trade/Trace/Transit (2014-) began: with an attempt to find a nat-
urally occurring common thing in everyday life as an inverted method of
discovery. The project is of considerable size and scale. Its major part took
place in the Northern coastal area of Hong Kong Island, and expands Urry's
mobile ethnography and Czarniawska'’s “shadowing” through engaging with
migratory OCC. Michelle Antoinette has outlined and discussed the project
in a public art framework, while my 2016 article has excerpted several eth-
nographic details of the project.>® Here, | focus on its methodological con-
cepts relevant to things-in-common, namely “field practice” and “averted vi-
sion”. A brief background will precede these concepts’ rationale in a mobile
ethnography of OCC, followed by conceptual collation of things-in-common
with Star and Grisemer’s boundary objects through analysis of significant
details within the project.

OCC as a boundary object: a dormant thing-in-common in a political ecology

| first noticed OCC - OIld Corrugated Cardboard, industry term for card-
board waste - through the informal waste collectors around Kwun Tong, on
Hong Kong's Kowloon side, during a residency with Osage Art Foundation
in 2011. | saw elderly waste collectors dragging flatbed trolleys full of flat-
tened OCC piles to a nearby recycling collection point,* where they would
sell their “harvest” according to its weight. During the same period, | first
saw the visually impactful weekend mass “occupation” around the World-
Wide House building, where Overseas Filipino Workers go for currency ex-
changes and remittances, goods and food, and to ship balikbayan boxes
back home.*" Around this area, | noticed how Overseas Filipino Workers,
mostly the female domestic workers, gathered every weekend, on Saturday
and Sunday.* They would build some kind of a shelter, “houses” - or rather,
cubicles - with the OCC, in which they would hang out all day.** These were
amongst my first visual impressions of Hong Kong.

In 2014, when | was determined to find a naturally occurring com-
mon thing in everyday life, Hong Kong was more familiar to me. | had spent
more time there, usually for the art fair (Art Hong Kong in 2012, Art Basel
Hong Kong afterwards) as part of Osage Art Foundation’s commercial arm
Osage Gallery's booth. Each time, | spotted many informal waste collectors
on the streets. | had also noticed how recycling collection points compress
OCC harvests into big, heavy bales often parked overnight on the streets or
sidewalks. Meanwhile, | learnt that the Filipino domestic workers’ weekend
occupation covers almost 20 hectares, encompassing the Central Elevated
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From Wall Drawings series, 2015-6, part of Trade/Trace/Transit (2014-). Ink drawings on the walls of Filipino domestic workers OCC

cubicles, dimensions variable. Interaction view at Central, Hong Kong, when a young passer-by took part in drawing on the walls of

our cubicle, guided by a member of my host group © Tintin Wulia
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Walkway and underneath it on the street level, the whole Edinburgh Square
Pedestrian Tunnel, and the ground floor of the main headquarter building of
HSBC on Des Voeux and Queens Road Central. The pop-up construction would
begin at the start of day on Saturday and Sunday. By the end of each day, these
sites would be clean again.

This is why OCC came to mind as a naturally occurring common
things, around the time Osage Gallery began discussing the possibility for a
solo show.*In one of my preliminary research trips, | realised that one of the
biggest players in the global packaging recycling and manufacturing industry,
Nine Dragons Paper (Holding) Limited, is headquartered in Hong Kong. Their
chairlady, Zhang Yin, was probably the richest self-made woman in the world
in 2006, according to Forbes magazine: richer than Oprah Winfrey and Martha
Stewart.*> Her company had several facilities in China recycling OCC into new
corrugated fiberboard as material for cardboard boxes that would be — again
— used to ship Chinese goods around the world. This means that this common
thing, a potential thing-in-common — the OCC collected locally around Central,
in a natural urban environment, as well as the OCC used to build the Filipino
domestic workers' weekend cubicles — is connected with a monumental trade
route on a global scale. So, at Central, | was actually looking at nodes that form
a segment of this global route. The OCC is a common thing in this colossal eco-
nomical — and substantially political, as | will elaborate later — ecology.

Tintin Wulia

From Wall Drawings series, 2015-6, part of Trade/Trace/Transit (2014-). Ink drawings on the walls of Filipino domestic workers OCC

cubicles, dimensions variable. Installation view at Central, Hong Kong. The drawings stood out amongst the OCC cubicles, and

became a marker when the OCC begins moving to and shape-shifting in the next nodes in the informal trade route © Tintin Wulia

While OCC collection occurs all over Hong Kong, the highest concen-
tration of OCC seems to occur in Central because of the Filipino domestic
workers’ weekend occupation of the area. OCC collection also happens in
other countries in Asia like Singapore, Japan, Korea, but the only area in Asia
that is occupied with OCC is Central, Hong Kong. At this point, although the
occupation area had the most concentration of this common thing, | had no
idea how the Filipino domestic workers were connected to the rest of the
route. | thought it was entirely possible that even if OCC is a common thing
amongst these different groups, it might fail to be a thing-in-common. Af-
ter all, Star and Griesemer’s boundary object is readable by different groups
of people without them having to reach a compromise on what the object
means.*

Stakeholding and field practice in the informal trade route of 0CC
Understanding the importance of stake in a thing-in-common’s eclosion, |
knew that if | want to let this common thing lead me to their space, | had to
be involved with it as a stakeholder. This could have been uncomplicated:
many artists may simply work with OCC as their material in any space they
want, then claim conceptual connection to other spaces. Stakeholding for a
thing-in-common, however, is not only conceptual. It needs to be physically,
materially, and spatially specific.
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Like birds that migrate be-
cause of a change in resources
as seasons turn, some humans

want a better life elsewhere
when resources here are lack-
ing. The change in resources is
a force that moves the birds,

like the lack of resources a

force that moves the humans.
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This is when “field practice” gained prominence in refining my thoughts on
stakeholding. By field practice | mean pragmatically working on the streets
with other stakeholders of the common thing, instead of merely following
or observing. As an artist, field practice also means making, creating, assem-
bling, reconfiguring, co-operating with things in the field. The streets must
become my “studio”. In the naturally occurring common thing's space where
I am a guest, | will need its stakeholders to recognise me as a fellow stake-
holder. Because the common thing draws in my participation, it is impossible
to be impartial. Whatever | do, however small, affects and becomes part of
the network.

In a conversation with limited English, a worker at a recycling collec-
tion point run by Khalistan supporters nearby World-Wide House, told me
that they sell their bales at Heng Fa Chuen, a port about 14 kilometres away
from Central. One evening | took the MTR (subway) to find the place he men-
tioned, full of bales of OCC behind locked gates, basking in high-powered
port flood lights under the moonlight. The joy of this discovery made me
realise that the full length of this route’s segment needed to be embodied.
Going to the port by MTR would never proportionate riding in the recycling
collection points’ trucks.#” Unless | let the route contain me in following these
OCC, I would never comprehend their assemblages.

Averted vision for a mobile ethnography of a migratory thing

One afternoon at Walter Reed Biosystematics Unit, in the Smithsonian Insti-
tution’s Museum Support Centre in Maryland, | was looking through a micro-
scope as part of my research on mosquitoes as a border-crossing agent.*
Under my lenses was a part of a mosquito’s pupal skin, a tiny empty shell with
no ghost, floating in @ minuscule drop of water. No one else was in the lab,
so | was fortunate to record it on video when the pupal skin started twitching
slowly. It continued pulsating for at least a minute, but | had to pack up and
catch the last office shuttle back to Washington, DC.

Later, | showed the video to our research technician, who mentioned
that the mixing of ethanol with water can induce rapid movement in the skin
— which | have also seen. Still, the slow-paced, regular twitching was unex-
plainable. Limited research on mosquitoes’ pupal skin provides no clue. It is
only a skin, supposedly not a living thing — especially after being stored in
ethanol for some time — yet it moved.

Movement, like migration, is curiously wedded to the concept of the
living. Some humans migrate because of they want a better life. One could ar-
gue that this shows intention and free will. But what is the extent of intention
and free will? If there was a mechanical element left behind, somehow sur-
viving ethanol, that caused the preserved pupal skin to twitch, how much of
that was intention? Like birds that migrate because of a change in resources
as seasons turn, some humans want a better life elsewhere when resources
here are lacking. The change in resources is a force that moves the birds,
like the lack of resources a force that moves the humans. There are count-
less other forces behind lack of resources and seasonal change, including
the way our earth — a thing - revolves around the sun — another thing. So,
describing OCC as “migratory” means respectfully acknowledging the myriad
of forces - Bennett's assemblage - that make it move.

It was my iconic objects from the border (2007-14) that made me
think of “averted vision” as a methodological concept. This amateur astrono-
my technique would quickly enlighten a casual stargazer: to see targets in the
dark we paradoxically need to avert our vision. Because our eyes work dif-
ferently in the dark, looking at a slight angle away from a target object allows
us to see it clearer.® Similarly, we avert our vision in order to see a migratory
thing. With averted vision, a mobile ethnography of the OCC allows us to see

Tintin Wulia
Five Tonnes of Homes and Other Understories, 2016, part of Trade/Trace/Transit (2014-). Installation with 16 bales of OCC, ink draw-

ings, and pulley suspension, dimensions variable. Installation detail at Art Basel Hong Kong 2016, where audience took pictures of
the installation © Tintin Wulia

that deeper assemblage, the forces that collectively move it.

Note that averted vision means readjusting focus while keeping con-
centration, rather than observing from a distance. It is not a panopticon,
where material contact is lost. We need to be mindful, however: in averted
vision, sometimes the object we want to see can fall in our blind spot, ren-
dering it invisible. An oft-quoted story of Nine Dragons' chairlady was on a
mentor in the industry who inspired her, reportedly saying, “Paper recycles
itself, generation after generation”.*® Perhaps the truth fell in a blind spot,
or the remark was a sleight of hand, but certainly, the assemblage of OCC's
agency — including the Filipino domestic workers — was not acknowledged.

How field practice and averted vision facilitated things-in-common’s eclosion
Field practice may be similar to Latour's “myopic” tracing of association,”’
but myopia is a defect that makes objects in a distance appear blurry. So,
instead, in tracing the OCC in Trade/Trace/Transit, | oscillated between field
practice and averted vision. While field practice is about being within, avert-
ed vision readjusts focus for clarity. Oscillating between field practice and
averted vision, | maintain, results in a convergence of these two conditions,
which assembles, rather, a stereoscopic tracing of associations.

Through this stereoscopic tracing of associations, the route for me
began as a patchy sketch that deepened gradually, along with my growing
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understanding of each node. As the flattened OCC moves temporarily out of
the recycling route, shifts into the Filipino domestic workers’ erected cubicles
then metamorphoses back into flattened OCC, its more-than-economic values
became multiplied. As a guest in the occupation area of the Filipino domestic
workers, | gradually gained trust through transactions that grew into friend-
ships. | learnt that if the route was a river, the Filipino domestic workers had
built a watermill. Taking part in this watermill enabled me to enter the stream.

Thinking of legibility and openness, and of my containment as an artistin
the node, | started drawing on the walls of the cubicles. My drawings were ini-
tially decorative, comprising simple lines to facilitate openness within my host
group. Then, the drawings diffused. One Saturday, when we were drawing on
the outside walls of the cubicle, something unusual happened: an old man with
his granddaughter who were passing by stopped and greeted us in Cantonese.
A host group member who spoke Cantonese greeted them back. The grand-
daughter, perhaps five-year old, eventually drew together with us. Apparently,
our drawing action also indicated openness. Later on, as | shifted to drawing on
these OCC in public, many individuals would stop by for a conversation.>

When my first host group broke up, | was left with host groups that
did not want to draw with me. They were older, so they just wanted to relax
and watch me draw, because their eyes and hands “were not good to draw
anymore”. My drawings on the walls of the cubicles, which started as some
form of legibility and openness to achieve containment, eventually evolved
from merely decorative to narrative. The second type of drawing was born; it
depicts scenes from the different nodes along the route.

While OCC fits the description of a common thing, it was not a thing-
in-common. It was only when | started drawing on the cubicles’ walls that it
became a thing-in-common. Remembering the formation of stake, this act
of drawing seeks legibility. Firstly, the legibility sought out by the drawings on
the cubicles’ walls was context-specific. The drawings clearly set a certain OCC
apart from the other OCCs and made it a thing-in-common. Secondly, they
were participant-specific. In my initial decorative drawing, it was the action that
drew participants in. The second type of drawing drew participants in through
their contents; these were practically my field notes from nodes in the route.

As these drawings were legible on the OCC, they were in effect pub-
lished field notes. They were published inside the nodes and along the network,
on the very surface of the migratory ethnographic subject. The first time | drew
the port on our cubicle walls, Ate Manang's team members were puzzled.>?
“What are these, Tin?" they asked, pointing at the drawing of the bales hanging
in the air. | told them that those were bales of compressed OCC, and the card-
board house in which we gathered would eventually be part of those bales.
They wanted to know where it was; | told them that it was in Heng Fa Chuen.
The truck from the recycling point would bring their bales to the port three or
even four times a day, and they sold them there. Ate Manang got curious, “how
much do they sell it in the port?” she asked. | told her the port pays twice the
recycling points’ buying price. She fell silent.

This thing-in-commonness continued as the drawings re-entered the
route and passed by other nodes. When this particular drawing arrived at
Wong Siu Hung's recycling collection point in Sheung Wan, one of her work-
ers, Keung, was thrilled, “So, you're now drawing the route of the OCC!” Keung
eventually saw my drawings of the occupation area in Central. “Who are these
women?” he asked, “And what are they doing?” | asked my translator, Wong
Lik Wai, to tell Keung about the Filipino domestic workers occupying the Cen-
tral area every weekend and using OCC to build their day cubicles, and that
the OCC in his hands came from there. Keung paused, observed the draw-
ings, but quickly got back at work as the next load of waste began piling up.

For more than a decade, all these actors were employing OCC, their bound-
ary object. Does merely employing a common thing mean that the actors
were doing things together? It was only after this common thing eclose into a
thing-in-common that the actors began to perceive the network. | wonder if
the microbes in our stomach are consciously manipulating our food choice
— or are they merely persistent actors in a network of routines, oblivious to
their power on us?

Closer to the end of the route at Heng Fa Chuen, and closer to the
end of my research time in Hong Kong, | rerouted an accumulation of these
things-in-common to a place that the recycling points’ trucks pass by every-
day: Art Basel Hong Kong. This rerouting includes it in yet another social
world, through an installation, Five Tonnes of Homes and Other Understories.>
Art Basel Hong Kong is not a typical white cube space, nor a typical public
space for that matter. The art fair, via international media outlets, diffuses
into the wider world. Many journalists who interviewed me at the fair men-
tioned their familiarity with the OCC and the Filipino Domestic Workers, which
indicated that the work was legible to them. These journalists translated this
legibility into their own texts and photographs that filled print and online me-
dia, including Payal Uttam'’s article on the first page of the Art Newspaper's
special edition, and an Agence France-Presse article that proliferated on the
internet, amongst more than 80 other articles that sprung up within the three
days of the fair.®* Thereon, the thing-in-common assumes a different identity,
reappearing as reconfigurations in subsequent exhibitions.>

The media itself is a space that offers significant visibility — although
with complex power relations. One could argue that media representations
of an artwork defies the materiality and being within-ness of a thing-in-
common, and therefore draw false participation. However, political scien-
tists Murray Edelman and Benedict Anderson have debated how the media
shapes ordinary citizens' insight of collective politics and perception of an
imagined belonging that leads to political decision-making.*’

Meanwhile, looking back at how a naturally occurring common thing
recruits me into its space, this moment of diffusion appears as an extreme
openness that makes up a thing-in-common, where it returns to being uncon-
tainable. There, | perhaps remain a source, possibly still a stakeholder to a cer-
tain extent, some kind of a guest, but definitely most remote from being a host.

Prognosis: things-in-common and their urgency in a political ecology
OCCis on its way to being a more evolutionary-successful material compared
to the increasingly banned plastic. As such, it gains more power. Less than a
year after Trade/Trace/Transit's major appearance in Art Basel Hong Kong, the
People's Republic of China — home to Nine Dragons’ manufacturing facilities
— began a crackdown for waste import. This started with National Sword
2017, an initially brief, one-year campaign that eventually became synony-
mous with the country’s ever-growing waste import ban.*® This waste ban, |
can reimagine, is a strategic reshuffling in a systematic trade war capitalising
on China's standing as the world's largest importer of waste.

The bans - mostly for metal and plastic — do not affect OCC directly.
However, due to its outdated import regulations, US's OCC migration into
China was also blocked, causing OCC price decline everywhere outside of
China.* This OCC stoppage quickly triggered establishment of Nine Dragons’
wholly owned US subsidiary, headquartered in a suburb of Chicago, IL in
2018, with its fourth mill opening in Maine, 2019.%° Thus, as a common thing
in our world's political ecology, OCC has once more midwifed a global eco-
nomic expansion.
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Such power of common things amplifies the urgency to understand
things-in-common, for which this essay is merely prefatory. In extending Fox’s
elaboration of Star and Griesemer’s boundary objects, | began with particu-
larising how aesthesis stimulates a common thing's eclosion into a thing-in-
common, then analysed this eclosion’s stakeholding mechanism. Alongside
these examinations, | have unpacked O'Doherty’'s white cube as an attitude
rather than a space, where working “outdoors” can only mean “outside of
the white cube” when authority relations are accordingly reassembled. | have
also discussed how, in a field practice of a mobile ethnography subjecting a
migratory common thing, a focus readjustment through averted vision facili-
tates a stereoscopic tracing of associations.

While the seemingly apolitical boundary objects allow coordination
“even without consensus or a shared goal,” things-in-common are deliberate-
ly political. They aim to facilitate a shared goal, by firstly making actors aware
of their broader assemblage. This incites further questions: while boundary
objects have also been studied in social identities transformation,®” how does
transformation occur during the eclosion of things-in-common, in relation to
the incomplete — Hall's necessary and impossible — identities of all the ac-
tors involved? If, as Donna Haraway sets out, “Any objects or persons can be
reasonably thought of in terms of disassembly and reassembly[,]” what is the
aesthetic mechanism of this dis-/re-assemblage?¢?

Considering all actors also summons up questions on relationships.
Boundary object's relationship with its “broker” has been described as “politi-
cal” — “a delicate balancing act”.®* How can we examine things-in-common’s
relationship with artists — specialists of things — within an assemblage? Re-
cent art history has seen a substantial repository of “socially engaged” art
whose genealogy can be traced back to Claire Bishop's relational aesthetics
debate.®* Currently, this diligent archiving — comprising more than 900 art
projects that spans almost three decades claiming to constitute some kind
of a political ecology - prioritise on usefulness.®> | have stressed the urgency
to investigate things-in-common and their mechanisms: art provides a rich
reservoir for this, but only if we can address this oversight of vital materiality
in our political ecology.
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text and images by James Jack

A Window

A dirt window — A window of dirt." Each window opens a temporary space for
reflecting on all that came before us. If we listen carefully, dirt tells stories of
people, microbes, and life. Spirits thrive inside each granule of dirt inside the
wartime tunnels of Phi My Hung and former train tracks in Ba Lat, Vietnam,
the dragon kiln of Jalan Bahar and the homes in Lorong Buangkok in Singa-
pore. In these sites, voices of the earth live on amidst human impositions. We
can relearn how to care for dirt not as something which is “dirty”, but as a living
family member. Especially in sites experiencing trauma, pollution, and bomb-
ing, elder Walter Ritte reminds us, “Dirt is not dirty, it's just brown. Don't bomb
it, love it. Aloha ‘Aina”.2 | create artworks together with community leaders such
as Ritte to develop and heal our relationship with land.

Creating spaces for dirt to speak is an act of artistic resistance to colo-
nial impositions, land privatization and extractive capitalism that have sepa-
rated humans from the land. In opposition to the ceding of tribal land, Young
Chief of the Cayuses said, “l wonder if the ground has anything to say? | won-
der if the ground is listening to what is said? | wonder if the ground would
come alive and what is on it?"3 In the performance work Reclaiming Land, | car-
ried one handful of dirt with artist Chand Chandramohan from a reclaimed
island back to the site of a former hill in Singapore,* and in the workshop Talk
Story About Dirt each participant shared a story from memory with a trace of
dirt in hand on the Island of Molokai.> Both actions challenged dominant his-
tories of place with alternative stories that envision a future where humans
respectfully live together with more-than- humans.®

The selection of artworks included in this essay reflects on dirt sto-
ries from two sites in Southeast Asia. These two sites were part of artworks
composted with traces of dirt borrowed from sites threatened by land recla-
mation, village displacement, and urban development. They were created to
open windows for repairing human and more-than-human awareness of one
another, thus nurturing space for us to care for one another.’
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James Jack with Chand Chandramohan
Reclaiming Land, 2014/2018, 827" Digital video stills. Performance carrying one handful of dirt from reclaimed border of Hantu
Island (renamed Keppel) to former hill site now parking garage for Singapore Management University

Video: Divaager, Editor: Kentaro Mori © James Jack with Chand Chandramohan

Temasek Story
Two meters underground, in the Empress Place archaeological dig, twelve
of us volunteers sift sand patiently through circular-shaped mesh screens
suspended by ropes. Every ninety seconds, when released by the stoplight,
a flood of traffic buzzes by on Fullerton Road, yet hovering down inside the
earth, the sound buffers to a soft silence. Shaking our screens in hand amidst
the never-ending construction zone known as Singapore, memories deep in-
side the ground from centuries past awaken.

“Now you are sifting through the Temasek layer”, states archaeologist
Chen Sian Lim “which holds remnants of the seven-hundred-plus year history
of exchanges at the mouth of the Singapore River in the harbor”.

These rich black earth tones contain stories protected by yellow ochre hues
above and blanketed by sienna red tones of the topsoil visible today.

“This dig site, has just been extended to one-hundred days because of
the rich evidence we have been uncovering”, Lim continues while holding out
the shard of a porcelain teacup in one hand and an amulet in the other, both of
which were uncovered from the earth today. Rubbing the amulet with a finger,
exchanges between Johor and Polynesia appeared as the thin veil of beige dirt
revealed a jade tone.

We bend over and continue sifting, eyes trained to look for any objects
remaining in the screen as granules slid through below. Our task is to pick out
any artifacts that appear in the screens, though most are just stones or clumps
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Molokai Window, 2018. Natural pigment from mauka to makai, arabic gum and community members Malia Akutagawa Esq. point-

ing to the center of the piko while talking with community leader Loretta Ritte. Installation view Honolulu Museum of Art, exhibit

curated by Healoha Johnston. Photograph: Shuzo Uemoto © James Jack
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of dirt, and occasionally shards of pottery, coins or glass appear as well.

However, | am enthralled with the ever-present dust which gathers into
conical mounds while shaking the screen from side to side. This dust has a light
beige tone as it floats in the air circulating memories to life before slowly re-
turning to the earth. After a full day underground, | ask permission to borrow a
sample from the Temasek layer to return with me to the studio. This Temasek
sand stayed with me long after the carpark was reconstructed into an atrium
inside the National Gallery Singapore and the trees in the parkway in front of
Empress Memorial were transplanted. | kept these samples in Singapore with a
trusted friend, so as not to disrupt their spirits when | flew back to Japan.

Two years later, the dirt samples called me back. | was talking with
curator Michelle Ho about work for an upcoming exhibit in Singapore when
voices called out from the land. At first, | thought it might be another small
earthquake, so common in Japan. We were talking about the eighty-eight dirt
drawings | had just finished in Fukushima collaborating with local commu-
nity members as part of an educational project rebuilding cultural centers
after the triple disaster. Yet slowly we shifted to welcome these voices from
Temasek which “suggest imprints of further unknown histories and migra-
tions beyond the country’s documented history”® for the exhibition.

James Jack

Natura Naturata: Light of Singapore, 2017, Natural pigments and gum arabic on window

Installation view of the exhibition In Praise of Shadows curated by Michelle Ho, variable dimensions.

Photograph: Factory 1611 © James Jack

Soon after, | called archivist Koh Nguang How who had shared a studio
next to mine while we were in Gillman Barracks. He told me he had moved a few
times since then. | timidly asked if he might still have the package | entrusted
with him and he immediately responded affirmatively. Months later we met and,
upon opening the cardboard box in the backroom of his archive, | found all of the
dirt pigments there in quiet conversation. Now humans were ready to listen to
these layers of dirt and the stories contained within.

While listening to stories by displaced inhabitants along the Singapore River,
| gently passed a stone over the dark black granules in the mortar, softening into a
lighter grey color filled with hardships wafting with the dust in the air. In these faint
clouds, visions of a multicultural and multicolored Temasek came to life. In grinding,
it seemed as though we were taken back in time, to the voices of those who rested
their sampan along the banks of the Singapore river, those who walked, labored,
transported, and eventually died with the tanah here became audible.

While preparing this dirt to be painted temporarily on the glass, sto-
ries continued to emerge from the sites where the traces were borrowed. The
voices of the people, insects, and other living beings circulate here in resistance
to dominant narratives of this place, and though their material existence is
returned to the earth, their stories remain here for us to put into praxis diver-
sifying our society.
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Cu Chi Window (preparatory draw-
ing), 2014. Natural pigment and
gum arabic on paper, 38 x 19 cm

© James Jack
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Cu Chi Story

In 2014 | visited the Phu My Hung Commune with a group of artists from
Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Thailand, and Japan. | was the only American in the
group. As we walked through the densely regrown forest, many of the artists
snapped photographs until we reached a small square hole in the ground
covered by a metal plate. Our guide asked for a volunteer to step inside the
thin opening. We all shuttered in silence as we stared at the small, dark rect-
angular hole on the floor of this brightly sunlit forest.

After a minute of quiet that felt like an hour, one artist among us, Yoshi-
nori, slid into the metal-rimmed hole barely wide enough for his pelvis which
narrowly scraped his shoulders. My body shivered as he slipped into the dark,
moist, and cool underground. Only his raised hands remained while carefully
holding the metal cover on top above his head while slowly lowering it to close
the hole from inside. Decades ago, the leaves on top of the cover hid those pro-
tected inside the land so as not to be found by above-ground soldiers, during
what the Vietnamese call “the American war”.

Traces of dirt containing spirits seep out of black and white photo-
graphs and reach out from anti-war posters. As we continued along the dirt
pathway, it felt as if a voice sang a lullaby to grandma before she slept as
the leaf shadows passed over the hard-packed dirt pathway we walked on.
Next a young boy's voice chattering from the earth, calling out for his mother.
Continuing along in the forest, another voice seemed to scream in the last
breaths of her life — the voices of those who fell to the earth due to unneces-
sary human inflicted violence.

This is one extant section of the intricate network of tunnels stretch-
ing far longer than the distance between California to Vietnam dug under-
ground during seventeen years of war.® The tunnels linked underground fa-
cilities including kitchens, school rooms, hospitals, music halls, living rooms
and theatres. Protected by the earth, communities thrived in resistance to
carpet bombing with agent orange, fire from automatic machine guns and
exploding grenades.

Mothers gave birth to babies amidst these circumstances surrounded
by earth. Their children have grown into elderly residents who retell stories
of life underground today.'® The stories hover in the material remains of the
few remaining tunnels dug during the war. The strength of residents not only
to survive inside the earth but also to live, learn and reproduce during the
war against the US' remains a powerful reminder to us of land as sanctuary.
The land bears witness to the survival and resilience of the Vietnamese over
foreign oppression.

Together with artists Bang Minh Thanh and Lugpliw Junpudsa, | slow-
ly mixed traces of dirt from these tunnels and painted with them on paper.
Next while slowly painting them on the wall itself, the dirt opened a window
where layers of the past could be recollected in the present. While prepar-
ing, painting, and reflecting we spoke of the fear of going inside the narrow
hole in the ground, and the protective shield the land provided against war.
Opening this window felt like we were providing an opportunity to recirculate
these stories in the complex present.

The land that witnessed these events remains in the trace layers
painted into ephemeral windows. Dirt has an active voice in how land is re-
membered today, not just as a receptacle for human thoughts but also as a
sanctuary for living things of microscopic proportions. Here | bring together
both the materiality of the dirt and its metaphoric qualities to illuminate its
potential for narration of alternate perspectives on the past. Artist exchang-
es, dialogue, workshops and community engagement open opportunities for
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stories that have been silenced in American narrations of the war to be shared.
Dirt provides foundations for care of diverse forms of life based on community
knowledge. Furthermore, listening to Cl Chi, Temasek and other sites helps to
envision harmonious futures between humans together with more-than-humans.

Listen to Land

Envisioning harmonious futures is a process of remembering our intimacy with
dirt amidst the fractured relationship we have developed with it. Encounters
with the late artist Jackie Brookner from 2004 up to her death had a deep im-
pact on the way | think and talk about dirt: “Hidden in the roots of our words
we find what we seem to want to forget — that we are literally the same stuff
as earth”.’? Her approach to earth, water, plants and people is born from a sen-
sitive artistic process of deep listening and reverent action. Collaborating with
scientists, government officials, schools and others it is crucial not to forget
that humans live among a myriad of living beings engaged in dialogue with the
earth. The dirt traces presented here offer a frame for listening to the earth
and the stories contained within it. These stories remind us that dirt is part of
us,'3 and we are a part of it.

The works contained in this portfolio engage with structures that re-
semble formal exercises in color.' Yet they depart from the certainty of a West-
ern epistemological approach in the acts of asking for permission, including
space for that which is not yet known, as well as borrowing and returning ma-
terials to the land. Community workshops, oral histories and consultation with
knowledgeable elders grounds these works in a practice of uprooting settler
ontologies. They question the scientific truth of color charts as cultural artifacts
after Knuutila and Johansson' to see dirt itself as a resource for education
rather than a substance to be placed in a copyrighted system for measuring
hue, value, and chroma. This artistic approach aligns with the aims of land edu-
cation which “offers possibility for decolonizing human relations with land and
water, flora and fauna as well as theoretical opportunities to erase dualisms
between nature and culture”.'® Artworks along with co-creation workshops and
diagrams made together with community members are pedagogical tools for
healing our relationship with nature.

Color charts of the diligent pedologist, a scientist who studies soil, func-
tion as an extension of settler-colonial strategies to separate and divide land,
albeit on a micro-scale. To inhabit the realm of the future, Goodyear-Ka'dpua
teaches we need not only to transfer ownership of land to indigenous people,
“We need to fundamentally shift the system that structures our relations to
land"."” The practice of asking for permission before borrowing dirt traces and
returning them after exhibitions are over is based on reclaiming love for the
land and respect for its protectors. Telling stories about touching and feeling dirt
carefully remind us that we are constantly in conversation with land. Tapping
into the memories of our interconnection with land resists settler narratives and
brings us into deeper harmony with the earth we are part of.

Acknowledgements
Special thanks to Nguyén Minh Thanh, Huynh Thanh Trang, Bang Minh Thanh, Taye Sirikulchay-

anont, Lugpliw Junpudsa, Koh Nguang How, Eve Hoon, Michelle Ho, Healoha Johnston, Malia
Akutagawa and Walter Ritte for making these artworks possible as well as Yén Nguyén Hoang,
Lim Yi Hui Clara and Misty Hoikaika Mollena for research support.

Endnotes

[11The lexicon in the Asia Pacific region is abundant with terminology including: ‘aina in Hawai‘i, Hfin Japan,
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Plastic
nation

This essay delves into how Filipino contemporary artists recast
identity via plastic’s materiality. The malleability of the plastic ma-
terial is reflected on the shifting assertions of place, of ritual, and
of conflation with the body. These artists give a new life to what is
generally considered a material of ecological deterioration in the
global capitalist world. The lowly, disposable plastic bag, much
more akin to waste, becomes an instrument for the exploration
of pressing issues of national, ecological, and global iterations of
displacement and consumption.

Full essay title: “Plastic Nation: Filipino Contemporary Artists and
the Plasticity of Identity”.

text by Jose Santos P. Ardivilla
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Greenpeace pointed out that
consumers in markets like the
Philippines are being blamed
for the massive plastic pollu-
tion littering the streets and
waterways. However, it is

the big corporations, mostly
headquartered in Europe and
the US, that produce massive
amounts of single-use plastic
packaging. So, they are the
ones who need to give back

to their consumers, especially
those with little disposable
income who are not given
choices and yet have to deal
with the mounting plastic gar-
bage in their everyday lives.

Renan Ortiz

Project-e-posit, collection of

plastic material on site [in
the artist's house], 2006,

photo courtesy of the artist

© Renan Ortiz
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he shift to the Anthropocene has seen the Philippines grappling with violent

change. Situated on Southeast Asia’s typhoon belt in the Pacific ring of fire,

natural calamities have been endemic to national identity. Indeed, climate
change — which scientists point out is caused by the increase in human activity in
connection with resource exploitation and pollution — has led to even more erratic
and extreme typhoon patterns. The country has likewise experienced increasing
temperatures. In Metro Manila — the country’'s premier urban jungle that already
had a population of 12.8 million in 2015 — the heat turns especially oppressive.
Many Filipinos have sought to abate the ecological disasters with calls for proper
urban planning, waste management, and regulation on certain materials and re-
source acquisition.

In a 2015 report on plastic pollution by the Ocean Conservancy and the McKin-
sey Center for Business and Environment, the Philippines was cited as the third largest
source of plastic trash in the Pacific Ocean. This prompted concerned citizens to call for
stricter rules to curb the production and distribution of single-use plastic bags.

In 2019, Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte threatened sanctions on busi-
ness establishments such as hotels and restaurants located in the historic and once-
scenic Manila Bay. It turns out that a number of these places had dumped waste
into the bay. Early in the year, the Philippine government vowed to rehabilitate Ma-
nila Bay, going to great lengths to declare that by year's end, people should once
again be able to swim in the bay without endangering their health. However, critics
are skeptical of this clean-up. “Environmentalists believe the clean-up is a cover for
big private-sector and reclamation projects that (coincidentally or not) have prolifer-
ated in recent months".!

However, many in the public have been careful not to get swept away by
these grandiose pronouncements. For starters, they have pointed out that the gov-
ernment has not yet tackled the main source of the pollution — discarded waste
materials, mostly plastic bags and product packaging with plastic materials. Green-
peace Philippines has listed companies whom they say are the culprits of this pol-
lution. Moreover, many academics and environmentalists also cite poverty as the
underlying factor for this ecological degradation. Greenpeace pointed out that con-
sumers in markets like the Philippines are being blamed for the massive plastic
pollution littering the streets and waterways. However, it is the big corporations,
mostly headquartered in Europe and the US, that produce massive amounts of
single-use plastic packaging. So, they are the ones who need to give back to their
consumers, especially those with little disposable income who are not given choices
and yet have to deal with the mounting plastic garbage in their everyday lives.?

In a study regarding “floating litter” in Manila Bay, researchers cited cer-
tain circumstances that would contribute to such debris. They mentioned that the
Southwest monsoon would increase such litter with its wind patterns as well as
the activity by the Pasig River which hosts numerous factories and informal settle-
ments. But a stark finding in their research is the content of such litter, which is a
majority of plastic materials. The breakdown of plastic materials indicates the con-
sumption patterns of Filipinos:

Based on the data from the 2018 clean-up statistics of the International
Coastal Clean-up Philippines (ICCPH), almost 75% (by quantity) of the col-
lected litter within the provinces surrounding Manila Bay was plastic, a
combined 12% included foams, metals, and papers, and the remaining 14%
consisted of other materials such as shoes, glass pieces, and other house-
hold wastes. Under plastics, 62% is composed of different types of bags or
packaging, 16% are plastic utensils, such as straws, spoons, plates, 13% are
caps and bottles, and other types such as plastic pieces and lighters make
up the remaining 9%.2

The use of plastic materials and their improper disposal is highlighted each time a

Renan Ortiz

Project:e-posit, collection of plastic material on site [in the artist's house], 2006, photo courtesy of the artist © Renan Ortiz

typhoon hits Manila. Strong winds create a surge from Manila Bay, and discarded
trash flows back onshore, spilling over onto Roxas Boulevard. The flooded main
thoroughfare then causes a massive gridlock, with people trying to navigate the
murky flood waters with debris. This scenario has become normalized. In fact, it is
accepted as a reality in Metro Manila. It is written off as just one of the outcomes
of the constant assault of unabated population growth, unchecked pollution, a baf-
fling waste management system and inefficient government agencies.

There was a joke that maybe we should change the Philippine flag and just
foist a huge torn plastic bag as the banner for the country. This idea had gained
traction as Philippine art and the very nation have been imbricated with plastic.

Benedicto Cabrera (more popularly known as BenCab) is a nationally-re-
nowned painter. He has made a name for himself with a series of works (rendered
as prints or as paintings) of a derelict woman whom he saw roaming the streets,
known as “Sabel”. He has photographed, sketched and incorporated her into his
work since 1965. She has become both an identifiable trope, some say muse, for
BenCab's works as well as romanticized as a tragic figure of the Inang Bayan (Moth-
erland) of the Philippines.

But Sabel has become indicative of a troubling practice of exoticizing pover-
ty as an aesthetic, relying on the romantic notion of the mistreated with the added
fantasy narrative of endurance as a figure discarded and misunderstood by the sys-
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Aliens in Manila, plastic ma-
terials in performance art,
2014, photo courtesy of the

artist © Leeroy New

tem. Is Sabel a victim of sexual assault that has enabled her insanity and left to roam,
unmoored, in the filthy streets of Manila? What trauma did Sabel go through for her
to become a figure of sufferance as she stares blankly, dressed in billowing plastic
bags? These are the shrill narratives accorded to her figure. Sabel has never spoken,
she is always spoken for. Sabel does not march in protest, but is transfixed in a pose
festooned by the rags and the plastic bags that contain her.

Sabel, dressed in rags and in plastic bags, is reminiscent of another tragic
figure in the Philippine national consciousness: Sisa, a character in Jose Rizal's incen-
diary novel Noli Me Tangere (1887), which was written against the power of Spanish fri-
ars in the Philippines and the cruelty and ineptitude of the Spanish colonial masters.

Rizal is the Philippine hero who was executed by the Spanish authorities
in 1896. His two novels, Noli Me Tangere and El Filibusterismo (1891) — scathing in-
dictments against Spanish colonial authorities and their racist oppression - are re-
quired reading in Philippine high schools and universities. In Noli, Sisa is a devout
mother, a pious native woman who has two young sons who serve as altar boys.
Her son, accused of thievery by a Spanish priest, is promptly incarcerated. Thus,
Sisa becomes the overwrought, abused mother who goes insane from this injus-
tice. She is a manifestation of the symptom of the colonial disease that regards the
Other as a lesser being. Many people liken Sabel to the figure of Sisa, only Sabel is
more apt for the bewildering changes of nation in the late 20" century.

Sabel is an exoticization of insanity brought by the fissures of capitalism
that have seen people discarded in the name of wealth creation, and sociopoliti-
cal systems that protect the status quo of a rapacious oligarchy. Dignity has been
replaced by productivity and the ensuing alienation has brought many people to
the brink. People like Sabel are practically thrown off the edge. The taong grasa
(derelicts) in Metro Manila are seen in many streets covered in layers of soot and
grime thus darkening their skin (hence called grasa or grease) as some of them are
swaddled in discarded plastic bags. In many ways, discarded plastic are indicators
of not just marginalized people but are notations of how the systems mistreat their
people. It is worth noting that Sabel appeared in BenCab’s works at the start of
Ferdinand Marcos' presidency. As Marcos and his cronies entrenched themselves
into power by declaring Martial Law in 1972, the Philippines plummeted from one
of the most powerful economies of Asia in the mid 1960s to being regarded as the
“sick man of Asia” in the 1980s. It is during the Marcos presidency when the Philip-
pines incurred massive debts for infrastructure projects. Yet those massive borrow-
ing were siphoned off by those associated with the regime. It was during this time
of globalization and the ascent of the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund when the Philippines saw its social programs eventually cut as well as seeing
its own population being exported as labor abroad which became a vital part of the
national economy via its foreign remittances. In a way, Sabel was a witness and a
symbol of the descent of the Philippines as exploited and discarded by an abusive,
predatory culture of impunity.

Sabel has been enshrined as the modern Inang Bayan, even as she has
been relegated to be an ornament, more than serving as a rallying cry. Sabel stares
blankly and her mouth is a muted gasp as opposed to an anguished gash of anger.
She becomes a figure for decoration and not a call for change. That BenCab has
rendered this figure of abject poverty into multiple versions has made her figure
lucrative in the art market. Sabel, in reality a homeless woman, has now ironically
found a home in elite museums, art collections of the wealthy, and huge multina-
tional corporations. Sabel is a trinket fettered with plastic bags but now finds herself
in a gilded frame or an investment portfolio. Enshrined as art, Sabel has become
massively distanced from the actual reverberations of plastic tidal waves that choke
the people of Manila.

If BenCab's Sabel has been crystallized as a figure of the modern nation,
there are younger Filipino artists that deal, in a more contemporary way, with the
notion of nation. To these artists, the nation is no longer an imagined, simplified,
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glamorized monolith, but a series of infractions — nation is no longer a unitary mode
of national symbols but a dispersion, a felt sense of of always being attentive to the
threat of collapse. These artists explore nation and identity as a sense of attrition by
using plastic materials as an indication of national and individual duress.

These three contemporary Filipino artists are Marcelino “Mars” Bugaoan, Renan
Ortiz, and Leeroy New. All three have been exhibited extensively in notable galleries and
shows across the country. All three have used plastic materials in their explorations and
mine contextual meaning of plastic in the lives of Filipinos. These three artists deal with
contemporary utterances of squander but in a more complex manner.

These artists demonstrate the implications of how humans have become
what Dipesh Chakrabarty calls a “geological force” in which human activity has
changed the global climate to the point of tilting the ecological makeup of the plan-
et, causing massive environmental destruction resulting in species extinction and
changes in weather patterns. Such a geological change took many centuries, but the
human activity of consumption buffered by capitalist resource extraction has se-
verely affected the global climate, thus becoming a geological force. Such distress is
addressed by these three Filipino contemporary artists whose works engage in the
ongoing problem of consumption under globalization in the Philippines, as found
in plastic materials. Their artworks articulate contemporary distress which indicate
a potentially-worsening future. “It is not surprising then that the crisis of climate
change should produce anxieties precisely around futures that we cannot visual-
ize".4 Plastic, to these artists, is no longer ornamental to a psychosis, but are indica-
tors of the continued ecological distress resulting from capitalism and globalization.

These three contemporary Filipino artists engage in what T. ). Demos calls
a “politics of ecology”. These artists situate their art production via a lens that “rec-
ognizes that the ways we regard nature carry deep implications and often unac-
knowledged ramifications for how we organize society, assign responsibility for en-
vironmental change, and assess social impact”.® These artists discuss how certain
glaring issues in Filipino society can be addressed with plastic materials. The artists
were kind enough to engage in exchanges with personal interviews in 2019. For the
printmaker Bugaoan, plastic is rendered as a cartographic material for placemaking.
Political cartoonist and art educator Ortiz foregrounds plastic as a ritual of consump-
tion. New, a transmedia artist, has used plastic materials as an extension to the
corporeal to recalibrate our sense of humanity.

Plastic as Place-making

Bugaoan aligns his plastic installation pieces with a certain operation of cultural
geography which reshapes landscape itself. “[P]laces are not simply locations or
abstract concepts, rather they are sites of lived experience and meaning making”.°
Plastic is endemic to the modern life of the Philippines and is quite demonstrative
of certain breakdowns of society. Bugaoan embodies this response and recalibrates
his art installations to use discarded plastic. However, he believes that disintegration
is itself a force of transformation.

Bugaoan credits a stranger in Manila for leading him to a crucial shift. He
remembers the exact moment of his realization that there is “beauty in disintegra-
tion.” Bugaoan shares: “Initially, | was inspired in 2013 from what a derelict (taong
grasa) was wearing. | was at a recovery stage from my depression and | did not know
what to do with my life. When | was in a jeep and | saw that derelict walking and |
thought what he was wearing was beautiful. His shirt had so many holes. This was a
time that | was inspired by the notion of object disintegration — be it cloth, leaves,
termite-ridden wood. For me, it became a story of survival. In hindsight, | would have
wanted to thank that derelict walking down the street. It was a beautiful message
that he brought me that day".”

Bugaoan had a BenCabian “Sabel moment” of inspiration, so to speak. But
unlike BenCab's rendering of Sabel as a fetishistic token of poverty, Bugaoan latched
onto the material's deterioration as a means of direct action. Sabel is a touted as a
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symbol of an overwhelmed mother in a frenetic nation; Bugaoan took his personal
anxieties and transformed them in his plastic manipulation to exemplify struggle in
the contrast between nature and man, discard and reuse, poverty and sustainabil-
ity, plastic and soil, life and death and have them be writ large for society. Bugaoan
insists that the figure of the derelict is a figure of hope, a struggle: “It's my way of
giving tribute to the image that gave me hope”.

Bugaoan has been practicing the transformation of discards since child-
hood. “When we were children, we did not have toys. | remember walking down the
streets and picking up thrown fast food packages. These were plastic cups, plastic
cutlery, Styrofoam, etc. We then played house of cooking. Sometimes, we [would]
pretend that we were at a restaurant,” he relates.

Bugaoan is not one to situate lack as a piece of fluffy nostalgia. His clear-
eyed look on how play and materials informed his practice were born from his life.
He shares: “These were happy moments for me. | feel that this trained my imagina-
tion with my manipulation with discards and other materials that surrounded me
such as mud, leaves or whatever we can find in our environs”.

Bugaoan has been responding to the surroundings in his most notable
works. In 2014, he utilized a site-specific installation that grasped what cultural ge-
ographers have been studying for generations: how people “activate” space to change
the meaning of a place. Bugaoan used a decrepit warehouse at the University of the
Philippines Diliman campus. The art piece called Craw/ had an exhibition note hedging
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upon Bugaoan’s directive of survival. He explains: “This exhibition depicts a magni-
fied portrayal of the invasive forces of nature that slowly damaged the foundation
of a structure. It also seeks to reflect upon the potential of plastic to be transformed
through manipulation, grounded on the creation of forms which signify a dialogue be-
tween vulnerability and power. Crawl explores the ideas of transformation and decay
not as images of total disintegration but as narratives of survival”.

Bugaoan has collected discarded plastic bags, washed them clean and orga-
nized them by color. His main focus are the yellow plastic bags that had been given
out by the Philippines’ largest mall chain. He rolls the other plastic bags into com-
pact ovoids and strings them together looking like innards frozen in mid-peristalsis.
The yellow bags would be cut up and laid flat to be soldered together, creating one
long carpet-like material. Bugaoan would perforate holes that render it with tumor-
like patterns. He would then unfurl this yellow plastic bolt as if it were a metasta-
sized layer over nature.

Bugaoan changed the warehouse from an oft-ignored decaying building
into a “breathing” art piece with plastic tendrils that were perversely biomorphic as
it spilled from the flaking concrete and rickety wooden slats onto the ground, snak-
ing its way on the grass. Bugaoan nailed the plastic onto the ground to stabilize it.
He perforated the plastic for the grass to jut out. This was a time-based installation
piece, in which after twenty-five days of so, verdant greenery sprouted from these
holes indicating a struggle between environmental, ecological issues and man-made
plastic. This was also indicative of the overlapping invasions of man and nature as
a means of integration and transformation. However, we are unsure who wins. Is
domination not the point? Was this a reclaiming of nature? Bugaoan goes back to
disintegration as a “narrative of survival”.

Bugaoan reflects upon how humans are catalysts for ecological destruction
with the very material that is oft-cited as a problem of the environment. However, it
is easy to lay blame on plastic materials and not skim through the root causes of such
catastrophes such us unhampered human abuse of these materials. In Bugaoan’s
hands, plastic is transformed from unsightly pieces of trash into modes of warning
and reckoning. In another work, entitled Critical Level and made in 2015, Bugaoan
wrapped discarded tree branches with the highly saturated blue plastic bags from
malls. The blue went halfway up the branches. The branches were then installed to
stand with the blue wrappings at the bottom, simulating the level of flood waters
which are part of the Philippines’ cultural fabric, particularly Metro Manila's. In Criti-
cal Level, humanity has overwrought nature, “depicting present and future scenarios
where the structures of the organic and physical end up entangled in the trappings
of the packaged consumable and haphazardly regarded disposable”.

Bugaoan has a penchant for plastic as one of his main sources of material.
He states, “It's abundant and flexible as a material. In our house alone, plastic bags
are overflowing, and it tends to have this overwhelming feeling that there is just a
lot. | have been manipulating plastic for years and learned there are several ways to
reuse it. Plastic has properties like it is cheap, versatile, lightweight, and durable. |
can integrate plastic into several forms and surfaces”.

He has reconfigured his yellow plastic bolt into other surfaces as well. He
hung drapery from the cold grey concrete at one of Manila's former commercial
centers that had been transformed into an art space in 2015. The yellow drapes are
like stage curtains of an abandoned theater which added to the gritty texture of an
alternative art space frequented by Manila’s young cooleratti and art enthusiasts
who prefer this to the gilded spaces of expensive auction houses and exhibition
halls. In 2016, Bugaoan transported his yellow bolt of plastic to one of the Philip-
pines’ major hubs that had a coterie of old homes that used to house the local elite.
Bugaoan draped his plastic at one of the stately but old mansions in his work No-
madic in 2016, of which children who were observing outside remarked that his art
installation made it look “like [a] vampire was living there”. It was the same material
that changed the meaning of the place as it was installed in different surfaces. The
landscape changes with the interventions of man.
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Bugaoan does not just change the meaning of the landscape but also reca-
librates the notion of the discard as a new means of utility. For Bugaoan, this new
means of utility can be a sense of a new life. He says, “l see the used plastic bags
as raw material and not trash for me. In the process it is given a new life. | partly
like the idea that what | do is recycling and upcycling. | like that | am extending the
life of these ordinary things. It's like | have a conversation with the plastic bag and |
tell it 'You won't end up in the landfill or the ocean.’ This has been translated in my
methods of manipulating plastic and other found objects in my work”.

For Bugaoan, disintegration is not just associated with waste and decay, but
is tied to life. Life, just as how Bugaoan deals with his materials, is processual. His
insistence on these narratives of survival have allowed him to render mobile, light-
weight monuments. However, these monuments are no longer besotted in heavy
materials or grand narratives that stand the test of time.

Plastic as Archive of the Everyday

It is all too easy for environmentalists from the Global North to castigate the Philip-
pines for its rampant usage of plastic bags. However, it has been pointed out that
these so-called experts are not familiar with the reality of poverty that brings about
ecological degradation.

Homelessness has prompted many to set up makeshift homes on stilts by
riverbanks or by the shore. These shanties, of course, are not equipped with proper
waste management systems. Waste matter is placed inside plastic bags that are
then dumped into the waters. These clog up drainage systems. So, when typhoons
hit, Metro Manila gets flooded.

Many of Metro Manila's middle and upper classes have decided to stop us-
ing single-use plastic bags. Instead, they use canvas bags to carry the things they
purchase. However, there are still so many households who continue to use sin-
gle-use plastic bags. Establishments such as Starbucks have announced that they
would do away with plastic straws. While this is admirable, it is also farcical consid-
ering that such an action does little to alleviate the abject poverty of the Philippines.

These upper-class assertions of being more mindful consumers do not rever-
berate among the majority of Filipino households who are forced to consume vari-
ous goods piecemeal. The colloquial term for this is tingi-tingi. It is when people in a
financial pinch would buy goods in small packets, which are quite reliant on plastic.

Many Filipino households would use and reuse plastic bags as a reaction to
restricted access to resources. Many groceries urge their customers to utilize reus-
able bags (incidentally called “eco bags” and are being sold at the grocery counters)
but these bags would cost roughly the same as one kilo of rice. This would be con-
sidered a luxury for impoverished Filipinos. For some people to say that we should
no longer use plastic cutlery and instead wash our utensils for sustainability does
not address the inequity of access to water faced by the poor. To be an ecologically-
sound consumer is costly for the average Filipino. Ecology is directly tied to issues
of political economy or the lack thereof, for the masses.

It has become aritual for many Filipinos, and even for many Filipinos abroad,
to set aside undestroyed plastic bags for further use. This has been dealt with in a
time-based performance/archival art piece done by Renan Ortiz. In May 2005 to
April 2006, Ortiz embarked on “pilot project: e-posit” which had the artist drawing
from the many plastic bags kept in his household.

Ortiz has used plastic as a vehicle for material investigation. He states: “At
the minimum, | hoped to make sure that the amount of plastic we consumed in our
household would not go to the ocean as trash. That was basic. Second, it was to
document the amount of plastic we consumed. Thirdly, | wished to document the
process and see how the data/info can help in raising awareness regarding plastic
usage in a typical Filipino household".®

To do this, Ortiz restructured his daily existence to focus on the very things
that have been flippantly tossed aside by many. His careful, processual gathering of
these plastic bags sought to change the notion of them as disposable items. Ortiz
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remarked that in the process of gathering, he had to reconfigure these plastic bags
in a way to properly prepare them for archiving purposes. Ortiz claims, “It was a
ritual because | cannot let the plastic stay in the trash unwashed for a long period of
time. Cockroaches might infiltrate, so | had to wash them as soon as possible. | had
to hang them out to dry. Almost every day, there are plastic bags hung at our yard.
Once dried, | store them in plastic containers. | separate the clear plastic bags from
the white plastic bags and those that are colored”.

In this project, Ortiz upends the easy recognition of plastic as mere dispos-
able material to a ritual of accumulation which proved to be overwhelming in just
a year. Ortiz, a member of the Concerned Artists of the Philippines, has always be-
lieved in the importance of engagement in his art practice. “l try to integrate the
social and the political in my works, be it pictorial (for cartoons, illustrations, murals,
etc.), conceptual (for installations) or process (for projects and performance/perfor-
mative e.g. the e-posit project),” he said. “For the e-posit project, | wanted to answer
the question: how much plastic do we use? It would have been simple on paper to
collect plastics in the household, but | realized | had to wash them to avoid hygienic
issues for storage. Add to that the fact that | had to document the process because
the output is the collected plastic. | was able to engage in the project for 1 year since
| just graduated, and | was still looking for a job”.

Ortiz is adamant that he did this project not as a means to exoticize pov-
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erty, but to examine how intrinsic the material of plastic is in Filipino households.
Ortiz reiterates, “This is not to aestheticize the plastic, but rather to record how
much a typical Filipino household in the capital would consume. This was to create
awareness as well as to hopefully generate statistical information. Sadly, the plastic
| gathered for one year was not recorded by a non-governmental organization. All |
remember is | managed to fill up eight plastic containers that were at storage. Even
the cabinet at my room was filled with plastic”.

Plastic has been part of a ritual of modern consumption which was pro-
pelled by the growth and expansion of the Philippines’ economy. And yet plastic
has been a stalwart reminder of an earth being frantically pushed to the brink.
Once something so synonymous to modern life, it has become a fraught symbol of
ecological fragility, and as Ortiz has pointed out in his project, as something that has
become a ritual for every home.

Ortiz regrets that the project was conceived when he was a fresh graduate
and that he may not have had the proper tools to do what he sought. Ortiz ex-
plained, “[It was] too bad | was not able to scientifically record the amount of plastic
we accumulated in our household. Should | go for the number of pieces? The total
weight per timeline? Or should | focus on the volume? It is too bad that what was
accumulated was not recorded properly. If | had it my way, | would have had the col-
lected plastic bags compressed inside transparent glass/plastic cubes for display”.

It was not all for naught for Ortiz initiated this project at the start of the mil-
lennium. Ortiz is an art educator in one of the country’'s most prominent science high
schools. He teaches art to students that are trained to be the country’s top medical
professionals, scientists, engineers, and in his lessons, he would instigate an art be-
yond mere decoration, of lived everyday experience magnified with ordinary objects
that have been recast to convey a message. Ortiz's project still resonates.

As he looked back at this project, Ortiz mentions that the image of newly-
washed plastic bags hung at the clothesline to be dried, fluttering in the wind, re-
minded people of Tibetan prayer flags — which is a curious overlapping of items of
reverence and of cultural identity.

In Ortiz's project, the image of the plastic bag being hung to dry speaks
to the arbitrariness of monumentality. What is monumental, indeed, is the lowly
plastic bag's sheer capacity to be both an object for household use and a symbol
of failed waste management. The plastic shifts its meaning, transformed by ritual,
and is stored; it can be tossed aside, but it remains in some fashion, perhaps as a
geological marker for future archeologists to dig up, or stashed away in a cabinet to
be reincarnated for future use. Therein lies the true monumentality of plastic bags:
long after we are gone, they still remain. If prayers in some religions are meant to
assure immortality, then these plastic bags, indeed, can serve as prayer flags.

Plastic as the Possibility of Aberration and Familiarity Among Us

Leeroy New grew up in the southern city of General Santos in the island of Mind-
anao. His art education brought him to the main island of Luzon, where he studied
at the Philippine High School for the Arts, situated at the foot of one of the most
famous mythical mountains in Philippine folklore, Mt. Makiling. He finished his Fine
Arts degree at the University of the Philippines in Diliman, Quezon City.

Currently, New resides in Metro Manila. He churns out transmedia works
that weave fashion, pop culture, sculpture, photography, installation, and perfor-
mance art. It is imperative to situate his position of being enthralled with folklore
and mythology in the provinces or at the foot of a mystical mountain where ele-
ments of local folklore live. It is coming from this provincial place that New found
himself in the suffocating embrace of Metro Manila’s varied forms of oppression
such as alienation and urban decay.

This change of location exposed New to a change of narrative which is the
bedrock of his work. New reiterates that he is inspired by the notion of monsters
that lurk in many folktales quivering in the foliage just outside the house. He is
caught between the familiar home and the slithering monsters that lurk just be-
yond. In a way, this has become New’s dictum: to recast and reshape found objects
into something monstrous; to transform tiny objects one can find in a typical Fili-
pino home into forms integrated with the body and deployed in performances in
quotidian settings such as grocery stores, or the long queues for Manila’s Metro Rail
Transit systems. New's Aliens of Manila, started in 2014, recasts body and materials
into something uncanny.

In Aliens in Manila, New has collaborated with performers to don his wear-
able pieces made from plastic materials found at home like fruit baskets and cups,
which he would assemble, making them look like aliens are indeed among us. The
concept of aliens may be informed by the pop-cultural references of beings from
outer space, but New's visuality is geared towards aliens as outsiders within.

According to Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, “The monster's body quite literally incor-
porates fear, desire, anxiety, and fantasy (ataractic and incendiary), giving them life
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and an uncanny independence. The monstrous body is pure culture. A construct or
projection, the monster exists only to be read: the monstrum is etymologically ‘that
which reveals,’ ‘that which warns,’ a glyph that seeks a hierophant”.? These recast plas-
tic materials into otherness are “glyphs” in which New is the hierophant. Monsters
are feared, objectionable and undesired. These creatures are warnings or cautionary
tales, such as “do not go to a house that is not yours, you shall be killed by an angry
supernatural force” (e.g., The Blair Witch Project, 1999). Monsters are also hybrids; part
human, or worse, formerly human (e.g., The Wolf Man, 1941). For all this otherness,
monstrosities are the repressed that is revealed to us. Monsters and aliens are ve-
hicles for rekindling a repressed trauma; they are otherworldly yet familiar.

In this respect, Aliens of Manila gains momentum in its very uncanniness.
These are performers dressed in New's assemblages with balloons clustered to-
gether that, when worn, look like a human and an amoeba at the same time. Plastic
hoses coiled together and worn by men in a drinking session in the streets are
rendered to look like one of those oddball villains in 1970s Japanese live action su-
perhero TV series with monsters with giant latex quivering limbs.

New speaks of his creations as aliens “landing” in Manila, and yet though they
stand out, they for the most part blend into the life of the city, which speaks to Ma-
nila’s capacity for normalizing odd narratives. The performers in New's works are either
dancing or simply walking, standing, or doing an ordinary act which implies that plastic
materials have extended human corporeality. Our very narratives are tied to the plastic
materials that we use and discard every day, thus transforming Manila into an alien
landscape groaning with plastic-addled sludge and the slow trudge of people that walk
through and walk with this trash.

Perhaps New's humanoid-plastic hybrids indicate a certain disposability of
bodies. To be hybridized with ordinary, brash commercial plastic materials indicates a
deeper alienation brought about by global capitalism. In our current globalized world,
the Philippines is a source of cheap, skilled labor. The aliens in New's works may not be
just aliens as monstrous outsiders or social aberrations, but a take on social isolation.
With globalization and extractive capitalism, labor, particularly from the Global South,
involves a certain alienation in which the pursuit of certain physical needs has been cut
off, with the person only focused on subsistence. “But the workers are cut off from this.
They are reduced to pure survival. They are not free from their activities. Provisions
become not simply means for them, but the entire content of life”."° It is interesting that
Aliens in Manila situates these hybrid humanoid-plastic creatures in the very cluttered
and frenzied landscape of Manila. Plastic is not just part of Manila residents’ existence
but is literally ingrained in their minds, and strewn across the physical landscape, thus
blending the socio-cultural and the geographical, making Manila not just an alien land-
scape but an alienating landscape, or a landscape trudged upon by alienated people.

Aliens of Manila riffs off the hugely popular internet phenomenon of Humans
of New York or HONY," in which the American photographer Brandon Stanton went
around New York City (sometimes in cities outside the United States of America) to pho-
tograph people and then render their stories as inspirational Facebook posts. These
are narratives of people consumed as daily doses of inspiration to stave off the mon-
strous alienation of modern city life. Incongruously, New's performers are seen queue-
ing in the notoriously long lines of Manila’s Metro Rail Transit; they stand wearing New's
alien costumes among the throng of exasperated people, which offers a sharp reality
of the absurd.

New's performers parody the abuse of a modern city. You have an “alien”
smoking a cigarette in a decrepit sidewalk, which produces a feeling of discomfort, but
the feeling quickly becomes familiar as everyday life in Manila entails living with
discomfort. This is the rub of Aliens of Manila, to have these Others in scenes that are
utterly familiar: situations of poverty, inefficiency, and neglect. The aliens blur the line
between the odious and the accepted.

New's deft usage of found materials reflects his education to go beyond the
acquisition of skill to be comfortable in material exploration. He reiterates, “There

are a few factors that led to my use of such materials. As an art student we've
always had to source alternative, cheaper materials and I've always considered Di-
visoria (Manila's version of a sprawling bazaar with malls cheek and jowl next to
informal vendors that sell a gamut of goods) as my ‘art store emporium’ and not
just necessarily for plastic products. It just so happens there was more of it there so
initially it was out of necessity but also a kind of desire for the industrial”.’?

This penchant for the “industrial” has led New to configurations of the hu-
man body as hybrids themselves. New's work often begins with site-specific perfor-
mance to be captured on video that is then uploaded onto the internet. A lot of the
performers then pose for a photograph that will be cut into a square format to fit
Instagram'’s parameters. New's works have this contemporary addendum of it be-
ing “Instagrammable” in which his performers, and occasionally he himself when he
dons one of his wearable sculptures, will be stopped by passers-by and kibitzers to
have their photos taken. This is another form of witnessing and the transmutability
of place which changes the work’s manner of narration. The social media aspect
of New's works mark a core ideal of his art practice which is curated narration and
image configuration. Many people find it interesting and enthralling that his usage
of familiar plastic materials is transformed into something that is otherworldly yet
easily discernible at the same time.

The social media traction New's works have generated has had him receiving
materials offered by fans and admirers. He explains: “Because of my work | get dona-
tions of random materials thrown my way too. During residencies | almost always end
up in recycling centers or hardware supply stores, having learned not to demand for
materials but to be able to improvise and respond to what is available”.

Itis notable that New's art practice is hedged on improvisation and responsive-
ness. Such plasticity as a methodological approach is inherent in contemporary artists
like New who feel stifled by traditional dictations of what art can be. New's gift is to
transform these ordinary materials into a fraught body suitable for modern living, at
once unsure of belonging and at the same time blending into a modern cosmopolitan
behemoth like Manila.

New's focus on material shows how artists can work with economic limitations
as part of the creative process. New says, “I also take off from Pinoy urban poor strate-
gies of making and repurposing, for example, those plastic soda bottles transformed
into almost anything”.

The incongruence which New aims for is a flexibility of material, the very plas-
ticity of his found objects that he has transformed and he can transform again. “A lot of
the installations | do also get transformed into other installations or costumes, so the
life cycle of the material is a consideration. | am a hoarder as well, so | try not to throw
things away, thinking that | will be able to use them in future works".

We reach a full circle from BenCab's many variations of Sabel in billowing plastic
to New's aliens which render familiar plastic objects into unnerving embodiments over
landscapes threatened by urban decay and ecological collapse. All three contemporary
Filipino artists - Bugaoan, Ortiz, New - create works that are replicated, repurposed,
and relocated which reflect the very basic machinations of the base material of plastic.

The way these artists reconfigure what is discarded and what is ordinary into
something that can change the landscape challenges many who see art as tradition-
ally uplifting, a form of instruction. These artists make work that avoids instrumental
instruction. These works are clarion calls for climate justice, and are sly rebukes to un-
hampered crass capitalism, and the march of globalization. The inequity of city life is as
steep as any of Manila’s many surrounding mountains and is as all-encompassing as
the city's voluminous rivulets of trash.

77



Endnotes

[1]1John Reed, “Duterte’s Manila Bay cleaning project dredges up controversy,” Financial Times, 25 February
2019. https://www.ft.com/content/3507e85a-35d3-11e9-bb0c-42459962a812. Accessed on 30 January, 2019.
[2] See “Greenpeace action in Manila Bay protests broken system from plastic production leading to
massive waste crisis,” Greenpeace Philippines, 5 March 2019. https://www.greenpeace.org/philippines/
press/1155/greenpeace-action-in-manila-bay-protests-broken-system-from-plastic-production-leading-
to-massive-waste-crisis/. Accessed on 30 January, 2019.

[3] Laurenz Luigi B. Cruz and Takenori Shimozono, “Transport of Floating Litter within Manila Bay, Phil-
ippines,” Marine Pollution Bulletin 163, no. 1 (2021): 111944.

[4] Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Climate of History: Four Theses,” Critical Inquiry 35 (2009): 211.

[5]T. J. Demos, Decolonizing Nature: Contemporary Art and the Politics of Ecology (Biruliskes: Sternberg
Press, 2016), 8.

[6] Brian Wattchow and Mike Brown, A Pedagogy of Place: Outdoor Education for a Changing World
(Melbourne: Monash University Publishing, 2011), 14.

[7] Marcelino Bugaoan, personal communication with the author, January 2019.

[8] Renan Ortiz, personal communication with the author, January 2019.

[9] Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, Monster Theory: Reading Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1996), chapter 1.

[10] Sven-Eric Liedman, A World to Win: The Life and Works of Karl Marx (London: Verso, 2018), 143.

[11] Started in 2010 by Stanton which he writes in HONY's official Facebook page: “Humans of New
York began as a photography project in 2010. The initial goal was to photograph 10,000 New Yorkers
on the street, and create an exhaustive catalogue of the city’s inhabitants. Somewhere along the way,
| began to interview my subjects in addition to photographing them. And alongside their portraits, I'd
include quotes and short stories from their lives.” https://www.facebook.com/humansofnewyork/ and
https://www.humansofnewyork.com/

[12] Leeroy New, personal communication with the author, January 2019.

Jose Santos P. Ardivilla is a political cartoonist from the Philippines. He has been part of several exhibitions wherein
his art is of political commentary. His research deals with popular art and visual culture. He is currently a Fulbright-
CHED (Philippine Commission on Higher Education) scholar pursuing a PhD in Fine Arts at Texas Tech University.

78

Tikar
as verb

This conversation between Bornean artist Yee I-Lann and Lucy Davis (July 2020), weaves through a series of collaborative
art projects that have been initiated by Yee and which are situated in and through practices of tikar (woven mat) making.
The conversation resonates therefore, with topical themes pertaining to ecologies, materialities, collaborative practices,
decolonisation and politics of display of vernacular craft in contemporary art contexts. Perhaps most importantly, this
conversation also includes a series of thick descriptions; anecdotes and precious primary material pertaining to the multiple
historic and contemporary worlds that might be hosted by the tikar.

in conversation: Yee I-Lann and Lucy Davis

Lucy Davis: Before we begin, we should perhaps have a basic description of a tikar.

Yee I-Lann: A tikar is a woven mat. When tikar is laid out on the ground or floor,
people will commune, take their shoes off, and sit on it. What becomes central are
the people who are gathered, but it is the mat they sit on that demarcates and de-
mocratises the space. If the tikar is full and you are forced to sit off the mat, you will
feel less included, and the host will hurriedly lay down another mat to widen the
collective space, making it more inclusive — for that is the tikar.

Tikar is the generic term in the Malay lingua franca for the woven mat found
across the Nusantara archipelago in Southeast Asia. There are hundreds of ver-
nacular and local names for this mat, each linked to a cultural and environmental
heritage and landscape.

LD: You once remarked that you “see the woven tikar mat as architectural, provid-
ing performative space”.' However, you also say that the tikar is itself a prosaic, non-
ritual object. Does this mean that the tikar facilitates rather than takes centre stage?

YIL: Much of the motivation for traditional mat-making was prosaic and function-
based. It had jobs to do: provide comfort for sleeping, a surface to dry chillies on,
something to wrap a dead body in, or a means to make some income.

The tikar facilitates because it is made from old rhythms for purpose and
action. It acts as a verb in our behavioural grammar: signalling, enabling, providing
a platform, stage or demarcated space for utility, communal interaction, or as a
cultural and spiritual portal, connecting the people with other planes.

Woven tikar are generally made by women. Being a good weaver is often
equated to retaining accumulated learning rather than artistic self-consciousness.
You probably learn to weave from your mother or grandmother. The woven mat is
part of the fabric of that home and thus community.

Skilled mat weavers are recognised for their artistry. For example, in the
social hierarchy of the Kadazan Dusun culture they have a high status, and they're
given a name or reputation that commands respect. Their work also has a high
trade value, the dowry price of a woman goes up if she has good weaving skills.
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Left: Mag-kelamat, a healing ritual of the Bajau Kubang, Semporna, Sabah © Professor Hanafi Hussin, 2004

Center: Magpaii-bahau, a ritual to balance spiritual energies and placate the spirit of ancestors of the Bajau Laut, Kampung Bangau-Bangau,

Semporna, Sabah. The Imam (ritual specialist) is reciting verses and prayers from the Quran in front of the buwas kuning (newly harvested

hill rice) on a plain tepo mat © Professor Hanafi Hussin, 2005

Right: Kak Budi's son’s wedding at Pulau Omadal. The bridal couple must stand on a tikar before she and her new husband perform the

traditional Bajau igal dance to the beat of a kulintangan band. The colourful tikar tepo is given as a wedding gift from the bride’s parents to
the bridal couple. © Roziah Jalalid, 2019 [2]

Yee I-Lann

Right: Kipas, 2018, woven by
Julitah Kulinting, split bamboo
pus weave with black kayu
uber natural dye. Image cour-

tesy of the artist © Yee I-Lann
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Some tikar mats carry powerful narratives commemorating a historic moment.
Some tikar hold great sentimental value and are valued for the memory they evoke.
Some tikar may not be beautiful but become sacred for the spiritual, portal-like space
they demarcate and enable when used in rituals. However, even the most special, pre-
cious tikar will be used as a mat because that is what it was made for, to be a mat.

The mat is appreciated for the multiplicity of its functions, and through
these functions it weaves together many aspects of life. Its function — in this ex-
panded meaning, when slowed down — is life.

LD: What kinds of hospitalities does or might a tikar mat enable?

YIL: In the old days you were likely made by your parents on a tikar mat and born on
a tikar mat. When you died, your body was wrapped in a plain tikar, without embel-
lishment, for burial. If you were Muslim and prayed in a direction towards Mecca, it
was on a prayer mat that was likely made for you by a close relative who loved you. In
meeting houses, elders would gather seated on mats, with tea or coffee on trays, as
they mediated community matters.

In Sabah, where | am from, the inland Dusun and Murut peoples perform
rituals on plain, unembellished tikar mats, as do the Bajau and Sama diLaut, who are
sea peoples. The tikar is quiet when it serves as the stage for sacred rituals. For festivi-
ties with merriment and feasting, music and dance, the embellished or colourful tikar
comes out and shows off its lineage of cultural knowledge, skill and wellbeing. Motifs
are often inspired by nature and the environment, significant animals or animal spir-
its, or represent an aspect of human lived experience.

Unrolling memory and interwoven lives
LD: You talk about the layers of memory that are woven into a tikar mat?

YIL: If we slow down and take our time when we unroll a mat, it is not difficult to
simultaneously unroll embodied attributes, along with its form and function — to
find tacit knowledge about material culture, primordial spiritual life, and a living
repository of narratives that built and build worldviews.
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LD: How does one access the memory of a tikar mat?

YIL: The best way is to ask the owners for the stories they find, read and remember
that are woven into the warp and weft. They will unravel the narrative in divergent,
meandering ways that take you on their journeys. A mat is a perfect device for
people to gather and share in oral storytelling.

| don't speak local languages, only Malay, so I'm often frustrated in conver-
sations with owners and weavers as | miss a lot of nuances in translation. There is
a multiplicity of interpretations and meanings, and trying to unpack these, even to
understand a single motif, unwinds in long, fascinating discussions. | have some-
times asked what a motif represents or what it means, and | am told instead what
it feels like to weave it.

On a more practical level, there are “spoken word", sing-songy counting pat-
terns that help the weaver remember a mathematical progression to calculate and
create a pattern. This is part of a tacit mnemonic learning process over time.

There is a Bajau phrase, the weaver ingat kepandayan — the weaver remem-
bers skill and cleverness. There is continuity and memory in the making of a mat, a
direct link to one’s ancestors. The weaver brings her own stories and authorship, but
she is not the only author of the mat, she adds and invents alongside what she has
learnt, what already exists across generations.

LD: What are the personal and political histories that your engagement with tikar
have revealed?

YIL: | did not learn how to weave from my grandmother. When | was young, | took
weaving and mats for granted. My Kadazan grandmother, Dorothea Binti Bungal
Lun Jaim, used to weave bundusan reed mats. She was from Kampung Nambazan
in Penampang. She helped raise me and was the only grandparent | really knew.

| remember the Kaamatan Harvest Festival rituals in celebration of the rice
harvest. One of these rituals was to conjoin the rice spirit called Bambaazon with
the rice. This happened through the Magavau rituals conducted by high priestess-
es called Bobohizans, women elders, relatives from the village who still practised
the old ways. | haven't seen rituals like it, at least not in my grandmother’s village,
since the late 1980s.

My father made photographs. They have merged with my memory, so I'm
not sure what | remember or what is a remembered photograph. | remember in the
mid-1970s being maybe five years old and hiding under a large cloth, or perhaps it
was a mat, with my sister I-Nah and our child relatives while pigs were slaughtered
as offerings, their high-pitched screams and the smell of blood. Also seared into my
memory is a weighty feeling of witnessing an act of ritual. My generation, | suspect,
was among the last to witness these rituals before they became re-enactments. It
was my father’s photographs that reminded me years later that these rituals were
performed on plain mats. These must have been the kind my grandmother wove.

My personal interest in mats grew when | moved back home to Sabah in late
2016, after living for more than 20 years in the Malaysian capital of Kuala Lumpur. |
realised in hindsight | was looking for my community, | was looking for my tikar.

| started looking for the plants bemban and bundusan, the two names my
father gave me, remembered from his mother. | could not find either plant for
over a year. Finally, my studio mate Filzah's colleague (called Rahim), said that
his grandfather cultivated bemban for Rahim’'s grandmother’'s weaving. Rahim'’s
grandfather dug up a bemban plant for me. | planted it on the land where my
grandmother had lived and where | am building a studio. It is a reed plant with
white flowers and grows in swampy land, so I've planted it on the edge of wa-
terlogged ex-paddy field land, in full sun, as instructed by Rahim's grandfather.

These family snapshots were taken by my father and stored in mum'’s family photo albums. The left and center

images were taken in 1974, the right image in 1981. They record the Kaamatan Harvest Festival Magavau rituals.

| know the word bundusan as a name of a major highway, Jalan Bundusan, con-
necting Penampang, where my grandmother’s village is located, to our state capital
Kota Kinabalu. | never knew this name of a highway was a Dusun name of a plant
used for weaving. | wasn't able to find the plant, an example of the weave, or a
weaver of bundusan till Julitah, my Keningau collaborator said she knows where to
find bundusan reed. She would weave me a mat perhaps like the type my grand-
mother made. Our last known Sumatran Rhino in Borneo died in Sabah last year.
We are part of a wide intricate sensitive tipping point ecology and it is not just our
animal wildlife that is facing extinction and disappearing forever.

Mats contain pathways of tacit knowledge — learning by observing, listen-
ing, copying, repetition passed from one generation to the next in a relay as inti-
mate as learning a mother tongue. | don't speak Kadazan like my grandmother. In
part, this is because | come from a mixed urban family, my grandfather was from
China, my mother from New Zealand. Although | grew up in Sabah, | was born after
the formation of Malaysia, when the Malay language became the sole medium of
instruction in school, and was promoted in the media, while local languages were
discouraged. | spoke Malay with my grandmother, and | came to a painful realisa-
tion that my tongue was different from her tongue, our rhythms different. | had
dropped the linggaman (a finger knife used to cut paddy stalks).3

Coinciding with my move home to Sabah, | was commissioned by the Na-
tional Gallery Singapore’s OUTBOUND initiative to make a new work for one of
their entrance foyers. The brief was very open-ended and invited artists to tap into
“dialogues on placemaking and revivifying the relationship between artists, mu-
seums and audiences”.* | sat on this for ages, fermenting a heady mix: the largest
institution of regional modern art that is actively writing our art canons, a historic,
politically super-charged Malaysia federal general election [in 2018], and a deeply
personal move back home. The threads wove themselves together. | came up with
the idea of working with Sabah’s indigenous land and sea peoples to make a tikar.

Sharing the tikar and the nation-state

LD: I'm intrigued to read (if | understand correctly) that mat-making among the dif-
ferent Sabah communities with whom you work seems to weave through a liminal
contact zone between indigenous land and sea peoples, who do not always have
amicable relations.
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YIL: Sabah is part of East Malaysia, and is situated in North Borneo. Sabah’s popu-
lation officially includes 33 indigenous, heterogeneous ethnic groups, each with its
own language and altogether something like 80 dialects. There has for centuries
been an undercurrent of political animosity between those generalised as land
peoples and those generalised as sea peoples.

Historically, the sea-based peoples were under patronage or enslaved to
either the Brunei or Sulu sultanates, who claimed land and goods that various land
peoples — who held no such loyalties to the sultanates — regarded to be their do-
main. The sea peoples who were considered allies to the sultanates controlled river
mouths and claimed trade tolls. They would also conduct raids on land villages for
the slave trade, which led to hostility between these land and sea peoples.®

During the colonial period in the 19th and 20th centuries, new borders for
these territories were created through treaties made without the explicit participa-
tion or consent of the indigenous land or sea peoples. Contemporary borders in
Borneo between the nation-states of Philippines, Indonesia, Brunei and Malaysia
date just over 50 years, born through colonial design, the failed, short-lived aspi-
ration known as Maphilindo® and the Konfrontasi” years of territorial dispute. The
Philippines today maintains an active territorial claim over Sabah.

And although Sabah was a signatory to the formation of Malaysia through
the Malaysia Agreement 1963 (MA63), Sabahans continually feel that they are in
forced subservience to the dominant federal centre — far away, overseas — in
Peninsular Malaysia. At the same time, certain historical or cultural tensions be-
tween the indigenous peoples of Sabah remain.?

Before | moved back, | had been thinking for some time about the tamu
(weekly traditional farmers’ markets) as a liminal and interstitial contact zone.?
Woven objects such as baskets are prominent at the market.” This led me on a
quest to (re)discover the different weavings across our Sabah geographies, eventu-
ally leading me to the Sama diLaut community at Omadal Island near Semporna
and the Dusun Murut community from the inland district of Keningau. The former
group is physically at the border and stateless, the other group is at the epicentre
of Sabah'’s craft industry today.

Tamu have been around since pre-colonial times and were always located
near a major artery of a river for easy transportation of people and goods. At tamu,
sea peoples would meet plains peoples would meet hill peoples to barter their
goods for items not available in their geography, as well as to conduct meetings,
exchange news, gossip, socialise."

| started a stall at a new tamu initiative called KeTAMU under my project
label KerbauWorks." We sell traditional heritage mats by the Sama diLaut commu-
nity from Omadal and the Dusun Murut community from Keningau. It felt right that
the two communities | was collaborating with on my artworks first met in person at
our KerbauWorks stall in a tamu in Kota Kinabalu.

The tamu is a microcosm contact zone of intense entanglements, of fric-
tion, of difference, of partnerships and a Sabah that doesn't need to flatten differ-
ences under nation-state notions of unity. It is precisely the difference the other
lays out on the mat that brings people together. The sociocultural-economic im-
pact, historic ties and even familial relations developed at the tamu greatly contrib-
ute to the contemporary imagined community that is Sabah, versus a Zomia-like
relationship with faraway federal Malaysia.

LD: Does the land-sea divide impact a practice like tikar mat-making?
YIL: When we started getting to know each other (myself, the Sama diLaut com-

munity from Omadal, and the Dusun Murut community from Keningau), | had
the National Gallery Singapore OUTBOUND commission in mind, and | brought

samples of unfinished weaving and material from each community to the other to
see whether we could physically weave different mediums together. This wasn't
received well by either community, both resisted even trying. Both said they don't
know the other, their codes, their medium, didn't want to kacau (disturb) the oth-
er's weave, and the weaving techniques were too different from their own. This
weaving together was too corny, too saccharine for my taste too.

| realised the communities had resisted cultural assimilation into Malaysian
identity—that is, a homogenising Peninsular Malaysian Malay identity — for a long
time in order to retain, foreground and promote their own cultural identities. So,
we decided to work together but separately to make a two-sided mat. This gave the
space for each culture to retain and promote its own resilient voice, whispering old
patterns at the scream of contemporary life.

In the Malay language, tanah means land or earth, and air means water
or sea. When these two words are conjoined as a compound word tanahair, the
meaning changes to “homeland”.' The term recognises the age-old connection to
geography, and by co-creating the mat, the Sama diLaut sea people and the Dusun
Murut land people could also co-create a new way of describing homeland, but
perhaps more importantly conceptually facilitate space for pause by providing a
meeting place.

We collectively decided that our niat (intention) was the same, the mat was
a billboard to symbolically call people together for kenduri (gathering) and ceramah
(discussion), and to celebrate our cultures and knowledges. Whether for our home-
land Sabah or for the National Gallery Singapore, the niat was the same. We named
our two-sided tikar through consensus and decided to call it Tikar-A-Gagah (gagah
means “valiant”).
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Introducing Roziah Jalalid

Roziah Jalalid is a Malaysian Bajau Tempatan weaver and community leader who lives on
Omadal Island, and my principal collaborator and coordinator. She is actively involved
in community engagement, outreach and capacity-building for marine conservation as
well as encouraging a revival in Bajau traditional arts. She is currently the headmistress
at Iskul Sama DiLaut Omadal, a privately funded school that provides stateless children
on the island with classes in Malay, mathematics and art.

Roziah was the founding Chairperson of the Women's Association of Pulau Oma-
dal (WAPQ), a community-based organisation supported by the World Wildlife Fund Ma-
laysia. WAPO focuses on addressing threats to the marine environment, such as destruc-
tive fishing practices, turtle egg poaching and pollution. Through WAPO and with support
and encouragement from Handicraft Malaysia, Roziah has been instrumental in raising
awareness of Bajau traditional weaving as a source of income security for women.

Roziah is also an alumna of the SUARA Community Filmmaking workshops. SU-
ARA (meaning “voice”) is an initiative supported by Sabah’s NGOs to train nominees from
rural communities with filmmaking tools: scripting, camera, sound, editing. Roziah’s
documentary Anyaman Konservasi, won first prize for Best Documentary at the Sabah
Screen Fest 2019.%°

Driving through a landscape of triggers

A 45-minute boat ride from Omadal Island to Semporna town, followed by a 12- to 14-
hour drive inland, is the town of Keningau where | work with Dusun and Murut weavers.
It's easier to fly than to drive across Sabah, but driving prompts further entanglements in
my mind, legacies of colonial and current capitalist exploitations, anthropocentric hubris,
hauntings woven through my homeland.

I can drive north from Semporna along the eastern coastline of Sabah along the
under-construction Pan-Borneo Highway, past Danum Valley (where Sir David Attenbor-
ough hangs out), past Lahad Datu, then Sandakan (where my father was District Officer
in 1969, one of the first locals to hold the post after the British left) through highlands and
down following the Crocker Ranges to Keningau. Or | can drive via the mostly bitumen old
timber road from Semporna past Tawau, then south of the Maliau Basin (aka The Lost
World, never inhabited by humans) following the border with Indonesia, where battles
were fought during Konfrontasi, to Keningau.

In either direction, | will drive hour after hour, valley after valley, past oil palm
plantations—the monocrop acting as an endless rhythmic metronome seemingly count-
ing costs and gains. If these lands were not covered in plantations or rainforest jungle,
they would have been fruit orchards, small-scale farmlands and rice fields. Traditionally,
women planted, harvested and sold the paddy at the market. They cultivated the spiri-
tual health of paddy and cared for the wellbeing of their communities through agricul-
ture. Women today rarely work in plantations, where the labouring is done primarily by
“cheap” (poorly paid) male migrant workers. The plantation lands smother the central
roles women had in their communities. But we don't talk about that.

Within this sea of oil palm are jungle reserves containing some of the world’s
greatest equatorial rainforest biodiversity. | drove past Maliau Basin during the mast
season in 2019 and collected dipterocarp long-wing seeds on the road while photograph-
ing elephant poop. A mast season happens about once every five years when endemic
endangered hardwood rainforest trees flower, seed and fruit simultaneously, en masse.
Imagine the precious spectacle of a noisy jungle with an orgy of feasting creatures below
a mosaic canopy of flowers with seeds dropping by the billions. But fear sets in with the
realisation that these remnants of jungle are islanded and severed from each other.

Keningau

Keningau is Murut and Dusun territory.?’ The Murut peoples (people of the hills) lived
a hunter-gatherer lifestyle in a pair of hill ranges: on one side, the Crocker Ranges
peaking with Mt Kinabalu, and on the other, the Trus Madi Ranges peaking with Mt
Trus Madi. In the fertile Tambunan Valley between the ranges, the Dusun or Dusunic
peoples (literally, “orchard people”, an umbrella name for many linguistically similar
ethnic sub-groups) cultivated rice and other crops. The valley is still prominent for its
smallholder rice fields and orchards, though oil palm plantations are encroaching on it.

Keningau is the largest “interior” town in Sabah. The British North Borneo Char-
tered Company (BNBCC) established a District Office here, initially for the cinnamon
spice trade (Keningau is named for the Murut word for the cinnamon tree, Cinnamo-
mum burmannii), followed by timber logging and rubber plantations. The BNBCC was
set up in 1881 to administer and exploit the resources of North Borneo (now Sabah);
until North Borneo became a crown colony in 1946, it was in effect colonised, admin-
istered and exploited by the CEO of a trading company, with Keningau as its primary
interior administrative centre.?

Keningau and the Tambunan Valley are known for rebellion against colonial
rule and grassroots Sabah nationalism; some of the most prominent politicians in
recent decades are from here. The most cogent act was the installation of the Batu
Sumpah Keningau (or Keningau Oath Stone) in 1963. When the formation of Malaysia
was first proposed by Malayan and British leaders in 1961, the leaders of North Borneo
rejected the proposal outright, fearing they would lose their chance for self-rule and
independence. Unfortunately, their objections did not prevail against more powerful
global forces, and by 1963 the merger of the British colonies Malaya, Sabah, Sarawak
and Singapore into Malaysia was going ahead.

With considerable reservation and apprehension, after a series of discussions
and community consultations, the chiefs in Keningau, G.S. Sundang and his brother
Datuk O.K.K. Sedomon of the United Pasok-Momogun Kadazan Organisation erected
a stone megalith as a reminder of oaths made by the new federal government to the
people of Sabah. Bobolian and Bobohizan high priests and priestesses conducted the
blood-letting ritual with sacrifices of buffalo, boar and white chickens, which was wit-
nessed by Sabah’s first Chief Minister Donald Stephens.?*> A plaque in the Malay lan-
guage, summarising the guarantees given by the federal government, was installed on
the stone monument:

The Malaysia Government guarantees: Freedom of religion in Sabah; The Gov-
ernment of Sabah holds authority over lands in Sabah; Native traditions and
customs will be respected and preserved. In return the people of interior Sabah
pledge loyalty to the Government of Malaysia.

In 2012, the Pusat Kraftangan Sabah (Sabah Handicraft Centre) was built in Keningau
by the Sabah Foundation (aka Yayasan Sabah Group), a state-owned foundation. The
objective of the Sabah Handicraft Centre is to develop the handicraft industry through
training, innovation and marketing.

Many weavers in Keningau have their own private businesses supported by state-
funded initiatives and commissions to supply large souvenir orders for the tourist market.
Although this is vital to keep the weaving industry viable, it risks being highly repetitive
and losing critical content in favour of meeting commercial demand. To have a truly in-
novative practice as a weaver in this context takes a commitment of time and niat.
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Mat-making ecologies

LD: I'm very interested in the ecological dimension of the materials and the plants
you interact with, the animals that eat them, the waters and soils/sands they require
to thrive. Could you talk more about this?

YIL: Plants document the ecologies and context where a weaving was made. An-
cestral knowledge — including observations of the moon, plant behaviour, weather
seasons and technological know-how — describe the literate relationships between
people and their environment.

The Keningau weavers call their bamboo pus. The botanical name
Schizostachyum pilosum S.Dransf. refers to Dr. Soejatmi Dransfield, a taxonomist spe-
cialising in bamboo. Her botanical sample at Kew Gardens references the vernacular
name, bambu pus, and was collected in 1979 from Kampung Nabawan, near where
Julitah lives.

Botanic
Pus isn't cultivated, it's found and collected from jungles by Murut men who process
and ready the bamboo before selling it to weavers at the tamu or by bulk order. It is
harvested twice a year during the dry season when the bamboo contains less moisture.
Young supple pus has thin walls with long internodes at approximately 50
c¢m, making it an ideal weaving material. The black pigment used on pus is made from
kayu uber tree sap mixed with fine soot.?* | don't know the botanical name for kayu
uber. The technologies required for processing pus and the pigment are examples
of ecological lineages, old knowledges, that need to be learnt and passed on. It is
becoming more difficult to find raw materials as plantations encroach on the jungle,
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.l:,ﬁl)__ilat Along the road, in the forest edge,
‘Notes :

Clump rather dense, Culm about 15 m long,

erect when young, dropping by age, young culm g
green With white wax and light brewn apprea—
sed hairs, glabrescent by age; internodes

30 cm long diam, ¢ 5 em at the base., Culm—
sheaths with appressed light brown hairs;
blades glabrous brownish, erect, Inflorescence
terminating leafy branches. Rather common along
the road,
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E\M The Omadal community solely use commercially purchased chemical dyes
2y 33‘” er - N«w\-u.; " to colour their mats. They have been using these dyes since the 1960s. When | asked
i ke/b@ ! /"Il b .I:ig -w:ﬂ:.»: about natural dyes, | was told they used to be made from marine products and
Stales pae, P e e Saoss m‘” plants, but these methods and sources have been forgotten. Chemical dye waste is

gorss” T e R el usually poured straight into the sea, but with Roziah's vigilance we are trying to cre-

ate a new habit of pouring the waste water into the ground, so there is at least some
form of filtration before it enters waterways.

| was also told by the Omadal community that after Pandanus leaves were
boiled, they would be pressed under a debarked, smooth tree-sized log roller to
break down the plant fibres, making the resulting weave very soft to touch.?> When
Roziah was growing up, this method was still practised, but she hasn't seen a log
roller press for many years.

Pandanus plants are important to help protect against shoreline coastal ero-
sion. They have tough aerial prop roots with a pyramid-like structure, and can act
as windbreaks and provide shade for wildlife habitats and nesting sites for birds.?
Women have begun replanting and cultivating Pandanus plants along coastlines
on Omadal and surrounding islands, recognising their value also as an alternative
source of income. Preparing Pandanus leaves is a long, elaborate process: cultiva-
tion, then harvesting, de-thorning, boiling, drying, splitting leaves before selling
them to weavers for dyeing and weaving. Despite the laborious work, it is a source
of steady, sustainable income, and reduces dependency on fishing in a highly sensi-
tive marine environment. With less pressure on fishing, a lobster or a wee seahorse
(used in Chinese medicine) can live to see another day.

LD: What kinds of sensuous knowledges are at stake in everyday tikar production?

YIL: The first test mat | made with the Omadal community in May 2018 was a text-
based Tanah & Air' mat. It was made to commemorate our discussions and niat for
Tikar-A-Gagah, and also an exercise for me to find out if we could work together.

Dancing in a straight line

& i The mat was meant to be 7' x 5’ in size. When the mat was completed it was much
Yee I-Lann smaller than | was expecting. | remember thinking, oh dear, they don't take direction
well. But the joke was on me. The Sama diLaut community at Omadal is alphabet-
illiterate and don't use feet or inches to measure. Seven feet (kaki) means the mat
weaver's foot multipled seven times, toe to heel.

Tikar-A-Gagah, 2019, front woven by weavers from Pulau Omadal led by Kak Roziah: Kak Anjung, Makcik Bagai, Makcik Billung, Makcik
Braini, Kak Budi, Kak Ebbuh, Makcik Gangah, Kak Ginnuh, Kak Gultiam, Makcik Indah Laiha, Kak Kanuk, Kak Kinnuhong, Makcik Kuluk,

Adik Lornah, Kak Norbaya, Kak Sana, Sama DiLaut pandanus weave with commercial chemical dye; reverse woven by weavers from Measuring a foot's length is more than just counting steps, it's the life you
Keningau led by Julitah Kulinting: Lili Naming, Siat Yanau, Mohd Shahrizan Bin Juin, Juraen Sapirin, S. Narty Abd. Hairun, Zaitun Abd. embed in the mat with a rhythmic corporeal action. When you take the first step, you
Hairun, Julia Ginasius, split bamboo pus weave with kayu uber black natural dye; stitched together using bamboo pus weave Top: say aloud, “Alfom!” (“Life!"). When the next heel touches the previous toe, say aloud,

“Amatail” (“Dead!”). Then with the next foot you say, “Hidup!” then “Mati!" and on-
wards. You must start with hidup and end with hidup. And the foot used to measure
must belong to the principal or collectively nominated weaver.

Kak Roziah, lead weaver from Pulau Omadal, to Singapore with me to see our mat installed within a leading palace of Southeast The colourful Pandanus side of the Tikar-A-Gagah mat is measured on Kak
Asian visual arts © Yee I-Lann Budi's foot. Kak Budi is a principal weaver from the water village at Pulau Omadal.
She’s also the joker of our original weaving ‘gang’ there. | have tried many times to
interview her, but it doesn’t work. She becomes very self-conscious and stiff. But Kak

simple explanatory notes taken from my sketchbook Center: The two halves of Tikar-A-Gagah shot in situ at Pulau Omadal and at

the Sabah Handicraft Center in Keningau. Bottom: It was wonderful to be able to take Kak Julitah, lead weaver from Keningau, and

distancing indigenous people from land and knowledge systems tied to the environment. Budi is constfantly bqfstlng ln',co song, and all her songs are improv storytelling about
The Sama DiLaut community on Omadal Island use several varieties of the day and its activities. She's a star!

Pandanus (screw pine) leaves in their weaving, but I'm not sure of the botanical . L.

names. Pandanus grows in lowland coastal sandy terrain, on rocky outcrops and Seeking permission and balance . .

behind mangroves. The leaves are harvested when the plant is about three years Another unexpected development involved Makcik Indah Liyah. | met her on my

old and starts fruiting. first trip to Omadal Island, thg same time | met Roziah. MakC|I§ Indah Liyah's f{amlly
One widely used Pandanus species is called mengkuang, the botanical name was the flrst from the Sama diLaut community to settle and build a house on sfults at

is Pandanus odoratissimus. This is a coarser, wide leaf used for the lapis backing of a Omadal in the late 1970s. She was a highly respected elder and weaver, considered

mat and for utility mats that are for drying salted fish. | believe the species used for a founder of the water village. She took charge of a large, plain mengkuang lapis mat

fine, colourful patterned tepo mats is Pandanus copelandii merr. we planned to be the backing for the colourful Pandanus weave.
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Pages 93-94: TIKAR/
MEJA, Edition 2/2,
2018-2020, woven by
weavers from Pulau
Omadal: Adik Alisya,
Adik Anidah, Pakcik
Anneh, Kak Budi, Adik
Dawing, Adik Dayang,
Adik Della, Kak Indah
Jariah, Kak Kanug, Kak
Kuluk, Kak Nulbaya,
Adik Nur Tasha, Kak
Roziah, Kak Sanah,
Kak Sitti Rasun, Kak
Sulman and Pacik
TularanBajau, Sama
DiLaut pandanus
weave with commer-
cial chemical dye and
matt sealant. Image
courtesy of the artist.
of the artist

© Yee I-Lann
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Halfway through the making of this, Makcik Indah Liyah died. The weavers told me it was
because we hadn't asked for blessings from the spirits to make the mat. A plain meng-
kuang mat is used to wrap a body for burial as well as for ritual ceremonies, it has a very
strong spiritual nature. Our mat was super-sized, thus very powerful, it was devastating.

Respect and follow the pantang (taboos), you can't just go and do whatever
you like. There is an order and a reason for everything. This was a brutal lesson. We
were careless and not mindful of the balance between life and the spiritual world.
The weavers now conduct a doa selamat ritual to seek blessings for every weaving
project on Pulau Omadal.

Recognising numbers

In general, numbers have significant meanings. Odd numbers — especially seven, itis a
highly charged number in Dusun and Murut cosmology. The universe is made of three
parts with seven spiritual upperworlds, seven spiritual underworlds, and the plane on
which we live with its five rings of community power, the outer ring being of the Pang-
gazou warrior and at the centre or the inner ring, the Bobohizan high priestess.

We included a plain ritual portal tikar woven into the split bamboo of Tikar-
A-Gagah. It is accompanied by seven stalks of paddy, seven buffaloes, seven sireh
leaves, three boars, three eggs, nine gongs — all acceptable and necessary ritual
elements remembered from my own experiences and also from the weavers'.

Above this ritual portal tikar floats the blood oath Batu Sumpah Keningau,
remembering the 1963 Government of Malaysia oath agreement that included Sin-
gapore. Singapore may have forgotten the Keningau Oath Stone megalith, so we
symbolically, consciously, as daughters of Bobohizan high priestesses, placed it in
the foyer of the National Gallery Singapore.

Tikar-A-Gagah is full of good tidings and embedded with female indigenous power.

The patriarchal table and the feminist tikar

YIL: This representation of relationships and power has been a concern explored in
my previous work, which informs my current collaborative process and the building-
on of imagery found in the weaving works. My photomedia series Picturing Power
(2013) is about the violence of colonial administration: map-making, surveying, pho-
tography, the creation of colonial power. | tell you what your land is, | tell you what
your history is, | tell you who you are, therefore | have power over you and that's how
I'm going to colonise your land, your language, your knowledge — you. Picturing Power
ends with a photograph of a native man in Western clothing looking through a the-
odolite at a bare-breasted woman in a sarong “skirt” framed by a contemporary office
window, evoking how we impose internalised colonial ways on ourselves. Throughout
this series, | represented this colonial power and violence through the motif of a table.

While working on Tikar-A-Gagah, the Omadal community and | simultane-
ously started working on another artwork called TIKAR/MEJA. This consists of multiple
traditional Sama diLaut mats with a single large silhouetted table motif overlain on
their heritage patterns.

Historically, traditionally, we didn't have tables (or chairs) in the Southeast
Asian archipelago. The pelamin, a raised platform on which a Sultan sat in an el-
evated position (on a mat), might be considered table-esque. The Sultan might have
a dulang, an elevated tray, usually containing a set of objects used for the custom
of chewing betel leaves, or the Quran might be elevated off the floor on a rehal.
Throughout the archipelago, we, the people, sat on a mat on the ground.

The word for table in Malay is meja, it is mija in Dusun, mesa in Tagalog, all
dating back to the earliest colonialising powers in the region — the Portuguese and
Spanish word for table is mesa. That's a neat etymological illustration of colonial
power. | associate the motif of the table with patriarchy and colonialism, which ei-
ther invites or excludes you from the table of decision-making and thus power.

The matis local, egalitarian, democratic — feminist. Local mother tongues all

had a vernacular name for the tikar — tepo (Sama dilLaut), galum (Dusun Liwan), apin
(Murut), banig (Tagalog) — and the mats bore motifs containing vernacular knowl-
edge, meaning and expression, made from materials found in the environment. | see
the mat as containing intrinsically feminist power.

The table motif in TIKAR/MEJA represents hard patriarchal official power, official
histories, nation-states, education systems, cultural institutions, censuses, trade trea-
ties, identity cards. The Anthropocene needs platforms, mats, to find solutions togeth-
er. TIKAR/MEJA juxtaposes officious patriarchal power with feminist community power.

LD: How does this interest in geometries of power manifest in your new work with
tikar? How do your collaborators engage and participate in this aspect of your practice?

YIL: We talk at length. It is vital that Roziah and the weavers have an engagement with
conceptual frameworks, the niat of what we are making. But | did issue instructions
to the weavers, | passed them table patterns to weave. | was being instructive in my
language even as | sought their approval. | recognise the power | wield and have been
learning how to pass this power to the community.

| asked the kids if they would like to do a survey of the tables on the island.
Their documentation drawings, made with Roziah's guidance, provided some of the
table designs for the TIKAR/MEJA mats. Some of the tables found on the island are: Ro-
ziah's kitchen table, the teacher’s desk, the school desk, the rehal to hold the Quran,
the podium for speeches used by officials who visit the island. This process of survey-
ing the island’s tables unwound more stories. Roziah, Isma and Mera, all alumni of
the SUARA community filmmakers programme, are making their next documentary
about the tables on Omadal Island. They are making this completely independently
from me. | had a role in triggering ideas and bringing attention to the tables and
maybe a certain confidence in unpacking signifiers, but that's it, the documentary is
completely theirs. It's so exciting, | can’t wait to see it.

A table on a mat can be “eaten” by the mat, like a stone covered by paper in
the rock paper scissors game, or when my open hand encloses your fist. The table in
the mat becomes a shape, a presence, a haunting. The mat gives shape. The periph-
eries that shape the plane locate where the center is. To decolonise is to see the table
and to see the mat.

Mansau ansau, waving not drowning

LD: I'm very interested in the new weaves you have co-created that you have termed
mansau ansau. This is mentioned in an earlier interview in ArtAsiaPacific.?’ It seems
to refer to a kind of knowledge generation via processes of making, which is very
much in partnership with the material and also dependent on where the rhythms
and senses of materials and practices take you. Did | understand this correctly? Could
you elaborate on this?

YIL: The warp and weft of natural light on split bamboo can have lenticular-like effects,
or subtle shifts like in two-tone shot silk. We were trying to draw on this material qual-
ity and create optical illusions that would change when viewed from different angles.

With Keningau weavers Kak Julitah, Lilli and Shahrizan we looked closely at exist-
ing tessellated and congruent patterns found in many heritage Murut and Dusun mo-
tifs. The motif pinungoh nandayunan (hill ridges without end) we used in Tikar-A-Gagah is
an example of this tessellated pattern, the positive and negative shapes becoming two
flower-like interlocking tiles. The weave method is mathematical, involving counting and
exact repetition. We looked at M.C. Escher’s artworks, mathematical geometric drawings
and optical illusions for inspiration. We made many tests and accidently invented a new
weave — well, we think it's a new weave, it's a new weave for us.

With this new weave, the pattern is mathematically woven in a serialised ac-
tion but without exact repetition — you purposefully meander. No two square inches
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Keningau split bamboo pus motif details.

Top: pinungoh andayunan (hill ridges without end) © Yee I-Lann

Below: mansau ansau, water buffalo and stalks of rice. Images courtesy National Gallery Singapore © Yee I-Lann

are going to be identical. It meanders within an overall rhythm. The weavers tell me
it feels scary to weave because there is an element of chance, and since it is slow, dif-
ficult work, you won't know what it looks like until you keep going for some distance.
This felt like a metaphor for our journey together.

We named our new weave method mansau ansau in the Dusun language,
meaning to walk and walk, or to keep journeying without knowing where you are
headed. This was used as the base background for the bamboo side of Tikar-A-Gagah
and the louvre window mats.
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The weavers and | presented
our Tikar-A-Gagah to our
home audience at the Lepa
Regatta, 2019, in Semporna,
Sabah before the tikar was
installed within a foyer at the
National Gallery Singapore ©
top: Yee I-Lann, 2019, below:
Mohd Asraffirdauz Bin Abdul-
lah, 2019.
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The Pandanus side of the Tikar-A-Gagah features Sama diLaut heritage motifs
— the nikeutan (lobster) and the sambulayang (lepa houseboat sail) — as bookends.
These are large designs. Weaving starts as a spine (located at the horizon-line posi-
tion of mat) and works outwards with the two halves on either side of this spine be-
ing mirror images of each other.

The central design between the bookends represents spatial and temporal
movements reflecting maritime nomadic movement, sea routes or journeys, travel-
ling. They're also like the planks between stilt houses with the tikar as a portal, our
flying carpet.

Can a museum be a mat?

LD: You have spoken of how the making of tikar is a collective and often female-
dominated process. How do these processes of making and conceptions of author-
ship (or the lack thereof) translate into the often extractive logics of contemporary
art markets, museums and so forth?

YIL: | go back to the National Gallery Singapore’s OUTBOUND initiative commis-
sioning brief to open “dialogues on placemaking and revivifying the relationship
between artists, museums and audiences”. This is a great (generic) brief, always rel-
evant, vital, kacau-ing (provoking or unsettling) for any museum. | took this brief
very literally on my journey, outbound, as an artist and citizen of a place and region,
beyond the singular commission. In the process of trying to unpack all of the above,
in the age of climate change needing community-driven solutions, within the context
of decolonising our linguistics and understanding our vernaculars, how do we open
those dialogues, and who are we talking about and to whom and what place? Are we
all stateless, nomadic travellers seeking the validation of paper identity, what is our
tanah and air, where might we find a mat to commune, can a museum be a mat and
can the table be turned?

We premiered the Sama diLaut half of the mat at the tiny Tun Sakaran Mu-
seum in Semporna in conjunction with the International Conference on Bajau and
Maritime Affairs in Southeast Asia. An all-female Kulintangan orchestra played in the
foyer, and Bajau Igal-lgal dancers from Malaysia, Philippines and Indonesia (Maphil-
indo) who were taking part in the international Igal-lgal dance-off competition that
night danced on our mat in an impromptu jam. We then opened the mat at the
annual Lepa Regatta against the backdrop of traditional lepa houseboats with their
sambulayang flag sails. Hundreds of people walked with the weavers and me, and
helped us carry the open mat. The weavers were front and centre and able to show
off their skills to their own home community and weaver peers.

As an artist | had become used to constructing work based on my particu-
lar perspective; the vanishing point on the horizon line stemmed from me. On this
journey, | am no longer the centre, there is no singular vanishing point, the teasing
horizon line dipped in and out of the weave. | felt like | could be carried by currents,
carried by a crowd, mansau ansau, freed from bound perspectives, going with the
flow, ready to roll out and share our tikar.
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Forest Curriculum
In The Forest, Even The Air Breathes, Installation view - GAMeC, Bergamo, 2020, Photo: Lorenzo Palmieri, Courtesy GAMeC -
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To speak to the forest

The Forest Curriculum addresses the need for a located cosmopolitical imagination of our current ecological era, rejecting
the planetarity of the Anthropocene project. It proposes instead to think with the cosmological systems of Zomia, the forested
belt running from the northeast of India, through the Chittagong Hill Tracts of Bangladesh, the Shan state, the Isan heartland
in Thailand, the tropical forests of the Malay Peninsula and into the Cordilleras of the Philippines. As a site that inhabits
the multiple scales of histories and cosmological thought, zomia is the terrain from which to queer the Anthropocene: a
geological project that posits the “human” as a singular species inheriting a damaged planet.

text and images by Pujita Guha and Abhijan Toto for the Forest Curriculum
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I./xat/1

Located within the Iskandar Malaysia special economic zone (SEC) in southern Jo-
hor, Forest City, is a smart technologically resilient urban space comprised of four
man-made islands.” As its developers would have us believe, it is Nebuchaddnez-
zar's Hanging Gardens? manifest in its tropical grandeur. Even more so, that the
forest in this forest city is smart, technologically resilient, and built to clean the airs
of a high energy-consumptive city. The smartness of the forest in Forest City thus
is the gift of rampant, manicured green-ness, entangling all of its brick, mortar, and
glass. This entanglement, the urban planners say, would render our futures habit-
able. Futures were always habitable after all, floating and ceaselessly unfurling like
those fluorescent gausser lines on your screensaver page. The present, however,
has been built upon political friction and resource extraction, with botanical life ner-
vously jostling with urban infrastructure. These towers at Forest City are our pres-
ent smartness, pressed into time like an awkward gawky crystal. They are caught in
the throes between Nebuchaddnezzar's fantasy, a present of an emaciated planet,
and the future of a promised habitat. Like Nebuchaddnezzar's gardens, the Forest
City in Malaysia pierces through the sky, inscribing and levitating trees beyond their
earthy roots. And yet, as the Forest City pushes its canopies upwards and its sandy
fragile soil downwards, it also casts aside its nearby tropical mangroves to oblivion.?
All perhaps to replace one pre-existing smart forest with the other. Or as neoliberal-
ism would tell us, updating one forest for the other. Where could we then find our
forests one could ask? And what were forests even to begin with? As forests keep
getting replaced with other forests, real or virtual, smart or dumb, native or foreign,
one would have to ask constituted a forest, who habited them, and what were the
relational protocols that governed this world? Furthermore, as the tale of Forest City
might have told itself, forests don't exist by themselves. Entangled in the histories of
empire building and mega-infrastructural projects, the Forest City is Malaysia's gam-
ble with the Belt and Road Initiative, inching closer into the sea and Singapore alike.
Forests are then inevitably mired in vines well beyond their own. It is implicated in
the realm of financial speculations, real-estate war, and environmental alteration in
our contemporary times.

I1./ni/Two

Forests don't exist by themselves. They don't exist unto themselves. Such is the tale
of Forest City. And the same fate befalls Zomia as well. Zomia is an anthropological
schemata that exists nowhere really. And for its most prominent proponent, James
C. Scott, it had ceased to exist well into our postcolonial world.# Deriving from the
Chin-Kuki word for ‘us’, “Zomi”, Zomia refers to the mountainous forest Southeast
Asian massif that coincides with the forested regions that lie in the altitudes above
300 m. It occurs at the edges of nation-states; a vast region that enfolds border-
lands and contested regions including Northeastern India, the Chittagong Hill Tracts
of Bangladesh, the south-western fringes of China, the borders between Thailand,
Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam. But beyond this geographic isotope, if one
could call it so, Zomia carries with itself its own political rigour, which could be sum-
marized simply as the distaste for the state. James C. Scott saw Zomia as a shatter
zone for those fleeing the state; indigenous communities, communists, and migrants
alike, all of whom might have taken to Zomia for various reasons to be their own
sight of refuge . Zomia is a — zone of refuge, a site that inheres the precarious and
yet anarchist existences of those who flee the conscriptive regimes of the adjoining
lowland valleys and the rice-producing states whose plantations attest to disciplinar-
ian regimes in and of themselves. Well into the late 20th Century, and indeed today,
Zomia has been used by those resisting state control, making kin with the swamps,
leaves, mosquitos, ghosts of the forest to ward off the state and its agents. And yet,
where stateless-ness persists, so persists the spectres of the state, always willing

Forest Curriculum
In The Forest, Even The Air Breathes, Installation view - GAMeC, Bergamo, 2020, Photo: Lorenzo Palmieri, Courtesy GAMeC -
Galleria d’Arte Moderna e Contemporanea di Bergamo © Forest Curriculum

to devour the forest in its midst. Zomia's histories are the site for military indus-
trial complex, resource extraction, slavery, insurgency and debt, a search of flight
braided with a history of relentless state capture. It is for these socio-historical and
cultural reasons, and for our practical, political, speculative, and imaginary senses,
that our Zomia extends from the mainland massif and into the Cordillieras of the
Philippines and the tropical jungles of the Malay peninsula; forests echoing synony-
mous histories, legacies, and lived realities. A forest of flight and war, resistance
and predation, indigeneity, and state paranoia. It is a Zomia interjected with waters,
islands, borders, mountains and gunshots, and those in search of history.

Zomia is a sense of relationality mediated via the forested landscape.

lll./thum/three

To extend any concept beyond its initial limits is to not just tinker with its conceptual
limits, but also its conceptual scaffolds. It brings us to bear what constitutes the
concept itself? What are its tensions, its presumed core, its extensions? Where does
concept blend into a metaphor and where does metaphor blend into a synonym?
For us then, our struggles with Zomia are in as much our struggles with the Zomian,
an adjectival cognate for all the conceptual strands that encapsulate Zomia. But one
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could not presume that the adjectival cognate is a necessary byproduct of the con-
ceptitself. Could there even be an adjectival cognate for Zomia given its folded den-
sity? How could we speak of a Zomian that echoes this density without compressing
or losing much of its dense texture? Could Zomian be used as a linguistic shorthand?
Or is that theoretical laziness? To return to our question, could the Zomia be ex-
tended? Topologically, conceptually, axiomatically?

IV./li/four

As a topological phenomenon, Zomia emerged as a landscape that resisted easy, re-
producible navigability, the logics of codification and data.> Cartography or topology
on this landscape proved discouraging for the colonizers, or even for the local state;
all of whom deemed Zomia to be the outlier space, vexing, detailed, and dangerous.
But to baptize Zomia as unknowable is to condemn it into an unknowing, an alien-
ated entity tethered into its own solitude. For the Hmongs who were heavily sought
after by the CIA for their attunement to forest sounds through the American war, or
the Bataks of Palawan who collect honey in a ritualistic event called the kiarumata
that expresses their ability to see the hives through the forest's thick canopy, the
forest has always been cartographic, a topos with inscription so to say. Or if not
cartographic, then counter-cartographic even. Counter not merely in a simplistic an-
tithesis to the domineering grids and lines of a map locative media and coverage,
but as a space teeming with details, life and affect, necessarily resistive to data, or
codification.

V./na/five

Zomia is counter-cartographic fundamentally in the manner of being in-disciplined.®
Not inter or transdisciplined, but in-disciplined. It brackets histories of (counter) in-
surgency and animism in the same breath, weaves limpid bodies and vines together,
and performs a screening opaqueness that resists an enlightened search for truth.
To weave the life of Zomia then is to write how infrastructures of state control crum-
ble, and machines rust, and become haunted. In Zomia, there is no post-colonial but
rather entangled histories of imperialism, that occur not as geological layers, but
rather co-temporaneously, and all at once. It is a fold, architecturally dense complex
and disorienting, but also folding, engulfing the outside unto/within itself. A fold
inhibits a secured overview, to know the forest is to enter it, to breathe its air, to
acknowledge its milieu.

“Tabi tabi po” or “Bari bari apo”, what Filipinos mutter when they enter the forest, asking
them to excuse themselves for disturbing the duwendes (forest spirits).

VI./gup/six

Zomia becomes a terrain upon which we propose to re-orient forms of knowledge
away from the planetarity of the Anthropocene and towards an eco-sophical mode
of thinking rooted in the cosmologies of the naturecultures of zomia. To queer the
Anthropocene as it were. As post-human critics of the Anthropocene project have
pointed out, the Anthropos in the Anthropocene assumes a universality of a western
model of the “human” which, in practice has been used by imperialists and state
actors to exploit and impoverish those outside, (or from a different framework, in
a subaltern position to)of its definition.” But further still, the Anthropocene, even in
its disavowal of the centrality of man, is tautologically caught up with the human, a
geological epoch condemned to be forever revered or detested by the scales of the
human species.

Therefore, what would queering the Anthropocene from the folds of Zomia
feel like? And as we wager through the rubric of human exceptionalism could we ask
what forms of relation we can have with the ecological itself? Are animals merely the
sites/ the signs that speak for a fallen man - his primordial instincts, his base capaci-
ties for affect and motion? Or as the innumerable myths from the Zomia speak of,
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are they our kin and kith - our ancestors, our cousins, or our mortal enemies in a
different corporeal garb? Like the “were-tigers”, “drifting” between the hunter and
the hunted, we ask what is the space between nature and society? And what social
relations can then bring us closer to the world we inhabit?

Vil./sagi/seven

The shaman is the figurative embodiment of a Zomian imaginary. A shaman is
someone who not only interfaces with the ontological subjectivity of the non-hu-
man, speaks to presumably the speciestic other, but one who also mediates be-
tween times and spaces that could not otherwise be sutured together.® A shaman
is the forest's primary figure, communicating with its predators, its prey, its forests
and gods alike. A shaman is somebody who performs the relationality that the forest
necessitates. They mediate between earthly mortals and spectral excesses, a furtive
conduit that makes legible whatever exceeds the realm of the human, the banal, and
the rooted.

Vill./get/Eight

The Forest Curriculum is an itinerant system of pedagogy that proposes to work with
academics, film-makers, artists, musicians, activists, students, and local stakehold-
ers to produce systems of sharing located knowledges, organized around the issues
of a particular location and field of operation. We seek to keep an in-disciplinarity
alive, a Zomian deixis not grounded in truth, or a search for lithic permanence. It
is much like the forests’ ever-entangling vines, webs, and lichens — a method of
constantly resituating ourselves, constantly combusting and redeveloping, revisit-
ing, and re-tuning our orientation to that which is not us and yet with which we are
familiar or intimate.

It is here that we wish to perform the Zomian indisciplinarity on our practice
itself, undermining the schism between the humanities and the sciences, which
are embodiments both of the qualitative and the quantitative, and the subjec-
tive and the objective respectively. And these schisms have been a violence fun-
damental to the birth of the modern university itself. At such a time in the his-
tory of the university, when epistemes of science and technology accrue public
validation, government funding (often tied to military and security systems); we
believe that the value not just of the humanities needs to be restored, but also
the value of a non-humanist humanity itself — a Zomian cosmology instituted to
the university itself. What might be of value is not the exploitative demands on
labour that the university institutionalises, but life itself.?

IX./ko/nine

How might these forms of emergent instituting allow us to imagine a form of the uni-
versity otherwise? We are currently seeing the space of the university under attack
globally, both from fascist forces and from decades of neoliberalisation. In these
moments, however, we have also seen strategies of redistributing knowledge and
its production through contingent, shifting modes, such as teach-ins. Acknowledging
the extractivist apparatuses and ideologies that lie at the heart of the university as
we know it, we turn instead towards traditions of black and dalit radical thought and
indigenous practices, as well as recent critical methodologies within anthropology.
Drawing from Fred Moten and Stefano Harney's notion of the ‘undercommons’, we
aim not to map the undercommons upon the forest - indeed these are not in fact
analogous, but rather build upon undercommons thinking as methodology, and the
modes in which it allows us to think of infrastructure.’® Thus, we seek as genera-
tions of Zomians have done before not merely an escape, but a guerilla relationship,
of operating with, under, and across existing infrastructures, moving them against
their own purpose, producing connections transversally. Always moving, always
avoiding capture. The task of doing so requires us to constantly and contingently
produce protocols of co-ordination between intellectual terrains. What is crucial
then, is not only producing new knowledges - in fact resisting this logic of new - but
rather imagining other forms of flow, circulation and tying together. The Curriculum
proposes a model of nomadic, para(sitic) institutionality that works through further-
ing entanglement and creating situations of mutual stakeholding of knowledge. It
seeks to imagine what forms of politics and pedagogies must be invented to think
alongside, and become intimate with the many beings of the many worlds we in-
habit. The Curriculum exists and grows through each iteration and deployment, by
orchestrating situations of mutual co-learning. Each iteration oozes into the project,
and entangles it into every successive deployment, creating transversal networks
across Zomian fields. Equally, the Curriculum opens itself to appropriation by the
stakeholders who call an iteration into being, to produce itineraries unforeseen by
its initiators. It is precisely from these points of entanglement that we will be able
to work towards forms of — emergent Instituting. To reiterate: this means to work
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living paradise.” “Green and Smart,” Forest City, last modified 17 April 2020, https://forestcitycgpv.com/
about-forest-city/green-smart.
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Yale University Press, 2009).
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of interpretation.” In International Social Science Journal n° 209 (2013): pp. 53-66.
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id Planning and Black Study” is an counter-enlightment proposition, a space of refuge contingently produced
within, through, and at odds with the university, where marginalized bodies are able to produce spaces of
study against exploitative and extractive infrastructures. Fred Moten, and Stefano Harney. The Undercom-
mons: Fugitive Planning and Black Study, (Wivenhoe: Minor Compositions, 2013).
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from events and situations of encounter in order to produce enfoldings resonating
in multiple directions, a topology of inflections, a Zomian landscape. Initiated by
Pujita and Abhijan Toto, who act as its directors, the Forest Curriculum is indebted
to the mannangals, the tikbalangs, the nagas, among others, and to the were-tigers
that we are.
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Certain other ideas mentioned in this essay, especially around the university have appeared before in our
essay “Notes Towards Imagining an Univers(e)-ity Otherwise” and “In Search of a Weighing Lightness.” Full
bibliographic entries below.

Endnotes

[1] Forest City is an integral residential city in Iskandar Malaysia special economic zone (SEC) in southern
Johor, Malaysia. Forest City describes its green smartness in the following manner, “One of the most
distinctive features of Forest City is its vertical greenery, underlined by the concept of a “forest-like envi-
ronment with buildings’ facade covered by plants”. As the entire city will be engulfed in green and parks,
it will bring the symbiotic coexistence between city and nature to a new height. With the world’s most
advanced urban planning concepts and practices, Forest City aims to resolve urban problems by being
a compact and sustainable city. It utilizes a multi-layered urban planning concept, in which vehicles and

The Forest Curriculum is an itinerant and nomadic platform for interdisciplinary research and mu-
tual co-learning. It proposes to assemble a located critique of the Anthropocene via the naturecultures
of zomia, the forested belt that connects South and Southeast Asia. The Forest Curriculum works with
artists, researchers, indigenous organizations and thinkers, musicians, activists. It was founded and is
co-directed by curators Abhijan Toto and Pujita Guha. Abhijan Toto a curator at Subhasok Art Gallery,
Bangkok and researcher, who has previously worked with the Dhaka Art Summit, Bellas Artes Projects,
Manila and Council, Paris. He is the recipient of the 2019 Lorenzo Bonaldi Prize at the GAMeC, Bergamo.
Pujita Guha is currently a Ph.D student and Chancellor's Fellow at the University of California, Santa
Barbara and publishes on South and Southeast Asian cultures and ecosophical thought. The Forest Cur-
riculum collaborates with institutions and organizations in South, Southeast Asia and beyond, including
the Arts Network Asia for the Forest Curriculum’s Summer School program, Savvy Contemporary, Berlin,
Ghost:2561 Festival, Bangkok, Thailand; SUGAR Contemporary, Toronto; Tentacles Artspace, Bangkok,
Ideas City, Times Museum among others.
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Hello darling!

Hello Darling is a series of drawings situated within a larger research project that aims to read the wildlife
market in Southeast Asia though the private and collective imaginations of a post-colonial archipelago. These
works are a result of an intimate conversation with a taxidermist in Thailand and offer a tender account of the

commodity and its maker.

text and images by Garima Gupta
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DM’ed him after seeing some process images of taxidermy he had shared on
Instagram. A year later, | was standing in his studio in Bangkok. Waiting for him
to cut open a bird.

Not too far from the studio is a thriving wildlife market where he usually sells
taxidermy specimens. A market that to my eyes has, in flashes, often looked like a
modern-day interpretation of the grand 17th c. Flemish paintings, celebrating trade
and the wonders of the world brought together in a room. The one that particularly
comes to mind is Jan Brueghel the Elder’s The Archdukes Albert and Isabella Visiting a
Collector’s Cabinet." In the painting, among the many trade commodities and collect-
ables are the American sunflowers on the left side and a dead Bird of Paradise from
New Guinea on the far right. Their uncanny mapping (East to West) seems almost as
though by design and making a point.

It was in this very market that he first agreed to meet me for a coffee. After
three weeks of missed calls and ignored requests, he finally showed up at the café
with a shopping bag full of two beautifully fluffed out bird specimens. In that bus-
tling Sunday market, we sat in the middle of the noisy coffee shop, with two Birds of
Paradise on the table. In what can only be explained as a Brueghel-esque chuckle,
our world had been reduced to an exotic still-life that could very well evoke the im-
age of a ‘tropical paradise’.

A week later at his studio, he now seemed more at ease and wanted to know
my interest in the Birds of Paradise. Sitting behind his large work table he remarked
“Bird of paradise is raised in Thailand. But they’re brought into Thailand secretly to these
farms. Not entirely secretly because you can keep them and raise them” while making
the first incision on the dead peacock carcass. “It's a decorative item for people who
have a lot of money. People who don’t have a lot of money will also try to buy it. Maybe
they'll have a few items in their house. But for people who have a lot of money, they can
never get enough of these things”.

The last few years, I've been really fascinated with trauma and its physical
manifestations and one book in particular that had its grip on me was Bessel van
der Kolk's The body keeps the score.? In Chapter 11, Kolk revisits the history of psy-
choanalysis and the wards of Salpétriere where Freud wrote his paper on Hysteria.
“Freud reaffirmed that lack of verbal memory is central in trauma and that, if a person
does not remember, he is likely to act out: “[H]e reproduces it not as a memory but as an
action; he repeats it, without knowing, of course, that he is repeating, and in the end, we
understand that this is his way of remembering.” I'll admit that upon reading these lines
my first thought was not that of a human body but the larger wildlife bazaar — a
body that ritually celebrates the colonizer's gaze and aesthetics.

T he time stamp on our first online chat is from November 2016. | had casually

Between shuffling the innards of the dead peacock carcass and sipping on the green
icy drink which was fast becoming less ice and more water, he said “If you want to
find a Bird of Paradise, you can probably find it in Singapore. My friend said there’s quite
a bit there, I've seen them bring it here to sell to some stores in the market. They say it's
not easy to find, but a lot of the time they bring more than ten birds”.

In the 1900s, one small ad ran repeatedly in The Straits Times.? It mentions a
certain Singapore Naturalist's Store at 177, Orchard Road. On sale are ‘Birds and ani-
mals mounted etc." and then in bold letters, Birds of Paradise, separately. A hundred-
plus years later, store no. 177 is not even a stand-alone shop and Orchard Road is
a generic rendition of a Western urban shopping mall. But the market for wildlife is
very much alive and thriving. On social media, I'd started following the Singapore
trader that my taxidermist friend had mentioned. Over the 3 years that I've come to
see the multiple photos that he uploads - the new Gucci leather shoes, his watch col-
lection, parties, hotel pools that he visits, baking of the many banana breads during
the Covid-19 lockdown, I'll admit I'm still taken aback by the occasional bird-animal
carcass photo in the mix.

If there is one species that has garnered the interest of myths and archives,
both, it would be the elusive Birds of Paradise that lives on the island of New Guinea.
As examined by Pamela Swadling,*the first record of their feathers is on the 2000 years
old bronze kettle drums and axes depicting the Dong Son, warrior-aristocrats of North
Vietnam. And the last legitimate statistical record is from when all of Europe could not
stop wearing their iridescent feathers in hats - as many as 80,000 birds were known to
be exported each year before trade in wildlife officially started being frowned upon.

In concluding Secret Trades, Porous Borders,® Eric Tagliacozzo writes, “There
was, in fact, no ontology whatsoever to the category of contraband along this colo-
nial Southeast Asian frontier: contraband was whatever those in power said it was,
and these designations sometimes changed very quickly...Rice, pepper, betel nuts,
newspapers, and porcelain all fit this description at one time or another, as did a
host of other items, all of which were considered to be contraband commodities in
some contexts but not in others".

Downstairs, the evening food market had started to pick up the beat of in-
creasing footsteps. The smell of fried foods had started to fill in the studio where the
carcass was now emptied out - bones and organs laid out on the table. “You draw?”,
he asked. “Yes! | do”, | said. “There’s such a small amount of people doing it (taxidermy),
it’s kind of strange and it requires skill. | guess it's kind of like artists, like drawers and
painters. Like when 10 different artists paint the same flower. Even though in reality it's
one flower, it’s 10 different paintings”.

It's been 3 years since we sat at that table, a dead peacock in between. We
still talk via social media, albeit not very regularly. Just a month after the Covid-19
pandemic hit Southeast Asia, he posted a Boomerang video of himself on a motor-
cycle holding a bird of paradise specimen that looped incessantly, making the dead
bird look like it really could be flying. It was the last | spoke to him, and he said that
he had found two Birds of Paradise at a small zoo in Malaysia and was on his way to
sell them. The chat was left off at three consecutive smiley emojis.

Endnotes

[1]1 Hieronymus Francken Il, European, Flemish, 1578-1623, Jan Brueghel |, European, and Flemish, 1568-1625. The Archdukes
Albert and Isabella Visiting a Collector’s Cabinet; Baltimore, Maryland, USA, The Walters Art Museum. Accessed March 1, 2021;
https://art.thewalters.org/detail/14623/the-archdukes-albert-and-isabella-visiting-a-collectors-cabinet

[2] Van der Kolk, Bessel A. The body keeps the score: brain, mind, and body in the healing of trauma. 2014.

[3] The Straits Times, 1911. Accessed March 1, 2021 http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/newspapers/Digitised/Article/strait-
stimes19110708-1.2.113.5

[4] Swadling, Pamela. Plumes from Paradise: Trade Cycles in Outer Southeast Asia and Their Impact on New Guinea and Nearby
Islands Until 1920. Sydney University Press, 2019

[5] Tagliacozzo, Eric. Secret Trades, Porous Borders: Smuggling and States Along a Southeast Asian Frontier, 1865-1915. Yale Univer-
sity Press, 2005.

115



Garima Gupta
16/11/17, 5:23 pm, graphite on surgical gloves wrapping sheet, artwork inside light box. 2020 © Garima Gupta




118

Garima Gupta
16/11/17, 6:25 pm, graphite on paper, artwork inside light box. 2020 © Garima Gupta

Garima Gupta
07/11/16, 1:35 pm, Colour pencils on paper. 2020 © Garima Gupta

119



120

Garima Gupta
Clockwise from the left: Thank you for shopping with us! 01,02, 03. Colour pencils on gateway paper. 2020 © Garima Gupta

Garima Gupta is an independent researcher and artist. For the past five years she has been document-
ing micro stories in the Southeast Asian wildlife markets. Her ongoing work with hunters in the rainfor-
ests of New Guinea, wildlife sellers in the Indonesian archipelago and taxidermists in Thailand draws a
layered image of environmental concerns. Gupta presented an intermediate stage solo show, Minutes
of the Meeting at Clark House Initiative in 2017 from her ongoing research in New Guinea. The show is
currently travelling and exhibited at Dhaka Art Summit (Bangladesh), Para Site (Hong Kong), Museum of
Modern Art (Poland), MAIIAM, (Thailand). Her latest work from New Guinea and Southeast Asian archi-
pelago culminated into a show at Targ, Mumbai in October, 2020.
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Archetypes:
Cordillera’s labyrinth

In 1989, Filipino artist Roberto Villanueva premiered his ephemeral artwork, Archetypes: Cordillera’s Labyrinth, at

Cultural Center of the Philippines. Built with a mountain tribe called the Ifugaos, this giant walk-in maze of runo reeds

was the artist’s postcolonial response to the ecological despoliations that became pronounced during the Marcos re-

gime. With his community-based ephemeral art, Villanueva repurposed indigenous ideas to help maintain the balance

between humanity and nature. Based on an ecocritical analysis, this essay offers an account of what I term Villan-

ueva’s “sustainability aesthetics”—his unique proposal to mitigate humanity’s impact on the Earth.

Full essay title: “Archetypes: Cordillera’s Labyrinth: Ecocritical Analysis of Roberto Villanueva’s Sustainability Aesthetics”

text by Midori Yamamura

122

(né Robert Gorospe, 1947-1995) embarked on a series of projects he called
“ephemeral art” — large-scale community-based installations cum ritualistic
performances that were meant to be destroyed, so as not to disturb the ecosystem.
For its timely environmental topic, indigenous ideas, and community involvement, the
series vaulted Villanueva into the international limelight. His first ephemeral artwork,
Archetypes: Cordillera’s Labyrinth from 1989, embellished the pages of Art in America
and Time magazine." Between 1992 and until his untimely death from leukemia in
1995, Villanueva participated in key international exhibitions in Japan and Australia
that established a new field of contemporary Southeast Asian art.? However, due to
the transient nature of his work, and his refusal of the market, his ephemeral art has
almost been forgotten in the twenty-five years since his death. Still, the artist prized
environmental sustainability, even to the point of destroying the physical body of
artwork itself. How was he going to make the environment viable by obliterating his
art? Through an ecocritical lens, this essay unfolds the relationship between ephemeral
art and environmental sustainability by scrutinizing Archetypes: Cordillera’s Labyrinth.
On April 22, 1989, Villanueva stunned Manila’s urbanites with the strongly
indigenized vocabulary of expression that characterized Archetypes: Cordillera’s
Labyrinth. The architecturally scaled wall of runo reeds spiraled inward for 2,000 feet
and terminated in a round stone construct called a dap-ay, a sacred meeting spot
for the northern Luzon mountain tribe, the Ifugaos. Not only was the temporary
installation an assemblage of various tribal arts, it also had been built with the
Ifugao people through indigenous methods. As the artist explained, the work was
also about “collaborating with nature” by “borrowing’ [materials] from the natural
environment — earth, wind, fire, and other elements having organic cycles”. In
due time, his artwork would “vanish” by returning to the Earth, with communal
rituals marking its opening and conclusion.?

Notonlywas thework baptized by mumbakis (tribal shamans) asitcommenced,
the artist himself played the role of mumbaki at its closing ceremony, “Dismantling
the Maze",* working himself into a trance to communicate with the unseen world, and
calling rain to the site. As it was the start of the rain season, rain actually began to fall
during the spectacle. While preparing for the ritual, the artist chatted with passersby,
telling them: “Bring your umbrella”.> He later explained that his intention was to
have viewers walk inside Archetypes with colorful umbrellas, before its demolition.
This approach, Villanueva believed, would impart a new iteration to the work.® At
the same time, the rain-calling ritual left an indelible impression in spectators who
mistook artwork for an actual mystical experience.’

Yet, he was not a mystic. Villanueva's indigenous phase began only in 1987,

O ut of concern for the environment, the Filipino artist Roberto G. Villanueva

Roberto Villanueva
Archetypes Cordillera’s Labyrinth, runo reeds, stone, wood, etc., 1989. 150" wide 2,000 long
© Eva Corazon-Abundo-Villanueva and Napoleon A. Villanueva

at the age of forty. Prior to this time, he was known as a surrealist painter. Moreover,
his relatively late liberation from Western aesthetics was part of the broader
historical movement of his times — a collective decolonization effort in Baguio.
Located in the northern Cordillera Mountains of Luzon Island, Baguio’s inhabitants
had — for more than three centuries — resisted Spanish colonialism and preserved
their original culture. Their values had survived wave after wave of colonialism:
333 years of Spanish rule, three years under Japanese control, and 46 years of US
colonization. Most lowlanders, like Villanueva, were estranged from indigenous
culture. Thus, as he explained in 1994: “Living there [i.e., in Cordillera] is entering a
big library. Learn from the culture. After you have learned from their culture, show
to the city what you have learned”.® Archetypes can be considered as Villanueva's
roundup summary of his life in the Cordilleras, which began in 1978. By bringing the
show to the city and juxtaposing incompatible ideas — like highland and lowland,
colonial and precolonial — his art offered a new, postcolonial perspective.

Combining indigenous ideas and environmental activism, Villanueva tried
to resolve what he once described as the “massive destruction working against na-
ture™ that had resulted from the growing impact of human life on the planet and
the atmosphere. This effort is what | term Villanueva’s “sustainability aesthetics”,
and | will explore it by way of ecocritical analysis in what follows.

“Eco-art history” was defined only in 2014, at the College Art Association
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Annual Conference. Yet, this young discipline soon brought together art historians from
diverse fields to work toward a more earth-conscious mode of analysis.” The initiative
has been built on a number of precedents, particularly scholars addressing explicitly en-
vironmentalist art produced since the 1960s. For my interpretation of Villanueva's work,
Alan Braddock’s 2009 article “Ecocritical Art History” is crucial, as is his advocacy for “a
more probing and pointedly ethical integration of visual analysis, cultural interpretation,
and environmental history — including aspects of the history of science”."" In the next
section, | investigate Villanueva's early works, which demonstrate a remarkably consis-
tent concern for environmental sustainability.

Early Works: Visual Response to Anthropogenic Change

Born in 1947 into a middle-class family in Zambales, a province of Luzon — the main
island of the Philippines — Villanueva matured as an artist during the Cold War,
under the cultural sphere of US influence. Although he developed a reputation for his
indigenized aesthetics, Villanueva was trained in Western painting and sculpture. After
graduating from the College of Fine Arts at University of Santo Tomas, he taught painting,
advertising, and interior design at the Philippine Women's University (PWU) from 1973
to 1981.'2 During this period, the young college professor, known for his surrealism,
exhibited almost annually in group shows at commercial galleries. The whereabouts
of most of these works, unfortunately, is unknown.'” But a few reproductions of his

early artworks do exist. Among them, a review of his earliest professional exhibition
indicates that several of his canvases were inhabited by images of “a caterpillar, a
cocoon or a butterfly in its complete scientific detail”, attesting to the artist's singular
interest in the natural world.™

Among his early works, one published in the November 1975 issue of
Women'’s Journal entitled Aqui descansa el rio defunto, Pasig: afio 1985 (Here Lies the
Dead River, Pasig: Year 1985), clearly reflects his environmental concerns.’ The Pasig
is the river linking Laguna de Bay to Manila Bay, which was the center of trade and
commerce before World War II; its shores have given rise to luxury homes.' In
Villanueva’s prophetic view, by 1985, this grand canal would become a dark stream.
The cloudy sky suggests therain season. Atthe same time, the strong sunlight hints at
the drought that has left the land arid. The transformation of this majestic waterway
into a contaminated riverbed was just one of many instances of environmental
exploitation that began under Marcos with the 1967 Investment Incentives Act."”
The act encouraged foreign investors to contribute to the country's industrial
development by making products for export. As efficient cost performance was key
for these industrialists, foreign investors cared little about the local environment.

Villanueva was particularly sensitive to such environmental change, due
to his regular travel to Palawan Island, where he had explored the primeval forests
since his teenage years.” The great disparities that existed at that time between
urban and rural areas likely gave rise to his notion of juxtaposing highland culture
andurbanvalues in his Archetypes. Located in the southwest Philippines, the nation’s
fifth-largest island is home to three tribal populations — the Batak, the Tagbanua,
and the Pala'wan. The island remained almost untouched by the Spaniards during
their colonial period, and still maintained the biodiversity of its tropical rain forests
during the 1960s, when Villanueva was a frequent visitor.

By contrast, environmental pollution in Manila drastically worsened in the
1980s. As a result, the Pasig went biologically dark." In Villanueva's vision of the future,
shells of dead creatures laid on the riverbanks, as crabs crawled from the water. Five
stakes jutting from the ground were tree trunks, suggesting toxicity. In this work, one
can also sense premonitions of Archetypes, his magnum opus, fourteen years later.
Behind an iron bridge, a woman in colonial dress raises both hands and gazes at the
sky. She must be a babaylan (Tagalog: katalon), a shaman, calling rain to nourish the
Earth; just as the artist himself would in Dismantling the Maze (1989).

Behind Villanueva's visionary painting lay the dwindling forest cover,
which became the theme of Villanueva and his colleagues’ 1982 award-winning
documentary, Bagong Sibol ang Gubat (The Forest Is Newly Grown). Against the rapid
deforestation that was taking place during the Marcos regime, Villanueva — along
with Antonio Gerena, Jaime Fabregas, and Anton and Cesar Natividad — formed
the United Filmmakers Organization (UFO), a filmmaking initiative that combined
art and environmental activism. Their goal was to pursue the Bureau of Forestry's
film project and promote their reforestation efforts by introducing indigenous
knowledge of forestry.?® Unfortunately, the film no longer exists.?’ But Gerena
remembers that it captured “how the forest[s] were exploited for financial reasons".
It included “legal and illegal logging” as well as “kaingin’ (swidden agriculture)”.?
The film's final section “encouraged people in reforestation”, based on indigenous
knowledge of forest preservation. In this light, the film should be identified with the
practice of social forestry.

In the archipelago of about 7,641 islands that came to be known as the
Philippines, land was originally a communal asset. However, this began to change in
the lowlands, when the Spaniards introduced land ownership in 1571. During Spanish
governance, forest cover decreased by 0.16% per annum. Under US colonial rule, it
decreased almost fivefold.?* Conditions worsened during the Cold War when the United
States mandated the Philippines, as part of the war reparations, to export timber to
Japan. While at the inception of the Cold War in 1950, forest cover in the Philippines was
at 49.06%, that dropped to a “mere 8 percent” by 1992 for the entire country.?
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believed that humans could
not control nature; nature

is indomitable. Rather, they
strived to live in harmony

with nature by adapting to
and worshipping their sacred
forests. Learning from the
tribes in Palawan Islands as an
adult, Villanueva was said to
know “enough about nature to
survive in the jungle”.
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During the Cold War, the way in which nature was managed by the Philippine
government was greatly influenced by US environmental policy. For instance,
President Marcos's 1975 Decree 705 (The Revised Forestry Code) required loggers to
plant one hectare of trees for every hectare they harvested.?> With the new decree,
the government allowed up to 100,000 hectares of logging per concession for twenty-
five years. It required a filing fee of one peso for one hectare per year, and imposed a
1.5-peso tax for every cubic meter of timber. These conditions not only commodified
land but also converted the logging enterprise into an “arena for rent-seeking politicians”,
as Bao observed. Forests were further exploited due to political corruption. The president
“used his power to control the director of the forestry bureau, and senators used their right
of approval to influence the director”. Furthermore, state-hired timber-logging contractors
(of which there were 470) could “[bribe] the director, the president, and senators”.?° Aid for
these projects came from the United States’ Cold War ally, Japan — specifically, the Official
Development Assistance (ODA) and the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA).%
These Japanese agencies, after the completion of their war reparations, provided loans
to the Forestry Bureau of the Philippines for the reforestation of 358,000 hectares.?®

The government's postwar reforestation efforts generated a large-scale
monoculture forest lacking the biodiversity that had long been maintained by tribal
communities in the uplands. With their deep knowledge of the forests, indigenous
peoples such as the Igorots — the natives of the northern Luzon Cordillera mountains,
including the Ifugaos — had resisted colonial powers and maintained a delicate balance
between human lives and nature. The new decree, however, gave Marcos vast political
control over public land, mandating indigenous highlanders to obtain government
permission to access their own ancestral forests. Additionally, the policy boosted the
timber industry, developing it into a solid economic sector.?

Given the negative impact of the government’s logging industry, the
regime created programs in the 1970s that involved upland communities in forest
management. These programs included Forest Occupancy Management (FOM) in
1975, Family Approach to Reforestation (FAR) in 1976, and Communal Tree Farming
(CTF) in 1978. These new programs were the forerunners of community-based forest
management programs. Due to poverty in the uplands, the administration promoted
community involvement in reforestation, which led to the social forestry program of
1982 and made funds available for a promotional film, The Forest Is Newly Grown.

Since funding came from the government, UFO members “had to put the
Bureau in a good light”, as Gerena remembered it. Nonetheless, the young artists
were not playing up to the Bureau; they wanted to make changes from within the
administration.> Shot in different areas, some still rich with indigenous heritage, the
film highlighted the importance of indigenous forestry, which aims to conserve the
diversity of species, enabling the Earth to maintain its balance of oxygen and carbon
dioxide through photosynthesis.3' The film was made widely accessible on Channel
Four. The Bureau of Forestry also toured it in schools throughout the provinces.3?

If the politics of capitalism stripped the forest cover from the Philippines, it
was tribal land policy that preserved the forest's primordial nature. The indigenous
populations believed that humans could not control nature; nature is indomitable.
Rather, they strived to live in harmony with nature by adapting to and worshipping
their sacred forests. Learning from the tribes in Palawan Islands as an adult, Villanueva
was said to know “enough about nature to survive in the jungle”.?® This notion of
sustainability became the core principle of Villanueva’'s ephemeral art.

At odds with indigenous values, industrialization in the urban center
attracted people from the provinces in search of better-paying jobs in Manila. These
migrant workers flooded the labor market. As competition increased, the cost of labor
plummeted. People who failed to find jobs became squatters, many in the shantytowns
along the Pasig, using the river as a sewer. Thus, capitalism and environmental
degradation were intimately intertwined.

After traveling to various destinations for the film and getting familiar with the
diversity of Filipino culture, Villanueva left his teaching position and began working for
the government's cultural magazine. In this new capacity, he could tour the Philippines
and get to know the tribes.3* In the early 1980s, together with a group of artists, he
received a grant from the Ford Foundation to live, work and interact with artisan

Roberto Villanueva
Aqui descansa el rio defunto, Pasig: afio 1985 (Here Lies the Dead River, Pasig: Year 1985), ca.1975, whereabouts unknown.

Courtesy of the Philippine Women's University

communities in llocos.® His solo project, a film on Tinggian Festival, demonstrates
his interest in indigenous culture.® Despite his environmental concern and deep
knowledge of indigenous forestry, he was only able to integrate these ideas into his art
after partaking in the collective indigenous art movement in Baguio, where he and his
family had moved in 1978, and after traveling abroad.”

Baguio Arts Guild: A Collective Decolonization Struggle

When Villanueva moved to Baguio, he still “labeled himself as a surrealist painter”.3®
His art became more engaged in “community and the environment” when the Baguio
artists started to collectively run Café by the Ruins in 1988, where he partook of “many
lunch discussions”.** These meetings served as an important backdrop for Archetypes.
The artists who converged on the café believed they could contribute toward building
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a new nation after President Marcos's regime and later dictatorship (1965-1986). They
discussed their “collective task”, and sought to “play an active role in society — in [a] local
as well as global context”.* For these reasons, Baguio was an important locus for galva-
nizing artists’ political and creative energies, leading to the postcolonial art movement.

At 5,000 feet above sea level, Baguio sprawls over the mountain peaks of Ben-
guet Province. Thanks largely to its high altitude, steep hills, and dense vegetation, its
inhabitants were able to resist Spanish colonialism, and the city still retains its indig-
enous culture and ways of life. During the Marcos era, the Igorots, or Cordillera natives,
opposed the regime and formed the Cordillera Peoples Liberation Army. Because of
their different political and economic value systems, the Aquino government granted
the Cordillera region political autonomy.*' By 1988, the area was viewed as “a model
for regional autonomy” with “the growth and development of Cordilleran art being
encouraged”.+?

Baguio City in particular attracted progressive artists as well as those seeking
political asylum during President Marcos's martial law (1972-1981). Adelaida Lim Perez
was the first to move from Manila to Baguio in 1973, proclaiming she would “rather be
depressed in Baguio than oppressed in Manila”.#*The writer, film production designer,
art director, and culinary artist Lim kept her hearth warm for transients from Manila,
offering home cooking at her handsomely furbished home. After Perez, the filmmaker
Kidlat Tahimik (né Eric Oteyza de Guia, b. 1942) returned from Europe to his hometown
in 1978, the same year Villanueva moved to Baguio. Within a decade, the painters San-
tiago Bose (1949-2002) and Benedicto Cabrera (b. 1942, better known as “BenCab”)
moved to Baguio from New York and London, respectively.

Empowered by the People Power Revolution (1986), in the following year, Bose,
Cabrera, Tahimik, and Villanueva, along with the anthropologist David Baradas, es-
tablished the Baguio Arts Guild (BAG) with Bose as the first President. With about 100
members, the Guild's overall activities aimed to contribute to “a cultural climate that
[strengthens] Filipino identity”, as stated in the Baguio Arts Guild brochure.** Finding
one'’s postcolonial identity was one of the goals of these artists.

“l was a person who was always caught in the cocoon of American dreams and
was only able to do my first film by breaking out of [it]” is how Tahimik discussed his
first film, Perfumed Nightmare (1977).#° His award-winning semi-autobiographical film is
about a young jeepney driver named Kidlat Tahimik, played by the filmmaker himself,
living in a village near Manila.“® Even though an American soldier had killed his father
at the onset of the Philippine American War, Kidlat, the character in the film, becomes
enamored with the American dream through exposure to popular media in the Cold
War. Only after relocating to Europe does Kidlat realize that such colonial dreams work
adversely for those in developing countries. The experience awakens in him his world-
view. In the final section, Kidlat decides to return to the Philippines.

BenCab left for England in 1969. While living in London, he began collecting
early maps and photographs of the Philippines. In these Filipiniana materials, the artist
began noticing how malleable identity can be, which became his core pursuit in this
period. Visually, he became familiar with such British Pop artists as “David Hockney,
Peter Blake, and particularly R.B. Kitaj".#” BenCab seems to have taken interest in their
ways of incorporating contemporary subject matter, especially Kitaj's dark paintings
that combined personal history and overlapping planes. His Larawan (photograph/por-
trait) series is built on the early photographs, using a collage-like method.

Pit-a-Pit's Metamorphosis, for example, is based on two well-known photo-
graphs of an Igorot man named Pit. The one on the left was taken when Pit was living
in the Cordilleras. Standing barefoot in bahag (G-string), he shows off his tan, smiling
through long messy locks at the camera. On the right, the same person appears in
white summer suit and tie, clean-cut, holds his hat as well as wearing a difficult look.
The image is about the transformation in a person brought about by colonialism. Ben-
Cab showed this series at the Luz Gallery in Manila when he returned to the Philippines
in 1972. To avoid martial law, the artist returned to London in 1974. During this time,
BenCab became increasingly political. Like Mexican muralists before him, he celebrat-

“Benedict Cabrera
Pit-a-Pit Metamorphosis, acrylic on paper, size unknown, 1972 © Benedict Cabrera

ed Filipino identity by painting important historical events, such as the People Power
Revolution, and national heroes. In Baguio, where he lives and works since 1985, Ben-
Cab asserted a distinct aesthetics of dark-skinned indigenous female beauty.

To escape from Marcos's repressive martial law, Santiago Bose went to New
York, widely recognized as the world's cultural capital since World War Il. At that time,
the cultural scene around Manhattan's East Village was flourishing. Against the rise of
Neo Expressionism and the Pictures Generation that filled commercial galleries in SoHo,
alternative visions were exhibited by such important artists from diverse cultural back-
ground as Jimmie Durham, David Hammons, and Martin Wong — a Cherokee leading
the American Indian Movement, an African-American protesting the commercial gallery
system, and an Asian-American gay man in the East Village. Through the local Filipino
American artist community, Bose quickly assimilated into the East Village scene. His dis-
covery of art by minority cultural groups and his growing awareness of their creative
power both became assets. When he returned to the Philippines in 1986, Bose settled in
his native city, Baguio. The multiculturalism in New York during the 1980s, especially its
identity politics and aspirations for social change, would soon become important among
the Baguio artists. They were committed to building a new nation together, thus the title
of the guild's statement in 1992, “The Artist and Nation Building".*®

As had happened for his peers, Villanueva's breakthrough came after a two-
year sojourn to Germany and Asia — Indonesia, Tibet, Cambodia, and Burma“* — be-
tween 1983 and 1985. He must have found archaic symbols that he saw during the trip
much older and more universal than those of modern Western culture. He later ex-
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plained the idea of archetypes in writing: “It harks back to the depths of antiquity back
to primal roots. Archetypal forms are shared by all men regardless of time, space and
culture”.®® He must have become keenly aware of the importance of archaic symbols in
Germany in 1983. At the time, Joseph Beuys was drawing public attention, designating
his artwork as “social sculpture”. Beuys wanted to make “art beyond the specialist ac-
tivity carried out by artists to the active mobilization of every individual's latent creativ-
ity, and then, following on from that, the molding of the society of the future based on
the total energy of this individual creativity”, with the artist himself being the guiding
force.”” Not only was Beuys involved in organizational activities, he was also interested
in the indigenous medicine of Tartars and shamanism, which most likely influenced
Villanueva’s art. On his way back from Europe, while visiting the “Himalayas, Sumatra,
Java and Thailand”,>? Villanueva confirmed for himself that Claude Lévi-Strauss had
been correct about the psychic unity of human beings. Only after this journey did Vil-
lanueva begin to incorporate indigenous aesthetics into his art.

The time coincided with attempts by the Cultural Center of the Philippines
(CCP) to explore ways of decentralizing the administration of cultural affairs. Eventu-
ally, BAG became one of the local arts councils that the CCP linked from Cebu, Bacolod,
Silay, lloilo, Tuguegarao, Vigan, Laguna, and Bulacan. To set its policy into motion at the
local level, the CCP helped plan cultural activities by generating local support for artists
and art activities. The guild's first official project opened on August 10, 1987, Baguio, A
Day'’s Portrait of a City, subsidized by the City of Baguio and the CCP. After the show, the
exhibition was brought to several cities in Mindanao as part of the “CCP Outreach and
Exchange Program”. By providing much-needed publicity for the BAG, the tour also
attracted more members. For their November 1987 exhibition, Marapait (Installation),
CCP President Maria Teresa Escoda Roxas visited Baguio to open the show. The newly
formed Cordillera Cultural Foundation funded the BAG's administrative needs.>

All these events took place a year after the People Power Revolution. The
artists were fueled by the government’s cultural decentralization project. BAG artists
believed that they had good prospects for influencing the country’s future. “The Artist
and Nation Building” was the title of their statement. In it, they observed, “Filipinos of
olden times integrated ‘art’ as part of their lives”. Pre-colonial Filipinos were “skilled
craftsmen, artisans, boat builders, and weavers. Art was manifested in rituals, tattoos
and equipped with a wealth of materials used as symbols of communication”. Different
from modern Western art, which revolved around individual artists, the guild artists
saw art as a collective endeavor: “The rice terraces in Ifugao were built... by tribal com-
munities, and [sic.] a monument made collectively,” as articulated in their statement.
However, “400 years of colonization imposed the colonial worldview, and miseduca-
tion> of the Filipinos made them believe that foreign culture was better than their
own”.>> This was the mentality that the Baguio artists aimed to challenge.

Against this backdrop, in November 1987, Villanueva deliberately made a
mid-career transition with his first solo exhibition in Baguio, Ugat (Root): A Tribute to
Ifugao Tribe Heritage, at Renaissance Gallery. At the exhibition, he began signing his
artwork with his new nom de plume, “Roberto”, which the anthropologist David Bara-
das explains as Roberto's “initiation”.>® An image shot by Katrin de Guia in the gallery
confirms Baradas's account. On his torso, Roberto wears a hand-woven fine blue ikat
sarong with overlapping orange and yellow scarves. The brightly colored fabrics sug-
gest that the photo was taken to commemorate a special event. Also, on his forehead,
Roberto wears tilaka, which in Hindu contexts, is worn for rites of passage. The shift
in Roberto's life can be deduced from the stark contrast between de Guia's image and
a portrait taken by Roberto YfAiguez in Munich in 1985. In YAiguez's image, the artist
sports a white polyester shirt and khaki fatigue pants, with short hair, neatly combed;
Roberto perfectly blends into the working-class environment. By 1987, however, like
traditional Igorot men, Roberto wore chest-length hair: he had been initiated into the
world of indigenous art.

As stated earlier, Roberto conceived indigenous art as archetypal, the epony-
mous principle of his 1989 magnum opus, Archetypes. Theoretical support for his new
body of work, revealing “a distinctively indigenous aura”, was given by the anthropolo-




The artist’s intent was not to
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Ifugaos were for the urban
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and rural contexts.
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gist David Baradas. In his December 2, 1987, Manila Times article, “Roberto’s Arche-
typal Art”, Baradas observed recurring “archetypal symbols” in the centerpiece — a tall
old pole of fern stump — of Roberto's Ugat exhibition.>” Explaining the idea of “arche-
types”, Roberto wrote: “it harks back to the depths of antiquity, back to primal roots.
Archetypal forms are shared by all [humans] regardless of time, space and culture”.®
By thinking in such a way, Roberto, who “strongly felt” that “indigenousness” was an
“inherent direction of Filipino art”,* finally embraced its form and content as the main
means of his expression. It was also at this exhibition that Roberto refused to sell his
artwork when Jaime Zébel de Ayala asked to buy it. This was because, in indigenous
societies, art was not created for sale.°

The exhibition was prophetic for his future development. At the foot of the
fern stump, he shaped palay (rice) husks into a spiral. The spiral is an archaic symbol
in many cultures, including the Ifugao. Two years later, it would develop into Roberto’s
chef-d'oeuvre, Archetypes: Cordillera’s Labyrinth. The labyrinth is another archetypal
form that recurs in many ancient cultures — from Ancient Egypt to Neolithic Europe,
particularly England, to the American Indians, the Chinese, the Australian Aborigines,
as well as the Cordillera people of Northern Philippines. Hanging on the back window
of the Ugat exhibition is a triptych painted on a six-foot sheet of indigenous Cogon
grass paper. Done in black-and-white drawing style, the main subject of this artwork is
bulul, the Ifugao rice god, seated at the center of the cosmic circle and surrounded by a
snake, turtle, lizard, and human — all of equal size and importance. A corner of the gal-
lery reveals a tapestry with a snake ascending. Beneath it is a female bulul standing in
a sea of rice, representing agrarian fertility, a barometer for the Earth's health. In front
of her, in a circle articulated by rice, are food offerings. In 1989, the offering itself would
become the main subject of Roberto’s Atang ti Kararua, a Tagbanua ritual transported
from Palawan Island to the Cordilleras, and transformed into a contemporary ritual of
sailing rafts in Baguio’'s Burnham with offerings.

Writing about Ugat, and Roberto’s transformation from surrealist painter to
a practitioner of indigenous art, Baradas asked rhetorically: “Why did it take [so] long
for anyone in art to pinpoint a valid expression for identifying what is inherently ours?”
Yet what they had been seeking was “here all along”.®" Manila-based sculptor Agnes
Arellano thinks that there “was a movement in this country to reassess indigenous
culture. In art, this was so clearly seen during the heyday in the early ‘90s of the Baguio
Arts Guild, with Santi[ago] Bose and Roberto Villanueva taking the lead”.®2 The new ten-
dency might have resulted from the extensive travel that enabled them to look at what
Western writers and anthropologists had been dismissing as “primitive” or “folk” art
through a postcolonial lens. At the same time, the move toward indigenization might
have reflected what people were experiencing in the social and political atmosphere
of the late 1980s.

As the Marcos regime drew to a close, nationalism intensified. Under Marcos's
martial law, about 70,000 people were imprisoned, over 30,000 tortured, and more
than 3,000 killed.®®* Not only did the US government support this oppressive regime,
but also, “American policy in the Philippines”, as the Japanese economist Yukiho Asano
explained it, “took the form of broad political intervention”.** First-world economies
seized the opportunity to establish stronger ties with the Philippines, leaving the nation
in enormous international debt, deepening its dependency on first-world and the US
economy in particular.®® Civic demands for freedom from the Marcos dictatorship, from
US influence, and for economic independence from first-world countries increased.
Social changes, too, accompanied the transition from the Marcos regime to the Aquino
administration. The urge for political change was reflected in cultural movements, and
some Filipinos, such as the BAG artists, sought roles in society, believing in art as an
effective tool for making socio-political statements.

Archetypes: Cordillera’s Labyrinth

In December of 1988, Villanueva premiered an early version of Archetypes, entitled
The Labyrinth, at the mini Baguio Arts Festival. Made of runo reeds and river stones,
in Burnham Park,*” this “giant walk-in nature-installation” was built in collaboration

with the Ifugaos.®® One participant, the artist Kawayan de Guia (b. 1979), recalls how
the “community” was an integral part of Villanueva's projects.® During the festival, The
Labyrinth, especially the dap-ay at its center, became a communal ground. A bonfire
was set, “food was distributed; people gathered, made music and danced around the
fire".”° Based on the ethnic roots of the Cordilleras, The Labyrinth reminded people of
traditional communal life.

The indigenous components of this work drew the attention of a curator from
the Cultural Center of the Philippines (CCP).”" After visiting the festival, he decided
to bring Archetypes to Manila. A grant from the CCP enabled Villanueva to build a
new installation, grander in scale, on the grounds of the CCP. It covered the cost of
transporting five trucks' worth of materials and a group of Ifugaos from the Cordilleras.”
Set against the urban context, Archetypes reminded people how far removed Filipinos
in the metropolis had become from precolonial life. For example, although the CCP had
reserved hotel rooms for the Ifugaos, the hotel ended up rejecting their stay because
Ifugaos only wear sandals, not shoes. They also have a custom of chewing betel nuts
and spitting juice, a custom contrary to conventional behavior in hotels. So, the group
camped at the worksite until Archetypes was complete.”?

The artist's intent was not to remind people how unfit the Ifugaos were for
the urban context, however. His goal was to alter lowlander's views of the mountain
tribes by letting urbanites think through the notions of colonialism, cultural identity,
and environmental sustainability in both urban and rural contexts. The distinctness
of Archetypes becomes clearer when contrasted with earlier land art, from which
Villanueva consciously kept a distance. The work's spiral structure and its large scale,
for example, bear affinities to Robert Smithson’'s renowned Spiral Jetty (1970). This
was no coincidence as both Villanueva and Smithson were drawn to archaic forms
and concepts. However, the inspiration for Archetypes was not Spiral Jetty but uma ti
biyag, the Cordilleran way of planting rice.”* In the Kankanay language, uma means
“garden” and biyag means “life”. Together, the “garden of life” attests to the mountain
people’'s awareness of their bond to Mother Earth.”> In 1989, Villanueva explained that
he hoped his labyrinth would “make us look back to our primal roots”. For “unless we
do ...the ‘Garden of Life’ shall remain far and unreachable”. Connecting his eco-art with
precolonial culture, Archetypes aimed to restore the knowledge that was suppressed
by colonialism. In his words, it was “worth creating the ancient people’s tradition that
represent [sic] their inherent respect for the sacredness of the Earth”.”®

The gap between US land art and Archetypes becomes more apparent when
contrasting the creative processes of Archetypes with Michael Heizer's Double Negative
(1970). A trough 1,500 feet long, 50 feet deep, and 30 feet wide etched with dynamite
into the Nevada desert, Heizer's work took place on a sixty-acre site bought by his dealer,
Virginia Dwan. In stark contrast, Villanueva avoided machinery out of concern for the
environment. He and his Ifugao peers spent two weeks building the structure by means
of traditional engineering and carefully interpreting the geography of the place.”” Ecology
lay at the heart of Archetypes. And because land is communally owned in tribal society,
Villanueva did not believe in commodifying it or any other natural resources. To make
Archetypes, he merely “borrowed” materials and space from mother nature.”®

In Manila, the Ifugao construction offered the city a fresh look at its own urban
planning. Interwoven into the surrounding environment, Archetypes raised people's
awareness about how the high price of realty in the metropole compels people to
squeeze profit out of every inch they own. As a result, pedestrian walkways are missing
from most streets in Metropolitan Manila. Furthermore, under US colonization (1898-
1941, 1945-1946), instead of developing public transportation systems, the Philippines
became a new market for the car industry. Today, Manila suffers from heavy traffic.
Due to deforestation, carbon dioxide emissions cannot be recycled into oxygen as
fully, so air pollution has become severe with a real impact on global warming. Our
planet is our life support system, but in urban areas, with the scarcity of nature and
overwhelming focus on profit, people often overlook the importance of maintaining a
healthy environment. The Ifugaos raised awareness that the earth’s well-being requires
effort from humanity.

With Archetypes, Villanueva also commented on the system governing the
art world. In the case of Double Negative, Heizer donated his work to Museum of
Contemporary Art, Los Angeles in 1984. The museum wanted to restore, conserve and
display it as part of their collection, essentially making it a public monument.” At odds
with Double Negative, Villanueva's Archetypes refused to fit into a capitalist circuit or
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Western institutional framework. In 1992, he wrote that the “call of my art is not to be
placed on a high pedestal”.?® His ephemeral art was made with people from all walks of
life, in a spontaneous manner. Partaking in the projects, Kawayan de Guia recalls that
each participant in ephemeral art had his or her own “mission”. It was “people’s heart
that realizes the project”.®! At the same time, they were not totally free. This is because,
Villanueva “had a nice charisma”, which “gave influence on other people”. This is where
the role of mumbaki comes in. Mumbaki is a community healer. He can influence the
community, not so much as a “demagogue but [with] subtle leadership”.%

Shedding light on indigenous values and customs, with his ephemeral art,
Villanueva tried to nurture a postcolonial Filipino identity, hoping to unify a society
divided vertically by class and horizontally by cultural diversity. After independence
in 1946, the economy of the Philippines continued to be characterized by neocolonial
stratification comparable to an upside-down pyramid; wealth was not distributed
among workers at the bottom but collected at the top. More specifically, the society
was composed of 1% upper class; 7-9% upper-middle class; 15% lower-middle class;
and 75% poor.® The upper- and upper-middle-class populace generally identified with
the culture of the colonists; some ethnic Chinese Filipinos identified with the dominant
southern Chinese migrant culture. Whereas the Igorots in the northern Luzon and the
Muslim population in the southern island of Mindanao had resisted colonial power, the

tribal leaders (Datu) in Mindanao demanded political rights and even participated in
the politics of the central government's two-party system.® To resolve environmental
problems, these isolated factions needed to unite and mobilize. With this goal in mind,
for Archetypes, Villanueva aimed to let people from various classes and ethnicities
rethink their indigenous cultural heritages, or in his words, “our own Filipino archetypes
from north to the south”.

Describing a seven-minute walk from the outer entrance to the central dap-ay
of Archetypes, the writer Guia Albano-Imperial noted:

The labyrinth experience at the CCP begins with a creepy feeling of finding
oneself in a blind situation. One hurries up to the next turn only to find a
duplicate of the first alley. Anxiety increases with the third circling path, and
the fourth, which seems to be the longest. Then quite suddenly a corner turns
to the circle of warmth — a campfire which... evokes the feeling of home.®

Besides walking the corridors, installations of tribal objects from different areas of the
Philippines characterized the audience’s immersive experience. Some of these objects
and part of the installation were directly drawn from precolonial Filipino traditional
customs; the symbolism invoked by such traditional pieces, as well as the accompanying
customs, were elemental to Archetypes.®’

Communal rituals constituted the major introduction of traditional customs in
Archetypes. As mentioned above, these occurred at the start and end of the ephemeral
artwork. Therituals employed the islands’ precolonial artistic models, allowing Villanueva
to communicate with the relatively un-Westernized lower class that represented 75% of
the population. Considering the size of the lower class in the 1980s, as Tahimik recounted
in 1998, the Baguio artists paid close attention to the book, Pasyon and Revolution:
Popular Movements in the Philippines, 1840-1910 (1979).% In it, historian Reynaldo
Clemefia lleto discusses folk Catholicism in the Philippines from the perspective of the
lower-middle class and the poor. For the people, the Supremo or religious leader had the
power to communicate with unseen spiritual forces.®*Villanueva adopted this important
element in his work. For example, at the completion of the dap-ay section of Archetypes,
mumbaki from the Cordillera Mountains inaugurated the public display on Cordillera
National Day, with a communal feast called cafiao, held to celebrate life events with
animal sacrifice. As pointed out earlier, dap-ay, or communal ground, became a stage
for the ritualistic events. Traditionally, dap-ay is a powerful spot where the villagers offer
warmth, food and drink, as well as a sacred meeting place where Igorot elders hand
down the oral tradition or discuss village issues around a fire. The recreation of a dap-ay
within the artwork reminded people of precolonial communal society in the Cordilleras.
It not only contrasts with modern notions of individualism but also encourages people
to come together by looking back into “our primal roots”, and protecting the earth as
our common property.

In the late 1980s, Villanueva increasingly saw the artist's function as that of
a mumbaki — to appease spirits, nurture people, motivate communities towards
collective goals, accommodate everyone, reject no one, and mediate between the seen
and the unseen. This led to his final, June 26 “Dismantling the Maze"” event, with the
artist playing the role of mumbaki. Like a religious Supremo, Villanueva mobilized a large
number of people. Archetypes helped to forge among participants a collective identity
and raise awareness about their homeland, through which Villanueva hoped to help
slow anthropogenic environmental change since the earth is the people’s common
property. A video of the Dismantling the Maze ceremony shows people from all walks of
life —art connoisseurs and street children—participating in the spirit of street theater.
The performance by the Ballet Philippines enacted at the installation was based on
a Filipino creation myth about the first man and woman, born from split bamboo as
equals. Both symbolic and inclusive, the event celebrated pan-Filipino harmony and
unity. By looking into the precolonial past, it promoted newly emergent values.

Finally, to elaborate on the participatory aspect of Archetypes, even though
Villanueva had a plan for his artwork, he left a huge share of the details to participants,
making them “collaborators” as opposed to assistants.®® Curator Masahiro Ushiroshgji
remembers helping to create Villanueva's ephemeral art, The Dream Weaver, in Japan. At
first, participants were paid as part-timers. However, toward the end, more and more
people voluntarily participated in building his work without payment, absorbed in its
creation.”’ The work encouraged “creativity in his collaborators, becoming an integral
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part of Villanueva's artwork, with the artist being a mobilizer of participating people”. 2 After
Villanueva “initiates activities”, Ushiroshodji noted, “the operation itself becomes art”.
Ephemeral art is “not about art that art historically is good or bad work. The most
important aspect of it is the moment of the work’s becoming”.*

Conclusion: Sustainability Aesthetics

Among different artistic approaches to the environmental problem, what | call
“sustainability aesthetics™* is art that could help ameliorate ecological despoliation by
involving a community. Roberto Villanueva arrived at his unique version of sustainability
aesthetics only after his discovery of postcolonial identity by distrusting what the historian
Renato Constantino had termed the “miseducation” of Filipinos. Even though he had a
remarkably consistent concern for the environment, Villanueva's artistic expression began
to change only when he shook off his colonial identity, awakening from what his fellow
Baguio artist, Kidlat Tahimik, called a “perfumed nightmare”.

Witnessing the biodiversity of the communal primordial forests being replaced
by monoculture woodlands as a result of corrupt politicians, Villanueva politicized his
work. His initial effort was to document the dying art of indigenous forestry and distribute
the film to the public. The artist had long respected the indigenous idea of sustainability;
however, his embrace of indigenous aesthetics came only in 1987, after his travels to
Europe and Asia (1983-1985), and his heightened nationalism immediately after the
People Power Revolution (1986). While traveling, he had encountered similar archaic ideas
in Germany and throughout Asia, which led him to think that there existed “archetypal
forms... identical among all humans regardless of time, culture, and geography”.* This
idea, which “harks back to the depths of antiquity”,*® wrote Villanueva in one of his artist
statements, became the main concept for Archetypes: Cordillera’s Labyrinth.

Archetypes was Villanueva's first “ephemeral art”. Thinking of sustainability, in this
new series, he merely “borrowed” materials and space from the natural world and returned
them to the earth after the work’s display. Villanueva mobilized a community of people to
create and dismantle Archetypes, with the artist playing the role of shaman. Joseph Beuys'
embrace of shamanism and his idea of social sculpture may have been among Villanueva's
influences. But their essential differences also become clearer by contrasting Villanueva's
ephemeral art with Beuys' / Like America & America Likes Me (1975).

In the latter, Beuys caged a wild coyote inside the René Block Gallery and
spent eight hours a day for three days in the cage to demonstrate how he could
cohabitate with the wild animal. As the coyote grew more tolerant, Beuys became
able to hug it. However, by caging the animal, Beuys and Block possessed power over
the wild animal, which made his performance more like a process of domesticating
the coyote. Besides, since the event had taken place inside an art gallery, the work
became a commercial ploy. Beuys is infamous for selling his performance props, such

as felt suits, a blackboard, and even a dead hare. This process effectively incorporated
Beuys' artinto a larger system, where people could purchase it, own it, and resell it for
profit. And as a result of appearing in museums, his art became an important part of
twentieth-century art history.

By contrast, as discussed earlier, Villanueva knew “enough about nature to
survive in the jungle”;*” for him, nature was uncontainable. His sustainable relationship
with nature occurred as a personal bond thattook place in the wilderness. He also refused
to sell his ephemeral art because he saw himself as merely borrowing materials from
nature. In the Western world, conceptual art without a physical body of work circulated
in the art market as artist-issued certificates. But Villanueva deliberately failed to abide
by this governing principle of contemporary society, which was the main reason why
his art has been all but forgotten today. However, withessing the fierce environmental
exploitation that was taking place in the relatively economically insignificant Philippines,
Villanueva felt that it was more important for him to engage the community.

Among Villanueva's ephemeral artworks, Archetypes was just the beginning.
The artist created about seven more ephemeral artworks before his death in 1995.
When he built ephemeral art in remote locations unfamiliar with the Western aesthetic
tradition, it has been reported, more people participated. For instance, on Palawan
Island, the entire village participated in creating his Atang ti Kararua (1989-).% After
the Mount Pinatubo eruption, the artist visited the evacuation camp for the Aeta tribe
near the edge of Zambales to create another ephemeral artwork called Panhumuko.
A Sambal word, meaning “surrender”, he translated the title as Surrender to Nature,
because nature is uncontrollable.”® Panhumuko “drew enthusiasm from several Aeta
elders — one of them being a shaman or manganito”.'® Following their lead, the whole
community of refugees participated in this work.

The participants of Panhumuko were driven by a desire to harmonize human
life and the natural environment by appeasing “Apo na Malyari”, the Aeta goddess who
lay asleep in Pinatubo.’ The Aetas were particularly concerned that the Philippine
National Oil Corporation drilling on the mountain might disturb the sleeping goddess.
From avideo recording of Panhumuko, the work was built around the ash-covered open
well.’2 There, Villanueva began by erecting bamboo sticks, and the Aetas followed suit.
Without verbal communication, they scattered coals to form a perimeter around the
site, installed broken mirrors, and set up red and black candles, which were used in
Catholic folk rituals. For this work, because “the magnitude and power of the volcanic
eruption were surely beyond their comprehension”, the participants thought it would
be better to make an offering of surrender than “resisting the force of nature”. Thus,
in an attempt to appease the goddess, they hung vegetables from the bamboo as
offerings and lit candles, adding to the ritualistic tone.'®

It was through the participants’ earnest desire to maintain a harmonious
relationship with the natural world that Villanueva's ephemeral art truly comes to
fruition. Like the concept of communal forestry, no one can claim ephemeral art, for
instead, through participation, people became co-creators. Without legal rights, these
co-creators realize the ephemeral artwork through their own earnest desire. Kawayan
de Guia, who participated in making Villanueva's Atang ti Kararua as a ten-year old, has
been reenacting the work almost annually on July 16 to commemorate the souls of
the 1991 Great Luzon Earthquake victims. Originally created for the local art festival,
the community wanted to recreate Atang as a rite to commemorate departed souls
of the quake. Here, | would like to reemphasize that “It is people’s heart that realizes
[Villanueva's] projects”.'04

With his ephemeral art, Villanueva called for a more harmonious and
sustainable relationship with nature by stimulating people’s concern and creativity. Active
engagement in ephemeral art occurs only after participants alter their conventional
ideas about art and environment. Only through active engagement of the people and
individual efforts to maintain it, could the environment become more sustainable. In this
respect, although some people tend to think of Villanueva’'s practice as more spiritual
than practical, his art challenges us to rethink the present by distrusting the values that
we take for granted, revaluating indigenous ideas, and coming up with new postcolonial
perspectives on the sustainability of the earth; this was his invention.
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Salty as sweat.
Red as soil. Soil as blood.

After visiting the salt marshes of Camargue, France, where Indochinese laborers toiled during the colonial

period, Art Labor collective speaks to Linh about her project with salt farmers and rubber plantation overseers

in Vietnam as a starting point to discuss Art Labor’s own interest in the cultivation of natural resources. For Art

Labor, this extends to coffee. Salt, Rubber and Coffee share historical ties to colonialism. Having been raised

in the Highlands, in Ddk Ldk, Art Labor member, Ting, shares stories of his family’s ties to the soil and to the
spirits of the Jarai people.

in conversation: Art Labor and Nguyén Phuong Linh
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Camargue in the South of France — the area where, on the eve of World War

[, 20,000 céng binh, or worker-soldier, ouvrier non spécialisés (ONS) mostly
farmers, were sent to work as cheap forced labor on the salt fields, after their stint
at weapon factories in the North. Since there are not many vestiges of this historic
community, except a monument built a few years ago in the small town near the
salt field, art labor approaches this history as a physical and material experience.
We sensed/ touched/ smelled/ felt the deposited salt crystals, sea landscape, water
flow and climate. Those bodily feelings created obscure imaginations: as if we little
by little acted the role of exile laborers, specifically salt farmers, in the landscape.

A noteworthy point on the work of salt makers is that their status lies some-
where between the position of a farmer and a worker depending on the kind of
exploitation they conduct. Like the dislocation and uprooting of farmers from their
land to the cities or industrial zones during the European industrial revolution, this
is also happening widely today in many parts of industrializing Vietnam. In the old
days, the Vietnamese farmers stood in the salt fields, their hands / feet / bodies in
direct contact with the products they made. However, when art labor was in Camar-
gue recently, there were almost no farmers present. They have been replaced by a
few workers who take control of the giant machines.

These thoughts remind Art Labor of Phuong Linh's "Salt” project of some
years ago. In these bodies of works, Vietnamese salt farmers find themselves in
similar conditions to the Indochinese ONS in Camargue. Phuong Linhsaw salt both
anthropologically, an observation of the farmers’ life, and formally, as a material.

Phuong Linh, is that the first time that you went on a field trip to study the
farmers’ work? How did that journey initially take place?

Q rlette Quynh-Anh Tran: It is fall 2019 and art labor has just returned from

Phuong Linh: | first went with the art students to Thanh Hoa, the coastal region in
North Vietnam in 2008. It was there that | initially saw the salt production process.
Vietnamese salt is rough and raw, completely handmade, and dependent on the
weather. It is made of coarse crystals, mixed with mud and soil. They bring this
salt to electrical power plants, or sell it to wholesalers, and then they transport it
to larger refineries. In Northern Vietnam, most salt farmers are women and young
children, while their husbands, fathers and brothers go fishing or work at construc-
tion sites. The typical landscape of Northern salt plantations includes old churches,
traces of French missionaries since the colonial period. The environment is quite
strenuous: the working tools, their old and torn clothes, etc... but there is a pleasant
moment every late afternoon when salt farmers wash themselves and come to sing
hymns at their churches, their songs echoeing in the salt flats.

AQAT: The reason that Art Labor visited Camargue was not exactly to research
the salt industry but rather to observe the famous rice agriculture there. Wet rice

cultivation, according to journalist Pierre Daum in his book Immigrés de force: Les
travailleurs indochinois de la seconde guerre mondiale (2009), was developed mainly
thanks to the efforts of the Indochinese ONS during the time they made salt. Ac-
cording to some other documents we found at the colonial library of CIRAD (Centre
International de Recherche Agronomique pour le Dévelopement — French Inter-
national Agricultural Research Centre for Development), rice cultivation had been
studied in the se salt marsh for a long time, because rice is the only plant that can
filter salinity for the soil at the lowest cost, and may even profit from it. Generally,
people assume that the one-way import of agricultural products and the develop-
ment of botany came from the colonizers and exported into their colonies. Here, art
labor traced back a two-way route: Vietnamese wet rice farming to France versus the
plants brought to Vietnam by the French.

Regarding plantimports to Vietnam, Phuong Linh, you have made a series of
works since 2016 related to rubber trees. Can you share how you approached this
(his)story? Which specific point of time / location / narrative were they based on?

PL: The Rubber project also came from a getaway trip. | was attending Coéng Tung
and Thdo Nguyén's wedding in the Central Highlands. This was the first time | had
been to the rubber forest at sunset and the first time | encountered the rubber
trees. The forest atmosphere in the late afternoon was spine-chilling. Previously, |
had only known of the rubber trees from school textbooks about workers' strikes, or
the brutal oppression on the part of the colonialists. Afterwards, | went back home,
and consulted different sources such as colonial archives about rubber, old Indochi-
na photos and paintings, videos by the Lumiere Brothers, etc... The story of Doctor
Yersin was intriguing to me. Yersin and his entourage, which included an elephant,
horses, a translator and some laborers, explored the highlands. They went from Nha
Trang to Ba Lat. On the way, the Thuc troupe robbed all their property, and Yersin
was stabbed nearly to death. After being saved by the villagers, he continued his
journey to Cambodia and then returned to Nha Trang by sea. Later, Yersin watched
as Thuc was beheaded by the French, and went home to write to his mother. In the
letter, he told her about their mission, apart from robbing the Annamites.

AQAT: The latter series about rubber overlaps and expands the story of the previ-
ous ones. Can you tell me about the development of these series, from the com-
mission for the Singapore Biennale, the exhibition Trung Mu at BACC in Thailand to
Skylines With Flying People 3 by Nha San Collective?

PL: At the beginning of the project, | thought a lot about its complicated history, and
its fragmented and vague components. | used found footage by the Lumiére Broth-
ers and edited the video work in documentary style. However later on, | cut it down
and eliminated all this footage and decided to return to the Central Highlands to film
a completely new version with directed acting. Finally, after these trips to the Central
Highlands, | found the current context most fascinating. I'm attracted to the living
conditions of people, the hidden violence in the landscape, its separation...

As an outsider observing the Central Highlands, | am impressed with three
colors: black, red and white. Black is the dark night when people go to carve the
rubber trees, because the rubber tree releases most of its latex at night. They wear
flashlights on their foreheads. From afar they look like fireflies. | followed local un-
cles and aunties for entire nights, it was indeed a mysterious black night for a for-
eigner like me. Red is the color of basalt soil, covering the landscape, trees, clothes,
and walls. White is the color of the rubber latex, of the manufacturers.

For the Singapore Biennale, | exhibited a series of red soil paintings, vid-
eos and a black room with nine sculptures. On the way to the Central Highlands,
| discovered an abandoned Cham temple. | was inspired by the burial rites of the
Cham people. (The Hindu Champa Kingdom spanned the central and southern part
of present-day Vietnam from 192 to 1832. The now Muslim Cham people are one of
54 ethnic minorities living in Vietnam today). They take the skull of the dead, grind
them into nine coins and store them in their home. So, | also took the number nine
to make nine sculptures, each has a flashlight attached to his forehead.
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They thought it would last
forever no matter how much
deforestation took place. The
forestland was so cheap and
was delineated and measured
by giant ancient trees. The
method of burning forest for
cultivation continued. After a
while, I realized that those for-
ests had disappeared forever.
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Skylines With Flying People 3 focused on the color white. | used aluminum to recre-
ate the seating frame that the elephants in the Central Highlands had to wear to
carry the tourists. | separated that seating into fragments, showed them along with
a controlling stick, and elephant chain. All were placed in a very bright white room.
It strained the visitors’ eyes.

Trung Mu is a collection of various projects, guiding by the light, from daz-
zling bright white to shadowy and blackout.

AQAT: Since we are discussing rubber - the common crop of the Central Highlands,
which is also your home, Cong Tung, can you share something about your life from
a young age growing up with these industrial plants and the changes in the land-
scapes, the surrounding nature?

Truwong Cong Tung: In the early 1990s in the Bak Lakprovince of the Central High-
lands, when | was small, and started to be aware of my surroundings, | learned
that the people around me had no land for industrial crops, but only a small plot
inherited from their ancestors. The State owned coffee and rubber plantations were
started by the French in the colonial period. In the late 1990s, relatives gave my fam-
ily a piece of empty land that our uncle had reclaimed. During that time, my grandfa-
ther still warned us of the intruding tigers at night. Everyday, we had to travel more
than 10 kilometers through the forest to work at our farm. Nature and forests were
abundant back then. In the late 1990s, people rapidly migrated to Bak Lak, started
building houses, reclaiming forests. And the forest was gone.

My parents left Dak Lak due to the growing population and land price. |
moved around a bit but continued my studies in Dak Lak. The family followed our
other relatives who were immigrants from the coastal central Vietham to Gia Lai
Province. They said that in Gia Lai the monkeys had the habit of running into their
houses. At that time, my parents bought farm land surrounded by forest. There
were many giant ancient trees in the fields. The fields were inside the forest and
the forests were in the fields. In the summer, | went to Gia Lai to help my father and
mother with the farm work. Every summer, the forest faded away. It was replaced by
rubber plantations after someone bought and deforested the land to plant rubber
trees. Back then; owning 100 hectares of rubber plantation was admirable. Everyone
thought that it was so great and the industrial plant was fantastic! At that time, the
forest was too vast. They thought it would last forever no matter how much defor-
estation took place. The forestland was so cheap and was delineated and measured
by giant ancient trees. The method of burning forest for cultivation continued. After
a while, | realized that those forests had disappeared forever. Now there was abso-
lutely no natural forest but only a rubber forest, hills of coffee and pepper. Within
20 years, the landscape has changed completely. And every three or four years up
to a maximum of seven years, the landscape of industrial plants would change ac-
cording to market prices: rubber, coffee, pepper, sweet potatoes... The cost of these
changes is utterly horrifying! How many species of animals and birds have vanished.
In Buon H6 - my old village in Dak Lak, there used to be herds of elephants and buf-
faloes. Now they exist merely in my memory!

AQAT: The trees are not the only elements that are particular to the Central High-
lands, there is also the soil. Its color is omnipresent like an everlasting dye. Red ba-
salt soil is rich in minerals needed for cultivation. It is also the shade that can bring
visual obsession. Both of you, Cong Tung and Phuang Linh, have used this soil in
your work. Can you share something about the artwork in which you use red soil?
From applying it as the color to formally compose the work, to conceptually reflect-
ing on the soil / the land / the country.

PL: The red soil in the Central Highlands is very particular. | have seen artist Nguyén
Minh Thanh paint with soil; and then painter Phuong Gio also collected different
kinds of soil to paint. So, | also took a little of basalt soil and tried to imitate them
[laughing]...

TCT: | started using soil in the work Journey of a piece of soil (2013), when | acknowl-

edged the land in which | grew up and what it gave me. Geographically and biological-
ly, that land/ soil has nourished me. My father used to say: ‘Wherever we go, we have
to keep the land in our spirit because the land that gave birth to us has nothing'. That
was when he sold all of our properties in Dak Lakto pay off our debt from farming.

The soil/land began as a concept, a material that contains many things. It
contains our ancestors, according to Vietnamese beliefs, with blood from our past
lives, memories of our grandparents and parents.

The land is myself and the surrounding is me. From there we can live; from
there | will die. For me it is very crucial!

Since | have my memory, soil / land has always been my family's dream. It
is so poor that it had to beg for land to reclaim and cultivate. It struggled for it at all
cost. That intense zeal to acquire land has also become the root of disputes among
different communities.

AQAT: Thao Nguyén, you once said that the green color of the Central Highlands
has changed from the green of the natural forest to the green of non-natural hu-
man-grown trees that serve the people. Such transitions of this region are the foun-
dations of the Jrai Dew project by Art Labor collective. Can you briefly introduce this
project, with natural / non-natural elements used/ discussed within the activities of
the journey?

Phan Thao Nguyén: Jrai Dew is a collaborative project between Art Labor and the
Jrai woodcarving sculptors from several villages in Gia Lai province, the Central High-
lands of Vietnam. Since 2016, Jrai Dew commissions Jrai artists to create artworks.
This includes holding Sculpture Garden exhibitions in the villages, which also be-
come occasions to celebrate with the neighbors, family and friends; connect Jrai
artists with potential networks; and bring their works to international exhibitions in
collaboration with Art Labor.

Jrai Dew takes inspiration from the Jrai people’s belief in humans and the cos-
mos. In their philosophy of existence, after death, humans go through many stages
before returning to their original existence. The final stage is when they transform
into dew (ia ngébm in Jrai language) and evaporate into the environment - the state
of non-being - the beginning particles of a new existence.

This project aims to look at the culture of Jrai woodcarving sculpture in a po-
etic and sustainable way, like their idea of the dew. Although Jrai sculpture struggles
to survive, we hope that culture will return with a new energy. Another goal of this
project is to provide a critical view of Jrai culture and art in the context of nature and
the industrialization and modernization of this land.

Inspired by the natural and cultural context of traditional Jrai, where the con-
cept of nature and culture is binary, complimentary to each other, not two opposing
concepts. From this binary and inter-transforming relationship, Art Labor is interest-
ed in a wide range of common concepts and symbols in Gia Lai, thereby expanding
on the context of the Central Highlands in a supply and demand chain influenced by
global tastes.

Two projects have emerged from this research: Tomb sculptures were in-
spired by the art of the woodcarving tombs of the Jrai people and many other Cen-
tral Highlands indigenous people. Art Labor used the wood of industrial trees, which
were introduced to the Central Highlands to exploit the economy like rubber, coffee
to commission the wood sculptures. For Hammock café, the artists drew on the most
popular form of cafés along the national roads stretching from the Central High-
lands to the Mekong Delta. It combines the hot and humid climate of Vietnam with
the development of outbound traffic, which appears along with the development of
the country.

AQAT: After three years of jrai Dew, Art Labor moved to Jua. Besides the story we
mentioned at the beginning of this roundtable about the Viethamese who brought
wet rice cultivation to Camargue, there is one other plant that the French studied
meticulously to adapt in Vietnam, and that is coffee. Surprisingly, contrary to most
assumptions about coffee cultivation in former Indochina, the French considered it
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a failure, especially compared to rubber, which proved to be tremendously profit-
able for Michelin, for example.

For the past two years, Art Labor has been wondering why Robusta - which
accounts for nearly half of the world’s consumption, is almost an elephant in the
room. Although Vietnam - mostly with its Robusta production - ranks second in the
global market for coffee exports, it is rare for any expert or researcher to consider
its presence in many natural history museums or botanical archives in Europe and
North America. After a few weeks of searching through numerous CIRAD colonial
materials, we found some interesting facts. There are many reasons for why the
French consider coffee production to be a failure. The lands they tried to cultivate
were located in North Central Vietnam, small plots near Kon Tum. These areas were
really not suitable for coffee cultivation. The Central Highlands at the time were still
mountainous, consisting of dangerous ancient forests that only a few European mis-
sionaries would dare to explore. In the low hills of North Central Vietham and Kon
Tum, the French botanists first brought in Arabica, since Portugal was extremely
successful with this coffee plant in Brazil; then they tried Robusta from Dutch Java,
and Liberian coffee. Only the Liberian beans could withstand the Indochinese soil,
but its selling price was too low. Finally, the French abandoned their dream of ex-
porting coffee from Indochina, and only grew the crop to meet the demand of local
consumption. Perhaps, therefore, that is why the Natural History Museum in Paris
only presents Arabica in their exhibition.

It was not until the post-D&i M&i (Renovation) period, that Vietnam began to

reform agriculture as part of the national economy and the government paid atten-
tion to coffee. Robusta was selected due to its resistance to pests and higher yield of
each tree. The Vietnamese coffee empire grew from that policy.
Since you, Cong Tung and later Thao Nguyén, have researched Robusta in Vietnam
in your own locale, can you share your observations about the current situation
with coffee growing in the area, an area in which Cong Tung's family has been grow-
ing Robusta for decades? And Thao Nguyén, as a tree lover and observer, can you
reflect on plants and botany in this region?

TCT: In my area, whether it is coffee, pepper or rubber, there is a rotation from one
kind of tree to another according to the market price, spread intermittently between
the great harvests, between the devaluation in the market price for a bad harvest
and the increase in value. When the price is up, everyone grows that crop. When
devaluation occurs, everyone cuts down and empties the crop. The farmers do not
receive any support but solely depend on nature and the traders. Whenever they
hear a ‘rumor’ that this tree is sold well, they will grow it in mass!

If any family had a few industrial plantations in the early 1990s, they were
usually well-off having originated from state-owned forest enterprises. At the end
of the 1990s, the high price of coffee changed the lives for many families. The Bak
Lak people became wealthy thanks to Robusta coffee. In recent years, some families
have also earned great profit from pepper when the price is high. But once its price
turns sluggish, they fall into debt. The family then moves to the city to find work.

PTN: | am very interested in monoculture agriculture, not only in the Central High-
lands, but also throughout Vietnam, from the North to the tip of the Ca Mau Pen-
insula in the Gulf of Thailand. Vietnam is one of the typical countries that changed
its agriculture due to the achievements (and consequences) of the green revolution.
From a country whose people were hungry for long periods, it became one of the
major exporters of rice, coffee, pepper and many other agricultural products. Along
with these impressive numbers, there are also terrible consequences on the envi-
ronment. To have big, beautiful and shiny fruits, the farmers have to use chemicals.
For example, to harvest big sweet potatoes by export standards, a large amount of
growth stimulants must be sprayed regularly.

When | talked to the local artist Rcham Deh, he thought that the economicin-
novations in the Central Highlands brought about positive changes. In the past, they
had to work for landowners (who had lots of land, many gongs, potteries etc.). Ten
cbng (a Vietnamese measurement of land) can be exchanged for one basket of rice.
They were often starving. But there were many forests surrounding the village. They
could go to the forest to hunt, cut down the bamboo, drink the spring water... Today

they work as wage laborers for the Kinh (Viét) people. If they need water, they have
to dig wells, buy things at markets...

Robusta coffee is a healthy plant and suitable for the regional climate. How-
ever, Robusta still needs a certain amount of fertilizer. The cheap price of Robusta
these past years pushes farmers to turn to pepper, avocado, and durian... However,
it is an endless vicious cycle. | still believe that there is a more tolerant and less
violent way for agricultural and economic development. And in my personal works
and the work of art labor, | wish to have a way to build culture and economy with

knowledge, tolerance and responsibility.

Art Labor is an artist collective based in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, consisting of members Phan Thdo
Nguyén, Truong Cong Tung, and Arlette Quynh-Anh Tran. They do not produce single artworks but de-
velop many year-long journeys from a single seed that is cultivated. The seed grows - the inspiration
expands into a rhizome of projects and art works. They have exhibited widely in Vietnam and internation-
ally, including as the 57" Carnegie International, the Bangkok Art Biennale, the Dhaka Art Summit, Para
Site Hong Kong and the Centre Pompidou among others. Recent journeys include “Unconditional Belief”
(2012-2015), Jrai Dew (2016-ongoing) and JUA (2019-ongoing) collaborations with the Jrai community in
the Central Highlands of Vietnam, that take inspiration from Jrai cosmological beliefs.

Nguyén Phuong Linh was born in Hanoi into a family of culture. Her father was the co-founder of Nha
San, one of Vietnam’s most influential and pioneering independent contemporary art spaces. Linh's work
investigates materiality that signify particular forgotten histories. Working across installation, photog-
raphy, video, sculpture and performance, Linh's practice demands site research such as salt mines and
rubber plantations, in order to understand the purpose and movement of social life that determines the
meaning and use of materials and the impact of human labor and consumption.
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A curious teacher

What does it mean to be an independent artist-researcher teaching in Singapore? Drawing from observations of the

environment and the artist’s training as a scientist, inspired by children, fuelled by humour and failure, this case study

shows how treating the art viewer or the children in the workshop as scientists in their own right can in turn help the

artist create meaningful works.

interviewer: Kevin Chua

Interviewee: Isabelle Desjeux
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am an artist-researcher. Research is a way of saying | am “asking myself questions”, and
reflecting on my findings, integrating them into the next artwork. In the course of work-
ing with children, my art has developed even more to seek through practice.

| call myself an “artiste chercheure”, which can be translated as “artist-scientist”,
but | would like to explain the focus on “chercheure” or “researcher”. When | was doing
scientific research in an institution of higher learning, it was academic research, with
an outcome visible in scientific journals. When | left science, | left behind the academic
journey - but not its ethic of curiosity and impulse to experiment. Add to this my for-
mal art training, including artistic research, and the questioning became a part of my
practice, leading the viewer to ask questions too.

Through my practice, | realised that there was something exciting about doing
science, namely the curiosity that drives the “l want to know why this is like this” which
might give you the energy to pursue the question and go deep into it. So, my art, or
let's say my daily activities are aimed at figuring out how to get that excitement alive
for myself and how to get the viewer to experience that too. Sometimes the viewer is
young and sometimes the subject is nature.

| am a researcher outside academia and outside institutions. As such, | do not
produce the kind of knowledge found in peer-reviewed articles. Still, some viewers or
participants in my work might learn something. My research is purely experimental
and personal until a viewer gets to experience personally what | offer them. It might
not travel further than that viewer, but | consider this success.

Kevin Chua: What do you see as the splits between art and science in Singaporean
society, and in the art world? Do you think art/science pedagogy matters in techno-
capitalist Singapore?

Isabelle Desjeux: The question of the splits between art and science is a recurrent
one, and seems a mirror of the society and culture at a given time. The value given
to the arts (through funding, respect given to the artists, how competitive art schools
are, and how good the arts education is...) reflects how much value is given to the
qualitative over the quantitative, to the uncertain, the doubts, the wandering paths,
the dreaming. On the other hand, when funding for science is plentiful, it seems to
be associated with valuing “progress”, “development”, reaching goals in a straight
line, and a worship for countables (KPI, money, seeking to be number one ...) which
leaves little place for mistakes, risking dead ends ... and creativity!

During a recent conference! organised by the Singapore Science Centre, the

Isabelle Desjeux
Shadow Play, workshop, 2014 © Isabelle Desjeux

question of the split between art and science in schools was addressed by a panel
led by the director of the Science Centre, Lim Tit Meng. The language used in the
questions for the survey appeared very loaded and predictable. The fact that the
survey was conducted by a large industrial company (3M), points to the functional
outcome expected for science, as opposed to a pursuit of science for the sake of
curiosity. The answers and the comments by parents in the room also seemed to
point at the supremacy of science for technology rather than to understand the
world: while in pre-school or primary school, children find science fascinating, and
they might be encouraged to pursue their natural curiosity, from secondary school
onward, it is made clear that pursuing science is only for the smart, and requires an
extensive amount of prior knowledge, leading to many dropping out, and subse-
quently becoming skeptical of science due to its suposedly elitist nature.

In a country where everything is seen to be connected to money - being suc-
cessful is linked to the amount of money you make, and the most money you can make
in art comes from design and advertising - it is seen as best to pursue these endeavors
independently or separately. | think that being an artist or a scientist reflects first and
foremost a way of living, regardless of whether it is also a way of making a living.
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KC: Does a student's age/sex/race/class matter, and do you think it matters, as they
learn about art/science? (The public is trained to think of science as universal; how
might science function and be received differently for various age/class/sex/race
groups?)

ID: | have been involved with 3 very distinct groups of primary school-age students:
“local” students from public schools in Singapore coming to my studio. These tend to
be well-off and doing well enough in school (such that their parents might consider
such frivolous extra-curricular activity). “International students” from international
schools, also from privileged backgrounds (e.g. the Canadian International School,
the International French School, the United World College SEA ...); Because there is
very little cross-over between local and international schools (it is not encouraged for
locals to attend international schools and for foreigners to attend local schools), it is
very easy to observe different cultures. Finally, | have also spent time with children
from underprivileged neighbourhoods in an informal setting (the Let’s Go Play Out-
side programme by 3 Pumpkins, a non-profit organisation led by Lin Shiyun), where a
group of us adults would just show up and play (or sometimes bring specific activities)
with children in a public playground setting.

Without generalising, children from local schools often seem more likely to try
to follow rules and wait to be told what to do next rather than improvise. They seem
to think there is one answer, which the teacher knows, and getting to it is what the
lesson entails. Foreign students usually assume coming to the studio (whether it is for
art, science, or tinkering) means “being creative”, and are less willing to follow instruc-
tions, and will seek validation for choosing their own path (no matter how far from the
answer they might get). Finally, during informal play-time “outside”, children who are
often not doing well at school are actually the ones better at understanding complex
situations, problem-solving, logic thinking. Furthermore, the informal setting (where
the adults are not considered teachers or social workers, but playmates or play or-
ganisers) seems to open the door to a different kind of learning, in a non-judgmental
environment.

It is easy to look at it as putting a value on outcome versus process (for local
children versus foreigner), but the reality is certainly more nuanced and would re-
quire a social science study to disentangle. It however points to the role of the system
which codifies ways of thinking, resulting in exclusion rather than opening the door
to a variety of ways of thinking (for underprivileged children, for example). One such
study looking at the social background as a source of difference is the work of Teo
(2019).2

KC: What is creativity and invention to you? Are they the same across art and sci-
ence? What is the ecology of scientific invention? In this sense of invention and cre-
ativity, science can come close to art. Do you see yourself reaching towards a similar
understanding in your art/science pedagogy? There are a lot of similar terms across
art and science - eg. “observation”, “process”, “result”. Over time, have you noticed
changes in your understanding of art, and do you see one - art or science - as being
been dominant in your pedagogy and practice?

ID: Over time, | have stepped away from the question of comparing art and science
because it resists opening doors. So rather than looking for the overlap or the com-
monality of both, | pick and choose from the formal training | have gained in both
fields. In essence, | used to think that “experiments” and “failures” were trademarks
of science (as nicely described by Stuart Firestein in his book Failures, 2016)® but re-
alised that it actually reflects the human way of understanding the world around
them, which is what artists aim to do in their work.

This is how | have ended up being so comfortable taking up a studio in a pre-
school (L'Observatoire at Blue House),*inviting other artist-in-residence to partake in the
experience to “experiment”, and to share their process with the school. This is how |
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have “discovered” that children, before they might be moulded by school, ask the best
questions, which can lead to new scientific discoveries or to authentic artworks. What
they lack sometimes is awareness and the tools to investigate the questions. Asking
an adult becomes the default easy path, precluding any original quest.

I have also found that | could not define “creativity” satisfactorily because the
term has become abused in everyday language to represent artistic values to the
exclusion of other pursuits. What both artists and scientists seek to achieve through
their work is to make discoveries for themselves, which eventually through their
work can be shared with the public. This requires an open mind and ultimately an
unbridled curiosity for the world around them. Working alongside children can re-
mind us of the importance of this curiosity, which can lead to amazing discoveries,
chiefly personal ones. The challenge of the artist or the scientist then is to open a
path for the discovery to be shared widely.

KC: How does space — the pedagogical environment — play a part in your teaching?
How is it more than just a backdrop or setting, for you?

ID: When the children arrive at the pre-school in the morning, their eyes are open to
whatever is going on.> The children know that they can explore anything. Of course,
there is a “plan” as to what the children should focus their interest on, but invariably,
some of them will find tools, half-built structures and scraps to investigate instead. The
environmentis important in signaling the openness of the investigation, and the context
within which things can be investigated. If you enter a room set up as a kitchen where
you see eggs sitting in a bowl, you will be thinking about how to make a cake, but if the
eggs are sitting in a petri dish on a table with a microscope and some dissecting tools,
you will be thinking of the eggs in a different way. Your curiosity may be awakened in
both cases, but going in a different direction. There should still be a choice for where to
focus the mind, empowering the viewer to choose their direction.

So what is my role as the artist here? If the environment is the third teacher as
described by Loris Malaguzzi in the Reggio-Emilia pedagogy for pre-schools, prepar-
ing a studio visit by the small students means creating an environment or installation,
trusting that the students will be intrigued enough to ask exciting questions, which
in turn can lead to their understanding of the world. We then have to listen to them
because what they see and notice may not be what we were hoping to be the focus.

By extension, my large installation designed for an adult public functions in
a similar way of setting up an experiment with clues around for the viewer to be the
scientist, piecing the bits of information together.

In as much as a viewer might learn or take away something when they partici-
pate in a workshop or experience an installation, the environment plays a role, setting
up context and expectations.

To learn, one must be open to new information and feel safe to ask ques-
tions. The environment sends cues with regards to the safe environment. The artist
in clarifying that this is their research and inviting the viewer to look into it sends the
message that the viewer is not expected to learn anything. Only curiosity leads them
to wonder, should they be open to it.

Because the least exciting way to learn something is to be given an answer be-
fore you have even asked the question, the environment is used to raise these ques-
tions and make the viewer aware of their own curiosity.

KC: How do you understand ecology? How does this understanding of ecology
manifest in your practice with weeds?

ID: Ecology was the branch of biology | did not specialise in during my science studies.
Molecular biologists break things down and look into smaller and smaller parts of
the living system, and typically work inside, preferably from material in test tubes.

But ecology looks at the connections between different systems, and most impor-
tantly re-places humans as only one of the elements of our living world. Making the
switch means embracing diversity and interconnectivity and placing emphasis on
the connections rather than individual qualities.

Weeds embody many different ideas with regard to nature and our relation-
ship to it. In the same way that ecology can be understood to be an objective study
of our environment or a political movement, or a word used to describe a network
of relationships, the concept of weeds carries multiple notions — objective (when
we describe individual plants in a botanical context), subjective (when we ascribe
a negative value or opinion to individual plants), relational (when we need them or
when they get in the way of production).

In the context of the highly urbanised environment of Singapore, weeds
have become superfluous, and have lost the magical power associated with some of
them because most of us do not recognise them, and do not need them. They are
also not a nuisance anymore since we do not have crops we depend on. In other
words, we have become desensitised, and it seems that whether they are there or
not, our life will not change. They represent the nature that cities want to pretend
they can ignore.

When | work with weeds in the context of making installations, they fill in all
the criteria: they make you check your preconceptions about how you ascribe value
(to a plant). They make you notice what was previously invisible. They turn you into a
scientist by raising so many questions as soon as you start paying interest to them.
In other words, they are both nature and culture.

| believe that spending time and energy gathering information about a spe-
cific plant or a group of them will enable you to recognise them and generally will
make you notice what is around. Weeds can perform the role of eye-openers, by
enriching the lives of those who are ready to learn about them. My installations aim
to bring to people a world that was previously invisible. Through an understanding
of weeds, we become open to the possibility of an invisible (or unnoticed) world that
is part of their life. We become open to the possibility that bacteria, viruses, fungus,
and other mono-cellular microorganisms are part of who we are.

Years spent in a lab have taught me how to ask questions, but also that you
should expect more questions from your question rather than a clear answer if it
was a good question. You can get hooked on questions, and live for the next one —
even as you step away from the lab, the expensive specialised equipment, and the
fast pace at which you have to keep reading to stay informed. Since my years as a
working scientist, my quest has been to find subjects that will take to questioning.
From rubber seeds to weeds, | have made a point to study them with a scientific
gaze, using only material easily available, dismissing the myth that science has to
take place in the lab. The study itself becomes a set of questions or approaches to
support an installation that will place the participant into a sweet spot of curiosity
with the promise of discovering questions within themselves. The art installations
never promise easy answers, just like science, which is often understood by outsid-
ers to be about facts and fact production, but which actually reveals itself to be a
playground of questions, with answers remaining elusive most of the time.

KC: How are interconnections between human and more-than-human worlds
revealed in your practices of tinkering and the machines that you construct?

ID: Tinkering is a way to feel human and accept our limitations. It is a way to tame
failures, and accept our imperfections, to the point of celebrating them and living in
the hope that something will be revealed through them.

None of my machines are very complex in engineering but they carry poten-
tial in the stories that accompany them. Their absurdity points to our inconsistencies
in gentle ways: the Machine that Never Fails (2010) or The Bird-Activated Scarecrow
(2018) serve no purpose and have failure engineered in them. The Giggling Weeds
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(2014), and Talking Weeds (2014) by giving agency to a previously unseen or discard-
ed element of our living environment reminds us that they are there. In both cases,
the weeds only giggle or tickle if they are activated by a human, revealing that we are
part of the same system and that we need each other to exist.

If we look at my camera obscura and pinhole-related pieces (begun in 2014, and
ongoing), those are again objects or “world-seeing machines” made with the simplest
technology. The fact that we can be fascinated by seeing the world upside-down in a
papier méché box reveals much about the consequences of living in a world where we
are surrounded by technology to the point of having given up knowing how things work
and have subsequently lost our sense of wonder at simple discoveries. The fact that
these simple cameras are often labelled “science” says more about the people who view
them than the objects themselves: science is magic explained, but beyond that, it is the
observation of a new and unusual phenomenon that goes against the instinct of how
things work and requires explanations and experiments to understand.

KC: What is the role of humour in your work? How does laughter open us to other
ways of knowing, sharing, and being in the world?

ID: Humour serves many purposes of course and reveals the vulnerable part of us.
To laugh is to accept that there is a disconnect between our expectations and reality.
It helps us to not take ourselves too seriously. It is a gentle way of accepting that we
can be wrong. Consequently, it opens the door to other ways of knowing, and makes
us curious too. Humour is also a defence against the fear of failing, of being wrong,
of not being good enough.

When | discovered the work of William Heath Robinson (in the book by James
Hamilton)® while a student in the UK, | thought | suddenly understood the mechan-
ics of a good joke: seeing complicated machines as simple things things. | have used
this to look at and demystify some complex scientific processes (All Else Being Equal
| Could Have Stayed In Bed, 2012), but also to build simple machines that bring awe
(WunderKamera Obscura, 2014, The Machine That Never Fails, 2010) and devise simple
workshops (e.g. pininhole photography workshops), to contrast with fast-paced new
technology (e.g. camera phones) that quickly leaves us jaded. There is simple joy in
realising the disproportion between the problem and the solution, and it requires us
not to take ourselves too seriously. Children can teach adults this lesson in humility,
which is that we can learn better when wrapped in humour.

KC: Your practice often involves shared collaborative journeys with children and
young people. How can working with children and young people resist being a
unidirectional, hierarchical (top-down) process of “teaching lessons about science
and nature” and be more of a reflexive, collective process of discovery?

ID: The pressures of the education system and its structure means that even outside
school, an adult in a group of children is expected to be teaching them something.
The subject is predetermined and the adult will have spent some time thinking about
how to convey the information or the technique to the children. The children in turn
ask the adults questions, when they would have explored on their own if they were
left to their own devices. This alternative notion was explored by Jacques Ranciere,
who describes a professor teaching without explaining or dispensing formal lessons,
removing the hierarchy between those who know and those who don't.”

The Reggio Emilia philosophy® looks at the child as a researcher, capable of
investigating their own questions. It must be why | have always felt at home as a resi-
dent artist in a preschool that follows this idea. The most powerful tool is to answer
a child’s question with “I don’t know”. For a scientist, this is the most exciting answer,
as it is the one that opens the door to a journey of exploration. When this is the an-
swer you give to a child, you become a team in this exploration. In the early stages of

exploration, no answer can be wrong since they are preceded by probing or testing.
Anyone (not just children) can experience the joy of sitting in this safe space where
we just imagine what the answer to the “I don't know” can be. And children’s imagi-
nation is always different than that of adults, making them worth listening to. When
you feel this, the children feel it too, and they feel empowered.

It takes courage to answer “I don't know" to a group of teenagers, used to the
authority of the teacher or the parent who will reward or punish them for their own
answer. Both artists and scientists should resist such authority and knowingness,
and we need to safeguard the magic and safe space where an answer would only
spoil the journey that an artwork or scientific investigation opens.

Endnotes

[1] The 3M State of Science Panel Discussion, April 2019. Moderated by director of Science Centre As-
sociate Professor Lim Tit Meng.

[2] Youyenn Teo, This Is What Inequality Looks Like: Essays, Singapore: Ethos Books, 2019

[3] Stuart Firestein, Failure: Why Science Is So Successful, Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2016
[4]1Blue House International School invited me to be resident artist, | have made it a residency-in-
a-residency where | invite artists to come and use the space for a month at a time. See the studio’s
website: www.observartoire.com

[5] The artist studio (L'Observatoire) is located in the building of the Blue House International School.
The school children often come for informal visits to the artist's studio.

[6] James Hamilton, William HeathRobinson, Pavillion Books Limited, 1995.

[71)acques Ranciere, The Ignorant Schoolmaster: Five Lessons in Intellectual Emancipation Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1999.

[8] See www.reggiochildren.it which outlines the world-wide pedagogical project of the Reggio Emilia
Approach.
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The museum survives us all

The Taipei Biennial, with its attentiveness to systemically re-forming the categorically ‘natural’ within the museological,
names the museum as the metonym and metaphor of natural systems, but also reformulates and redresses what these
systems could be. In the Biennial’s language of ‘reciprocal dependency, if the museum is an ecosystem, then perhaps
nature post-nature is already a museum. This review seeks to examine these formulations, especially as strands of
post-disaster survivalism, with the biennale’s strategies to ‘keep alive’ humans and their art, and to ‘preserve longevity'.

text by Jason Wee
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n its attentiveness to systemically reworking the natural in “natural” histories
and sciences and related modes of inquiry as they occur within the museologi-
cal, the 2018 Taipei Biennial, Post-Nature-A Museum as an Ecosystem, names the
museum as both the metaphor for natural systems and a coherent ecological
unit, “a museum as an ecosystem” as the long title of biennial announces, with
populations of organisms and nonliving components cross-interacting with the
museum environment. The Taipei Fine Art Museum in particular stands as a rep-
resentative site for a critique of current museological engagements or disengage-
ments with the ecological, specifically its exhibitionary practices and histories, its
programming and pedagogical rationalizations and designs, and its contracts and
consultations with its viewing publics. The museological, never abandoned in the
event-time of the biennial, is the curators Mali Wu and Francesco Manacorda's
chosen position from which to direct their timely critique of a museum-deficit
in ecological learning and responsibility. Like much institutional self-critique, the
questioning and reflection is often performed within and through an immersion
in established art history and exhibitionary forms, albeit to turn these art histories
and forms to face current ecological considerations and challenges. The biennale
form manifests the limits of a museum as an apparatus for ecologically-significant
critique, yet to stage the biennale as an ecological unit of analysis at all, in Taipei,
is at least a sign of Taiwan's climate-sensitive green policies of the past decade.
The work most visitors meet as their first biennale encounter, Henrik
Hakansson's Inverted Tree (Reflected) (2018), entwines the institutionalization of
a found object as a readymade with that of natural remains used as a museo-
logical specimen. A tree hangs in the foyer as a desiccated corpse buried in the
air, with mirrors above and beneath the suspended tree. Any visitor standing on
the mirrors is imbricated as witness to the tree's entrance as a dead-on-arrival
readymade, and the visitor themselves as an equally inverted specimen within
Hakansson’s installation. These modest participatory effects, delivering viewer-
ship as capstones into an installation awaiting them, have long exhausted their
power as critical subversions. These walk-on-parts that ‘participate’ in the con-
temporary museum instead prime it for the exhausted final frisson that the expe-
rience economy may provide. As such, they function as the readymade ‘visitor ex-
perience’ that museums in a time of late capitalism demand by seeming default,
about as earnestly banal as saying the human is the predator specimen of the
Anthropocene. The museum is primed for the conversion of its exhibition spaces
into event-sites bound by the terms of the experience economy. While pointing
out the former by stating the fact, the biennale’s introductory work exempts itself
from any critique of the latter.
Both Julian Charriere's Metamorphism (2016) and Ruangsak Anuwatwimon'’s
Anthropocene (2018) brought geological samples of present unnatural disasters into

Taipei Biennial, 2018
2018 Taipei Biennial Curators, Mali Wu (center) and Francesco Manacorda (left) with Director of TFAM, Ping Lin (right)
© Taipei Fine Arts Museum

the museum, with Charriere's vitrines holding solidified amalgamations of the in-
ternal components of various portable and mobile devices melted together, while
Anuwatwimon includes within his cartography of land toxicity twenty stratified
mounds of polluted soil from across Taiwan. But these specimen- or sample-
based presentations are most compelling when they enlist or imply creaturely
counterparts as co-agents in the creation of these presentations, in ways that
demonstrate the inextricability of natural processes from labor- and design-cen-
tered systems. The clay-colored tabletop models in Nicholas Mangan’s Termite
Economies (2018)' resemble cast interiors of termite mounds, but are hybridized
with scaled-down gold-mining structures and 3-D printed. The cross-sectioned
models echo the action within one television display, a loop of a short clip titled
‘Slice through of a Macrotermes mound,’ in which a termite colony undergoes
endo-casting, a process that fills the chambers of the colony with plaster before
the mound is repeatedly sliced into horizontal cross-sections and photographed.
The resulting animation recalls a CT scan of a human organ as well as the floor-
plans of a biomorphic building. A second television displayed, in close-up, the scur-
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rying activities of the termites themselves, accompanied by the clicking and ticking
sounds of their tireless activity. Laila Chin-Hui Fan's Scenery Near Yuanshan: Silence
and Commotion beside the Keelung River (2018) consists, in part, of field recordings of
animal, insect and human activity from the vicinity of Yuanshan, close to where the
Taipei Fine Art Museum sits. Alongside her recordings, Fan extracted Kuo Hsueh-
Hu's painting Scenery Near Yuanshan (1928) from the Museum collection and re-
hung it alone in an upper room within the museum, the room’s distinctive round
window overlooking the same picturesque view depicted in the painting. The hill in
Kuo's painting, while relatively uninhabited and lush in its time, was already visibly
disturbed by a plantation economy, garden aesthetics and municipal infrastruc-
tures. Fan's soundscape, audible both within the same space as Kuo's painting and
without (it is possible to hear this soundscape live when the visitor follows Fan on
any of her five walks through the Yuanshan vicinity), archives the aurality of a mo-
ment in a long sequence of urbanistic and economic incisions into the hill while
proffering an invitation to witness the effects of these incisions more intimately.

Fan's soundscape and curatorial gesture is one among several projects
that open this museum to a recognition of itself as spatially coeval to the changes
in its vicinity, rather than a centrally-planned exception to it, and is as much a
local actor as the locale’s and city's human and nonhuman residents, small busi-
nesses, civic organizations, municipal and national authorities. The museum is
as imbricated a “social actor [...] in its local community” — to use the curators'’
words — as the next habitation in any systemic change, and as any local occupant
is equally acted upon by others. The Ecolab, an open-format public education
program encompassing talks, walking tours, green and brown site visits, fora and
panel discussions, met almost as often within the museum premises as without,
placing the museum within discussions of Keelong River developments (through
a partnership with the Keelong River Guardian Union), of trail creation and urban
wellbeing (with the assistance of the Taiwan Thousand Miles Trail Association),
and of community beekeeping (through the work of the Community College Ur-
ban Beekeeping Project). The artist-gatherer Zo Lin's Weed Day (founded 2014)
documents, through video, photographs and calligraphy, her ongoing commit-
ment to foraging as both navigation and embrace of urban ecologies. Lin samples
and catalogues the viability of local weeds as tea, while recycling the roots of
these weeds as brush pens with which she calligraphs and draws as responses to
the land. Tea becomes the vessel for what the literary critic Steve Mentz has called
a practice of ‘seeping,’ in which fluid materialities and relations leak through and
stain any boundary within natureculture.? An accompanying Ecolab program led
by Lin guides museum participants into the surrounding grounds for weed pick-
ing, explores the potential health and medicinal benefits of wild plantings, while
turning the museum basement into a temporary teahouse for weed teamaking
and a floral arrangement studio.

The politics of Taiwan's settler relations with the land and indigenous
peoples seep in through the archives of the Taiwan Public Television Service and
the work of the Indigenous Justice Classroom, a loose collective of musicians,
documentarians, students, and activists. The Classroom initiated a street protest
in 2017 against the announcement of new regulations on indigenous territories
that sharply reduced indigenous land ownership, potentially leaving these lands
vulnerable to corporation development and environmental damage. Social ac-
tion is manifest as local redress, with the installation of The Classroom’s bamboo
shelter We Are Always Here and the tentage from previous protests camps sus-
pended upside-down on the museum ceiling. Every two weeks, the Classroom
organizers broughtin speakers and singers to address questions of territorial and
indigenous rights. Though the collective called itself a “small classroom,” these
sessions could alternatively be described as forms of earnest assembly, more
the recognition of colleagues and other familiars than a staging ground for active
dissent. The time with Panai Kusui, a musician and activist from the Puyuma and
Amis tribes, is filled with song and anecdotes, with the conviviality of an afternoon

picnic and the urgency of a stroll. The Public Television Service archives trace the
documentary work and public television programming of Ke Chin-Yuan, who had
been filming Taiwan’s land and environmental issues from the White Terror years
in the 1980s to the 1998 launch of ‘Our Land’, a weekly public television program
on local ecological concerns, to the present. Yet the breadth of the issues covered
by these twenty screens across the expanse of over a dozen years — on dam con-
struction, coastal and riverside development, farming runoffs, trafficking of endan-
gered species, energy production — conversely shows up the limited agency that
this or perhaps any single edition of the biennial could enact, even as an assertive
social actor. The transformative potential of any institutional engagement with eco-
logical changes, the archive suggests, may require a prolonged multiyear concern
that permits a fuller address of the entanglements of the affected sites and policies
with each other and the systematicity of the issues at hand.

Perhaps the institutional critique that the curators intend depends, as they
had written, on “symbiosis and cooperation” rather than agonism, specifically with
artists in the role of keystone species in the ecosystem of the museum — artists as
crucial agentic figures through whom a call to action and a cascade of change might
potentially come. This is the desire at least of Ting-Tong Chang's monochromat-
ic paintings in Pure and Remote View of Streams and Mountains (2018), collectively
produced with a group of asthma sufferers invited to take part in a six-week long
workshop with the artist and an art therapist, using ink formed from a suspension
of smog particles that Chang trapped and collected at various sites across Taipei.
A low table held the sketches and drafts from the workshop, with square cushion
pads for seats, while a long platform displayed the glassware and other equipment
used in producing the suspension. While the capture of pollutant particulates on
filter, lung and paper advances a visualization of illness as impact evidence, and in-
directly presses in favor of air quality improvement, the installation — a mashup of
wellness studio, drawing room and laboratory desk — suggests only the currency
of laboratory spatialities within the design of art and wellness clinics.

Similarly those projects that rely on partners and sites as data providers
or on under-analyzed data sets, for which the museum becomes the visualization
board of aggregated information, leave unrealized the transformative potential im-
plied in a post-natural institution, while often remaking the museum into its old
or current guise. Vivian Suter's Lala Mountains. Panajachel (2018) is, fatally, exactly
as described, visual impressions of brief encounters with the landscape of a tea
plantation in Taiwan. Having never seen Taiwan before, Suter's canvases, made
over a nine-day trip to a tea plantation on Lala Mountain, are painting as bottled
soil, bearing within its impressionistic collection of earth and organic matter the
embodiment of the excursionist visitor. ET@T, an organization for media and digi-
tal art, has produced an impressive series of forums for the Ecolab, but paired it
with a mobile robotic device with a 360-degree camera and mild interactive capaci-
ties. The robot, named Flaneur Hanji, does not saunter as much as perpetually live-
stream whenever activated, reminding visitors of the proximity between apathetic
data collection and creepy surveillance. Huai-Wen Chang's Museum in the Clouds
(2018), a steel frame with sail-like skins stretched on curved wire supports, records
data about the museum’s microclimate, and responds to temperature changes by
releasing mist, and to air quality changes by the changing colors of the sails. The
sails were orange on the days this reviewer encountered them; the guide tells me
the air quality was less than good. No doubt the installation could amass an impres-
sive amount of data around light, wind velocity, rainfall, but the museum as such a
data-collection and visualization system offers little by way of engagement with the
impact significance of the museum’s present and continuing existence on its envi-
ronment, its energy consumption or waste production of running this museum, for
one, or the carbon footprint of shipping to and arriving at the event of the biennial
itself. Laura Gustafsson and Terike Haapoja's Museum of Nonhumanity (2016-ongo-
ing) holds the egregious distinction of purporting to revise the museum'’s “history
of dehumanization” only to leave the museological entirely intact, while tastefully
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set to the music of Olivier Messiaen. Local speakers invited to speak on civil and
animal rights issues are relegated to a small television screen on an outside wall,
while most of the floor space is given to a shadow play of replica bones and speci-
mens as uninflected as a natural history diorama. The lexicon of oppression as
museological crimes could be overwhelmingly extensive, suggestively truncated or
eloquently concise, yet in this case the museum slideshow brings to mind a fresh-
man'’s PowerPoint, calling for a “history of Others” while remaining basic and tone-
deaf to references east of the Suez.

It could well be that a national, collection-based fine art museum such as
the Taipei Fine Arts Museum is, almost by definition, consolidatory and preoccu-
pied with canonicity; but this is not, to pardon the pun, a natural fit for thinking
ecologically, if to think ecologically is to manifest a “verbose multidirectionality,” to
use Jeffrey Jerome Cohen and Lowell Druckert’s vivid description, one that coun-
ters “the cementing of an extant body of knowledge into perduring form"”.? The
ecosystem that the curators bravely want the museum to be implies an ecology of
spatial systems — the classroom, the seminar, the protest, the cinema, the lab, the
writing studio, all of which are manifest in the biennial as new systemic configura-
tions of the eco-museum, with varying success. Helen Mayer Harrison and Newton
Harrison's On the Deep Wealth of this Nation, Scotland (2018), takes pedagogy as
its foremost critical apparatus, thereby replicating the classroom within the mu-
seum premises. The work details Scotland as a case study on a sequence of large
informational boards, offering its arguments as opportunities for self-education.
Projects by Micro Architecture Studio, Jui-Kuang Chao with Tainan Community
University, Kuroshio Ocean Education Foundation, and Chen Chu-Yin with Paris 8
University's Solar Insects Vivarium Workshop, similarly conformed to the museum-
as-classroom or science fair. On the other hand, the space of the experimental
laboratory succeeds most when the artists are casting for multiple outcomes and
possibilities that exceed this institutional-critical remit, such as the Mycelium Net-
work Society presentation, which featured a host of participants, including Franz
Xaver, Taro Klemens Knop, Martin Howse and Shu Lea Cheang. Globular trans-
parent containment units grew a lingzhi strain of mycelium, while a series of sen-
sors, transmitters and receivers detected changes within the living cells and broad-
casted this information as audio within the gallery space. The Society maintains a
communication network for several bio-hack labs and art spaces that the society's
key participants had invited as information-sharing and hosting nodes, including
spaces in Taiwan such as Good Toad Studio and Absolute Art Space Tainan, gen-
erating a series of meetings, workshops and residencies around mycelia activity,
while on the opening night Taiwanese sound artists augmented the mycelial audio
with their own performances. The writing studio that Wu Ming Vi set up to display
his novel Land of Hard Rain (2018) narrates its interlinked essays on human and
nonhuman interactions, emphasizing the compendium-like nature of his stories,
while demonstrating the number of disciplinary strands that ecological writing
could leap across, even enjoin — from the novelistic to the documentary, science
fiction, medical case studies, anthropological and sociological notes, botanical and
ornithological field studies. In a gallery almost directly above, Au Sow-Yee's tale
of a intelligent agent, a Penang beauty and a horse in The Broadcast Project (2018)
exposes botanical and political entanglements through her manipulation and mix
of visual and textual narratologies. These configurations could persist as engage-
ments into the post-natural, maintaining the dramatic vitality of the voice while
challenging the human-first soliloquy that is the museum.

What remains consistent throughout the biennial is an acknowledgement
of nature in the anthropocene or capitalocene, the former in the wake of pervasive
and near-irreversible human encroachment, consumption and contamination,*
and the latter in the effects of systemic economic inequality and impoverishment.
That this acknowledgement is often made in the guise of journalism suggests the
enduring power of journalistic means in photographic and written responses to
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still under-remarked-on peoples, places and systems, despite the constricted space
for investigative journalism nowadays. It suggests a renewed trajectory for journal-
ism as artistic research, as a narrative-based synthesis of visual, spatial, even digital
presentations, as well as written material. Allan Sekula’s Fish Story (1995) remains an
enduring and still persuasive reference in this regard, a study of a maritime system
for its economic, social and ecological consequences that is simultaneously an influ-
ential photo-essay. Though comfortably within the conventions of wildlife and nature
photography, Rachel Sussman'’s images of the oldest organisms still living> reminds
us of deeper time and long-persisting habitations, in visually lush prints and force-
fully monumental compositions that renders her timeline project (Selected) History of
the Spacetime Continuum (2016-2018) superfluous and didactic. Sekula’s project and
Sussman'’s prints nonetheless point to the continuance of the essay as the preferred
means for longform persuasion, its influence visible in the recent proliferation of
Substacks, whether as research, polemic, advocacy, journalism, or memoir. The con-
temporaneous Worldprocessor (1988-ongoing) by Ingo Gunther is, on the other hand,
an Insta-friendly manifestation of a variety of global data sets as differently patterned
and colored globes. It photographs exceptionally well on mobile devices, an eyeball-
for-eyeball attraction that Gunther burnishes by calling it a form of journalism, for-
getting that a crowd of data sets without causal or interpretative interconnections
taken on a global scale is an abstraction as incomprehensible as it is eye-catching.
Nature is weakest in the exhibition here, as an oddly placeless abstraction, as though
in its placelessness nature is everywhere in this world equivalent, reducible again and
again to the same dimensions.

The fate of an ending to our anthropocene might be an empty post-human
landscape, clicking and humming with the sounds of electrical life in the machines we
left behind, but with no other sign of the living, as seen in Charriere's film An Invitation to
Disappear (2018), or a fetishization of the scabby patches of green biomass remaining,
as suggested by Zheng Bo's Pteridophilia films, a fetishization that extends into newly
naturalized desires, sexual behaviors and gender formations. If to be “post-natural” is
to consider nature’s aftermath, to weigh our inheritance, Martha Atienza's gently entic-
ing film, Our Islands 11°16’58.4"N 123°45'07.0"E (2017), suggests that a possible destiny
for nature post-nature survives as and in the museum. All of Atienza’'s characters, cel-
ebrants of the Ati-Atihan Festival and dependent on the ocean for their livelihood, may
not survive the impending climate crises. Filmed underwater and here projected onto
the museum walls, Atienza’'s performers demonstrate and parade through seawater as
though this fluid transports them into another, otherworldly reality while at the same
time preserves them for the next one. The effect is of an untimeliness, of a nature
between two times. The other inheritance lies in the adjacent room, in Candice Lin’'s
saturated magenta and pink La Charada China (2018). A hollow impression of a small
human on the top of a rectangular earthen platform suggests the evaporated remains
of an individual and a species no longer present, or the leftover relics of a sacrifice.
Here, in the basement of the museum, the space of the post-natural event is covered
by irradiated, severely compacted soil, haunted by the paucity of visitors, and occupied
by the persisting vocabulary of the installation display.

Endnotes

[1] According to the artist, the work is based on an anecdote that the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation
(CSIRO) researched termite behavior in the hope that they could lead humans to gold deposits.

[2] Steve Mentz, “Seep,” in Jeffrey Jerome Cohen and Lowell Duckert, eds, Veer Ecology: A Companion for Environmental Thinking (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), 282-285. ‘Natureculture’ refers to a concept created by Donna Haraway to write the
persisting entanglement between nature and culture. See her The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and Significant Otherness
(Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2003).

[3] Cohen and Duckert, eds., Veer Ecology, 2-4.

[4] Cynthia Deitering, “The Postnatural Novel: Toxic Consciousness in Fiction of the 1980s,” in The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in
Literary Ecology, edited Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1996), 196.

[5]1 Rachel Sussman'’s photo series The Oldest Living Things in the World (2004-2014).
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Tamoya Ohboya, 2017, installation with aquarium, live jellyfish, and video projection. The Oceanic, 9 December 2017 - 4 March 2018,

NTU Centre for Contemporary Art Singapore, installation view. Courtesy NTU CCA Singapore © Tue Greenfort
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Ecology
beyond
ethnography?

In December 2017, the NTU Centre for Contemporary
Art Singapore inaugurated a new three-year research
topic with The Oceanic, an exhibition that confronted
the impact of exploitative industrial activity in the
Pacific. It included artistic research projects that
developed from earlier “expeditions” to the region
organized by TBA21-Academy’s The Current. This
article examines the politics of picturing ecological
crises in The Oceanic, with particular interest in
ethnographic discourses and the archive as the main
terms of artistic engagement. It also highlights the
emergence of the research topic as a curatorial
format with expanded temporalities and heightened
epistemological stakes.

Full essay title: “Ecology Beyond Ethnography? The
Oceanic at NTU for Contemporary Art Singapore”.

text by Samuel Lee




n a corner of a long gallery, two Kula canoe splashboards from the Milne Bay

Province in Papua New Guinea have been propped up and spotlighted to draw

attention to the carved polychrome reliefs on their surfaces. Originally flanking
the ends of canoes to deflect seawater and vibrantly decorated for inter-island
trade, these peripatetic objects have been extracted from their realm of circula-
tion and made to bear a different kind of symbolic weight as museum objects
frozen in time. For their installation in The Oceanic, they seem poised indetermi-
nately between the status of ethnological artefact and the readymade, tasked
to telegraph through their weather-worn condition the social and cultural con-
texts for the contemporary works on show. In a section of the exhibition directly
behind the splashboards, a video work by Lisa Rave discusses the extraction of
europium, a rare-earth mineral used in Euro banknotes and TV monitors. The ele-
ment is mined in the Sea of Bismarck in Papua New Guinea, and the story of its
extraction gives shape to this state of affairs: the ecological and human costs of
deep-sea mining, and a base-level exploitation upon which modernity must oper-
ate. But how have iconographies of modernity's Other — the primitive imaginary
once coopted by Cubism and Expressionism — returned to the domain of con-
temporary art, and to what renewed ends?

Since the rise of ecological movements in the 1960s, environmentalists
and artists have identified and challenged the structures, institutions and actors
responsible for the crisis of climate change and its fatal repercussions on human
and nonhuman life on earth. In service of those ends, the category of works that
have come to be labelled ecological, environmental or eco-critical art finds its
origins in the land-art practices of artists such as Michael Heizer, Dennis Oppen-
heim, Robert Morris and Robert Smithson in the 1960s and 1970s. This historiog-
raphy of ecological art persists despite, as Rasheed Araeen argues, their failure
to produce collective political action." If attempts to propose solutions within the
discourse of political ecology have been marked by heated contestations since
the 1980s, the state of affairs surrounding environmentalism and international
politics today is no less entangled by foundational disputes.? Take the intermi-
nable debates surrounding the naming of the current geological epoch, as one
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NTU CCA Singapore
Kula canoe prow-boards. The Oceanic, 9 December 2017 - 4 March 2018, NTU Centre for Contemporary Art Singapore,
installation view. Courtesy NTU CCA Singapore © NTU CCA Singapore

example. To name the Anthropocene as such is, as many have argued, to slip into
a fraudulent universality that erases distinctions between the perpetrators and
those on the receiving end of ecological disasters.3
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In the wake of these contentions, platforms for contemporary art such
as exhibitions and biennales have gained so much momentum in advocating for
environmental concerns that a perceived absence of any inquiry on political ecol-
ogy within a major exhibitionary platform would seem deeply anomalous.* Con-
versely, a narrow focus on ecology and nature that abbreviates the complexities
of social and political concerns would appear, at best, siloed or naive. The many
attempts to produce exhibitions of ecological art seem to mime Bruno Latour’s
proposal to work towards the “progressive composition of a common world,” by
which the categories used to describe liveliness, the human and nonhuman, are
woven together into one common ecological entity, indeed surpassing the old
orders of nature and society.® In other words, exhibitions regard themselves as
a site for experimenting with and building up the idea of the collective. Recent
examples include Sally Tallant's 2018 Liverpool Biennial, Beautiful world, where are
you?, and Mami Kataoka's 21st Biennale of Sydney, SUPERPOSITION: Equilibrium
and Engagement. Both consider the inextricability of ecological upheaval from re-
lated issues such as migration and indigeneity, while imagining that its participat-
ing artists and visitors might discursively stage the dream — or enact the proposi-
tion — of a global collective.®

It is against this long controvertible backdrop that The Oceanic, mounted
at the Nanyang Technological University's Centre for Contemporary Art Singapore
(NTU CCA Singapore) between December 2017 and March 2018, is situated. In its
attempts to grasp multiple and fraught curatorial, epistemological, political, artis-

tic and historical threads in one hand, the exhibition appeared idiosyncratically
convoluted, at many moments pivoting upon an ambivalent politics of alterity.
Circumscribing this field are two strands of critical discourse, ethnography and
the archive, which function metaphorically as well as methodologically within the
works on show. My final observations attempt to resituate the purported new cu-
ratorial format of The Oceanic, despite its strategy of inoculation and containment,
and its attempt to provincialize the relentless encroachments of the globalizing
imagination.

The exhibition and ethnographic method

As a critical interjection in the broader field of ecological art, The Oceanic reiter-
ates the usual schedule of grave environmental problems precipitated directly
and indirectly by resource extraction and pollution gone unchecked. For the pur-
poses of this exhibition, the works on display localize broader ecological issues to
specific sites in the Pacific. What is worth noting, in my view, is that the works all
advocate for a new mode of artistic practice. They privilege the collective over the
individual as the main agent of knowledge production, with the exhibition struc-
ture and public programming serving as models for what the strategy of a “collec-
tive body” might look like in practice.” The implications of this are left open-ended
at best, but it can be inferred that the new formats and strategies proposed in The
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Oceanic contend with the top-down practices of governmental and non-govern-
mental organizations over the lived realities of people whose futures are most
directly affected by accelerationist and exploitative functions of modernity.

In service of the curatorial ambit of The Oceanic, the exhibition layout is
kept open with minimal partitions, with the exception of two annexes at the far
end of the main hall. On one side, projections from Tue Greenfort's multimedia
installation with video and live jellyfish flicker next to Armin Linke's expansive
four-channel video work on seabed exploration. In the other half of the hall, Atif
Akin's speculative video-morphs of irradiated Pacific islands stir endlessly on loop
adjacent to Jegan Vincent de Paul's presentation of research documents on Chi-
na's “One Belt, One Road” project in the Asia-Pacific region. In a second gallery,
works and displays by Newell Harry and Laura Anderson Barbata foreground
the materiality of tapa cloth and other craft techniques. PerMagnus Lindborg's
site recordings (accessed via gallery-issued headphones) superimpose a layer of
aural commentary upon the physical exhibition space; otherwise, the exhibition
hall turns into a large resonating chamber, amplifying and distorting every audio
track that strays from the boundaries of its parent installation.

Not only is attention dispersed throughout the open-plan layout of the
exhibition hall, the pressure to answer to a single theme also splits the argument
of each work into a multitude of proliferating tangents. Certainly, one would ar-

gue that the point of making exhibitions is to showcase the very polyvocality of
objects, but what distinguishes an exhibition from a science fair would be the for-
mer’s heightened sensitivity to the relationship between form and concept. There
is an inherent unwieldiness to the range of ideas in what might be unfairly called
a group show, which The Oceanic labors to overcome: continuities with colonial
venture capitalism, impasses of cultural ownership, asymmetrically distributed
rights to mobility, shelter, life, and so on, resist any closed or simple economy of
concepts.® Moreover, this list of real and symbolic problems tends to proliferate,
given to manic procedures of endless condensation and displacement, not only
because the terrain of environmental justice is notoriously complex, but because
art's prerogative to produce representations, to “picture” the crises of the present
moment, has always been structured by an inconclusive fumbling for iconogra-
phies and by a perpetual dissatisfaction with nominations and terms within the
discursive field.® The ways in which crisis is given narrative form, or the types of
visual language used to represent problem-scenarios, should be subject to con-
stant critical scrutiny by exhibition viewers, as | have suggested in the introduc-
tion. This state of affairs habituates a kind of evasive and self-qualifying modus
operandi, expressed in no subtle terms through distance and ironic form.'® And
on the side of criticism, Bruno Latour and Dipesh Chakrabarty have separately ar-
gued that the aims of humanistic critique have missed the point in subscribing to
“artificially maintained controversies” (Latour) or the “hermeneutics of suspicion”
(Chakrabarty) in the face of mounting evidence of an impending climatic disas-
ter." Were we to define a secondary predicament born of the primary ecological
crisis, it would be the distrust of language and images as vehicles of representa-
tion, folding the epistemological stakes of discourse back on itself.

In spite of the anxieties surrounding context and plausibility, what sur-
faces immediately in The Oceanic's exhibition texts are not the works themselves,
but their conditions of production or, rather, what the viewer is guided to believe
about the process of bringing these works together. The backstory narrated in
the exhibition booklet and press releases states that The Oceanic presents the
work of twelve artists, filmmakers, researchers, composers and writers who were
specifically involved in the Vienna-based Thyssen-Bornemisza Art Contemporary
Academy’s The Current, an expedition-driven program aimed at producing col-
laborative interdisciplinary investigations of ocean-related topics, even if many
of the works had been created outside of the expedition. To this end, the imag-
ery readily available on the TBA21 Academy website of the Dardanella — the ap-
pointed research vessel named after the Turkish strait marking the geographical
division between Europe and Asia, by way of a jazz-era song of the same name
— awkwardly recalls an age of exploration in which the discovery and invention of
the civilizational Other was at once an object of marvel, a potential collaborator,
as well as an obstacle to the colonial task of resource extraction.'? On board the
Dardanella, the visitor is told, a curatorially nominated, multidisciplinary group of
practitioners, whose work they experience in The Oceanic, visited island commu-
nities in Papua New Guinea, French Polynesia and Fiji over three expeditions held
between 2015 and 2017. These expeditions were led by Ute Meta Bauer who also
served as this exhibition’s curator.

By connecting the works on view to TBA21-Academy's series of expedi-
tions to islands in the Pacific, the organizing concept of The Oceanic recalls the
narrative structure of the travelogue, even if none of the works concern them-
selves with the actual linear spatial-temporal sequence of the long voyage out.
The calls for urgency, imminent throughout the works on display, are predicated
on the value of the eyewitness account. This form of intimate witnessing binds
a tale to its facticity, while certifying every observation, opinion and claim as au-
thentic. I raise this up not to question the truth of the arguments made, but rather
to critically examine the structure within which their claims must surely operate.
Indeed, one would vigorously agree with accounts of deep sea mining, nuclear
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testing and the irreversible destruction wreaked on entire biospheres broached in
video works by Lisa Rave, Armin Linke and Atif Akin, but | suggest that the associa-
tion between their works and the TBA21-Academy expedition format introduces a
critical surplus that has not been adequately interrogated. It is this structure of the
eyewitness account, inherent in the format of The Current, which is brought into
the exhibition’s curatorial framework to unify the multiple and differentiated artistic
practices, methodologies and research agenda as a coherent body of evidence.'

The logic of the eyewitness account in The Oceanic figures most clearly
in the photography series (Untitled) Nimoa & Me: Kiriwina Notations (2015-16), by
Newell Harry. The installation of this series for the exhibition consists of twelve
framed and matted black-and-white photographs, some accompanied by type-
written journal-style vignettes describing an event or episode encountered by
the artist during the expedition. These episodes lean towards descriptions of the
practices of exchange and gift economies among residents of Kiriwina. One such
episode expresses a limit case of the so-called modern global financial system:
after the artist-explorer Harry finds himself cashless and treacherously close to
vagrancy on Kirwina, compounded by the fact that all his bank cards were too
“foreign” to be used for any sort of transaction, the vignette turns into a brief
reflection on radically incompatible systems of exchange and the absurdity of be-
lieving in the universality of multinational capitalism or, better yet, finding within
it a domain of safety.’ The neatly gridded wall installation establishes a principle
of equivalence across every framed unit of text and image, drawing attention to
the sequencing that has taken place (dates, times and locations preface some
typewritten vignettes), but also to the fungibility of each unit. These choices work
on a formal level to avoid imposing a monolithic narrative, a well-known hazard of
photographing and documenting “other cultures”. However, the series maintains
its coherence by being a record of encounter, compelling its imagined audience
to believe in the value of its witness. So, the logic of the eyewitness account in
this instance, as well as in The Oceanic as a whole, pivots on a few things: the for-
mal modularity of recorded experience, the protagonist-narrator as a knowledge-
producing agent, and the production of an archive of experience, out of which
representations seem to have been summoned.

The inadvertent convolution in a presentation such as Harry's can be lo-
cated in the paradoxically ambivalent location of the artist as participant-observ-
er, whose interactions with members of the island communities are, by virtue of
the pragmatic need to document the expedition, necessarily directed towards the
production of ethnographic commentary.'> On the one hand, careful and detailed
accounts of social practices are foregrounded to construct a robust picture of
what would be considered “island life” in Kirwina and other communities, whose
systems of resource allocation and social organization — indeed their very exis-
tence—are not only threatened by myriad types of environmental destruction,
but form a set of ideas that the artist-explorers have specially travelled to learn
from. On the other hand, the artist-as-ethnographer framework falls back on what
Hal Foster notes as the twin fallacies of the realist assumption and the primitivist
fantasy. In other words, they are the fallacies of the “automatic coding” of alterity
when artists speak on behalf of the civilizational Other, and the presumption that
the civilizational Other is somehow closer to an elemental and uncorrupted state
of being and sociability."®

From here, it is hard to overlook the wholesale deployment of the eth-
nographic eye throughout the exhibition, in which the Kula Ring, a system of gift
exchange in the Milne Bay Province of Papua New Guinea, is heralded as the
premodern alternative — perhaps even the idealized solution — to exploitative
and speculative financial capitalism. The wall text describes the mechanisms and
customs of the Kula Ring, attributing knowledge of this social practice to the an-
thropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, who “first identified and studied” the social
system between 1915 and 1918."7 But the idea of the Kula Ring, which is also the
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theme of the inaugural The Current expedition to Papua New Guinea, is treated
in this context as a timeless ritual outside of history and civilizational time. The
Kula Ring of Malinowski's anthropological inquiry appears in The Oceanic as if
completely unchanged, reflecting a primitive society to which the Dardanella
paid a visit. These suppositions, which are lamentably reinforced by the man-
ner in which the artefactual and the ethnographic produce an ossified version
of Oceania (even as they surely desire to work against it), seem retrograde
when considered together with Epeli Hau'ofa's groundbreaking essay of 1993.
Arguing for a transpacific cosmopolitanism while translating the cosmologies
of Oceania for the benefit of non-Oceania audiences, he writes:

Oceania is vast, Oceania is expanding, Oceania is hospitable and gener-
ous, Oceania is humanity rising from the depths of brine and regions of
fire deeper still, Oceaniais us. We are the sea, we are the ocean, we must
wake uptothisancienttruthandtogetheruseittooverturnallhegemonic
views that aim ultimately to confine us again, physically and psychologi-
cally, in the tiny spaces which we have resisted accepting as our sole ap-
pointed place, and from which we have recently liberated ourselves. We
must not allow anyone to belittle us again, and take away our freedom.'®

In this declamatory conclusion to his essay, Hau'ofa invokes the idea of Oceanic
time as a strategy for resisting the confining logics of “hegemonic views”, in par-
ticular, the imposition of pronouncements made by social scientists about the
micro-states’ inescapable “dependence on the largesse of wealthy nations”."
Hau'ofa contends against the view of an economically and culturally impov-
erished Pacific, arguing instead that Oceania signifies expansiveness without
expansionism, and identification without identitarianism. His argument thus
serves as an important corrective to the eyewitness account of the artist-ex-
plorer as well as the methodological misgivings of a Euro-American ethnogra-
phy. In fact, Hau'ofa's essay is also reproduced in the anthology published by
TBA21-Academy in conjunction with its earlier Tidalectics exhibition, which in-
cludes writing from scholars within Oceania and contributions from elsewhere.
This inclusion assimilates scholarship written within Oceania into the discursive
field circumscribed by interventions under the banner of global contemporary
art, perhaps with the aims of pluralizing the discourse on art, ecology and the
environment. Indeed, the interpretive framework adopted by The Oceanic ref-
erences the mobilities and networks specific to Oceania, which engages with
discussions started by Hau'ofa and colleagues in the field. However, its meth-
ods of approaching knowledge, as | point out above, remain limited.

The exhibition and the planetary archive

The second operative mode of The Oceanic, and indeed the one that predomi-
nates in the exhibition, is characterized by reductions of experience and envi-
ronmental phenomena to electronically logged and visualized data, which are
coolly set into mediatized environments of video projections, monitors, pre-
recorded sound and digital renderings. While the rhetoric of the eyewitness
account enters every work by the virtue of the connection to the expeditions of
The Current, these video installations activate the figure of the archive to draw
attention to specific eco-critical concerns involving deep-sea mining and the de-
struction of biospheres as a result of nuclear testing. Armin Linke's four-chan-
nel video installation, OCEANS. Dialogues between ocean floor and water column
(2017), for instance, stitches archival footage from cameras attached to deep-
sea rovers, which were taken into the waters for the purpose of surveying and
prospecting — the footage is splayed across the three larger screens to evoke
a dioramic visual field, with fish and the mechanical arms of deep-sea robotics
moving around as staffage.?° One finds it hard to refrain from anthropomor-
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OCEANS. Dialogues between ocean floor and water column, 2017, four-channel video installation.
The Oceanic, 9 December 2017 - 4 March 2018, NTU Centre for Contemporary Art Singapore,
installation view. Courtesy NTU CCA Singapore © Armin Linke
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phizing the several fish that swim inquiringly towards the technical equipment, which
emits an artificial light theretofore unknown to these inhabitants of the deep sea. The
formal procedures of archival montage find a parallel in the extractive aims of indus-
trial mining projects linked to seabed surveying — the deep earth as an archival body
— thematizing the trope of the archive in aesthetic practice and scientific research, in
which a kind of metaphorical searchlight scans the ground for extractive interventions.

It has been said that archival art, such as the assemblages and installations of
disparate objects and materials by Thomas Hirschhorn and Tacita Dean, displays a will
to “connect what cannot be connected” through multiple and contradictory associative
patterns.?' A slightly different principle guides the archival imagination in The Oceanic.
Rather than cobbling together objects under a rubric of melancholic commemoration,
these video works, such as Linke's four-channel installation, hinge on the archive as
a method for examining the ecological present. Lorraine Daston, in an interview with
Linke for a separate project, reminds us that climate is always the function of an ar-
chive.?? Unlike the weather, which presents itself as a set of readily sensible, observ-
able and measurable phenomena, the notion of climate change rests on sprawling
quantities of available environmental data, some of which exist virtually, while oth-
ers, such as ice cores drilled from Antarctic ice sheets, provide a physical index of the
planet's atmospheric conditions on a geological timescale. The archival impulse, which
resounds like a tolling bell in The Oceanic, is therefore not so much determined by the
historical agency of the artist, as it is structured by the demands that the archive, as a
body of evidence, places on both scientists and artists alike.

Tue Greenfort's Tamoya Ohboya (2017) ventures to suggest that nonhuman life,
when studied on the scale of species populations, also transforms into an archive to
make changing ecological systems intelligible to us. The installation comprises a circu-
lar vitrine of live jellyfish, set across from a video projection of undersea footage taken
during an expedition. Lit from beneath to throw shadows of moving jellyfish against
the walls, the installation capitalizes on the presence of animate life to conjure up a
host of stimuli, reinforcing the sheer alterity of life in the oceans.? The tank, which is
raised to eye-level by a metal scaffold, solicits a close looking that concentrates atten-
tion and inspires a kind of attentiveness to life, in contrast to other art objects in the
same field of vision.?* While it could be argued that the laboratory-like setting of the
structure brings to mind the analytical or scientific gaze, signaling objectivity, the inclu-
sion of the video channel — a moving image bouncing light off the tank — compels
a different sort of viewing experience. In its poeticization of laboratory visuality, the
installation prepares viewers for the ecological lesson of jellyfish populations, specifi-
cally, that their sudden population spikes in certain regions of the ocean can indicate
a rise in water temperature levels, which in turn indicates potentially disastrous eco-
logical changes.?* Replace jellyfish with people of the Pacific affected by climate-related
catastrophe as the subject of display, and The Oceanic's logic of representation might
appear discomfiting, for its hasty deployment of archives of data as symbolic measures
of disaster. By treating the archive as an unproblematic site of knowledge, The Oce-
anic demonstrates some inclinations in current thinking about ecological art. Firstly,
it requires the suspension of critical approaches towards scientific inquiry, prioritizing
instant consensus (at worst) rather than going through the labor of what Latour terms
the “progressive composition of a common world”. At best, it desires to bring together
the priorities of artists and scientists in order to build progressive consensus rather
than settle for epistemological skepticism. Perhaps more crucially in a time of intense
climate-change skepticism, The Oceanic reveals the ideological battles that the arts and
humanities end up picking today in order to say something urgent about the contem-
porary moment, what has been called a move from arguing about “matters of fact” to
“matters of concern”.?

One gets the sense that the epistemological stakes of the exhibition remain
limited: an exhibition is neither a peer-reviewed journal article nor a monograph. That
is to say, an exhibition such as The Oceanic remains a form of knowledge production
that only reinforces the frustrating adjacency of artistic research to institutionalized

scientific research. It persuasively reiterates the impact that climatic, geological and
ecological upheaval exerts on human and nonhuman life. However, on the whole, nei-
ther the edifice of academicized science nor the sphere of global contemporary art ap-
pear to be direct interlocutors of each other. If collegiality between scientists and art-
ists arises out of collaborative approaches to the transdisciplinary problem of climate
justice, it still remains at the fringes of discourse. It is on this point that the absence
of climatologists and marine biologists on the team of collaborators seems not only a
missed opportunity, but yet another instantiation of increasingly insurmountable gaps
between the humanities and the sciences.

By way of a conclusion, | want to draw attention to the form of the institution-
driven artistic research program of the CCA. Its three-year research topic titled Climates.
Habitats. Environments., which was launched together with The Oceanic, is one instance
of this emergent form. Publicized as a platform for the production of knowledge, it has,
to date, included exhibitions, presentations of research projects and other programs
under its aegis. While the notion of the research topic seems redolent of the kind of
sensible, if not downright cautious, long-term planning characteristic of bureaucratic
modes of production in public art institutions, its appearance here as an original pro-
gram within a curatorial ambit pushes it beyond the scope of administrative and mar-
keting concerns. It proposes the possibility of a different discursive structure, one that
might fruitfully work against the increasing rigidities of professionalized academia and
performance indices of a public institution.?” Indeed, that approach to the investigation
of environmental, interspecies and biopolitical concerns had been long in the making,
with exhibitions such as Allan Sekula: Fish Story, to be continued (2015), Tomds Saraceno:
Arachnid Orchestra. Jam Sessions (2015), and Amar Kanwar: The Sovereign Forest (2016),
as well as the publication Becoming Palm (2017) by Simryn Gill and Michael Taussig,
representing earlier but paradigmatic instances of CCA's exhibition-making, program-
ming and publishing commitments. The same can be said of its residencies arm, which
supported artists’ ongoing work with similar themes: Lucy Davis’ Railtrack Songmaps
(as part of the Migrant Ecologies Project), Jamie North's investigations into the ways that
plant species adapt and co-opt built structures, and Soyo Lee's work on the history of
representation in the natural sciences across Asia, to name just three examples. With
the announced closure of its main exhibition hall and residencies studios at Gillman
Barracks in 2021, the institution’s long-term engagements with topics of national and
global relevance seem to have been prematurely, and lamentably, shortened.

At any rate, it remains evident that the very concept of a research topic is not
only a constantly reiterated institutional undertaking, but a kind of new curatorial agen-
cy or platform — it transforms the exhibition into a single unit that might be housed
within a larger visible agenda, spread over a longer temporality. On the one hand, the
long-term program introduces some degree of inflexibility, undermining responsive-
ness to short-term contingencies. On the other, it inoculates the institution against
“directionlessness” through the imposition of a plan of action; it establishes an ethics
of long-term engagement that approximates more closely the scale and complexity of
the topic. If contemporary artistic practices today are inclined to advertise their com-
mitments to social and aesthetic research and the production of knowledge, then new
modes of curating, represented by new institutional formats, reveal that much critical
writing about contemporary art lags behind. To answer the problems built into the
long-term research topic as a format of presentation, perhaps an expansion of critical
resources is called for. And to begin the work of criticism, one must provisionally name
and designate this contemporary object, which is not-quite exhibition and not-quite
institutional history, at once container and content.
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Votive offerings
on the altar of science

Once recognised as the finest museum in Southeast Asia, the Sarawak Museum is both an archetypal colonial institution and a
space of divergence. Hovering beneath the surface of its stately Victorian habitat dioramas are traces of an otherwise - a persistent
excess informed by indigenous and local knowledges, expansive ecologies, minor anticolonialism and a multiplicity of natures.
This article follows minor narratives through the Museum’s exhibits and archives to highlight the stubborn knots in its history that
disrupt any claim to a universal, stable nature. From a turtle princess and omen birds to elemental disruptions and disobedient
pigs, these moments in the Museum offer cosmopolitical interstices from which to explore the relations between colonialism,
cosmos and nature.

text by Ayesha Keshani

Thus the object of the Sarawak Museum is to take up its station worthily with
the select band of far distant Field-Museums, to add its humble quota of votive
offerings on the altar of Science, and by means of the Sarawak Museum Journal
to facilitate and encourage the study of the “Natives and Natural History of the
Island of Borneo.

J. C. Moulton’

n 1963, the First Division of Sarawak experienced unprecedented rainfall. Along

Main Bazaar in the capital of Kuching, floodwaters rose to knee-height; in the

former gold-mining towns of Bau and Siniawan, water was already lapping at the
second storey of townhouses. Chinese devotees flocked to Kuching's Lim Hua San
Temple to pray for the rains to cease, and it was here on March 10™ that one of the
temple deities manifested itself through an old woman who had fallen into a trance.
The deity offered a severe proclamation: more rains were to come — and the blame
for the deluge lay squarely on the Sarawak Museum. A live red-headed river turtle
(Batagur borneoensis) had been on display in a wooden tub at the Museum for sev-
eral months, but, as the deity explained, this creature was in fact the daughter of
the Sea Dragon King — and the storms were his rage at her captivity. Floodwaters
would continue to rise up towards the Museum, located on a small hill in the centre
of town, in order to release the Princess. The deity insisted that the Mayor of Kuch-
ing, Mr Ong Kee Hui, must intercede with the Museum Curator — the legendarily
belligerent Tom Harrisson — and negotiate for the return of the Princess.?

News of this case of mistaken identity was broadcast on Radio Sarawak
and published in local newspapers. A group of fishermen, dependent on calm seas
and the goodwill of the Sea Dragon King for their livelihood, considered breaking
into the Museum to kidnap and release the Princess, preferring “to face an irate
mortal Curator than the wrath of a deity”, and willing to risk jail for such a cause.
Before this plan could be executed, the Chinese Hokkien Association, Mayor, Kuch-

Sarawak Museum ing Information Office and Curator came to an agreement: the Princess would be
Kenyah boathead above the released in exchange for a token piece of jade. The Association duly gifted the Mu-
Argus Pheasant display, seum three jade Buddhas, then collected the Princess and chartered a speedboat.

Heading downriver, they were met at Muara Tebas by Tua Kampong Dawi Aron, a
local Malay village head who regretfully offered his apologies, for it was he who had
accidentally captured the Princess in a prawn trap and donated her to the Museum.

Bird Gallery, 1962
© Sarawak Museum
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After offering joss sticks, paper votives and prayers at the local temple, the Princess
and her entourage were taken out to sea, and there, as the monk recited invocations
and the group chanted “Lam Boo Oh Mee Toh Hood", the Sea Dragon Princess was
released, disappearing “to join the denizens of the deep”.®> And thereafter, the floods
began to dissipate, with rainfall and water levels carefully charted in the local newspa-
per's meteorological records.*

| trace this story as it unravels through scant newspaper reports, a grainy pho-
tograph of the turtle Princess, a tangled tale. The event took place just four months
before Sarawak gained independence from Britain, and six months before it joined the
Federation of Malaysia; seventeen years after the British took control of the country
following the Japanese Occupation, which in turn had interrupted a century of dynastic
rule by the Brookes, an English family also known as the White Rajahs. On the cusp of
Sarawak’s fleeting independence, how might these archival accounts of the floods, the
Sea Dragon Princess and the Sarawak Museum complicate the role of colonial muse-
ums in relation to nature?

*k*

Votive offerings on the altar of Science, Moulton's charming phrase in the epigraph,
launched the first issue of the Sarawak Museum Journal (SM)). It goes some way to
explaining the distinct history of the Sarawak Museum: its alignments and counter-
alignments, its position at the periphery of the British Empire, and the many frictions
between colonialism, nature and cosmos.

The entangled history of colonial expansion, museums and the development
of natural science is well-acknowledged. Sarawak loomed large in the colonial imagina-
tion as a land of unchartered rainforest, headhunters, orangutans and White Rajahs; a
beacon for the European naturalist. The Museum opened in 1891, providing an ideal
accompaniment to the political and scientific aspirations of the Brooke administration.
As a scientific institution, it offered a base from which naturalists could launch expe-
ditions, aggregate and process specimens, and from this research respond to what
Moulton described as the cry of the specialist: “Give us more material for study, more
records of observations, more extensive data".> Under this exhortation, the island'’s
lifeways were collected and categorised according to the universalising logics of Lin-
naean taxonomy, and displayed across galleries modelled after the floorplan of the
British Museum (Natural History). The Museum'’s curator and staff were tasked with
standard practices inherited from the colonial museum model, concerned with estab-
lishing a physical inventory of Sarawak'’s flora and fauna, disseminating specimens and
publications through colonial networks back to London, and preparing and maintain-
ing the collections and exhibitions. In the galleries, familiar species were presented
anew, renamed and refracted through western techniques of display to local visitors,
who in turn found themselves reflected in the ethnography exhibits - a tension of sub-
ject/object not often found in the British Museum where othering came so easily.

But the Museum'’s activities took their place among myriad other votive prac-
tices common to Sarawak in 1911: sacrificial pigs and chickens, exchanges of beads for
forest products, paper votives burnt for Chinese ancestors, Melenau sickness effigies.
Rational Science, as alluded to by Moulton, was in this sense only one of an array of
altars acting as channels between partially-connected worlds, each asserting different
logics of relation, different sets of ritualised concerns and practices of knowing. This
heterogeneity — not an either/or, but a both/and — set the tone for the Museum'’s
future. With this introduction, the curator offered a prescient recognition of the mul-
tiplicity of natures the Museum found itself in the midst of. And so, the Museum was
inaugurated into the circuits of Science-with-a-capital-S, and Science too, was inaugu-
rated into its Sarawakian context.

*k*

Sarawak Museum

Sarawak Museum ¢.1911 © Sarawak Museum

In many respects, the Sarawak Museum was an archetypal colonial institution. By
the time the British government relinquished Sarawak in 1963, it was recognised
as one of the finest museums in Southeast Asia, home to the largest collection of
Bornean artefacts and specimens in the world, immensely popular with its local
audience, and a prolific contributor to the fields of anthropology, archaeology, natu-
ral science and wildlife conservation. Wandering the galleries before the Museum
closed for renovation in 2017, the legacies of coloniality remained intact: natural
history on the ground floor, ethnography on the first floor, the foundational na-
ture/culture cut. The original Victorian showcases, shipped out from London in the
late 1800s, lingered as impressive centrepieces. Within them, a broad overview of
the species found in Sarawak'’s forests, rivers, coasts and mangroves: hundreds of
bird, mammal, reptile and fish specimens poised amidst painted backdrops and
imitation foliage. Yet on closer inspection, these stately habitat dioramas also tell
different stories, of relational worlds and contested practices. They quietly testify to
the many attempts to define, refine, or complicate the spectacle of nature over the
years - not least in the 1950s-80s, when museum experimentation was at its peak.
By 1990, renovations had swept away much of the experimentation of the preced-
ing decades, coinciding with greater international scrutiny on Sarawak’s deforesta-
tion practices, and a post-colonial state-ordained purification of nature and culture.
Yet silted traces of an otherwise still hover through these displays, setting the Mu-
seum apart from its fellow colonial institutions. This divergence may be traced, in
part, to Sarawak’s idiosyncratic history of governance — of people, land and nature.
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Loris, Tarsier, Tree-Shew, Moonrat, 2018 © Sarawak Museum

Counter to European descriptions of Sarawak as an isolated land, the area had been
actively engaged in the regional trade in forest produce and Chinese ceramics since
the 8" century. In 1841, British explorer James Brooke claimed Sarawak from the
Brunei Sultanate, and over the course of a century, he and his descendants — col-
lectively known as the White Rajahs — slowly expanded the territory. Though a Brit-
ish Protectorate, Sarawak was generally considered a rogue state, a private kingdom
with one foot in colonial circuits and another at the whim of its Rajahs - an approach
that defined not only the trajectory of the country, but its museum too.® While the
Museum shared expertise, personnel and networks of exchange with neighbouring
museums - the Selangor and Perak Museums in British Malaya, the Raffles Museum
in Singapore, the Bogor Museum in the Dutch East Indies - two significant factors
setitapart. First, Sarawak’s political distance from the major colonial powers created
conditions where the state was more directly responsive to its citizens. The Brookes
maintained their rule by working within existing cosmological concepts of power,’
assuming a paternalistic role in relation to their subjects: Sarawak for Sarawak, as

the motto went.® Their concern for preserving the ‘traditional’ lifeways of rural indig-
enous communities extended into the museum'’s galleries, where Sarawakians were
both the objects of exhibition, but simultaneously its primary audience, its workers,
collectors and assistant curators.

Furthermore, unlike Malaya, where the colonial enterprise systematically
reorganised relations between forests and people, the Brookes were relatively un-
successful in implementing large-scale extraction of natural resource, and cautious
about corporate interference in Sarawak.’ The Museum followed suit, crucially fore-
going the economic botany galleries so central to other colonial museums. While it
regularly undertook state research into the economic potential of agricultural crops
and forest products, the lack of a designated exhibition space for this research side-
stepped the easy translation of nature into capital. And though Sarawak’s forests
provided rich frontiers for eager naturalists, it offered little acquiescence to profit-
seeking Europeans until the 1950s, when the advent of the single-man chainsaw and
the relentless persistence of the British colonial government began to successfully
restructure the landscape and economy. Prior to that, with its mountainous terrain,
poor soils and fierce river rapids, the natural environment of Borneo was, as histo-
rian Robert Pringle described, “studded with obstacles to change”.™

*k%

The history of the Sarawak Museum is similarly studded with obstacles: some well-
documented, others less perceivable or beyond the remit of what could be record-
ed. Dipesh Chakrabarty, writing of minor histories notes: “Subaltern pasts are like
stubborn knots that stand out and break up the otherwise evenly woven surface of
the fabric”." These stubborn knots cause hesitation in the composition of a common
world and trouble the limits presented by modern historiography. In the archives
and showcases, they still tremor with latent potential, continuing to pose a challenge
to the “reasonable politics” of colonial nature. Journeying alongside the idiosyncratic
history of the Sarawak Museum offers glimpses into the fraught processes of mak-
ing nature — at times resolutely colonial, at others, radically atypical — and with it,
possibilities for reimagining a future.

In colonial museums, European exhibition techniques instituted a dominant
mode of perceiving and regulating more-than-human environments, overlaying lo-
cal and indigenous ecologies of knowledge and practice, and the multiple worlds
entangled with them. In their attempts to comprehensively classify the flora, fauna
and peoples around them, museums formed one cornerstone of the colonial trin-
ity — census, map, museum — that enabled colonial powers to conceptualise and
quantify their territories and subjects, and thus establish a unified common world."
The practices of modern science provided the backbone for what Sandra Harding
describes as a single narrative of modernity: “There is one world, and it has a single
internal order. One and only one science is capable of understanding that order”.”
Natural history galleries were central to performing and legitimising this narrative,
providing the ground from which nature was made rational, by demarcating the
boundaries of inclusion and the scope of entanglements. This is what Mario Blaser
terms reasonable politics; having established its own ontology as factual, universal
Science assumed the power to adjudicate over ontological differences as simply
multiple perspectives on a single world. As local sciences and technologies were
relegated to ethnography galleries, the tangible non-human realm became the pre-
serve of natural science. Anything falling beyond its limits was dismissed as irratio-
nal, unnatural or unscientific, and thus denied a political stake in the composition of
the common world.

Borneo is now better known for deforestation, haze pollution, monoculture
plantations, and the resultant indigenous land struggles and loss of biodiversity. Post-
colonial state narratives promote Sarawak'’s celebrated multiculturalism as set harmo-
niously against a backdrop of a single, stable nature. This mononaturalism forms the
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Tama Pasang, a Kelabit museum assistant, skinning birds at Santubong, 1953 © Sarawak Museum

basis of the state’s income from ecotourism and the extraction of timber, palm oil, lime-
stone, oil and gas, reinforced in policy documents, tour packages, forest reserves and of
course, museums.' As Sarawak underwent unprecedented deforestation in the 1980s, a
critical seminar — The Crisis in Modern Science — hosted by the Consumer Association
of Penang (Malaysia) in 1986, described western science as “a theology of violence [...]
the multidimensional ecological crises all over the world are eloquent testimonies of the
violence that reductionist science perpetrates on nature”.”

Despite these devastating impacts, the exclusions that reasonable politics en-
act are never fully accomplished. Science, Nature and associated universal concepts
are themselves unstable and constantly shifting, locally reconfigured across multiple
scales and through partially connected practices.' The frictions and conflicts that
emerge in the encounters between dominant and minor practices stalk museum gal-
leries. Contemporary museums increasingly attempt to confront these frictions in rela-
tion to their own colonial legacies. In their bids to include the voices of those previously
sidelined from the common world, they appeal to a sense of Kantian cosmopolitan-
ism — the concept of a universal humanity that shares the potential for tolerance,
reconciliation and peace. And yet in such an understanding, this common world — the Sarawak Museum
cosmos — is finite and resolutely anthropocentric; nature remains a universal stage An early iteration of the Turtle Islands display, 1962 © Sarawak Museum
upon which human activity takes place. As Matthew Watson asks: “If the cosmos of
cosmopolitanism has no place for matters such as trees, marine microbes, phytoliths,
mosquitoes, scanning tunneling microscopes, and ghosts, should we call it a ‘cosmos’
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Antimony Mining Industries diorama, 2018 © Sarawak Museum

From the vantage point of ever-unfolding ecological crises, it seems we require
something closer to cosmopolitics than cosmopolitanism. Isabelle Stengers’ notion of
cosmopolitics originated in response to the presumed authority of the modern sci-
ences to answer “the political question par excellence: Who can talk of what, be the
spokesperson of what, represent what?"'® These questions haunt museums, and it is
here that Sarawak’s stubborn knots find some familiarity. Stengers’ definition of cos-
mopolitics — “the unknown constituted by multiple divergent worlds and their poten-
tial articulations” — summons a more unsettled and expansive cosmos than Kant's
human-centered common world. The prefix cosmos here insists on a political scope
beyond anthropos, the tension between cosmos and politics preventing foreclosure
of either. It is driven by a rhythm of hesitations and obstructions, incidental moments
that disrupt proceedings and draw attention to who and what are permitted to gather
around a political issue. In doing so, they prevent the neat composition of a common
world, eschewing harmony for discordant multiplicity and thus deny any universalising
claim. With the scope of the cosmos at stake, might the Museum, with its divergences
and inconsistencies, offer a cosmopolitical challenge to the coloniality of nature?

Auguries and divergences
In the centre of the Bird Gallery sits a square glass case, home to nine stiff little bird
bodies perched around a branch and labelled with reference numbers. These are the
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Wild Pig and Mouse Deer, 2018 © Sarawak Museum

omen birds still so dear to the pagan native,” as curator Edward Banks noted
upon the exhibit's unveiling in 1939." The calls and movements of these spe-
cies, when interpreted under particular circumstances, were received as au-
guries by many central Bornean communities, who in response altered their
own patterns of behaviour, until a shift away from adat lama, old customs, in
the 1940s. The label on the case explains further:

When Iban gods normally assume human form, they also possess the
mystical power of metamorphosis, and it is the special characteristic of
Singalang Burong® and the augural gods that they change themselves
into birds (burong) in which shape they commonly present themselves to
men. Singalang Burong, when he does metamorphose himself, always
appears as the Brahminy Kite, or lang (Haliastur indus intermedius). But,
as befits a high god, he does not deign to do this often, electing instead
to make his will known to men through the agency of his menantu, or
sons-in-law, who assume the following bird forms.?’

The Iban, Latin and English names of the exhibited species are then listed:
among them, the senior augural bird Ketupong, the rufous piculet (Sasia ab-

189



190

Ayesha Keshani
Wild Pig and Mouse Deer, 2018 © Ayesha Keshani

strictly a menantu but a lesser relation, whose night-call could foretell a death.?? Augury
birds fascinated colonial researchers, straddling the fields of both natural history and
ethnography. Interpreting these omens required intricate knowledge of bird lifeways,
something the western eye and ear found particularly challenging under tropical forest
conditions. Recalling with admiration a Kelabit acquaintance, a skilled hunter named
Anyi, who was easily able to provide detailed information about over 300 bird species,
Harrisson enthused, “the ordinary Bornean thinks, knows and cares more about more
birds than any westerner... theirs is a genuine, elaborate, applied ornithology”.% Yet
Bornean avifaunal entanglements were multiplex and relationally constitutive, span-
ning more than mere observation and classification. Birds were “interwoven into the
whole texture of thought and belief”, an excess that defied the expectations of Euro-
American bird science.* While ethnographers enthusiastically dissected bird augury
as a complex system of belief, the birds and the multiple worlds they ushered in also
pressed insistently upon the lived experiences of western curators and naturalists.
Throughout its history, the Museum relied on its team of indigenous collectors
to procure specimens. These employees, primarily from Bidayuh (Land Dayak) and
Iban (Sea Dayak) communities, were perceived by Europeans as having the skills suited
to natural history collection — traversing forest, tracking, hunting, skinning - and their
services were in demand by museums around the world. Deference in the field how-
ever, meant deference to other practices, and while these expeditions yielded the spe-

cies that foreign naturalists desired, it also brought them into closer contact
with more intangible ecologies. Tracing through colonial travelogues, the ap-
pearance of augury birds and animals, omens and premonitions during col-
lecting trips was often remarked upon — and occasionally influenced how an
expedition progressed. American naturalist William Hornaday, for example,
encountered disruptions to his collecting trip with his Iban assistant Le Tiac:

“Le Tiac started off this morning on a six day tramp after gutta (tree
resin), but about noon he heard the cry of an omen bird, of the kind
called brah-guy, on the right hand, and he was therefore obliged to
return and wait two or three days before starting again”.?

While “un-believing Europeans” were keen to ignore these omens and push
on with their hunting, experience eventually persuaded them otherwise.®
John Moulton’s diary from his 1912 collecting expedition to Mount Batu Lawi
illustrates his gradual acceptance of heeding omens, having reaped the conse-
guences of ignoring his indigenous colleagues’ premonitions on an earlier trip:

"Inquired anxiously of the Dayaks as to the nature of last night's
all-important dreams and was relieved to hear that they were all
right, no bad ones... In March 1910 | set out from Kuching with the
intention of doing this same expedition, but bad dreams pursued
our party for the first three days and the expedition ended of course
in dismal failure and illness".?

In tempering the linear enthusiasms of western naturalists with the logics of
other temporalities, these interruptions slowed and destabilised the certain-
ties of natural history. Stengers evokes the cosmopolitical figure of the idiot,
who interrupts a situation only to murmur that “there must be something
more important”.?® The idiot's presence creates impasses and divergences,
slowing the process of business-as-usual and questioning any claim to univer-
sal authority by indicating the possibility of an otherwise. In the Sarawakian
context, the pressing concerns of these super-natural worlds as they inter-
sected with local lifeways, from the flight of birds to the dreams of colleagues,
trouble progress in a similar way. The birds may have cohered with scien-
tifically verifiable species, but the consequences they wrought on scientific
excursions were less reconcilable. These minor obstructions - the false starts,
the waiting, the iliness and failure - slowed not only the hunting, but the pro-
cess of establishing where exactly the boundaries of nature and agency lay.
The Augury Birds could not escape the representational impulse of
the Museum, but the inclusion of this display in the natural history rather
than ethnography galleries shifted the institution's emphasis on scientific
classification not only in favour of folk taxonomy but in recognition of the
multiple knowledges and natures that constitute Sarawak. Through this dis-
play, the Museum offered common ground to its audience, or what might
be better understood via Marisol de la Cadena and Mario Blaser as an un-
commons — “interests in common which are not the same interests”.?° Sin-
galang Burong's menantu and the corresponding bird species are coeval but
only partially commensurable, diverging to reveal a crucial interstice where
the worlds these bird practices enacted both bordered and exceeded one
another. Significantly, the museum label does not seek to dispel bird augury
as a mere folk belief, a differing perspective on a single world, but instead
poses a conscious challenge to reasonable politics. In triangulating between
the Iban and scientific bird names and the physical specimens themselves,
it attempts to map the concepts onto one another. Yet the menantu are
not fully captured by these little taxidermied bird bodies, creating an un-
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easy tension that refuses to resolve and instead hovers just beyond the boundaries
of the case. In its failure, it unexpectedly foregrounds the differences between the
three concepts. While the resulting exhibit was stilted in its methods, it was significant
in its intentions, a glimpse of a colonial museum acknowledging its attachments and
allowing one practice to be amended by others. In a willful uncommoning of Science,
what seems to be on display is precisely the interstice, an encounter between two
knowledge practices unfolding alongside each other: both/and rather than either/or.
And in this, a signal of the Museum'’s willingness to cast at least some votive offerings
in multiplicity.

Leakiness

Like any museum in Southeast Asia, Sarawak was familiar with environmental intrusions
and disruptions. The early colonial archive resounds with frustration and thwarted at-
tempts at stabilising nature: trees that grow too fast and block out the meteorological
instruments, sunlight that shines “too brilliantly” and bleaches out specimens, gales “of
exceptional violence” and the resultant damp colluding with the belian ceiling to make
long stalactites protrude into the galleries below. The ravages of white ants, book lice
and bubok beetles, the “enemy mould”, the intense humidity.*

Any label to an exhibit unprotected by a glass case, is at once eaten by
cockroaches... Mr Hewitt adopted the plan of protecting each label with a small
piece of glass in front, to which a slip of brown paper was pasted on behind,
the two enclosing the label itself.3’

And so the museum was sandwiched too, between unpredictable spirit worlds on the
one hand, relentless weather events and unruly invertebrates on the other. Postcolo-
nial theorist Leela Gandhi's description of colonialism’s failure to fully maintain its bi-
naries — “the irremediable leakiness of imperial boundaries” — resounds delightfully
throughout these galleries.3? For Gandhi, such leakiness provided ground for exchange:
allowing oneself to be affected by relations across the colonial divide created potential
for what she terms anti-colonial friendship. In Sarawak, the challenges of negotiating
the project of categorisation under these conditions highlighted the instability of the
colonial institution — the boundaries were ontological, ideological and physical; the
leakiness persistently watery. The refusal of biological beings and artefacts to stabilise
for the Museum, to hold still and be just-that, hovers at modernity's limits, demanding
not only innovative conservation but an expansive obligation to multiple worlds. These
interruptions shaped the temporal and spatial rhythms of the museum, a continual
gentle expansion and contraction of what could be stabilised as nature, and what was
an unquantifiable intra-action of more-than-human lifeways and their practices.

Returning to that other watery story, the case of the Sea Dragon Princess, we
find another stubborn knot in the archive, and an example of the Museum's obliga-
tions of care exceeding the limits of its standard jurisdictions. While the focus of the
story appears to be the flood, the central political issue is the Museum'’s assumed au-
thority over a common world. The assemblage that gathered around this political is-
sue — the deity, the curator, the devotees, the mayor, fisherfolk, a Princess and her
vengeful father — reframed the parameters of cosmos and community, and posed the
Museum with a conceptual challenge to any concept of politics-as-usual.

At the time, the Museum was receiving international recognition for its pio-
neering work in sea turtle conservation, innovating tagging systems for laying turtles
and experimenting with raising hatchlings in Tom Harrisson's bathtub.> Yet natural
science could not claim to be the exclusive spokesperson for nonhumans — for all its
expertise, the Museum had gravely misinterpreted the identity of this particular turtle.
In the Sea Dragon King's demands we might recognise a classic restitution claim, albeit
one shifted into a cosmic register, where a deity's testimony suffices as provenance
research and is accompanied by an elemental threat. Where restitution is held — often
problematically — as a commitment to decolonisation by today's museums, what can
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we make of this pluriversal claim, in these crucial few months before indepen-
dence from Britain? While the Museum was adept at negotiating relations with
its cosmopolitan human communities, the nagging participation of more-than-
human beings spanning multiple worlds necessitated a cosmopolitical response.
In its willingness to take seriously the pleas of a deity, it overturned the expecta-
tions of a colonial museum, instead offering what might be recognised as a ges-
ture of leaky anti-colonial friendship to its communities. Such gestures, cultivated
through close collaborative relations and an experimental disregard for moder-
nity’s binaries, came to define this period of the Museum'’s history.

Harrisson’s curatorship dovetailed with the arrival of the British Empire
in Sarawak in 1946. The colonial government swiftly overturned benevolent
Brooke policy towards indigenous land rights and instigated the transformation
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of Sarawak’s landscapes into natural resource; a trajectory that would continue post-
independence with devastating impacts on forests and communities. Harrisson, while
enjoying privileges as a British colonial officer, bore a notorious anti-imperial, anti-
establishment streak. In Borneo, he wrote frequently against the British government’s
handling of Sarawakian affairs and the pressures that extraction, missionaries and the
wildlife trade were placing on Sarawak’s forest and marine ecologies. He railed with
even stronger reactionary discontent against the limits of the colonial imagination and
its insistence on universal binary logic: “This duality - by western definition, that is; for
to be simple, “black and white”, is not at all to be Bornean...”**

In the museum, this translated into an incredible period of experimentation,
beginning with Harrisson’s polymathic curatorship in 1947, and continuing with vigor
post-independence under its first indigenous curator, Iban ethnographer and folklor-
ist Benedict Sandin. By the 1960s, its acclaimed contributions to international science
were matched by renegade experiments inside and outside the galleries, offering a
curiously antagonistic counterpoint to the history of Sarawak’s governance of nature.
Harrisson’s far-reaching approach rested, in part, on the seriousness with which he
took Sarawakian thought and practice — “truly ‘philosophical,” he wrote, in a paper
about Iban chants co-authored with Sandin, “and at times almost beyond the reach
of the formally trained western mind".?® Prioritising collaborative alliances with local
colleagues and communities over the hierarchies of the colonial museum model, the
SMJ published contributions from indigenous researchers and Museum staff, in both
English and Iban languages, in the same breath as papers written by its network of
Honarary Curators from major science institutions around the world. The work of
these Sarawakian researchers, among them Sandin, Lucas Chin, Peter Kedit, George
Jamuh and R. Nyandoh, would define the direction the Museum sustained in the post-
independence period.

Leaky boundaries became a hallmark of the Museum. In the natural history
galleries, a sprawling open-plan diorama wove together multiple aspects of the Mu-
seum'’s turtle engagement. Taxidermied coastal species sat alongside ceremonial of-
ferings to sea spirits, tanks of living turtles, pencil drawings of semah rituals by the Mu-
seum artist, the Turtle Conservation Board flag, a recreation of a turtle hatchery, books
and pamphlets suspended from the exhibition guard-rail.3 This shift beyond the glass
cases signalled an unbinding from the strictures of colonial museology. Above the old
showcases, indigenous carvings took root. A six-foot-long Kenyah boat figurehead
emerged dramatically from the Argus Pheasant case. The enormous carved wooden
head of a kenyalang - the Iban image of the Rhinoceros hornbill (Buceros rhinoceros),
that “Supreme Worldly Bird, [who welcomes] the invisible overhead approach of the
God of Birds, Sengalang Burong"* — arched over the original 1891 Hornbill display, radi-
cally undoing any earlier curatorial attempts at presenting a simple, single nature. Exhib-
its on the regional economic trade in swifts nests and hornbill ivory accompanied photo-
graphs of the Museum'’s orangutan conservation project amidst the old natural history
cabinets. Down the corridor meanwhile, new miniature dioramas showcased Sarawak's
growing mining industries, complete with toy Caterpillar tractors and exhibits of enor-
mous worn drill bits donated by Shell Petroleum — the leakiness not without viscosity.

These juxtapositions recall the ethnographic surrealism of the early Musee de
I'Homme. Away from the problematic affirmation of a universal humanity and the dis-
regard for the specificity of indigenous material/spiritual culture that characterised
1930s Paris, the assemblages here attempted to work with expansive, divergent na-
tures as they intersected with the institution’s own rooted naturalism — an ecology of
practices. Taking as a starting point the inherited matter of the colonial museum - the
animal bodies, the glass cases, the ideological binaries — the Museum opted to follow
divergences that arose from Sarawakian knowledges and ecologies; entanglements
which would in other institutions be cleaved between disciplines. These they attempt-
ed to articulate into the galleries not at the expense of scientific practice, nor to cater
exclusively to the cosmology of a particular group — Iban, Kenyah, Shell Petroleum, or
otherwise — but in favour of both/and, expanding the boundaries of natural history to

account for the pluriversal within and beyond the Museum. It is little surprise that the
Sarawak Museum chose to return the Turtle Princess at this juncture, the gesture only
one more articulation in its ever-evolving understanding of how turtles and natures
could be multiple and only partially commensurable.

This is not to deny the colonial Museum’s many problematic undertakings
throughout its history, particularly the violence exacted on nonhuman beings and
spiritual objects as they were wrested away from contexts and communities, and the
often uneven stakes of participation that troubled any concept of equal footing be-
tween coloniser and colonised. Yet at the tail-end of British colonial rule, perched on
the precipice of mass extractivism that would come to define Sarawak in the ensuing
decades, the Museum offers glimpses of composing with differences, of exploring re-
lationality rather than enacting exclusions. Gandhi highlights the ‘immature politics' of
minor anticolonial movements, in their utopian hope of radical inclusivity “rendering
politics into a performance of strange alliance, unlikely kinships, and impossible iden-
tification”.>® The Museum can perhaps be read similarly, in its bid to not only engage
a more expansive cosmos but to develop new modes of diplomacy in relation to its
multiple communities: fleshy, watery, corporate, scientific and other-worldly.

Disobedient pigs

The wild boar’s head which was kept in the jungle remained fresh and even the
hair, skin and fat did not get rotten but remained intact as though it had just
been killed. Having known that mystic power of the head, they kept on leaving
it in its shed in the jungle for two years and brought food and offering once a
year..."*

A photograph from 1972 shows Queen Elizabeth and entourage on a royal visit to the
Museum, standing in front of a showcase labelled: WILD PIG and MOUSE DEER. Within
the case, a rough painted backdrop of a bamboo clump, taxidermy specimens of a
juvenile Bearded pig (Sus barbartus), three Lesser mouse deer (Tragulus kanchil), and a
selection of insects atop dry moss. Two large flies are affixed to the rump of the pig —
a moment of slapstick noticed only by the eagle-eyed, and like many other irreverent
Museum details, most likely a 1960s addition. Most strikingly, strapped to the outside
of the case are the heads of two adult bearded pigs, mounted on wooden shields and
facing in different directions.

A curator’s note from 1931:

Messrs. Gerrard & Sons mounted for us a Wild Boar in return for the skins
of various Sarawak Animals; this might appear an ideal way to furnish one’s
Museum cheaply, but freight and the Glass case were no mean items, and it
must be admitted that the appearance of the animal, though far and away
better than anything we could produce here, hardly coincided with that of a
live Wild Sow, for which the Museum was indebted to Ah Chit of Sadong.*°

Here, Ah Chit, an otherwise anonymous Chinese man, emerges as hero with his lively
sow. Despite engaging Edward Gerrard, one of England’s foremost taxidermists, the
curator was aware of the discerning eye of his Sarawakian audience, and frustrated
with the rigmarole, costs and risks of creating exhibits across two continents. The colli-
sion between ‘real nature’ and Euro-American attempts at recreating Bornean species
was also angrily remarked on by Hornaday:

“Nothing could be more unnatural than the noses of all the stuffed proboscis
monkeys | have yet seen in museums. They do not even suggest the natural
form or size of the organ. The pictures of the animal sin against nature in the
same fashion..."#!
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These furious sins against nature — against perceived realism — highlight the failures
of museum representation and the continual frictions in modernity’s reliance on the
visual as the gateway to knowledge. The Museum of course, exhibited both pigs — the
sow in its outdoor mini-zoo, and its piggish mimic inside the gallery, cheerfully sinning
against its lively counterpart.

The assemblage is intensified by the two disembodied heads. In a transgres-
sion of physical boundaries, these pigs insert themselves into the gallery space, leer-
ing through the museological fourth wall to upstage the received schema of colonial
display. Records show they were initially exhibited in the Museum office, and at some
pointin the ensuing decades found their way onto the outside of the showcase where,
as a former staff member later confided, the teeth were stolen one by one by visi-
tors during the 1980s for use as amulets. The apparently static museum displays are
punctuated by these incremental moments of intervention whose reasons have since
departed, a slow drift of curation across a century. The pigs destabilise their own im-
mortalisation in a collision of categories - hunting trophy, specimen, spectacle, protec-
tion against evil - an epistemic disobedience that confronts the viewer as it revels in its
own autonomy, cast adrift from any definite responsibility.

The story recorded by R. Nyandoh offers the background to Gawai Ba'ak Laba,
a Bidayuh ceremony once held at Kampung Lobang Batu to honour the sacred head of
a wild boar, kept by the village as a protective charm after its significance was revealed
in a dream. This cosmic anomaly — commonly only jawbones and teeth are kept as tro-
phies and amulets, preserved heads remaining the strange fetishes of colonial hunting
- finds a curious echo in the Museum'’s disembodied heads. Bearded pigs are central to
the nutritional, economic, social and cosmological worlds of many communities. They
have been hunted here for over 15,000 years, and continue, along with their domestic
cousins Sus scrofa, to provide the main source of protein for much of the state. Pig fat-
ness is measured at the subcutaneous level in fingerwidths: “one, two, three, or even
four fingers”.#? Sacrificial pigs structure cosmological relations, marking festivals and cer-
emonies with their livers used for divination, fragmented pig body parts acting as willing
mediators between spirit and human worlds. Anthropologist Monica Janowski, writing of
pig-people entanglements in the Kelabit Highlands, describes the triangulated relations
between spirit, human and pig worlds: as predator to prey, but also as kin. Humans, tsok
na’‘am bulu — the hairless ones — are hunted in the forest by the great spirit Puntumid.
In turn, Puntumid provides bearded pigs - tsok inan bulu, the hairy ones — for humans to
hunt: “We are Puntumid’s pigs, and we are his kin; pigs, then, may be seen as our kin".#
Shifts towards various forms of Christianity have unknotted these specific relations, but
not halted the many entanglements between pigs and people. What does interrupt how-
ever, is the rapid transformation of Borneo's forests.

Pigs are crucial to these rainforest ecologies as seed dispersers. In earlier days
when the forests were more intact, pigs performed “large-scale nomadic movements”
across the island, following the irregular mast fruiting of Dipterocarp trees (Shorea sp.).
The fruiting season coincided with the rut, resulting in what ecologists term a ‘bearded
pig eruption.’ Between late flower and early fruit formation, falling petals offered a
visual clue to the pig mating season, and the impending population boom that would
bring fruit and fatter pigs, good hunting and good feasting to human and non-human
communities alike. Yet, pigs find themselves increasingly vulnerable as the timber/oil
palm matrix continues to restructure landscapes, replacing lowland and montane dip-
terocarp with plantation. Plantations, in the words of Arturo Escobar, enact “the most
effective means for the ontological occupation and ultimate erasure of local relational
worlds".* In a parallel too broad to fully elaborate here, they are not dissimilar to the
reasonable politics enacted by natural history galleries. Yet as in museums, the sup-
pression of worlds is only ever partial. Among these orderly rows of trees, Sus barbatus
still exist, rooting through the borderlands between monoculture and secondary forest
fragments, the latter “used much more frequently and for a wider range of behaviours
(nesting, wallowing) than adjacent palm oil plantations”.*> The pigs cause widespread
destruction to oil palm, but withdraw, and in doing so, draw destruction with them by
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intensifying pressure on other species restricted to shrinking forest ecologies.

What kind of disobedience is this, inhabiting anthropocenic landscapes while
refusing to bathe or nest within them? Stengers evokes a second cosmopolitical figure,
Herman Melville’s scrivener Bartleby, with his insistent refrain “I prefer not to” once
again obstructing the process of reasonable politics. The exhibit lacks any further con-
text; no label or educational information is provided, and it addresses no particular
facet of complex pig lifeways. Instead it enacts a confrontational opacity. What kinds
of obstructions do these museum pigs stage, and how can we trace piggish histories
through them, where pigs refuse to exhibit proper behaviors from museum gallery to
scrubby secondary forest? What are the quiet personal — political — preferences as-
serted by pigs, alive and dead, and what happens to those entangled with them? Frag-
ments of pigs and fragments of forests assert other relations, suggest other worlds at
stake: non-anthropocentric, multiple and partially hospitable.

This slow drift of curation, the identifiable and anonymous agents that gather
to slowly silt one layer of pig atop another, is perhaps an example of what Astrida
Neimanis might describe as nature writing itself differently: “Nature is not ‘awaiting
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representation’ by culture/humans; rather both are entangled in the coming-to-matter
of the world”.*¢ Discerning selections have been made, whether to add to (the fly, the
heads) or to subtract from (the teeth, the bodies of the heads), but it is a both/and,
never an either/or. Together these agents grasp the slippery materialism of the pig -
and the pig grasps back, locked in a slow and ever-evolving process of experimental
world-making, testing how the multiplicity of the bearded pig could hang together. A
contorted pig emerges from Gerrard’s workshop refusing to map on to the lively fleshy
sow, neither on to the pigs who mediate cosmological relations, nor the postcolonial
pig that refuses to bathe in palm oil plantation, the pig whose head emerges beyond
the museum case, whose teeth circulate beyond the museum walls, whose complicity
in its own display somehow speaks to a wider intangible sense of multiple pigs as they
have tumbled through the decades. Pigs who refuse, prefer not to be singularised.

In beaming back a British imaginary of a Bornean pig to a Sarawakian audi-
ence, the colonial attempt at making pigs and subsuming them within a universal clas-
sificatory project falls short. The showcase, as so many other traces in the Museum,
bears the qualities Gandhi associates with anticolonial projects: “...of disorganization,
provisionality, coincidence, and conjecture that make up the fabric of a utopian politics
of inventiveness, bearing within itself the mutually complementary gestures of refusal
and relationality..."#” In the face of a nature with roots in colonial modernity, the one
that structures museum galleries as it steadily erodes forests and destroys lifeways,
these traces insist not only on slowness but the impossibility of a single rational order,
or a tolerant common world.

The museum'’s leaky boundaries, the disruptions of formal display, and its will-
ingness to cast aside reasonable politics, offer minor affronts to colonial modernity’s
attempts to foreclose nature. In these brief moments, the Museum set a precedent
for transforming natural history galleries into a political stage for negotiating an ever-
evolving cosmos, weaving multiple stakeholders, practices and worlds, knots and all, in
the shadow of colonial/postcolonial extractivism. These minor histories — while by no
means perfect, inexhaustive or necessarily unique — indicate the possibility of stag-
ing divergence. How can we inherit from these gestures, what prospects do they offer
towards composing planetary futures and reclaiming subaltern absences? At least, we
might re-learn to cast a votive offering with multiplicity, community and partially-con-
nected worlds, and in this, a willingness to sin against universal nature.
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Scotopia

The cemetery: not just a zone for the deceased, but a complex aggregation of the living, hungry ghosts, packs of feral

dogs, solitary feral cats, pets on leashes, cobras, birds, raptors, feral fowl, civet cats, squirrels, a school that poisons

the environment, wide variety of flora from SE Asia, and others from China, Europe, cemetery management spraying

glyphosate, machines, representational media, migrant labourers, local residents, walkers, runners, bicyclists, all genders

and sexualities, the sensory arrays of all the species and machine intelligences present. and, last but not least, the remains

of thousands of dead humans... all in interaction/interference at microscopic and human scale. The cemetery is the world,

and the world is a cemetery.

text by Ray Langenbach
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'm finding it difficult to write about the cemetery. It is after all a muting place. The

entire landscape would be given over to a plethora of floral and unseen fauna: birds,

raptors, reptiles, rodents and other species not predated by the feral dogs and cats
that also inhabit the deads’ domain. Butitis a broken ‘garden’, blanketed by herbicide
three to four times each year. This year's Covid-19 Movement Control Orders allowed
for a hiatus in sprayings for 6 months and the cemetery grasses flowered, growing in
some places to chest level. The tombs began to disappear as undergrowth became
overgrowth. But with the end of Movement Controls the herbicide returned.

After sprayings, the grasses and weeds turn brown and crispy. For weeks the
insects are depleted and the birds leave. If you stand at the edge of the cemetery, with
one ear facing the tombs and your other ear facing the bits of surrounding tropical for-
est, you find the cemetery silent, while sound waves of birds, amphibians and insects
resonate in your outward-facing ear, at a safe distance from the death zone. Herbicide
isn't the only poison present. A primary school at the cemetery’'s edge lays out piles of
meat at the school-bus stop, laced with neurotoxin intended for any hungry carnivore
that comes by. Welcome to the Anthropocene, children.

About a month after the herbicide sprayings, green shoots begin to push out
of the hardened earth again, and a couple of months later, when the plants manage
to bloom again, it is a sign to the cemetery management that it is time to bring out the
Roundup again. A sisyphean morbidity cycle results: premature death followed by at-
tempted rebirth, interrupted by premature death, repeat, repeat.

The 7th lunar month is Hungry Ghost month (5 A). The dogs halt at the cem-
etery gate, refusing to enter. We call, cajole and finally drag them in. Once past a cer-
tain point on the small dirt path through forest, they acquiesce to our desires and
take off on their own to check the markings left by other dogs, and renew their own
scent markers. In a 100 metres or so the dirt path opens into the Hokkien cemetery,
approximately half of the entire 333 acre Kwong Tong Cemetery, established in 1895
for deceased Hokkien and Cantonese. The establishment of the cemetery signified a
change in the intentions of the Chinese immigrants who no longer wished to dig shal-
low graves for their dead, to be later disinterred and transported back to China for
permanent burial in family plots. Nanyang was now home.

Many people here concur that dogs can sense the presence of ghosts. Humans
and dogs share an ancient symbiosis and exchange economy: their extraordinary audi-
tory and olfactory sensitivity in return for food and shelter. But what is the evolution-
ary advantage for those canines that have developed the necessary bio-apparatus to

detect the presence of human spirits? Why would this trans-species bridge between
the living and the dead be of interest to them?

Like other olfactory and auditory challenged anthropoids, | take pride in my
visual array, visual cortex, and my frontal cortex that fills in sensory gaps with her-
meneutic analysis and quotidian fantasies of the constructed real. Correspondingly,
indexical signs of faces make up the primary organisational system of the cemetery.
Each tombstone hosts a frontal photograph of its inhabitant(s), holding us in their
gaze. As we return their gaze we encounter the edge of consciousness itself, the frozen
uncanny just out of reach. | jumpcut to those about to die, obsessively recorded at
Tuol Sleng: the human presenting self, aware of immanent execution. Their gazes sear,
scald. These photographs on tombs at Kwong Tong do not... they remain entropic:
variously cool or warm, neither hot nor cold. Like I, they were aware of death but its
moment was not immanent. There was nothing to immediately prepare for. The like-
nesses are not violently torn from their psyches; they are composed at some moment
in the envelope of a lifetime, not at its margin. These people take on death as a form
of drag, post-scripted. Nevertheless there is here the profundity of the human being
caught in the lens before it sheds its form, to be recovered and recalled... in this open-
air archive of Malaysian Chinese lives.

Under the effects of a psychotropic, | immerse into the individual gelatinous
depths out of which each face of silver halide particles peers at me. The sounds of Salat
al-Maghrib from distant mosques in the evening air. My sensory apparatus gradually
makes a radical shift as the sharp focus foveal cones, which require photopic luminance,
begin to shut down and the far more sensitive rods at the periphery of the retina take
over. The colour spectrum mutes and then disappears altogether, as evening's half-light
is sucked into night's scotopia. It is a ecstatic experience of raw re-cognition laid bare.

The time | live for is that liminal zone of half-light, as the earth rotates away from
the sun and mesopic vision brings the cemetery alive. Details and middle tones slowly,
achingly, evacuate, leaving resonant haptic shapes that resist description in the far too
specific phonemes of speech and the syntactics of written language. There is a collapse
of language in the cemetery, seemingly contradicted by the ubiquity of memorial texts
captioning the photographs, etched into stone: names, dates, poems, remembrances,
affiliations, families and clans, origins, final destinations and admonitions to the living.
These too are muted as the last light fades and scotopia engulfs all. Distant barking of
the hilltop packs gradually dies as the diurnals give up the cemetery to the nocturnals.
The night symphony of amphibians and insects fills the air from the forest, the calls of
owls and flaps of bat wings. | hear a friend ask me in a muted voice from a great dis-
tance if we are the hungry ghosts inhabiting scotopia.
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Soumya James :
Men and women ascending into the,Heavensi(top two hoiizontal registers). 2011.© Sournya James

The ‘37
Heavens

and 32 Hells’

37 Heavens and 32 Hells, an imposing bas-

relief at Angkor Wat, vividly juxtaposes heavenly
pleasures with torturous punishments in the hells.
The contrasting tranquil vegetation in the heavens
and the frenzied environment in the hells mirror
the occupants’ deportment. The relief is interpreted
as visually expressing desires and fears that were
socially co-constructed with the natural and engineered
landscapes of Angkor, namely, the sruk (village/
civilized) and the prei (forest/savage). Moreover,
imprecatory verses in inscriptions projected these
social landscapes as mise-en-scéne for punishments or
rewards in the ofterlife. The relief is thus a resounding
visual imprecatory statement articulating these cultural
processes.

Full essay title: “The 37 Heavens and 32 Hells relief
at Angkor Wat: configuring imaginary landscapes
and tangible worlds”.

text by Soumya James
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37 Heavens and 32 Hells is an imposing bas-relief along the South gallery wall of Angkor
Wat. Divided into three horizontal sections, this relief depicts men and women enjoy-
ing the pleasures of the heavens in two registers, while in the third, those condemned
to the hells endure gruesome punishments. The portrayal of landscape sharply distin-
guishes the two realms. In the heavens, the relatively sparse and orderly depiction of
trees with little species variation contrasts vividly with the frenetic clamor of diverse
flora in the hells. Additionally, this “temperament” of the vegetation is simulated by the
human figures in both realms. This essay suggests that the Heavens and Hells relief
can be interpreted as a visual expression of the desires and fears socially and cultur-
ally co-constructed with the natural and engineered landscapes of Angkor — namely,
the fundamental opposition of the sruk (village/civilized) and the prei (forest/savage).
Visual and written sources suggest that forests and settlements that were configured
as dangerous or desirable sites lent themselves to be projected as mise-en-scéne for
punishment or reward in the afterlife. Imprecatory verses spanning at least six centu-
ries emphasized the promise of retribution or reward by repeatedly projecting visions
of distress and pleasure. As a large-scale production on the grandest monument at
the time, the Heavens and Hells relief at Angkor Wat culminated these diverse cultural
processes, including the social construction of landscapes in the form of a resounding
visual imprecatory statement.

The relief

The spectacularly vivid bas-relief of 37 Heavens and 32 Hells is located inside the 12t
century temple of Angkor Wat, and is the only one on this theme in the art of Angkor."
The 240 hectare temple complex, one of the largest religious monuments in the world,
was built in the 12% century by King Suryavarman Il and dedicated to Visnu. Long gal-
leries inside the monument feature elaborately carved reliefs, some commemorating
the patron king and others inspired by stories from the Mahabharata, Ramayana and
the Puranas. Located in the east wing of the South gallery and extending over the
entire stretch of the wall (about 66.05 meters), the 37 Heavens and 32 Hells is divided
into three horizontal sections which commences from the left (while facing the re-
lief).23 The top and the middle sections depict the heavens while the bottom portion
portrays the various hells. With a rich diversity of floral, faunal and human activity,
the relief is a striking portrayal of broadly two different types of socially and culturally
co-constructed landscapes. The constitutive elements that shaped and vivified these
landscapes likely combined elements of animism, Buddhism and Brahmanism, and
was quintessentially Khmer. In addition to the Buddhist and Brahmanical references,
the Heavens and Hells relief can also be viewed as a forceful illustration of the funda-
mental opposition of the sruk/prei in Khmer society, that is, the “settled” home/village/
community and the “wild” forest.* This is not to imply that these “local” and “foreign”
boundaries were categorical, but instead to suggest that they together configured a
distinctive worldview at the time.

An inscription at the beginning of the Heavens section announces “These two
higher (ways), are the route to the heavens (svargga)”.°> With parasols and banners held
aloft, there is a sense of quiet elation as men and women await their happy fate in
a leisurely fashion. While empty palanquins await some, others occupied by well-
dressed men and women are transported to the heavens. Palaces in the heavens are
divided into three sections and held aloft by garuda-like mythical beings. Flanked by
attendants, a bedecked male or female figure occupies each palace. Apsaras, the ce-
lestial dancers, joyously celebrate above these celestial mansions. Etienne Aymonier
observed that the imagination of the heavens “quickly reaches its limit when it comes
to the representation of perfect happiness”.® The Heavens are characterized by or-
derly and uniform human and floral activity. Overall, the vegetal presence is sparse,
overshadowed by human occupancy, illustrating an environment that is controlled
and “humanized”. In stark contrast, the hells section explodes with frenetic activity.

“This is the lower (way) to the hells (naraka)” reads the inscription at the beginning of
the third register.” The first human figure in the register is bent almost double, as though

Soumya James

Entry into the Hells where the first human figure is seemingly bent by the weight of those ascending into the Heavens.

2011 © Soumya

James

crushed by the metaphorical and physical weight of the Heavens above. Proceeding
to the right, there is frenzied activity among the condemned. Coercing and threaten-
ing the emaciated and bound humans forward are the towering messengers of Yama,
the god of death.® Herds of Yama's ferocious dogs roam between them. The dramatic
mood of the relief is paused by a line of erect, seated figures, likely Yama’'s armed mes-
sengers. The third section features the various hells and punishments. The names of
the main figures in this relief are incised into the wall. Near the center and piercing
the two registers is Yama ('Vrah Yama'). He is seated on a buffalo, each of his eighteen
arms holding a staff.° Further along are seated ‘Vrah Citragupta,’ his bookkeeper, and
‘Vrah Dharmma'.’

The Hells relief has other landscape features that additionally emphasize hos-
tility and danger. Crowded together, trees with wildly swirling branches form an un-
broken, punishing landscape for the human activity in the foreground. Lions, giant
serpents, and other wildlife attack from the ground while feral birds swoop in savagely
from the top. A tree with arrowhead-like leaves outline the contours of Yama's mes-
senger as though they are a physical manifestation of his menacing nature. A rope-like
vine reaches out, twisting around the necks of two figures forcing their heads back. The
wildly animate vegetation mirrors the tangle of limbs and torsos of the condemned.
In the final section, against a foreground of gruesome punishments and torture, the
landscape is more barren, with a few specific types of trees spaced fairly regularly
from each other.” Unlike the crowded mass at the beginning of the relief, those in the
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The Procession landscape

is distinguished by regular-

ity and a distinct homogene-
ity and is thus similar to the
Heavens despite there being
far fewer trees in the latter.
This suggests that it is not so
much the density of vegetation
that differentiates an urban
from a non-urban setting, but
rather the manner in which
that density is depicted as well
as the human activity that
foregrounds it.
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third section face their punishments in relative solitude. It is a more desolate land-
scape dominated by Yama's menacing messengers and the mechanisms for retribu-
tion, and without the communal comfort of the anguished masses.

Culturally constructed landscapes

The varied representation of landscape throws into sharp relief the temperament
of the two realms. Whether as forest or civilized settlement, landscape is not merely
acted upon but is actively constructed, reflecting back historical beliefs and prac-
tices. Describing its status even before its representations in art, W. J. T. Mitchell
writes that landscape is a “multisensory medium (earth, stone, vegetation, water,
sky, sound and silence, light and darkness, etc.) in which cultural meanings and val-
ues are encoded, whether they are put there by the physical transformation of a
place...or found in a place formed...'by nature™.’? Landscape, as Mitchell notes, is
not an “inert foil” but is mediated by culture, as both a real place and its simulacrum
and a body of economic and cultural practice. Paul Mus commented that there are
no “straightforward” landscapes, as cultural beliefs and phenomena permeate the
geography that humans interact with.'* Therefore forested landscapes can also be
perceived as social constructs. In Cambodia, the categories of sruk or the “civilized”
and the prej or the “wild” were shaped by human interaction with their environment,
a process dating back to premodern times.' Prei, transcribed as vrai in inscriptions
designating a forest appears in pre-Angkorian records.'> A 7t century Sanskrit verse
refers to forest dwellers as “wild” or “savages” which suggests a division of wilder-
ness and civilized land, and the labelling of the former as a kind of “other”."® The
word sruk that appears in the inscriptions covers a wide semantic range including
“village,” “earth,” “ground” and “place,” and therefore sruk encompassed prei within
its semantic and geographical fold, implying that these distinctions were not isol-
able."”” Another literary reference that describes the creation of “civilized” land from
a forest also indicates their organic relationship to each another: cutting the bram-
bles, clearing the woods, founding a village and installing the mothers of families
and a linga."® Visual records from the Angkor period suggest that not all forests were
portrayed as “savage” nor were they sealed off from “regular” human activity.

That the implications of dense and sparse landscape in visual representa-
tions were reflective of the nature of human involvement can be clarified by compar-
ing the Heavens and Hells relief with the Procession of Paramavisnuloka (the post-
humous name of Suryavarman ll), another contemporaneous composition on the
West face of the South gallery. There are obvious similarities in the comportment of
the stately figures and type of flora depicted in the Procession relief and the Heav-
ens section. The group of trees with dense foliage that appear at the beginning of
the Heavens section is almost identical to those in the Procession relief. The wooded
and hilly backdrop of “Mount Sivapada” in the Procession relief though typologically
related to the intensely arboreal Hells, has none of the wildness or variety of the
latter. The Procession landscape is distinguished by regularity and a distinct homo-
geneity and is thus similar to the Heavens despite there being far fewer trees in the
latter. This suggests that it is not so much the density of vegetation that differenti-
ates an urban from a non-urban setting, but rather the manner in which that density
is depicted as well as the human activity that foregrounds it. Similar depictions of a
wooded but urbanized landscape can be observed in other bas-reliefs, such as those
at the Bayon." Curiously, in the Heavens relief, it is difficult to spot animals or birds
except for the small garuda-like forms holding up the celestial palaces. In the Heav-
ens, humans dominate the visual scenery while in the Hells, the wild vegetation,
animals, birds and reptiles are a compelling presence.

The environment is an obvious and constant presence in human history.
Throughout the ages, artists have chronicled diverse aspects of their surrounding
landscape, imbuing it with the intangible and framing it in their respective cultural
contexts: whether it is the scenery along the Tokaidd route, a popular subject in

the Edo and Meiji periods, elements from the natural world used to emphasize the
character of human figures in Akkadian art, or special vistas framed by architectur-
al elements by the Andean Incas. The Tokaido illustrations feature mountains that
symbolized Shinto and Buddhist ideology as well as mythological events, prominent
shrines and even post stations known for sex trade, thus mapping cultural beliefs,
values and desires drawn from the local socio-historical lexicon onto the physical
landscape.?’ Seals from the Akkadian Period (3 millennium BCE) used landscape
elements like mountains as an illustrative tool to elevate the figure of the principal
gods above the others, thereby accentuating the characteristics of that figure in the
composition.?' In the art and architecture of the Incas of the South American Andes,
portals and platforms that framed mountains and rocks were meant to separate
the special from the ordinary, to facilitate communication between humans and
powerful mountain spirits (apu) and to order disorderly nature.?? Such interactions
with their surroundings were inspired by the belief that rocks and other natural
phenomena were “places were humans encountered and interacted with power-
ful numina."? These examples suggest that socio-political and historical beliefs and
practices embody the structures of landscape, each specific to their cultural world.
In Cambodia, the roots of this process extend back to its very early history.

The co-existence and connectedness of worlds and worldviews

Religion in Angkor encompassed animism, and aspects of Buddhism and Brahman-
ism with no apparent contradictions or distinct boundaries between them, similar to
other parts of Southeast Asia.?* Ang Chouléan noted that the ancient Khmers likely
worshiped the “energies of the soil” though the designating terms are unknown. In-
scriptions reveal the worship of rough stones at sanctuaries that were also marked
by Saivite iconographic elements.? In several cases the Sanskrit names of deities
often refer to local deities, and when the name was in Khmer it was almost always a
toponym.? Chouléan’s observances on the coexistence of Buddhism and animism
in contemporary Cambodia could be pertinent in this present context: that non-
antagonistic explications of the spiritual, moral and practical goals of the population
were derived from animism, Brahmanic religion and Buddhism, effectively diminish-
ing the venues for contradiction.?” A Khmer language inscription from the 11t cen-
tury is an example of the interweaving of these “local” and “foreign” belief systems. It
describes a young prince's dream after he loses an elephant that ran into the forest
during a hunt. In the dream, a god asks the prince to build him a temple in return for
the elephant.?® In the morning the prince takes possession of the elephant, clears
the area and builds a temple that was named Visnugrama. This account indicates not
only the co-mingled identities of forest divinities with Brahmanism (as “Visnugrama”
suggests) but also the interplay between “wild” and “settled” landscapes, whose
boundaries are non-isolable.

Chouléan suggested that the general opposition of prei/sruk also deter-
mines the classification of supernatural beings in contemporary Cambodia. Guard-
ian spirits watch over villages, sacred places and homes with whom the community
maintains a constant relationship, while those in the prei category are feared and
hated at the same time. The malevolent spirits are classified as “dead” (as opposed
to the “living” spirits in the sruk group) and often cause misfortune.?® Nevertheless,
some spirits (such as the bray) have the power to inflict great harm and also be
propitious; thus the opposition between the prei and the sruk spirits is more scalar
than discrete.®® These features of the Khmer animistic landscape are highlighted in
a collection of 19%"-century stories where the forest, often featured as a frightening
place, also protects those who suffer misfortune. Inhabited, or rather, possessed
by spirits, the forest is believed to be animate rather than a passive locus. Wildness
and disorder, qualities associated with forests are cast as metaphors where humans
who are deemed “vile” are likened to “twisted” trees that grow in forests.>' Other
stories reveal that the forest can transform human nature and identity, as in Kaun
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Top left: The chaotic tangle of humans, animals and vegetation (below) contrasts with the regularity of humans in the Heavens (above). 2011
Top right: Against a background of an animate and diverse treescape, wild animals roam in between the emaciated humans. 2011
Bottom left: The condemned men and women, driven forward by Yama’s ferocious and muscular messengers. 2011

Bottom right: George Coedes. Le Temple dAngkor-Vat. Vol. 2. Book 3. Paris: G. Van Oest, 1932.

Uniformity and regularity of the Procession relief. 1932 ©Ecole Francaise d'Extréme Orient. Reproduced with permission.
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George Coedes
Le Temple dAngkor-Vat. Vol. 2. Book 3. Paris: G. Van Oest. Celestial palaces held aloft by garuda-like mythical beings. Each palace is oc-
cupied by a male or female figure flanked by attendees, 1932 © Ecole Francaise dExtréme Orient. Reproduced with permission.
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George Coedeés

Le Temple dAngkor-Vat. Vol. 2. Book 3. Paris: G. Van Oest, 1932. Orderly lines of human figures in the Heavens, similar to the Proces-
sion, 1932 ©Fcole Francaise dExtréme Orient. Reproduced with permission.
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Lok, where three young girls abandoned near the forest by their evil mother, over
time morph into birds and retreat into the forest.3? David Chandler noted that the
contrast between wildness and what is ordered, arranged and grown is common to
several Southeast Asian societies.®* Nevertheless, the mutable nature of the forest is
also highlighted in the Kaun Lok story where the forest spirits protect the young girls.
In the Reamker, the same forest which is at first described as a terrifying place filled
with savage beasts and treacherous terrain transforms into a garden-like landscape
when Ram, Laks and Sita pass through it.3* Penny Edwards suggested that in Khmer
folktales, forests represented a site for transition, offering possibilities for altered
states of being.* Nevertheless, the forest also transforms in these stories, reflecting
the character and status of the person traversing it as the above instances from Kaun
Lok and the Reamker indicate. The characterization of the forest as beneficial could
reflect a recognition of it as a possible refuge from dangers of the settled regions and
land as a resource. The dual nature of the forest spirits can be viewed as a metaphor
of this benevolent and malevolent potential. Additionally, casting the forest as chari-
table could be viewed as an apparatus of literary control. That is, the inherent “wild”
nature of the forest and forest spirits is altered and brought under reassuring control
by unveiling their protective attitude towards those who are at its mercy.*

In contemporary Cambodia, forest spirits are believed to hold power over
the mental and physical well-being of humans. They can lure away a person’s pralung
(also transcribed as bralin), a Cambodian term that is most closely related to “vital
spirit”.?” Ashley Thompson writes: “... the Khmer braljn are multiple, material, and in-
dependent entities which animate not only humans but also certain objects, plants,
and animals” and are the “soul...of animism in Cambodia”.?® The forest spirits can
steal the pralung “by conjuring up false and seductive images of their domain which
is, in reality, wild and harsh”.*® By implication, the pralung move between the two
worlds, simultaneously connecting and separating them. Rites and rituals are de-
signed to keep dangerous forces confined to a remote territory, but that hope is of-
ten thwarted through malevolent acts of the spirits on the human community.*° The
intrusion of evil or danger served to highlight the safety of the civilized world.

Angkor's extensively engineered landscape presented an ideal counterbal-
ance to this notion of the “wild” and “dangerous” forest. Archaeological findings re-
vealed Angkor as the largest pre-industrial settlement complex in the world.*" Urban
cities and green spaces, however, are not automatically mutually exclusive;*? sources
suggest the presence of groves, plantations and other planned vegetation in the ur-
banized settlement.**4* Ironically, the details of punishments inscribed on the relief
suggest by implication an appealing and soothing landscape with numerous parks,
gardens and trees.” The planned terrain included personal shrines, modest and ex-
pansive temples, the royal palace, moats, reservoirs, channels and rice fields. The
elaborate water management system built over five centuries directed the abun-
dance of monsoon rains into channels that regulated water flow into moats, reser-
voirs and rice-fields, and ensured the prolonged growth and prosperity of Angkor.
Stones quarried from the Kulen were assembled into complex architectural construc-
tions replicating cosmograms and divine realms on earth. Digital reconstructions
based on recent archeological evidence, art historical and epigraphic sources offer a
vision of Angkor’s past landscape. Keeping in mind the limitations of retrospective re-
constructions, one can nevertheless reasonably visualize the lived environment with
the available data.® One view presented the landscape dotted with wooden houses
for the general population, surrounded by ponds, and rice fields while Angkor Wat
with its gilded pinnacled towers soared towards the sky. This anthropogenically en-
gineered landscape of prosperous and aesthetically pleasing Angkor could be imag-
ined as a point of embarkation towards imagining pleasure-filled celestial realms.

Thus landscape assembled with such associations, significations, beliefs and
aspirations are culturally determined, and as such presents a socio-historic account
about Angkor itself. The idea that disorder was to be feared and avoided and con-
versely, structure was desirable and to be aspired towards was further emphasized

in the inscriptions of Angkor, over a period of at least six centuries. Inscriptions often
concluded with imprecatory verses that promised either rewards in heaven for those
who maintained the upkeep of temples or severe punishments in hell for those who
caused harm.

Invoking hellish punishments and heavenly rewards

Inscriptions composed in Old Khmer and Sanskrit document a variety of information
about Angkor's eco-political and social history. They are records of eulogies praising
kings and queens for their physical attributes, military success, religious devotion
and building sacred and secular foundations. The inscriptions also included lists of
donations by rulers and the wealthy to temples, ranging from land, produce, per-
sonnel, and other material for its upkeep. The imprecatory verses are typically the
last few stanzas, intended perhaps as the final message for the readers in order to
dissuade the misuse of the temple and its donations.*” The names of several of the
hells were known in Cambodia in an inscription tentatively dated to the 8" century:
a verse lists Avici, Mahdraurava, Kumbhipaka, Vaitrani, Kalasatra, Valaka, Asitimukha,
names that are also found on the Angkor Wat relief.*® To the readers, these names
may have conjured up visions of bodies burning, crushed by towering mountains
or pierced by sharp stakes.*® Another pre-Angkorian inscription describes terrifying,
cramped multidimensional hells where one is surrounded by instruments of torture,
indicating that the mythology related to these hells was widely known from an early
period.>® Unlike the descriptions in the literature, inscriptional verses do not mention
rebirth from these hells, thereby insinuating them as the final destination.>® While
some warnings mention hells in a more general sense, others are specific:

Whoever runs away after taking anything of Sri Kedaresa’s property, let him
wander through the twenty-one hells, burned by fire from heaven.
K. 762, Tuol Preah Theat, 7t century C.E.>?

When he, the one who will change the destination of this good work, has to
answer for his past life, let him be questioned by the guardians of the under-
world, until the end of the kalpa® in Avici and the other hells.

K. 869, Banteay Sreij, late 10™ century C.E.>*

The portrayal of the transgressor’s fate at Angkor Wat recalls this 7™ century textual
description:

The goods that include servants, land, cattle and others given to Bhagavat by
his worshiper — the ungodly who, full of insolence, their souls quivering with
greed, who dare to steal them, without being able to atone for his crime, may
he ceaselessly suffer in the hells subject to various tortures, struck by the
servants (of Yama), mouths grimacing from anger.

K. 22, Vat Po, 7" century.>

A partially damaged verse conjures up a frightening image of punishment:
Those fools whose minds do not consider the fear of the world of Yama, who
would harm the allotted goods... as long as they are alive, they are unhappy
and have their bodies ceaselessly cut to pieces...
K. 436, Sambor Prei Kuk, Group N, 10" century.>®

Conversely, these verses convey enticing images of heavenly rewards:

May those relatives, friends or strangers, who protect this work of mine here,
go to the abode of the gods; that at each birth they are adorned with smiling
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faces, and that they are distinguished among creatures by the charm of
their voice and their body.
K. 444, Kompong Thom, late 10" century.>’

Those who will conform to this word which | formulated well, may they
be placed in heaven with the blessed and reach the conditions of kings of
the gods, and prosper without ceasing.

K. 277, Prasat Ta Keo, 11t century.*®

Another verse from a 7t -century inscription warns that anyone who steals the
donated land, will along with his ancestors, turn into worms that end up in dog's
excrement and that such thieves and their entire line of descendants until the
seventh generation would plunge headlong into the Kalasutra hell.>® Similarly:

Men who are violent, wicked, greedy, violators of the good works of oth-
ers, these, said Manu, go to hell with their ancestors.
K. 263, Preah Einkosei, 10" century.®

May he who desires to take the goods of the god from Indradatta ... go to
hell with seven (generations) of his ancestors.
K. 51, Vat Kdei Trap, probably 7% century.®

..those who steal the god's gold, silver, copper, bronze, clothing, rice
fields, plantations, oxen...those who associate with the people causing
the ruin of Vrah Kamraten Af Sr1 Kedareévara through such methods, will
go to hell (with) their ancestors, men, women, with their mother, their
grandfather, their children and grandchildren.

K. 451, Prasat Prei Thnal, 7t century.®?

Another measure of severity is the duration of punishment, or that the wrong
doers will descend into to hell immediately after committing the offence:

Whoever, deceiving even his lineage, would destroy the offering to Vyasa,
will remain in the underworld as long as the sun and the moon (last).
K. 109, Prasat Preah Theat, 7" century.®?

May the fools who violate my meritorious work, for their benefit or that
of others, be reborn and remain endlessly, for many kalpas in the dread-
ful hell.

K. 158, Tuol Prasat, 11% century.®*

Those who cause the destruction of this work immediately go to hell, in
the terrible Avici, with their parents, their clan and family.
K. 741, Kuk Prasat, 10" century.%

Similarly, the promised reward for the favored is infinite pleasure and glory:

As for those who will protect this foundation against any desecration,
they will enjoy in this world happiness, glory and in the other world all the
divinities will honor them with all the accoutrements of happiness and
power, in heaven for an infinity of kalpa.

K. 933, Prasat Sraney, 11t century.®

Men who make their work or that of others prosper reside in the sky as
long as the sun and the moon.
K. 741, Kuk Prasat, 10" century.®’

The networking of image, text, thought, and practice

The message that a religious establishment should be protected and continued
to be patronized is communicated primarily through visions of fear and happi-
ness.% That is, the motivation propelling the imprecation was the avoidance of
disarray and continued compliance and propriety. This leitmotif is homologous
to what the forest and settlement represented ideologically and physically at An-
gkor. The forest was perceived as an embodiment of disarray and danger (and
therefore to be avoided), as opposed to the order and structure of the urbanized
kingdom (thus desirable).

These potent images of the “wild” and the “dangerous” however, are
paradoxically the products of the “cultured” world. The inscriptions conjuring vi-
sions of pain and disorder are literally the creations of the organized, ideal world,
the two categories simultaneously encompassing and distinguishing each other,
articulating a Mdbius strip-like logic of contradiction and circularity.®® Examples
from other cultures elucidate how the world one inhabits and constructs, itself
casts parts of that same world as its antithesis. In Japanese mythological lore, the
region around the Tateyama mountains with its sulfur fumes and hot geysers
lent itself to be imagined as the “other world” of the Buddhist hells.” In paint-
ings from Medieval Europe, the heavens featured metaphors of light, flowering
gardens and architectural backgrounds while the “nearly limitless” imagery of
hells featured local wildlife, musical and cooking apparatus (turned into torture
implements).”” The Mazarinades pamphlets of the 17" century produced during a
power struggle in the French court, featured monsters and demons that symbol-
ized Cardinal Mazarin's “true” nature.”?

At Angkor, the iconography of the Heavens and Hells relief likely had
multiple sources. For example, texts such as the Nimi Jataka or the Mahdabharata
contain vivid descriptions of the hells, the suffering of the condemned and celes-
tial pleasures.”> Nevertheless, the landscape of Angkor was an obvious source of
inspiration to draw upon. Bejeweled and sumptuously dressed women and men,
transported in palanquins and reposing in palaces (as the digital reconstructions
illustrate) lent themselves to be imagined as heavenly pleasures.” The comport-
ment of the fortunate folk in the heavens closely resemble those in the Proces-
sion of Suryavarman Il, highlighting their typological similarity. One is grounded
in reality and the other is a projection of that reality as immortality. Additionally,
this model of the heavens resonates with Zhou Daguan’s observations of life in
Angkor where the elite resided in fine houses and were transported in ornate
palanquins bedecked in their finery, accompanied by parasols.” Representations
of palaces and stately structures on bas-reliefs at Angkor Wat and the Bayon indi-
cate that those structures may have been models for the palaces depicted in the
Heavens section.”® Maurice Glaize describes the heavenly pleasures as “singularly
earthbound,” hinting at his own observation of the resemblances.”” Consider Da-
guan's description of the palace and large houses of Angkor:

The royal palace, officials’ residences, and the great houses all face east.
The palace lies to the north of the gold tower with the gold bridge [Bay-
on], near the northern gateway. It is about five or six /i in circumference
[equal to 2.5 to 3 kilometers or 1.7 to 2 miles]. The tiles of the main build-
ing are made of lead. The rooms are really quite grand-looking, and the
long corridors and complicated walkways, the soaring structures that rise
and fall, all give a considerable sense of size.”®

Interestingly, the monumental structures and temples were themselves con-
structed as re-creations of celestial palaces in the earthly kingdom.” The carv-
ings of heavenly abodes on the walls of these structures (for example, the flying
palaces’ on the 7"-century Sambor Prei Kuk temples and the palaces of the Heav-
ens) are thus a counter-reflection of those recreations, thus creating a complex
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reality-image relationship. This repetition of the heavens-on-earth-as-heavens im-
agery perhaps further emphasized the allure of a grand “original” in the afterlife.

The dense forest, animated by spirits and wildlife, was a fertile cultural and cor-
poreal landscape to model the image of a fearsome hell as evidenced by this 10t-
century inscription:

is granted a clamorous but contained moment, juxtaposed next to (the Procession)
and under (the Heavens), representations of order and control. In a twist of irony
during Angkor’s slow demise, the forest crept back and established its disorder over
this discipline.

Other empirical models from the “civilized” world such as corporal punish-
ments, familiar to the contemporaneous audience, may have additionally influ-

enced portrayals of pain and suffering: Zhou Daguan’s account describes amputa-
tions, feet squeezing, inserting hands into boiling oil and other forms of “detention,
silent lion that brings terror, by a poisonous snake in the eye ... by the rest- torture or beating”.8® Moreover, the relief underscores yet another homology that
less ocean, by a sharp and raging disc, by the violence of an arrogant thief, could have conveyed the weighty import of the visual imprecation, which is the
by a big forest fire, by a rapid...®° striking correspondence between the “temperament” of the vegetation and the hu-
man occupants of both realms. The orderly and restrained grove of trees in the
background are analogous to the sedate men and women in the Heavens. Similarly,
the writhing and frenzied trees as well as the pouncing animals and feral birds mir-
ror the contorted faces and bodies of the tortured souls in the Hells. It is tempting
to interpret this homology to mean that people who are condemned to a violent

Like a man frightened by a tiger with formidable fangs, by a terrible and

A 14%-century Buddhist inscription uses the forest as a metaphor to describe the
difficult path towards transmigration:

It is tempting to interpret

Every day, this world embraces (beings) in this extremely formidable forest this homology to mean that

of lianas and thorns that are the evil desires that closely bind and imprison.®’ people who are condemned \yor|d will become bestial, like their environment, whereas those who dwell in a land

to a violent world will become of refined beauty will be literal embodiments of that condition, echoing the Kaun

Composed probably around the 17t-18t centuries, the Hau Brahlin (Calling of the bestial like their environ- Lok story where the young girls transform into birds in the forest. In such a context,
Souls), a poem that is recited to call the errant brahlin (pralung) back to the indi- ment, whereas those who 'andscape “circulates as a medium of exchange, a site for visual appropriation, a

focus for the formation of identity”.®” The relief of the Heavens and Hells embodies

) ; ~ acomplex interlinking of text, lived experience, beliefs and practices, a visual repre-
beauty will be literal embodi- santation that is “entangled” in the world in which it was created.®

ments of that condition, echo- This brings forward the question as to the purpose of these terrifying and
ing the Kaun Lok story where soothing images in the relief. A detailed discussion on the selection of imagery for

While the inscription cites the temple as the “safe haven” that will deliver the soul the young girls transform into TOyal temples and the dynamics of power embedded in such decisions is beyond
through this arduous journey, the poem lists silk mattresses, cushions, and wool birds in the forest. (e scope of this paper. Nevertheless, a brief glimpse into the purported audience

vidual's body, contains an almost identical list of dangers: dwell in a land of refined

O my precious bralin, don't go! Follow my words! O my dears, the forest
paths are terribly difficult, covered in thorns and sharp-bladed grass.

carpets — items that constitute “our happy and prosperous home” — thatare of-

fered as attractive enticements for the brahlin to return to.?

Images and imaginings hold the potential to create powerful multi-sen-
sory experiences for the audience, and the Hells relief is richly endowed with
such potentialities: intense heat (Avici, Taptalaksmaya, Anigaranaciya, Kumbhipaka,
Kalasatra, Raurava), silk cotton trees covered with thorns (Kujisalmali/Kutasalmali),
worms as food (Kriminicaya), mountains that crush bodies (Yugmaparvata), bodies
forcibly packed or crushed together (Dravattrapu, Asthibhanga), a lake filled with
pus, urine and feces (Pdyapurnahrada), a lake of marrow (Medohrada), a moun-
tain made up of sharp stakes (Ksuradhdaraparvata) and icy, cold winds (Sita). The
forceful images of punishments convey a sense of urgent and intense physical-
ity — putrid smells, vile tastes, terrifying sounds, crushing and piercing of bodies,
blazing heat and bone-chilling cold. With an uninterrupted flow of images filling
the visual field and rising like a tidal wave, the relief presses upon its audience
a sensory experience of an unrelentingly inhospitable and fearful landscape.®
Stanley O'Connor’s poetic description of how viewers transmute visual messages
through their “horizon[s] of belief” is apt here: “In the synthetic and combinato-
ry manner in which consciousness actively cooperates in experiencing a work of
art and bringing out its implicit meanings, the viewer would draw on his [or her]
whole range of knowledge and experience. Thus the relief would be wreathed in
memory, a pressure of feeling, something more gossamer than a set of proposi-
tions".® Even though the Heavens and the Hells are visually portrayed as experi-
ences of a collective, the relief could nevertheless draw an individual into that
experience because of their familiarity with the cultural and physical world that
was reflected back at them. Carving an image of the frenetic and dangerous forest,
powerfully exerting its will against human presence into the wall of an engineered
structure could be perceived as an attempt to frame and control it. The temple, as
a “locus of culture... incorporates the representation of the uncultured”.® Located
inside a monument of enormous complexity, a feat of human ingenuity, the forest

could illuminate some iconological aspects of this relief. Evidence suggests that a
sizeable population, involved in the activities of the temple, lived within the confines
of the Angkor Wat complex.?® Thus, the images and their import may have reached
a fairly wide audience. Eleanor Mannikka observes that the early section of the
Heavens relief and Suryavarman'’s Procession relief (located next to it) both contain
21 major figures. Mannikka raises the intriguing question whether the 21 figures in
the Procession are the same as the ones in the Heavens, and if the “Heavens and
Hells illustrate the rewards and punishments for those who were loyal — or not —
to the new king”.**Her question brings to mind the oath of allegiance dated to 1101
C.E. taken by a group of Suryavarman I's officials, offering their lives and limbs in an
emphatic expression of loyalty:

If we do not keep this vow [of allegiance], may we be reborn in the 32 hells
for as long as there will be a sun and moon...and may we obtain the re-
ward of those who are devoted to their master, after this world, and even
in the other world.”!

Much as physical structures and engineering designs (palaces, moats, canals,
roads, temples) can be perceived as mechanisms of land control to extract its
potential benefits, the imprecatory verses can also be understood to perform a
similar function. The curse verses threaten that disruptive and harmful behavior
that can result in potentially endless pain and despair not only for the perpetrator
but their families and their yet to be born descendants. The verses of benediction
also have a similar function, that is, to prevent errant behavior, albeit with an op-
posing vision: the promise of a pleasure-filled life for those acting in good faith
and aiding the upkeep of (often) royally sponsored monuments. Mannikka notes
that the distance leading up to the figures of Suryavarman Il and Yama in the re-
spective reliefs is exact, commenting that “the benign Dharma and fierce Citragupta
symbolize the king's own character as the fatherly ruler or chastising warrior, be-
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nevolent or wrathful as the situation demands”.®? Indeed, imposing and direct, the central
figure appears to emphasize the visual imprecation pronounced in the relief: act honor-
ably and the rewards will be lavish and if not, one will be condemned to a horrifying fate.
The symbolism may extend further. In their respective realms, Yama and Suryavarman Il
hold considerable power over the fate of their subjects. In this way, they are the links that
simultaneously connect and separate the two realms, similar in function to the liminal
trapdoor in the Hells relief.

Social and cultural processes evolving over centuries likely gave rise to locally an-
chored notions of fear, desire and aspirations, expressed through textual compositions,
visual narratives and configurations of landscape. In the Heavens and Hells relief, the
depiction of landscape plays a critical role in communicating the ideological and physi-
cal intensity of punishment and reward. Furthermore, this relief presents a multi-modal
medium to better understand the interconnectedness and the complex, sometimes con-
tradictory interplay between forests and settlements, created and navigated by its inhab-
itants in ancient Angkor, in other words — how they imagined the world they lived in.
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The trees of Hué

The politics of nature in central Vietnam today reflects a history of encounters between European imagination and local landscape
practices. This essay explores a series of vignettes that range from domestic gardening of citrus trees and urban pine groves, to
green hills in Hue’s environs and the forests at its mountainous western border. While relating to contemporary frameworks of
ecological conservation and restoration, these examples also foreground production of heritage, the city’s idenity, and its cultural
and aesthetic values. Hué’s development as a UNESCO world heritage site and tourist destination sustains the dominance of
global forces, but is also an opporunity to reclaim local knowledge and decolonize histories of landscape renewal in the present.

text and images by Ylan Vo

or centuries, writers, travelers, and artists have been drawn to Hué's quaint
charm and the beauty of its abundant natural landscapes. Though it served as
an administrative center for the French colonial government, whose broader
impacts are characterized by modern urbanization and exploitation of natural re-
sources, the former capital's most enduring legacy is its image as a place of harmo-
nious relation between art and nature. While depoliticized, representations of the
final imperial Nguyén Dynasty (1802-1945) in particular survive today as a claim
to the best of refined traditional Vietnamese culture, craft, and architecture, set
uniquely in a city that has preserved much of its historic morphology and charac-
ter. The Nguyén lords relocated to their expanding southern territory from north-
ern Vietnam and endowed their chosen capital with an auspicious site and design
based on the ancient geomancy of Feng Shui in which natural features and the
beauty of the landscape play a central symbolic role. As the settlement of Hué rep-
resented a cosmological alignment with the Huong (Perfume) River and surround-
ing mountains, the establishment of imperial monuments, temples, mausoleums,
and cultural rituals depended on the greater principle of harmony with nature.
The London newspaper The Sphere wrote in 1940 of the region as “a living
image of old Imperial China... Hué, the capital, which has been called the Versailles
and Venice of the East, is built on the banks of the ‘River of Perfume™.! This direct
comparison to China and Europe may seem cursory today, but it foregrounds the
underlying dynamic between culture and landscape as interdependent compo-
nents of the city's identity. It also points to contact between western imagination
and local landscape practices that characterize its ongoing development. How have
the technologies of scientific horticulture, forestry, and land use planning so far
encountered Vietnamese knowledge, attitudes, and their particular (re)creations
of nature? Beyond the singular narrative of Hué's design as an imperial capital city
under the Nguyén Dynasty, this essay presents four alternative vignettes of land-
scape history in their aesthetic, social, and economic aspects. Drawn forward from
the background of familiar political dramas that played out under French colonial-
ism and Vietnam'’s post-revolution transition to a market economy, the natural
environment of Hué also played an active role in shaping the visual cultures and
identity of Hué as a territory.

Soumya James is an independent art historian, focusing on premodern Cambodian art. She studies is-
sues of gender and sexuality, the relationship between built form and landscape and the art historical
connections between South India and Southeast Asia. Her work examines the confluence of religious,
eco-political and geographical features that influence and localize the choice and iconography of art and
architecture in premodern Cambodia. She is also the owner of Kokuin, where she designs and produces
block-printed artisanal home linen.
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Beginning with the citrus tree, the first vignette explores horticultural tra-
ditions of the region and how a literati culture that practiced the art of cultivat-
ing fruit trees intersected with colonial ambitions to export tropical commodities
abroad. The second vignette highlights the iconic pine tree and groves that charac-
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terized both formal gardens and the natural landscape surrounding Hué city where the
Nguyén emperors built their mausoleums. As the groves evolved with competing ideas
of public space during the 20th century, calls for preservation and restoration drew on
both scientific knowledge and the affective qualities of trees. The third vignette shifts
to the larger scale of territories at the city’s periphery with a history of ecological chal-
lenges and green solutions that were revitalized in the wake of war damage and defor-
estation over the late twentieth century. Finally, the fourth vignette offers a look at the
tropical “pristine nature” - simultaneously the oldest and most captivating conception
of landscape in the global imagination today. Though the histories explored here are
by no means comprehensive, they attempt to take a longer view that illuminates con-
nections across time and spatial scales.

The Citrus Tree, or the Urban Garden

Finally it is not indifferent, from the strict point of view of public health, to seek
to spread to the Indochinese masses, by an intensified production, the taste of
good fruits of which the four main ones come from the legendary Garden of
the Hesperides: orange, tangerine, grapefruit, lemon, what today we call citrus
fruits”. L'arboriculture fruitiére se Développe (1939)?

The complex of Hué monuments joined UNESCO's list of world heritage sites in 1993
and in late 2018, the provincial government announced that it would undertake a his-
toric resettlement of residents informally occupying Area 1 of the protection zone to
“return the landscape” to its former state.? After relocating the first 54 households in
2010, the province hopes to complete the full resettlement of more than 4,200 house-
holds by 2025. These residents arrived at the citadel seeking refuge as part of a wave
of rapid urbanization during the American war in the late 1960s and 70s as forests and
croplands throughout South Vietnam were targeted by bombing and tactical herbicides.
While the settlements emerged from a period of turmoil and neglect under shifting po-
litical regimes, after 1975, they are also a legacy of people’'s adaptability and capacity for
subsistence within a repurposed environment. Makeshift houses built on the wide ram-
parts of the royal citadel hang precariously in both a physical and legal sense, with many
lacking basic infrastructures or proper ownership papers after generations of informal
tenure. Despite such conditions, there is the visible investment of a garden landscape
with vegetable beds that have been cultivated and cared for as part of the residents’
daily lives. How can we understand people’s relationship to the urban landscape and
cultivation in dialogue with other histories of garden-making in the city?

The scale of the home garden is a primary organizing feature of the city. While
the rampart gardens are an opportunistic and ultimately fleeting landscape that ac-
companied informal urbanism, the prototypical 19"-century garden houses (nha vudn)
of Hué's nobility and the cultivation of fruit trees, in particular, reflect a long relation-
ship with the land and with Hué's botanical heritage. UNESCO's designation has mo-
bilized the preservation and reclamation of the city’s historic architecture, but most
residents would also rightly infer that a “garden house” is no more than a house with a
garden - which is to say nearly every house. In aggregate, the city has few public open
spaces but a green and verdant assemblage of private courtyards and gardens that
maintain its idyllic character. Evolving from Hué’s early fabric of enclosed compounds
within a frontier terrain, the domestic landscape integrates the needs of living and lei-
sure. This vernacular space includes the kitchen garden, the small orchard of banana,
citrus, and other tropical fruit trees, the flower garden for cultivation of orchids, roses,
chrysanthemums, and the water basin for lotus, water lilies, and ornamental fish. Like
the native forest landscape in which it is embedded, the multi-layer traditional Hué
garden stands as a buffer from the region’s volatile climate as well as the artistic sub-
ject for many hobbies and spiritual beliefs.
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The Hué citadel and complex of royal private residences and mausoleums throughout the
city today are generally thought to be derivative of Chinese designs, and this landscape ar-
chitecture represents the most ornate and well-documented aspect of local garden-mak-
ing. However, scholars, including the ethnobotanist Dinh Trong Hiéu, have long argued
for the role of local memory and traditional ecological knowledge that accompanied the
Nguyén from their original homeland in Northern Vietnam.? Independent of their spatial
organization, most of the plants used in royal gardens were native species, and some are
rare perennial species from Northern Vietnam that can be scarcely found outside of Hué
today. As French authorities hoped to develop fruit production throughout rural Annam
(today's Central Vietnam), they recognized the growing of fruit trees as part of Hué's literati
culture and elite tastes. Rare specimens from outside of Hué and Vietnam were commonly
presented as tributes to the royal court, building a remarkably eclectic and cosmopolitan
landscape despite the apparently classical Chinese garden designs.

In the larger urban centers of Hanoi and Saigon, colonial botanical gardens
were established for the purpose of scientific research and also served as pleasure
gardens that offered respite from urban life. While such a botanical garden was also
considered for Hug, the Agricultural Service planned for a different strategy to leverage
Hué's existing cultural and tourist landscapes by enhancing its “charming” character
with modern production methods. Trees and shrubs were grown in nurseries to adorn
streets and promenades as well as existing city gardens. Responding to modern Euro-
pean sensibilities for urban planning and a functional public realm, the largest pub-
lic works projects undertaken during the colonial era include a redevelopment of the
Huong riverfront as a park, and the building of sports fields and arenas for recreation.

From early Jesuit missions in the 18th century to the late 1940s, as the French
intensified their agricultural and horticultural experiments in Indochina, Hué remained
of secondary importance as a small urban center connecting the administration to sur-
rounding villages in the province. The French viewed grafting as a far superior method
to local planting techniques, and their campaigns included readings, demonstrations,
distribution of leaflets, film screenings, and teaching horticulture in village schools.
They considered fruit competitions to be their most effective tool, serving a dual role
in the collection of the best local specimens for research and advancing propaganda
for the French who hoped to sell back improved varieties to rural villagers for mass
cultivation. Hué's long-extant culture of growing fruit trees in private gardens offered
a source of diverse varieties; superior specimens of oranges, mandarins, grapefruits,
and longans were sought through a series of fruit competitions organized in the prov-
ince between 1935 and 1938.4 Among the exhibitors found by chance or “methodical
research”, cash prizes were given for the right to replicate chosen specimens, and for
informants who led to the procurement of those specimens. The French also built an
experimental garden and orchard in Tay Loc, the northwest ward of the Hué citadel
where the provincial Agriculture Service was based.

The delicate fruit of bourgeois craft had become an object of the colonial capi-
talist project: scientific classifications by place of origin, field design, and experimenta-
tion to account for variation in soil composition; the careful recording of annual yield
and characteristics of fruit size, and weight; the color, texture, and thickness of the
peel; the texture, segmentation, membrane of the flesh; the juiciness, aroma, sweet-
ness, and acidity of the flavor.® Press outlets of the time boasted that through entre-
preneurial financing, industrialized production, and fast distribution, the colonies had
changed global consumer tastes and created expansive demand for tropical fruits in
Europe and elsewhere. The citrus in particular — the “fruits of paradise” enjoyed by
few in the Garden of Eden — were now a delight available for masses across the globe.
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The Pine Tree, or the Urban Forest

All of our pines, from the smallest which rise in a regular pyramid, to the oldest
where the bare trunk ends in a sparse bunch of leaves, all embellish the sur-
roundings of Hué where they are of the most delicate charm. Remove the
pines, and the rosy nipples that surround the capital will be common molehills,
de-crowned from that which made her beautiful.”

Léopold M. Cadiére

Vong Canh hill does not usually figure among the top tourist destinations for Hué city,
but is popular among locals seeking a romantic view of the sunset, to have a picnic,
an impromptu photoshoot with a lover or a friend. In this way, it recalls the quiet and
leisurely atmosphere of past generations when the royal family used it as a rest stop
to relax among the pine trees during their journeys from the palace. The name Vong
Canh is akin to “picturesque” describing the striking scene beyond where foothills meet
the river. From the hilltop, one can see panoramic views of the city and meandering
waterscape, as well as some of the sprawling Nguyén dynasty tombs nestled nearby
among the hills. As early as the 1920's, this site which the French called Belvédére ap-
peared in popular tourist guides and itineraries of the time, described as a grand vista
encompassing the whole territory of royal tombs and gardens.® Restored but undeve-
loped today except for a few vendors offering refreshments to visitors, the landscape
is now simply a grove of pine trees atop a hill.

The pine grove is a quintessential landscape in Hué that has been used to des-
cribe and adorn the city’'s mostimportant landmarks including the Nam Giao Esplanade
(the imperial altar of sacrifice), mount Ngu Binh (known as the city's “royal screen”), the
imperial tombs of T Blc, Thiéu Tri and Gia Long, Dan Khiém Hill, mount Ban (also
called Hon Thién), Thién Thai pagoda, and tree-lined roads forming a network of these
ancient places. Hué was built with an enduring connection between the citadel at the
city's heart and the forest to its southwest as the members of the imperial family were
transported up the Huang river to their final resting sites. In these landscapes of royal
gardens, tombs, and pagodas, one must wander to explore the modest architectural
gems carefully situated and subsumed amidst lush vegetation that includes pine gro-
ves and ancient fruit trees revered for their age far beyond their productive years. The
preferred species for his urban forest is traditionally the Sumatran pine (Pinus merku-
sii), a tree that was common throughout Indochina but did not cover large territories.
By the early twentieth century as exotic species came into favor with colonial foresters,
Sumatran pines were dedicated only to privileged plantings around the royal tombs.

In 1805, the founding emperor of the Nguyén Dynasty began the planting of
pine trees at Dan Nam Giao, the Esplanade of Sacrifice to Heaven and Earth. As the
Nguyén monarch visited this garden complex annually as part of the court's most si-
gnificant spiritual ceremony and display of divine authority, the planting of pines was
also ritualized as a symbol of the life of the dynasty. From ancient Chinese symbolism,
the evergreen pine tree represents longevity and virtue in solitude, as well as mascu-
linity and power. Emperor Gia Long ordered the planting of a group of pine trees to
have one personify the monarch and each of the other trees to represent royals and
political aides who contributed to the establishment of the empire. Beginning with his
successor, Emperor Minh Mang, who planted a dozen pines himself, Nguyén emperors
also bestowed to princes and mandarins the honor of directly planting a tree in the
presence of official delegates, to be cared for and maintained under the charge of their
appointed guardians. These trees were individually marked with bronze plaques recal-
ling an imperial poem or the name, position, and date of those who planted them.®

By 1885 with the colonial era, such customs had dissipated and contributed
to a growing anxiety about deforestation in the region. Early conservation voices of
the time liked to recall a much fuller landscape of pines in the hills and along the river
bank. Hué, as built by the ethnic Kinh Nguyén emperors, claimed a territory that was
previously inhabited by the ancient Cham civilization who called it a “city of pines”."
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Tropical abundance afforded early modern industrial construction from local hard-
woods, and fostered attention towards the territory's western upland frontier. The city's
iconic Nguyén era architecture from the imperial palaces to the traditional nha réi, nha
ruong (house of panels), and dinh (communal house) typologies were constructed en-
tirely of wood. Much of this architecture has not survived a century of warfare and na-
tural disasters. Though Hué's UNESCO designation recognizes the meaning and signifi-
cance of the city's natural setting, preservation today continues a legacy of concern over
threats to trees and timber as a source of the city’s primary building material. Seasonal
heavy rain, wind, larger storms, and fires have significantly impacted Hué and damaged
its forests, requiring consistent replanting and restoration throughout history. Like its
tropical neighbor, the citadel of Angkor where the jungle longs to reclaim its inscribed
human settlement, the wood-built city of Hué must perpetually fight the colonization of
plants, insects, fungi, and microorganisms. Pine groves embody the image of a serene
forest setting, while the true elements of “nature” remain a constant threat.

Perhaps more significantly, tree loss around the Nguyén capital was driven by
the use of pine for a variety of customary uses by local residents. Paul Doumer, the
modernizing Governor-General of French Indochina, dissolved village authority and
royal rights and guardianship of the Hué pine groves in an 1897 decree, effectively
turning them into a commons for much of the twentieth century. Branches, dry nee-
dles, and pinecones were harvested as firewood. The wood was valued for carpentry
and framing, while smaller chips could be carved from large trees to create matches.
Pine resin was also used in woodworking, as lamp fuel, and in certain local specializa-
tions of ink, traditional medicine, and even culinary uses."” While the French described
such practices to be “without malice”, they were eager to criticize the Vietnamese for
short-sightedness, carelessness, and ignorance in notching and delimbing trees that
would leave them more vulnerable to disease. In this context, the French advanced
a two-pronged environmentalist argument that remains familiar today. To address
concrete problems of flooding and ecological degradation, they called for more scien-
tific forestry management based on methodical plans and surveillance to delineate
protection zones. On the other hand, they also appealed to people’s intuitive and emo-
tional relation with the landscape. In his 1916 article “Save the Pines!” in the Bulletin des
Amis du Vieux Hué, founding editor Léopold Cadiére evokes past images of shaded pro-
menades and majestic pines, further asking “What would foreigners, tourists, whom
we want to attract here, say if they allowed themselves to accuse us of not having kept
that which we proposed to make them admire?"2

The Acacia Tree, or the Green Hills

Destroying the forest is easy, but bringing it back will take us decades. Large-
scale deforestation has great consequence on the climate, on production, and
life. We often say ‘Gold forests, silver seas'’. Forests are gold; if we know to pro-
tect and develop them well, they will be very precious.'

H& Chi Minh

Off the Ho Chi Minh Highway built from the tracks of the legendary Ho Chi Minh Trail
used to transport supplies to the South during the American war, there is the ghost
of a village that once existed on the site of a former American military base in A Ludi
valley. In 1991, 95 indigenous Pacoh households established the Bdng Son commune
in and around the ruins of the abandoned A Sau Special Forces base to take advantage
of the flat, cleared site, and the ponds created by water-filled bomb craters during
the war. Instead, it was lost to the devastation of Agent Orange, a chemical defoliant
used by U.S. forces from 1968 to 1975 that left behind hotspots of the highly toxic
compound dioxin in places where it was stored. Following the discovery of dioxin le-
vels 200 times higher than safe limits, the government relocated 26 households with
the highest exposure risk and the site remained unoccupied and untreated over two
decades until 2020. What was left behind in Bédng Son at the center of a peoples’ com-
mune is a vacant field with the vestiges of abandoned rice paddies and plantation trees

stunted by infertile and contaminated ground.

Despite the unresolved tensions embodied in this place, lush green hills
beyond seem to point to a different but connected trajectory of environmental
change in the region. This landscape represents what many view as the popular
success story of Vietnam'’s forest transition from intense deforestation and bare
hills to a net forest gain with state programs encouraging development of commer-
cial tree plantations as part of liberalizing Vietnam’s markets in the early 1990s. Of
course, these hills were not empty so much as they were covered in dense grass
that prevented the natural reestablishment of tree cover. The kind of discursive
«wasting» that cleared such spaces for current eco-capitalist enterprises has its
roots in a longer history of political measures subverting local land-use practices
to state and global paradigms.’ The international protagonist of our story in A
Ludi Valley is a hybrid Acacia, A. mangium x A. auriculiformis, hailing from Australia
and New Guinea. While helping to stabilize soil and shade out invasive grasses,
certainly its most important asset is its value as a fast-growing cash crop that is
ready for harvest within five short years. Across rising hills from the city towards
the country’s western border, the impression of an even green mat emerges —
the thick patchwork of commercial tree stands of varying ages. Is this “forest” the
green belt that now defines Hué as a garden city?

Since the 1930s, the value of native species and traditional pine have been
surpassed by the promise of rapid afforestation through imported tree species.
Henri Guibier, a French forest official for Annam who lived in Hué for over twenty
years, was among the early advocates in introducing the use of eucalyptus and
filao trees in the region. Eucalyptus was an especially popular species defining
the landscape of settler colonialism across much of the world. As argued by Ri-
chard Grove and other historians of early environmental thinking, conservationist
concerns today can be traced to ecological problems faced by European capita-
lists who were looking to cultivate and expand commodity production in the glo-
bal south.” In challenging landscapes such as the hills surrounding Hué, exotic
“miracle species” were promoted on the premise of mitigating watershed decline,
erosion, and even climate change. Re-greening efforts were then tethered to the
supposed objectivity of science and emerging institutions and global networks fa-
cilitating the flow of new forms of knowledge. Built on the profit motive of French
inventories of timber species, forest classification, and other scientific logics were
continued through the state-run forest service and revitalized in the now priva-
tized land market.

While the forest returns in A Ludi, locals often recall images of it as a
war-scarred landscape bare of trees and pockmarked with bomb craters. The long
history and interrelated social and ecological dynamics of deforestation are com-
plex, and yet the simple narrative of “civilization” persists. Even the Vietnamese
- the ethnic Kinh majority - are newcomers in this landscape, bringing with them
the project of nation-building and its associated imperatives of social and eco-
nomic assimilation. They remember the hills as a dense jungle before the war,
though historical research is beginning to offer a more nuanced picture of what
this landscape really looked like."® Inhabited by a number of highland ethnic mi-
nority groups, forest as well as shrub savannas, fallow, and cultivated agricultural
fields have long been common features in the valley. Although colonial officials
didn't blame the indigenous practice of crop rotation for more extreme deforesta-
tion in the hills around Huég, they still viewed the subsistence production as unruly
and a threat to forest reserves. Integration into the global market promised not
only “green” solutions to social-ecological problems, but also prosperity for a new
class of Vietnamese citizens.

Since the American War's end in 1975 with mass colonization of the
highland region by ethnic Vietnamese as well as the boom of commercial forestry
and hydropower, the national government has undertaken many campaigns to
resettle minority groups who historically inhabited these areas. Enforcement of
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strict new policies outlawed their shifting cultivation agriculture, forcefully changing
the source of the population’s livelihood to wet-rice agriculture in permanent settle-
ments. The Ho Chi Minh Trail, once just a makeshift route passing through rugged
terrain, has, in turn, become a powerful economic pathway connecting the Western
highlands to Vietnam's urban centers, and from there to the rest of the world.

The Saola, or the Primeval Forest

It was only through skulls that villagers showed them in the isolated region of
the Annamite Mountains where saola live, an area fit for fairytale creatures.
Waterfalls festooned with vines and orchids tumble down steep slopes cove-
red with evergreen rainforests, countless streams clatter over rocky beds, and
palms as tall as a man crowd the steamy forest floor”.®* Andrea Mustain

As A Ludi continues to develop into an industrial tree park, this has only enhanced
the image of Hué's charm, a city surrounded by green hills and easy access to nature.
Ecotourism is a growing sector for development that leverages the international draw
of Hué as a UNESCO world heritage site, and that especially serves a growing class of
domestic tourists and city dwellers seeking new outlets for leisure and recreation in
the region. In its position along Vietnam’s north-south coastline, Hué is part of a po-
pular central heritage route that connects to the ancient port city of H3i An and the
Cham archeological site of My Son. Hué can also be articulated as part of an East-West
transect through Vietnam'’s natural geography stretching from the Tam Giang lagoon
and seaside destinations of Thuan An and Lang C6 beach to the mountain park of Bach
Ma and valley community of A Ludi.

Boasting varied ecoregions across a narrow area, Hué tourism continues to
expand its reach as a primary strategy to address poverty, resource management, and
cultural preservation in tandem. A Ludi Valley today has the beginnings of commu-
nity-based ecotourism with a combination of trekking opportunities and intimate ex-
perience of local indigenous cultures appealing to those looking to get “off the beaten
path”. An official tourist brochure from the province lists places like Ms. Cau’s house
and Mr. Tham's house as destinations alongside natural waterfalls, hot springs, and
trails lightly outfitted with simple infrastructures and services. Katuic peoples inclu-
ding the Katu, Ta Oi, Pacoh, and Bru (Van Kiéu) tribes native to this landscape have
traditionally been shifting cultivators, but their customary small villages and use of
forest resources has now been replaced by modern agricultural settlements. Rather,
indigenous culture is preserved through the reconstruction of traditional architecture,
costumes, and craft, along with performances of traditional music, food preparation,
and festivals in a tourism context. While such enterprises support living communities
and preserve the knowledge of their endangered cultures, they are also an adaptation
to new constructions of knowledge, politics, and the evolution of cultural landscapes
in the global context of modern environmentalism. In offering the impression of au-
thenticity for visitors, newly-built «traditional» houses support the more essential and
instrumental narrative of A Ludi as a place of nature on Hué's periphery.

Environmental awareness has evolved over the last century embedded in glo-
balism, and this expands the legacy of colonial governance in resource-rich landscapes
in the global south. The Annamite mountain range west of Hué is widely considered
one of the richest biodiversity hotspots in the world today. Highlighting this asset, the
Saola Conservation Park established in 2013 was named for an antelope-like species
that is one of the most recently discovered large mammals in the world. Despite this
projection of optimism and pride, no tourist is likely to see a saola along the Saola Na-
ture Trail. In fact, not a single living specimen has ever been observed by scientists in
the wild. The domino effects of militarization, new road access, and human settlement
continue to erode much of the fear and mystery once associated with Hué’s primeval
forests, but the existence of the saola suggests there is some mystery and magic still
to be found. Sometimes called the “Asian unicorn,” it has left behind horns and a few

remains, but only three live animals have ever been captured in the entire province
of Thua-Thien Hué. Based on a found skull, the saola was classified as the new spe-
cies Pseudoryx nghetinhensis in 1993. The name nghetenghensis refers to Vietnamese
place names, but the unique genus Pseudoryx draws from the globalizing worldview of
science, making superficial reference to the Arabian and African oryx.

Jodo de Loureiro, a Portuguese missionary and naturalist, was among the first
western observers to expose the region’s rich biodiversity. His 1790 volume Flora Co-
chinchensis introduced over 700 new species of plants from around Hué in Linnaean
taxonomy and continued to inform the scientific study and commodification of «use-
ful» plant culture for traditional medicine through the French colonial period. By the
early 1900s, this culture faced a significant threat from the development of modern
medicine as well as economic and political changes that accelerated the loss of forests
where most of these plants were gathered. Despite alarm from some scientists about
biodiversity and plants that were yet to be discovered in the forest depths, French
authorities did not adopt early propositions for a botanical reserve where all exploita-
tion would be prohibited.’ Though scientifically bolstered by arguments about defo-
restation and watershed impacts, forest reserves created by the French were used to
regulate commercial logging. The creation of reserves instead served to exclude local
use and control native communities who interfered with capitalist notions of environ-
mental health and productivity.

With today's emphasis on wildlife conservation, the saola has preemptively
been made a symbol of survival and recovery for the region’s wild and natural lands-
capes. It has served to attract international investment in research and conservation,
creating new relationships between global actors and local people through an inte-
grated «One Plan» approach. From traditional forest-dwellers and buffer area com-
munities to those employed in the new models of forest protection patrol, education
and training have been an important part of outreach for agencies, non-profit organi-
zations, universities, and government at different levels. Conservation objectives in-
clude the protection of local forest resources, but increasingly also rare animal species
that are of value to science and the production of new knowledge in a global context.
In addition to the flagship saola, the Hué region is also home to two other endemic
large mammals — the giant muntjac (Megamuntiacus vuquangensis), and the Truong
Son muntjac (Mantiacus truongsonensis) — as well as other endemic and vulnerable
species.'” The remaining areas of old-growth forest are now well-protected, but the
threat to their integrity as landscapes is not deforestation so much as the trapping of
large mammals. What is the value of such an «empty forest, full of healthy trees» but
a vulnerable ecosystem with more furtive human threats?

The trapper and the saola are both concealed by the dense primeval forest, eva-
ding detection and ultimately control. There may be no more than a few hundred sur-
viving animals, making field surveys for intact populations a low conservation priority.
With little physical evidence but a few found horns and footprints, scientists have been
forced to consider alternative methods for this “cryptic species management”.?° The sao-
la eludes direct observation by scientists but this animal lives in an environment with
indigenous people, called the lagiang by the Van Kiéu, a ngao by the Ta Oi, and xoong xor
by the Katu. Local ecological knowledge is becoming formalized and reported sightings
from local villagers are valuable data for researchers interested in the saola.

Much of the world first encountered Vietnam's landscape through media
images of guerrilla fighters tramping through the jungle, American soldiers wading
through dense elephant grass, and the weaponization of ecological agents to control
an exotic environment in the context of war. Today, that sense of a “wild” and unknown
landscape may no longer exist, but the agency or resistance of nature has also taken
many other forms — whether viewed as that which could not grow or that which could
not be found to temper economic ambitions of the state or viewed as the ubiquitous
value of growing plants in domestic and common spaces, allowing subsistence as well
as knowledge and appreciation for the botanical world to thrive. These ideas about
environmental influence, even environmental determinism, are already part of com-
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mon thinking about distinct regional identities within Vietnam: the north in its austerity
from weathering frequent natural disasters; the central region and its resourcefulness
through the integration of many local cultures; the south in its easygoingness as a land
of relative abundance. Further historical research can help to illuminate how these
identities were formed and to what degree the aesthetic, social, and economic aspects
of the landscape also influenced other cultural developments.

Though UNESCO's designation has offered Hué the opportunity to attract fo-
reign investment and become one of the country’s leading tourist magnets, there re-
mains the more critical opportunity of articulating nature as a common ground that
can inform a collective vision towards the future. Can the tools of conservation and
restoration, applied to the particular ecology of place, do more than reproduce models
and markets found in other parts of the world? | suggest three lenses from which the
local landscape history of Hué offers some insight. First is the need to decenter the
politics of ecological knowledge from colonial institutions and their heirs including pro-
fessionalization of science, practical experimentation, and classifications that privilege
the interest of capitalist production. Rather than looking to policy instruments for land
use change, folk knowledge and a bottom-up approach to landscape making can drive
innovation as it draws from a vast reservoir of local expertise from the biodiversity of
heirloom fruit varieties to a relationship with rare wild fauna that otherwise elude tra-
ditional modes of research and conservation. A second related endeavor is to rethink
how we define heritage and to enrich our understanding of how to preserve cultural
landscapes. As science and culture co-evolved within the colonial project, it is impor-
tant to inform present meanings of heritage with the history of science and ideological
relations between humans and the environment. Landscape is always emerging, in-
tegrating elements from its social and environmental context as an authentic assem-
blage of the local, but can also mask histories and impacts of human activity with the
disingenuous image of restoration. Hué's citadel walls and royal pine groves have gone
through historic periods of “neglect” in the form of their transition to public commons,
and are now re-oriented toward tourism with active displacement of communities, and
fee-based management structures. Within these formal architectural spaces, heritage
must be negotiated between the creation or maintenance of landscapes at the local
scale, and global forces that articulate certain frameworks of cultural authenticity.

Finally, we must re-embed both our cultural and economic systems in their
environmental context. The use of Agent Orange in South Vietnam reset the stage,
clearing forested lands for new uses, and catalyzing social and economic exchange
between coastal and upland regions. Just as dioxin has persisted in the human body
across multiple generations, environmental legacies are systemic and demonstrate
the importance of continuing to build knowledge around the interdependence of hu-
mans and natural systems. Over the last twenty years there has already been conside-
rable research and interest in strategies for sustainable tourism, wildlife conservation,
and adaptation to flooding and natural disasters. The long but ongoing environmental
disaster of industrial pollution and global climate change has the potential to catalyze
new self-organization, decolonization, and ultimately leverage investments that base
new development on the foundation of biodiversity and ecological resilience. Rather
than a garden city green with monocultures and empty forests, how can we revitalize
the city’s deeper garden heritage for the future?
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Minefield
montage

In this essay Darcie DeAngelo discusses montage as a methodological framework for ethnographic fieldwork. DeAngelo conducted
research among Cambodian deminers who detected landmines with TNT-sniffing rats. Montage allowed unexpected relationships
to emerge, from uncertainty’s relationship to love to human relationships with spirits. The paper draws from juxtapositions of

multiple fieldwork materials from visuals, narratives, and sensorial sources (such as audio and touch).

text by Darcie DeAngelo
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mine detectors who were being trained on using landmine detection rats. In

Cambodia, millions of landmines had been installed in the 1980s after the
Vietnamese ousted the genocidal regime of the 1970s." As an anthropologist, | con-
ducted interviews and participant observation with the humans, but | found that
on a minefield, interviews were not the most useful way of obtaining ethnographic
information. A minefield’s violence infuses stable ground and human steps with
risk. The violence of a minefield is characterized by uncertainty because a walker
can never tell where or whether an explosive will detonate. As the landmines de-
stabilized the ground of a minefield, suspected surveillance destabilized direct ex-
pressions — the mines seemed to inspire for my interlocutors an anticipation of
violence not only on the field but also from their colleagues. That is, they cautioned
against listening state actors, they worried about the politics of their colleagues
who used to be on enemy teams who might betray them to these state actors, and
they enlisted colleagues to spy on other colleagues. They also worried about the
potential punitive violence of watchful spirits.? This potential violence from each
other and spirits, too, seemed configured in a minefield way — both the state ac-
tors and spirits reacted with violence that was not evenly distributed or predict-
able. Either may or may not punish, but the risk of punishment itself destabilized
conversations. Thus, the minefield confronted me with unanswerable questions
— thatis, people | knew would answer certain questions with silences or seemingly
unrelated responses. “Unanswerable” as well as similar adjectives like “unspeak-
able”, “inexpressible”, and “unsayable” often show up in scholarship about South-
east Asia, especially when stories from interlocutors included violence.®* Much of
my research focused on deminers’ stories of ambiguity and violence.

When [ first entered the minefield, | had ideas of asking deminers about the
ways they kept safe while working on it. | knew this could encompass a range of
things, from technical expertise to shamanic tattoos that protected soldiers | had
known from previous fieldwork to providing food for local deities. The deminers
most often had a very standard answer to my questions about security. Without
follow-up questions asking about other possibilities, each would say: “| follow the
standard operating procedures (SOP)".

The SOP was a technical protocol for deminers. It listed the equipment and
steps for the safety of working in a minefield. But this answer about safety was only
about the landmines and did not address other fears deminers felt, which they
told me through rumors, secrets, and hints. They were worried about government
surveillance. They were worried about spirits. And they were worried about the vio-

S ince 2015, | have conducted research among a platoon of Cambodian land-

lent pasts of their coworkers. In addition to the instability of the ground on which they
walked, they were uncertain about trusting the relationships around them. Because of
this uncertainty, | have relied on fictionalizations and composite characters to disguise
their identities, to their approval. The stories here are told as | was told them, but their
storytellers have been de-identified in a kind of meta-montage in this writing.

My methodology reflects these modes of uncertainty — rather than rely-
ing only on interviews, during participant observation and ethnographic filming |
attended to nonverbal communication like gestures and tacit knowledge and the
senses of touch, taste, smell, sound, and sight, by using non-linguistic media such as
audio, video, or photographs.* Montage, both in my video ethnography and my writ-
ing, allows me to portray some of the responses to my “unanswerable” questions
without losing their sense of unanswerability. By montage | mean the juxtaposition
of seemingly unrelated images, sounds, words, or stories in various orders, lengths,
and repetitions. Sergei Eisenstein, an early twentieth-century Soviet filmmaker,
practiced and theorized montage as a method to portray novel connections to an
audience. He claimed that montage allowed a filmmaker to be in a greater dialectic
with the audience and the materials at hand, in that the audience and the filmmaker
both saw “unexpected” connection through the methods of montage.®

In Cambodia, this idea of montage suits how my interlocutors depicted stories
of violence. The Khmer word for montage, rne'imﬁag (kat-tha-video), literally means
to “cut-connect video,” alluding to the images that become cut to reconnect again
anew in avideo sequence. When telling stories about the horrors of the past, former
soldiers turned deminers spoke around the violent act, the real story emergent in
the negative space between the more direct narratives.® For example, a deminer on
the minefield told me that her mother had told her that she was lucky she had been
born after the war. In the next breath, she told me, “My brother had been kidnapped
when he was fifteen. My older sister was only eleven”.

The deminer hesitated, but continued, her eyes staring into mine. “My moth-
er told me that my older sister approached the soldiers where they kept my brother.
She convinced them to return my brother. | was lucky to be born after”.

Here we have three images — a lucky little girl, another girl who manages to
“convince” the soldiers, and the lucky girl again. On its own, the story of the girl who
manages to get his brother back might be lucky, too, but, in fact, the story is about
the unspoken violence that occurred to her. The silent shame of an eleven-year-
old's negotiation for her brother’s life is only apparent when the deminer reempha-
sizes how lucky she had been. Her mother, she explained, “never told me how she
had convinced the soldiers to return my brother”.

These modes of storytelling where acts of violence are implied, such as the
story from the deminer who implies that her sister suffered sexual assault as an
eleven-year-old child, hold valences with other aspects of storytelling in Southeast
Asia. Indeed, Davy Chou's acclaimed film, Sommeil d’Or, references montage as an
apt mode of storytelling about violence by using remnants of film to recreate ed-
ited sequences from 1960s Cambodian pop culture — implicitly depicting violence
through its gaps in images and the recreated montage of films. The ways in which
these stories are told are important parts of their message, as Roger Nelson has
pointed out with his interviews of contemporary Cambodian artists whose use of
digital documentation of their live performance is the art.” When producing his per-
formances, the Cambodian artist, Kvay Samnang, avoids the audience because the
work mocks the state’s environmentally devastating land development projects and
as such, the performance is the documentation of it, making it a few steps removed,
indirect, from the performance artist’s initial process.® The contemporary Vietnam-
ese video artist and theorist, Trinh Minh-ha, makes reference to discussions of vio-
lence in Vietnam as indirect because politics demand it but also because the direct
language allows for no uncertainty in its message — a direct description of horrific
violence fixes it in a way that lessens its horror. Montage, then, allows for such
telling but is also suitable for my field site where artists follow Trinh's assertion.
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I approach collections like
these as a form of montage.
By cutting and inserting dif-

ferent images and stories

side-by-side, | was able to see
connections emerge

Similarly, Arnika Fuhrmann'’s description of haunting in the work of Thai filmmaker,
Apichatpong Weerasethkul, allows for him to play at concepts of personhood, colo-
nial legacies, and sexualities in ways that undermine them as fixed categories and
relay the horrors of violence associated with them.™

Montage, the emergent “unexpected” relation between one element and
another works well for anthropology, too, since part of ethnographic methodol-
ogy means disrupting the researcher’s assumptions about what they participate
in and observe during fieldwork. The anthropologist, Lisa Stevenson, shows how
illuminating juxtapositions can be when in her ethnography she juxtaposes two in-
stances of care by the Canadian state to reveal its parallel logics. Her ethnography
calls attention to how images convey “the psychic truth of a negation” that depicts
other kinds of empirical evidence that does not depend on repetition as a “harbin-
ger of ethnographic truth”, but rather collections of “disparate objects, images, and
narratives”." Christian Suhr and Rane Willerslev draw from montage more directly,
proclaiming anthropological methods themselves, not just ethnographic writing,
as dependent on montage as logic.'? Imagistic juxtapositions emerge through field-
work in ways that would not be afforded by other standard sociological tools like
surveys, interviews, and demographics. Instead, an anthropologist collects images
by the method of being there, by being immersed in the local expressions of ritual,
language, relations, and art. Leah Zani, in her ethnographic field poems from her
study among bomb detectors in Laos, similarly, juxtaposes images like fruit eaters
and pineapple bombs in order to engage with the montage she creates (or discov-
ers) in the field. One of her poems describes this as a shift in learning to see differ-
ently, as she begins to learn to see military waste everywhere in her home country,
the US, as well as Laos."

| approach collections like these as a form of montage. By cutting and insert-
ing differentimages and stories side-by-side, | was able to see connections emerge,

which | will show in three examples: 1) a contemporary work of art by a Cambodian Darcie DeAngelo
artist with filmed fieldwork scenes; 2) narratives of love deminers have for the rats Video still from Minefield, digital video, 2015
with narratives of suspicions they have for coworkers; and 3) the treatment of a 2011 © Darcie DeAngelo
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dead mine detection rat and the spirits who supposedly killed him.* While | juxta-
pose pairs, | am not asserting them as dichotomous; rather, | am addressing the
unexpected comparisons that emerge from seemingly unrelated events, scenes,
and narratives. In order to choose these elements for comparison, | considered
parallels or unexpected contrasts in the representations. For example, my filmed
fieldwork scenes caught my eye as human-animal hybrids in art inspired by Cambo-
dian cosmologies; the narratives could be correlated by their unexpected parallels in
ambiguous actors; and again, the dead rat and the spirits are bound together by the
action of his death, but also by the way commemorations of the two contrast.

In April 2015, | accompanied demining supervisors when the NGO, Apopo,'
first imported the mine detection rats from Tanzania, transporting the rats from their
flight to Bangkok and across the border from Thailand to Cambodia. Over the course
of ten months, | followed the field training and course training for new mine detection
rat handlers. Ten new deminers were being trained on seventeen imported rats. Five
of the deminers were employed by the government mine action group, Cambodian
Mine Action Center (CMAC), and five of them were employed by Apopo. Two Khmer
supervisors had been hired by Apopo to train the deminers along with two Tanzanian
Apopo consultants. Two more new employees, one Cambodian and one Mozambican,
were “regional supervisors” of the NGO who assisted the regional director from Eng-
land. Other supervisors and staff such as security guards who lived where the platoon
trained were all part of the CMAC organization which supplied the building, the mine
detection equipment, and other overhead materials such as vehicles. These two orga-
nizations were sometimes at odds with each other, which | elaborate on in my second
montage below. In this paper, given the fears of surveillance that some of the demin-
ers had, | have altered the names and identities of all my informants according to what
was outlined in my informed consent and their approval.’®

Montage 1

Here, | have placed a screenshot that inspired a montage for me. In the practice
minefield'” near Siem Reap, Bunnary, a mine detection rat handler, hoists a clear
cage on her shoulder and the glare shines through it, disguising her face so she
looks like a being who is a human with a rat for a head. Visually, it calls to my
mind a painting by Sokuntevy Oeur, an artist from Battambang, a different heavily
mined area of Cambodia. When | showed the image to Bunnary she laughed and
explained that she and the rat are very close.’® Oeur uses vibrant colors to paint
Cambodian people with miniature galaxies where the backs of their heads are, or
bunches of flowers with vein-like tendrils where their faces would normally be.
Oeur paints the world as a series of entanglements where humans and animals
and objects overlap and reshape each other.

In an artist statement, Oeur says that she “investigates personal secrets
through the subconscious and imagery of dreams” (2014) but | wonder about this
invocation of the subconscious because waking Cambodia is full of the imagery of
dreams. What | see and hear in my everyday life lends itself to representations of
this Oeur and Bunnary montage. Cambodians have told me that winds can make
them sick, reflecting the work of researchers who say that Southeast Asians con-
sider themselves as porous.” It is sometimes said that Cambodians believe that
they have nineteen souls, called the praloeng. When a child is sick or scared or
crying, an adult will crouch beside her, rub her shoulders, and, palm down, beckon
to the sky, “Come back, praloeng, come back!” because it is thought that the child
must have lost one of their praloeng. Julia Cassaniti also points out these beliefs
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in Northern Thailand and calls them “personified wits".?° It becomes possible to
imagine that Sokuntevy Oeur represents this “porousness” with her veins twining
between people, trees, stars, and animals. This is political as well as cosmological,
as many contemporary Cambodian artists draw from traditional beliefs and Bud-
dhist cosmology to make political critiques such as Svay Sareth’s Toy (Churning of
the Sea of Milk) that references the Hindu creation myth with camouflage stuffed
toys in order to represent postcolonial and postwar violence as foundational to
contemporary Cambodian culture.? Viet Le and Lan Duong point out in their intro-
duction to Sokuntevy Oeur’s work that she plays with imagery of traditional lore to
reconsider gender norms and that she joins a collective of Southeast Asian artists
who create new “unhinged cartographies” of cosmology to decolonize visual cul-
tures.?? While scholars of art have drawn from ethnographic methods to investigate
this “undoing” of colonial legacies and repressive nation-state powers in Southeast
Asian art, by interviewing artists and conducting on-site fieldwork, | draw from con-
temporary art to better understand my ethnography among my informants who
are de-bombing technicians.?

| have chosen to juxtapose these images, of Bunnary and her rat-cage head
and Sokuntevy Oeur’s painting from her series Human Nature, as a montage case
for my methodology—a methodology that involves associations in ways that allow
for new knowledge to emerge. Side-by-side, Oeur’s painting, and my screenshot
help me portray relationships between things, humans, and nonhumans that can-
not be best understood with linear narrative forms. Art, local cosmologies, and
minefield materialities interplay with each other in this montage where they reveal
valences with each other. My montage of Oeur’s painting, influenced by various
Cambodian understandings about the interiority and exteriority of a human, next
to Bunnary with her rat head, illustrate not only how Bunnary may understand her
connection to the rat, but also it becomes possible to imagine it.

Montage 2 - Uncertain fears and certain love

| felt that shadows cast a veil of uncertainty over conversations. For example, people
conveyed fear of the state, but they never directly mentioned which agents or what
actions they feared. | understand ambiguous narratives about “whose” or “what”
violence as shadow stories. By shadow stories | mean the stories of unclear violent
actions and agents that people communicated in everyday interactions. These sto-
ries contain shadows within them. These shadows can take different forms. Some-
times it's that key players or places in the story remain ill-defined, sometimes it's
because aspects of the story call up the violence of past regimes without describing
that story explicitly, sometimes it's because the forces at play in the world are not
clearly defined or articulated.

“Venerable, why did you become a monk?” | asked.

The Venerable usually answered me without speaking about his own de-
sires or his own spiritual vocation — this made sense because to be a good Bud-
dhist, you attempt to do away with your individual needs and wants, but he did
say: “During the Khmer Rouge, there were no monks. And so, | was forced to go to
the work camps. Then they later let me move to the factories where | made clothes
for the Khmer Rouge soldiers. After the war ended, there were a few years where
people could become monks... My family encouraged me to join the monastery to
make up for what [I] did.” While he surely drew from Buddhist understandings of
karmic balance, and, indeed, this is clearly part of the Venerable’'s motivation, what
struck me was the mode of storytelling — the ambiguity of the violence.

The Venerable seemed to explain that his actions during the Khmer Rouge
caused him to dedicate his life to monastic practice. But this explanation remains
unclear. When he said, “som bon chol muk thviw tineh™* | have translated it as “to
make up for what [l] did.” | inserted the pronoun “I” because Khmer, as a pronoun
drop language, presents its subjects in an ambiguous form. In Khmer conversation,

the speaker does not normally clarify objects or subjects, making context espe-
cially important when communicating. Khmer is considered a “radical pro-drop”
language, a rare trait among languages but common throughout Southeast Asia.

“Pro-drop” languages often have verbal agreement patterns to clarify their
pronoun subjects, such as in Spanish and Italian, where a subject is differentiated
as first, second, or third person via its verb conjugation. By contrast, Khmer is a
language with “radical pro-drop” tendencies, that is, it has no verb agreement to
indicate who is the subject of a sentence.? This, | was told even by Khmer speak-
ers, leads to confusion in conversations, but also jokes. For example, a fish curry
noodle dish means “hand-fed noodles.” Because of the radical pro-drop, the name
can indicate either that the eater feeds herself or “you feed me noodles.” Because
no one ever feeds noodles to anyone unless they are small children, people joke
that the noodle dish is actually called “you lie noodles,” because the word “to lie”
rhymes with “to feed”. This usually ends with, “But I'm not a liar!" and someone
holding someone else’s noodles with a feigned intention to feed the person eating
them. | am not presenting here a Sapir-Worf analysis, where a person’s categories
of thought are shaped and limited by their grammatical structure, only portraying
how the grammar allows for modes of representation where a person may be say-
ing layered possibilities within one phrase.

Perhaps a better translation for the Venerable's assertion would be: “to
make up for what was done”.

The Venerable's discussion of “what was done,” however, omits direct refer-
ence to violence and who did it. His participation in the war through making clothes
for the Cambodian soldiers is the only explicit part of the story. This, to me, sounds
much less violent than other horrors that occurred during the genocidal regime,
which raises questions: What was done? Who did it? In Buddhist practice in Cam-
bodia, it is common to send younger men in the family to the monasteries to build
bon, that is, merit, to make up for the whole family's bad karma.?® This takes a dis-
tributed accountability to its logical conclusion: one person’s good act is everyone’s
good act; one person'’s violence is everyone's violence.

In the minefield, deminers had similar ways of avoiding clarity about the
agencies of violence when portraying their fears of violence on the minefield. This
may have been a way for them to work and collaborate with people who had been
former enemies. The organizational structure of mine action in Cambodia is mili-
taristic in that it depends on employing former soldiers to detect and detonate
weapons of war.?” When a worker detects and detects landmines, they depend
on their military skillsets (explosive knowledge), the military materials (demining
vehicles), and military structures (commanding officers, platoons). Military back-
grounds in Cambodia, though, do not refer to experience in a single unified army
but rather a series of military regimes that were often battling each other. Uncer-
tainty about the nature and the agents of violence, like the Venerable's uncertain
actors, presumably himself, in his story, was not unusual during my fieldwork in the
minefields. In the minefield, | was confronted by multiple uncertainties that made
me suspect potential and past violence everywhere.

In one example, one of my informants insisted on the uncertainty of being
safe from surveillance.

“Darcie, you can only say these things in the car”, he would say when he
told me stories about the current government's injustice. Chann had many com-
plaints about the government and how he even suspected it of violence, but he
only told me so in the car. In the minefield, he told me, he kept silent because
he worried that the government employees would act as informants. In the car,
we spoke a combination of Khmer and English because the Tanzanian consultants
who also drove to the minefield to train the Cambodian staff on the rats did not
speak Khmer. Sometimes they fell asleep. When they did, Chann would switch to
Khmer with me because he knew | liked to speak Khmer. When the Tanzanians
were awake, though, he switched back to English to be polite and include them
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in the conversations. He seemed to trust us because we were foreigners perhaps
because we were not connected to any part of the Cambodian government. Plus,
he thought he was safe to say what he wished in the car. Maybe the car afforded all
the people in it an aura of trustworthiness.

Apopo’s demining team and the government's demining team were work-
ing together with the rats, but Chann was worried because CMAC and Apopo were
also competing mine action organizations. Chann told me that the government
encouraged spies among its own employees to reveal weaknesses in their NGO
competitors as well as potential political dissidence. While | understood that Chann
was worried about government employees who might spy on him in the minefield,
| knew he was mostly worried about them spying on his younger brother, who also
worked at Apopo, who was not so secretive about his complaints.

Chann was a supervisor at the demining unit and he managed his younger
brother, Hien, a tall and skinny man who was a lower-ranked NGO supervisor on
the minefield. They had both grown up in a refugee camp in Thailand. In this re-
gard, they were unique among the team, as most of the other deminers their age
had been soldiers during the Khmer Rouge era and the 1990s. This meant that
many of the deminers fought on opposite sides of the war, and it's possible that
they could have fought opposite Chann and Hien’s family during the wars. Chann
looked like a bulkier version of his younger brother, both of them with rectangular
jaws and spectacles. Chann used to be a champion boxer and he carried himself
a bit more heavily, shoulders always slightly slumped forward. After | got to know
him better, | imagined that his worries about spies and his brother, and not only his
bulk, burdened him.

Hien would complain loudly and often in both Khmer and English about
how awful the government was. When the NGO was in the middle of negotiating a
partnership agreement with the government and the government had decided to
withhold paychecks from their deminers as a signal that they were displeased with
the ways the negotiations were going, Hien would say “CMAC is not good”. Chann,
on the other hand, was all smiles on the minefield.

Every day at 4:30 a.m. Chann drove the Tanzanian consultants and me to
the village area where the mine detection rats were being trained to detect TNT.
They had recently been imported into Cambodia and a new team of deminers was
also being trained to handle the rats by the Tanzanian consultants. Hien, Chann's
brother, did not need to commute because he lived with the deminers and the
rats in the CMAC compound near the village. The deminers comprised two teams,
five government employees, and five NGO employees, but this did not include the
CMAC supervisors who visited the compound and the CMAC security guards who
lived on the compound. Hien was surrounded by government employees, which

was why Chann worried about him. He thought it was dangerous when his younger
brother criticized the government around government employees.

“They might be spies,” he explained in the car.

“[My brother] says things like he doesn't think they [the government] are
good. He says things like if they [the government] controlled the money the demin-
ers would never get paid.”

“But,” | asked, “is it true? Hien said that the deminers would never get paid
if CMAC [the government organization] was in charge of the budgets.”

“Yes, yes,” Chann said, “it is true.” Then he laughed. “But you can only say such
things in the car! You can't say such things in the field where people are watching.”

Then he told me stories of how the government “disappears” people. He
elaborated on how some of his neighbors had said bad things about the govern-
ment and the next week they were found dead. Someone, and here he implied the
government, had poisoned the rain barrel where the family collected cooking and
cleaning water. The whole family had been killed. | wondered if this was a case of
what Michael Taussig calls “public secrets.” In Colombia, Taussig claims that rumors
about the government committing violence abound even when it is not clear that
it is the state that has punished its citizens. Chann's story about political violence
in the village seems to involve a “public secret” about random violence that has
been given order and made less random through fears about state powers.?® Here
the secret was the fact that state agents had murdered its own citizens, though it
was public in that Chann seemed to think it was the only logical explanation for his
neighbors’ murders. According to Taussig, by blaming the state, people can better
cope with violence from their neighbors. Thinking along these lines, | wondered if
Chann's neighbors were killed by neighbors because of some dispute unrelated to
the government. | asked Chann how he could be sure it was the government.

Channinsisted to me that his neighbors had criticized the government's rul-
ing party, the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP). The week after that they had been
poisoned. He also expressed this as a present reality of how governance worked in
Cambodia. For him, distrust by Cambodia’s people was justified. A village chief had
tried to cheat his in-laws out of some land, for example. This, he said, was a com-
mon practice where official authorities would pretend that their land claims were
larger than they were and would evict poorer villagers.

Nearly every day, Chann repeated to me that we could only discuss “such
things” in the car. The car was a safe haven where he could vent to us about the
dangers of the CPP government, the spies, and the corruption he saw every day.
While the Tanzanian consultants just listened and nodded off in the back seats
during those early mornings, | sat up front, forcing myself to remain alert. In the
car, that junky rumbling jeep, Chann felt free to express himself in ways he didn'tin
the minefield. There everyone, except for Chann’s brother, Hien, usually remained
silent, focused, | thought, on the tedious and dangerous task of finding landmines.

One day this all changed. Chann was quiet when we drove to the village.
As we neared the training ground he said, “Bunthy told me yesterday that CMAC
would like to take the car every Friday for checkups”.

CMAC was the state organization — these were the employees whom Chann
feared as spies. However, to me Chann'’s silence didn't seem warranted by CMAC's
weekly car checkup plan — the car had a lot of problems. Once it overheated and we
needed to wait in a gas station for hours until it cooled. It sometimes didn't start.

“Oh, okay,” | said, still curious about his silence.

Chann looked straight ahead as he said, “I don't know why they need to
check the car. We have that in our NGO budget so they don’t need to check the car.
| think that they are not checking the car”.

Chann didn't elaborate, but he meant that we could not speak freely in the
car anymore. He thought it was bugged. This was what | consider a “shadow story”,
a story where potential violence was implied — about the potential of surveillance,
and through that surveillance, the potential for violence. Chann speculated that
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“they are not checking the car”. This implied that, instead, the state was checking some-
thing else, a recording device. Behind this example of state surveillance was a threat of
violence — a potential to be “disappeared” or poisoned like Chann’s neighbors.

But it wasn't until later when | had time to reflect on our conversation that | un-
derstood he was warning me. Right after Chann explained that he “didn’'t know why they
were checking the car,” | asked, “You mean they've been recording us the whole time?”

| hear the clumsy worry in my own voice. Chann did not answer. The Tan-
zanian consultants were napping in the back. We parked at the minefield head-
quarters with a soothing sound of tires on sand. The work day began and we never
spoke of the bug again. From then on, my rides to the minefield were as silent as
the mine detection work.

But this ambiguity of violence both in the Venerable's story and in Chann’s
silent answer to the suspected state surveillance parallels another common but
also grammatically ambiguous phrase or deliberately evasive conversation on the
minefield — that of love. When juxtaposing expressions of fear about uncertain
violence and portrayals of love on the minefield we can see how they are entangled
through the parallels of prodrop grammar.

| heard the deminers profess metta for animals. Metta is the word for one
of the four “boundless states” or “immeasurables” in Theravada Buddhism. Metta
expresses an intersubjective emotion that deminers told me was a combination
of pity and love. These deminers certainly saw this metta in the rats. The handlers
spoke of the rats with anet (pity), sralanh (love), and metta (pity-love) fairly frequent-
ly. This love entangled people together. One demining supervisor, Seng, who knew
English well, would dismiss my questions as easy to answer. He shook his head
when | told him metta confused me.?

“Metta is easy to understand. Metta means, ‘I'm sorry, you're sorry™. As he
said this, he gestured a spread hand in the air between us — indicating himself with
the / and me with the you. To his dismay, this confused me all the more.

“You mean at the same time?”

“Yes, yes. I'm sorry you're sorry. | forgive you, you forgive me".

Seng conflated subject and object nouns explicitly with metta by saying:
“Metta means I'm sorry, you're sorry.” His repetition of the sorry with “I" or “you”
suggested the interchangeability of the “I” and the “you”.

What does it mean when on the minefield two major emotional sentiments,
fear and love, are expressed with ambiguous subjects and objects? The deminers
were unclear about who were the actors or victims of violence but the ways in
which they expressed metta for the rats also made use of the prodrop language so
that subjects and objects of love were unclear.

Montage with an associative logic allows for us to pair ambiguous agents of
love and violence together — and, given the unclear violence which led to pervasive
fears about it, love that can mean that both subjects and objects of love transform
the actors with the action: “I'm sorry you're sorry”. Without montage, fear and love
contradict each other, especially when the fear is about what seems uncertain and
only suspected, but when love seems so certain and sincere. When placed side by
side in the minefield, the two have parallels in that they both rely on ambiguous
subjects in their expression. The deminers left the actors and actions of violence
implied and then when portraying their love for the rats, diminished the clarity of
subjects by dropping pronouns. Montage allows this association of loves and fears
on the minefield to illuminate how those emotions interact.

Montage 3 - Homage to a rat and homage to a spirit

| had told Liz, the demining staff's British supervisor from the NGO, about the work
by other anthropologists in Cambodia.>® Specifically, | told her about the research-
ers who have connected Cambodian spiritual understandings to military waste. |
relayed the anthropologist Krisna Uk's writings and conversations with me about
the ethnic minority group, the Jorai, who use sculptures of warplanes instead of

spiritual birds to carry away the souls of the departed.?' | told her about environ-
mental anthropologist Lisa Arensen’s work on jungle spirits who set off landmines
to punish those humans who disrespect them. Liz was unimpressed.

Liz had lived in Laos before moving to Cambodia and had been living in
various Southeast Asian countries for over two decades. She explained to me that
Cambodians do not believe in spirits as much as Laotians. “You should go to Laos,”
she said, “that's where we had to buy a pig for a village’s spirit before we cleared
the area of landmines because it meant we would disturb the trees.” In her opinion,
spirits were not as important for most Cambodians as they were for Laotians.

One day Liz arrived at the demining unit to give a pep talk to the platoon. |
was already there and people were happy to see her. Even though they only under-
stood her through a translator, Seng, they smiled at her and looked intently at her
when she talked. She told them that she was proud of them and that the govern-
ment had finally decided to sign the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) and
continue their partnership with the demining NGO, which was good. During the
negotiating period, the deminers had formed two competitive cliques when they
should have been working together.

Because one group of deminers was government-employed and the other
was NGO-employed, their payment schedules had been different. The government
had been threatening to leave the partnership with the NGO and, as | mentioned
before, had been withholding pay for the government-employed deminers on the
team while the NGO deminers had received payment and had even had a per diem for
meals. Now that the government had agreed to a budget, all the deminers would get
paid. | wondered if this would repair the rift between the two cliques of personnel.

Then Liz told them the bad news: she was leaving the NGO's employ. Seng
translated everything. All of a sudden, Liz abruptly switched topics, and instead of
translating, Seng paused: “Now”, she said, “l am sorry to say it but these rats will die.
And when they do, | want there to be some sort of memorial for them”.

The statement that the rats would soon die seemed to come from nowhere,
and Liz didn't explain why she thought they would die. Normally the rats would
spend eight years working and then die of old age.?? | thought her abruptness was
why Seng hesitated to translate it. He waited a little and | felt the silence widen.
When he repeated what she said in Khmer, everyone suddenly got awkward, but |
was not sure if Liz noticed. | felt awkward, too. | noticed that some of the Cambodian
staff listening to her had careful, blank expressions and that others had thin smiles
but didn't look at her.

“They should have a plaque or they should be buried properly. They should
have a note saying how many bombs they've found. And when | come back to visit,
| want to be able to see how they've been real hero rats.”

People hesitated. Someone said, “Yes.” | no longer saw any smiles. | wasn't
understanding what was going on. | was not sure what it was, but | knew Liz was not
following some sort of unspoken rule.?

The next day, Havard the rat died.

The day of his death was a storm of stress. Chann called me before dawn
to tell me that | would be picked up later. He did not say why or where and then,
Liz called me to meet her midmorning in the city so that we could drive over to the
minefield together. | met her at the government demining compound in the city,
walking down a muddy river path to the concrete mansion where she was smoking
and frowning outside. She shook her head when she saw me.

“One of the rats is at the vet — we have to go.” She pointed to the car and
then | followed to the passenger side. She didn't look at me. “Which rat?" | asked.

“Havard.”

“Oh! He was biting a lot last week — maybe he's sick?”

She didn't say anything as she navigated the jeep along unpaved narrow roads
to the river where there was a high-end shopping area. Along the river, as we drove, she
said, almost to herself, “l bet he's already dead. | bet they're just not telling me”.
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We drove to the city’s only pet store — a small boutique that catered to
foreigners. It had windows decorated with stickers of skinny cartoon women hold-
ing leashed poodles. The door was open. Past aisles of plastic cat toys and brightly
colored bags of brand pet food, the Khmer vet, Hak, stood at the back of the store
looking down into one of the rat transit cages on a filing cabinet. It was transparent,
lined with paper towels, and the size of a shoebox. Seng, Liz's assistant, and Hien
were there. Chann was still at the minefield.

As we walked in, we could see Havard on his back in the cage, mouth partly
open and legs curled tight to his white belly. Hak had tears in his eyes. As soon as
she saw the rat Liz left the boutique to call Tanzania. Hak told me in Khmer that
Havard had died in the car. He mimicked Havard's last noise, a gulping gurgling cry.
The woman in the store looked sympathetic but explained that there was no vet
here who could do an autopsy.

We all drove back to the minefield with Havard's corpse.

At the minefield, repeating the scene of the pep talk the day before, Liz gave
another speech with Seng translating. She told the platoon that they had to make
sure the rats were resting enough — “If they're tired, then just let them rest.” She
told them that they were going to take Havard six hours south to Phnom Penh to
conduct an autopsy to see why he had died.

Havard had been Moch'’s rat. Moch was weeping silently. She stared at the
ground. After Liz's speech, Seng began to talk. Liz just stared at him as she did not
understand Khmer.

“| think also, because of what Liz said yesterday about a cemetery, that we
haven't paid enough respect to the spirits and the spirits heard her and now we
have to pay them some respect”.

Seng and another deminer started talking about this earnestly, agreeing
that they hadn't paid enough respect to the spirits. He used the general word for
spirits, not specifying if it were the grandparent spirits that protected certain lands
or the bad death spirits that haunted places where they had died. The “spirits” here
seemed to be diffuse, definitely human in form, but unnamed in terms of how much
power they had. And so they both sent one of the younger deminers to the village
on his moto to get incense and a ribbon and some fruit for the spirits.

“What was that, mate?” Liz asked, hearing her name and seeing the man leave.
Seng told her. Liz widened her eyes but she didn't say anything.

Even | had trouble not believing the causal effect Liz's words had had. The
spirits, Seng told me, “always listened"”. | realized then that the awkwardness | felt the
day before during Liz's speech had to do with Liz mentioning death when everyone
else knew that spirits, whether they be the dead from past violence or grandparents,
were listening. The timing was perfect — Havard had died because Liz had said that
the rats would die and this angered the spirits. To me, it was unclear why the spirits
would be upset and when | asked, people would just say, “We haven't respected them
enough.” It seemed as though Liz's words had reminded the spirits that they had not
been properly respected and that they could cause a rat's death. | lit incense with ev-
eryone else at the altar in front of the minefield where a concrete Buddha smiled over
the sandy dirt.

The brightness of the sun made everything overexposed, the unpainted con-
crete of the Buddha statue’s steps had irregularities outlined starkly while the shade
from his pagoda left a square of shade over his face, serene and framed by long ears.
The bowils, thin plastic white with a pink and orange patterned motif along their edg-
es, had scratches from their use in the deminers’ meals. Seng directed the fruit to be
placed at Buddha's cross-legged feet. Like the rats, Buddha would get the fanciest of
bananas and fresh rambutans with their spiky red skin. Another bowl was filled with
dirt and when we brought our lit incense sticks we stuck them to stand in the bowl of
dirt, a massive of red sticks slowly shedding their ashes into the bowl of dirt below.

Bowls of fruit started showing up to the Buddha statue weekly.

“Who are the spirits?” | asked, “If we give the bowl of fruit to Buddha, do they
get the fruit, too?”

“Yes, yes, yes,” a deminer explained, waving his hand at my question. “The
spirits are everywhere, everyone. The Buddha gives them the fruit"”.

“Everyone?” | pressed, “like my grandmother, too?”

“Yes, your grandmother, too”.

So the vengeful spirits who watched over the minefield in wait to murder
a rat were diffuse — to give Buddha fruit was to give them all fruit. This kind of
vagueness gave the actions to appease them even more of a ‘just in case’ kind of
precaution. To honor them diffusely is to honor every one of them so one would not
feel more or less honored. This contrasted with the very specific honor granted to
Havard, the first rat of the Cambodian landmine detection rat platoons to die.

Havard had a shrine of his own. A deminer who lived near the minefield had
volunteered a tiny plot for his burial. They had cleared the plot and poured cement
into a hole, forming a tomb. The earth was brown from being churned up where he
was buried. The deminer’s family used the land surrounding his tomb as a small plot
for their cow and hens. The hole had been dug and a rectangular mold had been fit-
ted in it, allowing for cement to be poured and dried, forming a rat-sized sarcopha-
gus. The body had been placed into the cement walls and then it had been buried.
| remember staring at the rectangular hole where the curled up rodent body had
been placed. His eyes were closed and | remember thinking how his paws looked
like curled hands. | wondered how long it would take for his body to decompose so
divided from the dirt.
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Atop the dirt a tombstone had been placed and the deminers and | posed
next to it for photographs. We smiled in the photographs. He had not yet detected
any active landmines since this was before the rats were certified to work in active
minefields, but his tombstone still had his name. Liz had gotten her wish.

| juxtapose this individualized tomb with the homage given to Buddha and
the diffuse spirits to portray the personhood granted to the rats. The spirits were de-
scribed as nebulous and hierarchical but Havard's tomb reflected a different under-
standing of his personhood, one that adhered to Liz's ideas about what the tombs
should be. In this we can understand the politics of the organization as well as the
humanization granted the landmine detection rats. They are at once important as
individuals but also foreign in this homage granted to them — their bodies to be
kept separate from the dirt, in an homage so different from that which was granted
to the spirit shrines and the Buddha statue overlooking the minefield.

Triptychs

The three montages | explore are not meant to answer questions definitively but
to gesture at associations | encountered during fieldwork. In addition to this, they
form a triptych themselves. And this triptych allows me to show something of what
an anthropologist means by “being there.” If fieldwork can be “an act of listening
for uncertainty” through images that hold us not just to a place but to a mode of
being when conducting ethnographic fieldwork, then they offer ways to imagine
possibilities. This mode of being, this act of listening, opens up how we understand
the juxtaposed death of a rat as person and the nebulous spirits of Buddhism, the
fears and love in the minefield, and the surrealism of everyday life on a minefield.
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Primate City

Primate City is a story about a girl named Dana Ng who
sucks the eyeballs out of a species of primates called the
red-shanked douc langurs who live in Danang City. Using
the eyeballs as “bullets” Dang Ng targets places that the
US military has deemed as obsolete in central Vietham.
It is a fiction told through words and images that pulls
from local Vietnamese mythologies, Vietnam War history,
environmental narratives, and contemporary geopolitical
tensions surrounding the South China Sea. Through word
play and image juxtapositions, artist and writer Tammy
Nguyen uses absurdity and surrealism to demonstrate
how intertwined and dependent people are to their en-
vironments, capital powers, and military ambitions they
have no agency over.

text and words by Tammy Nguyen
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by Tammy Nguyen
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THE RED-SHANKED 1ol LHNGIR

The red-shanked douc langur is an
endangered species of primate that
lives on Son Tra Mountain in Danang
City. There are only a few hundred
of these primates left, but they have
been in Vietnam forever through the
thousand years of Chinese domi-
nation, through colonization by the
French and Dutch, and through all
the battles between America and the
Vietnamese Communists.

Monkey Mountain is a jungle, but the
langurs are easy to find. Look for
them in the early morning, or in the
late afternoon. Drive a motor bike
bike up the mountain from either

the tourist entrance on the south
side of the mountain, or the military
entrance on the north side. Both en-
trances lead to a curvy road, with no
turns. There is no wrong way up, but
when you start to see the trees get
dense, turn off your bike, and walk it.
Quietly, lightly, scratch your shoulder,
They will respond to your scuffing
noise. You'll first hear something like
the sound of rain, but it’s the sound
of the langurs romping through the
leaves of the canopy. Look high up,
and you’ll see them.

The red-shanked douc langurs live

in clans: one dominant male, sev-
eral females, and their communal
offspring. Every day, for breakfast
and again for dinner, the clan moves
among the same group of trees. They
pause on the branches of the figs and
chestnuts to chew the leaves. They
all sleep next to each other, in the
center of their trees.

Their arms and shins are orange-red,
the hue of bricks. Their bodies are
silvery grey, like slate chalkboards,
with white streaks along their fore-
arms and calves. Their beards are
the same warm white. Their faces
are blushed with the orange-red of
an unripe persimmon. Their eyes are
completely black, the blackest you
have ever seen, the black of out-
er-space. Their eyes are glazed wet,
like shiny tapioca pearis.




The red-shanked douc langurs walk in the trees.
They balance on branches, and skip from bough

to bough. Tree canopies are their ground. They
don’t know what it’s like to touch the earth.

For years, Monkey Mountain was a safe place for
the langurs. During the Vietnam War, the moun-
tain was a US military base. The roads were
restricted and too narrow for civilians to pass
through. To the people of Danang City, Monkey
Mountain was a view, a landscape.

The red-shanked douc langurs have no
cognitive grasp of the earth. They only walk
on the canopies of the trees. The trees’ long
branches extend into multiple pathways,
but the branches can only reach so far
from the roots. The trees have no cognitive
grasp of how to grow from asphalt. The
roads were too wide by two meters and the
branches could not reach across.

When the road was built, it split up families
of red-shanked douc langur. Despite being
only a few meters apart, these families
could never be connected again. The red-
shanked douc langur has no comprehension
of the earth, so the primates on one side

“i‘ﬂ:\\\““*"‘\

| RANAN S N

sy, \{
S22 TH — N

FIS&d ¥V AO3 NI
313SWIH 14 A18vsO03d
11,3H [ AN3Q122v dwrnd
e YE ) o N
Lsﬂf S.L J.QNOHM Q

of the too-wide road don’t know why they
can see but not touch their parents on the
other side.

They eat the same meals in the

; . 3 same places and see their parents

‘ fy ¥ on the other side. And they cannot
' f touch them.

But in 1997, the
Vietnamese govern-
ment openaed Monkey
Mountain for eco-
tourism. The Vietnam-
ese-Ukrainian-owned
Intercontinental Hotel
won the bid to develop a
resort on the lush slope
facing Danang Bay.
Today, Intercontinental
Danang is the most
beautiful and luxurious
resort in Vietnam.

Another name for Son Tra Mountain is Tien Sha Moun-
tain, which translates to “Fairies’ Landing Mountain®.
Ancient Chinese legend claims that fairies fly to the
top of Tien Sha Mountain to play chess.

If you are lucky enoughita visit or stay at the &
Intercontinental Dangng, You will probably have
to take a chauffeuredcar ffom the city. There
‘is no obvious parking for visitors on motorbikes,
Ancient dragons and present-day monkeys are
carved in marble at the entrance like on*au opu-
lent altar-place. . > e

] One road leads te the Intarcontinental Dananm e
accessible only from'the other sidé of the'Han ~
=Biver, It winds along the beach andthrough the
over‘whelmmg lushness of Son Tra‘Mountain.
The road is'paved smooth, modepn, and wider

The mountain is so grand that outward from its peak
you can see tiny islands in the South China Sea. You
could imagine yourself jumping onto a cloud running
express to the heavens.

The top of Tien Sha Mountain is a plateau as level as a
chessboard. It is aninaccessible place where the fair-
ies meet to contend over the fate of mankind.
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On a typically sweaty afternoon in 2010, a friend
and | were driving around Ho Chi Minh City, when
we stopped into a bookstore, since disappeared,
called Bookazine, on Dong Khoi Street in District
1. The owner was an old fellow and his store sold
only old things so it reeked of valuable history
and hot dust. Among the piles of old maps, old
stamps, and old black and white studio photo-
graphs, | found a copy of the 1969 US military
document, a proposal to reconstruct the city

of Danang on Vietnam’s central coast into a
sister metropolis to Saigon. This exhaustively
researched text, written under the assumption
that the United States would win the war, em-
phasized the urgency to develop Danang because
of Saigon’s status as a Primate City.

What is a ~primate city? Mark Jefferson first explored this type of city in 1939. He

defines primate city in various ways ranging from capital to largest city; qualifying
that the capital has to be twice as large in population as the next largest city.
A Primate City is a "clty that grossly outwelighs its local national rivals in size
and importance. Salgon, Bangkok, Manila, Phnom Panh, and Rangoon all primate urban

atructures, are at least five times as large as the next biggest city in their respec-
tive countries.”

More important are the detrimental effects attributed to these cities. They are
thought to:

1. Binder the growth and development of other cities within the country.
2z Control and dominate the cultural pattern.

3. Absorb technical skills and manpower.

4 swallow-up available national and forelgn investment.

5. Tend to consume more than they produce. [(15)"

Saigon [according to this document, was] a grossly overused city.

Danang's development, however, could offset Saigon and stabilize Vietnam.

Danang, one of South Vietnam's six autonomous mumicipalities, is situated to the

east of (uang Nam Province along the South China Sea. Danang is approximately 605
air-kilometers north of Saigon and is South Vietnam's second city. Danang's splendid
physical setting demands attention. The following sums it up nicely:

It is at the latitude of Danang (162 N.) that the major elements of the Vietnamese
landascape— the sea, the coastal plains, the mountains, the rivers— meet and combine
in one spectacular scenic composition.

Here, at Vietnam's “waist," the green agricultural mosaic of the turtle coastal plain
is interrupted by a half-mile high skyline— the Nui #ai Van spur of the Annamite
Mountalns veering east into he South China Sea.

A ten-kilometer gap in this intrusive mass makes space for a big blue bay from which
the surrounding hills rise steeply into the tropical clouds. High grass clothes the
foothills and the mountains are blanketed with luxuriant jungle growth.

The bay shore forms a graceful arc and is defined by the two rivers that issue into
it, the Cu De from the west and Han from the south. Extending from the alluvial
plain to the base of 2,000-foot high Tien Sha Mountain, once an island, is connected
to the shore by an extensive sandpit formed by the opposing curremts of the sea and

the bay. By the ocean is the excellent six-mile Hy Ehe (China Beach).

Punctuating the southern part of this strand is the picturesgue group of historl

cal Yimestone pinnacles called Ngu Hanh Son (Marble Mountains) which rise some three
hundred feet out of the fine tan sand. In from the ses to the west bank of the Han

River, on'a rize of old river deposits, is the historical settlement of Danang.

Danang should have a bright future.

The mountain is so grand that from its peak you can
see tiny islands in the South China Sea. These tiny
bits of earth are called the Paracel Islands. Almost
no civilians have ever been to this archipelago. It’s a
place for experts, like navy personnel.

At 16°N, Danang City is at the same latitude as

these Paracel Islands. You've got a straight shot at
them from the top of Son Tra Mountain. In theory:
control Danang and you control those islands. In
theory: control the Paracel Islands and you control
the oil coming from the Middle East. For Middle East-
ern oil to reach the powers of Asia it must travel
through the Straight of Malacca in Singapore and
then into the South China Sea.

National borders are defined by land not by water.
The Paracel Islands are like freckles of earth in the
middle of the South China Sea that possess the
power to extend and define national borders across
the vast blue ocean.

Maybe this is why the Chinese and Vietnamese were
having a water fight on the sea last summer. Sup-
posedly, the Chinese were shooting Vietnamese ships
with powerful water hoses as a way to provoke the
Vietnamese to shoot with something else. It looked
like they were fooling around— lost boys on an
island— until someone could no longer take a joke.

Danang should have a bright future. Everyone wants
her. Everyone has wanted her.

Dana Ng’s real major, though, is “heavens’ eye-
ball sucker.” The cunning girl targets the red-
shanked douc langurs and sucks their eyes out
through a long plastic straw. She collects them
in a cup filled part way with mucus and blood.
Sometimes she eats them, as they have the fun,
gelatinous consistency of tapioca pearls. When
out on a hunt, Dana Ng looks no different than

a young Asian school girl enjoying a bubble tea
after school.

The red-shanked douc langurs have eyes that
are completely black, the blackest you have
ever seen, the black of outer-space, and glazed
wet, like shiny tapioca pearls. Used as bullets,
they splatter with the viscosity of an egg yolk—
making them one of the strongest adhesives on
earth.

CHAr 1 EMn -
DHANH NE.
EYEBHLL SUGKER

Dana Ng is a fairy who comes down to
Son Tra Mountain to play chess. Sheis a
young child of Chinese descent, though
she has taken a Western first name.
She’s got the blackest and shiniest
hair,as black and shiny as an oil slick.
Her complexion is white and gray like
marble dust. Her uniform is like that
of a Chinese or Vietnamese merchant
dressed too warmly for the torrid
weather, with enough pockets to fit
stacks of cash and a big mobile phone.

Dana Ng is agile, a sprinter. She can
squat down and leap up tirelessly. She
plays chess every day like a mortal child
goes to school. It’s an academic affair,
a prerequisite to all other pursuits.




CHAAr TEN 3:
BLIND PRIMATES

The red-shanked douc langur is complacent about losing
its eyes. After the pounce, Dana Ng crouches over the
primate’s body, one leg in the groin area, the other on
its chest. She inserts the straw into the eye socket, and
sucks— usually the whole eyeball comes out in one deep
inhalation.

The red-shanked douc langur is left blind.

The langur’s eye sockets bleed for a few days. The blood
dries up and it flakes away, like dead skin. As this layer
of residue is shed, their empty eye sockets fade into a
cold white color, revealing the back of their skulls. The
bone is the color of clouds, and when they tilt their
heads upwards, it’s as if they reflect the heavens— the
origins of the future.

In the first few weeks of darkness, the red-shanked
douc langur is disoriented. It doesn’t know what is day
or night, when the sun shines or when the moon glows.
The red-shanked douc langur gains new habits. Quiet
times, when there are no sounds of birds or vehicles,
become the new “day”. The red-shanked douc langurs
become nocturnal.

Their days start at sunset, when humans are at home
eating and birds are going to sleep. The families of lan-
gurs have selected new places to eat. Now, for the first
time, they can touch the earth; they are not limited to
moving within the trees. In darkness, the earth and the
trees are the same, and everything but air is a surface.
They cross the roads that were too wide, and find their
families once again. They even enter the Intercontinen-
tal Danang, climb on the marble columns and walk on the
opulent altar place.
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Tammy Nguyen is a multimedia artist whose work spans painting, drawing, silkscreen and book making.
Intersecting geopolitical realities with fiction, her practice addresses lesser-known histories through a
blend of myth and visual narrative. She is the founder of Passenger Pigeon Press, an independent press
that joins the work of scientists, journalists, creative writers, and artists to create politically nuanced and
cross-disciplinary projects. Born in San Francisco, Nguyen received a BFA from Cooper Union in 2007. The
year following, she received a Fulbright scholarship to study lacquer painting in Vietnam, where she re-
mained and worked with a ceramics company for three years thereafter. Nguyen received an MFA from
Yale in 2013 and was awarded the Van Lier Fellowship at Wave Hill in 2014. She has exhibited at the Rubin
Museum, The Fine Arts Museum of Ho Chi Minh City and the Bronx Museum, among others. Her work is
included in the collections of Yale University, the Philadelphia Museum of Art, MIT Library, the Seattle Art
Museum, the Walker Art Center Library, and the Museum of Modern Art Library. She currently teaches at
Wesleyan University, Middletown, Connecticut.
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