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AFTER UTOPIA: Revisiting the Ideal in Asian Contemporary Art
In naming his fictional island ‘Utopia’, writer Thomas More conjoined the Greek words
for ‘good place’ and ‘no place’ – a reminder that the idealised society he conjured was
fundamentally phantasmal. Still, predicated on possibility and hope, utopian principles and
models of worlds better than our own have been reimagined through the centuries, and
continue to haunt our consciousness.
Drawing largely from the Singapore Art Museum’s permanent collection—as well as artists’
collections and new commissions—After Utopia unfolds in four narrative strands: Other
Edens – the original paradise to which we long to return; The City and Its Discontents – the
utopian impulses of architecture and urban planning; Legacies Left – ideologies on which
societies and nations have been built; and The Way Within – the realm of self and psyche.
By turns, the manifestations in this exhibition serve as heterotopic mirrors, reflecting the
myriad locations of our utopias—whether topographical, ideological or psychological—and
how we continue our quest for these ideals amidst shifting contemporary realities.
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Image: Donna ONG,
The Forest Speaks Back (I) , 2014 (detail)

OTHER EDENS
The many great gardens of the world, of literature and poetry, of painting and music, of religion
and architecture, all make the point as clear as possible: The soul cannot thrive in the absence of a
garden. If you don’t want paradise, you are not human; and if you are not human, you don’t have a
soul.

— Thomas More, Utopia
The Garden — fruitful, evergreen, idyllic — is the first and most timeless conception of
Utopia. The Persian etymology of the word ‘paradise’ describes a ‘walled garden’, which
suggests perfection that must necessarily also be protected. From the Garden of Eden,
to djanna, to the peach blossom spring, gardens have long been viewed as microcosms
of divine creation on earth. Humanity continually strives to recreate Nature’s ideal, an
instantiation of the promised land to which we long to return. In After Utopia, we encounter
artistic explorations that reference these classical motifs from contemporary perspectives.
Other works and artefacts examine how the colonial imagination located the Gardenparadise in Asia, its colonies both cornucopia and Utopia—distant lands of exotic bounty,
unknown and unfamiliar, waiting to be discovered, renamed and remade.

IAN WOO
We Have Crossed The Lake, 2009
acrylic on linen
194 x 244 cm
collection of the artist
image courtesy of the artist
We Have Crossed The Lake is part of a body of work inspired by Woo’s own garden. The
leafy surrounds of the artist’s immediate environment have been captured with expressive
strokes suggestive of foliage, vines and the titular lake. As the artist notes: “The work is an
abstraction of an island, and the viewer is positioned as the discoverer of this island. The
painting was made in fragments coming into a whole… I thought the idea of the viewer being
a witness to a discovered island an interesting one.” The beguiling surfaces of the painting
invite the viewer’s eye into the depths of the greenery even as the vines on the surface act as
tendril barriers. This is a space as seductive as it is resistant, as beguiling as it is foreboding.
The crossing of a body of water, as referenced in the work’s title, is often a metaphor for a rite
of passage. We Have Crossed The Lake suggests that one is now—irrevocably—entering the
unknown depths of this tangled, long-lost Eden.

IAN WOO (b. 1967, Singapore) holds a Doctorate in Fine Art from the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology, a Masters
of Art in European Fine Art and Painting from the Winchester School of Art, UK and Spain, and a Bachelors of Fine Art
(Hons) in Painting from the Kent Institute of Art and Design in the UK. Currently a senior lecturer as well as Programme
Leader (Master of Fine Arts) at LASALLE College of the Arts, Woo has received numerous accolades for his painting,
including the UOB Painting of the Year Award in the abstract category. His work explores painting as a reflexive medium,
shifting between matter and space, and is represented in the collections of major institutions in Singapore as well as abroad.
Woo has held recent solo exhibitions at Tomio Koyama Gallery and the Institute of Contemporary Art, LASALLE College of
the Arts (Singapore), and has participated in numerous group shows in Hong Kong, Singapore and the UK.

GERALDINE JAVIER
Ella Amo’ Apasionadamente y Fue Correspondida
(For She Loved Fiercely, and She is Well-Loved), 2010
oil on canvas, with framed insets of embroidery with preserved butterflies, 229 x 160 cm
Singapore Art Museum collection
image courtesy of the artist
The image of the woman in the garden is a powerful metaphor for beauty, fertility and the
Fall. Javier’s painting references a lineage of traditions and conventions in art history;
flowers and foliage hang heavy and melancholic, and beauty and death intertwine in a corona
of preserved butterflies— an established symbol of vanitas paintings—each resting on a
framed cushion embroidered with flowers or caterpillars.
At the centre of this twilight paradise is a solitary female figure with downcast eyes, conjuring
the Mexican artist Frida Kahlo. Kahlo is renowned for her iconic self-portraits which
expressively chronicle and capture the passion and pain she experienced in her personal
and artistic life. She is a figure with whom Javier conceivably identifies. This romanticised
portrait also simultaneously enfolds two others: a self-portrait of Javier as she projects her
own difficulties negotiating the complexities of being both an artist and a woman, and, more
obliquely, a representation of Eve—the first woman in the Garden, the primordial mother
to whom was promised pain. Now, standing amidst a profusion of flowers, Kahlo/Javier/Eve
averts her gaze from the viewer and stands in a garden as an immortal icon of beauty and
sorrow, fallen from grace.

GERALDINE JAVIER (b. 1970, Philippines) graduated from the University of the Philippines with a Bachelor of Fine Arts
in 1997. Often combining painting with mixed media, Javier’s works are intensely personal and individual narratives charged
with an air of melancholy or tense foreboding. Since the mid-1990s, Javier has been exhibiting widely in the region and her
work has been presented at several solo shows in the Philippines, as well as in group shows in the region. She participated in
the Prague Biennale in 2009, and was awarded the Thirteen Artists Award, from the Cultural Center of the Philippines, in
2003.

DONNA ONG
The Forest Speaks Back (I), 2014
single–channel video with sound
collection of the artist
Letters From The Forest (II), 2015
19th century antique desk with accompanying chair, two LED dioramas from cut illustrations in
wooden boxes, stuffed bird, antique letter cases with cut paper butterflies, antique frames with
found photographs and old books, magnifying glass, compass and bottles.
dimensions variable
Singapore Art Museum collection
photograph by John Yuen. image courtesy the artist
Letters From The Forest (II) and The Forest Speaks Back (I) take as their subject matter the
tropical forest and its multiple narratives of exploration and conquest, and how the legacies
of colonial expeditions have shaped our understanding today of Southeast Asian landscapes.
Letters From The Forest (II) is reminiscent of a gentleman’s study-desk from colonial times.
The array of paraphernalia strewn across its surface alludes to themes of voyage, discovery
and study—a magnifying glass, butterfly specimens in a wooden tray, books and a compass.
Anchoring this installation are two evocative other-worldly landscape dioramas, composed
from layered paper cut-outs of flora and fauna from Carl Friedrich Philipp von Martius’
Book of Palms and William Farquhar’s collection of natural history drawings. An avid
natural historian and the British Resident and Commandant of Melaka from 1803 to 1818,
Farquhar engaged local Chinese painters to document the nature and wildlife of the region.
The resulting images combine traditional Chinese brush techniques with Western-style
perspective and naturalism, resulting in a unique synthesis of art traditions and aesthetics.
Ong’s appropriation, disassembling and refashioning of these images reflects her desire to
speak back to these colonial legacies and to create new narratives.
Composed from images taken from 18th and 19th century colonial lithographs, The Forest
Speaks Back (I) presents visions of one otherworldly Eden dissolving into the next. Here
the tropical forest is represented as a newfound utopia ready to be remade in its coloniser’s
image, a lush cornucopia ripe for conquest. These were the dreams of yesteryear—the
romance and promise of the new world that voyagers from distant lands set sail for.

DONNA ONG (b. 1978, Singapore) graduated from Goldsmiths College, London, and University College London with a
degree in Fine Art as well as in Architecture. She is known for her immersive installations which transform found objects into
evocative and dream-like narratives. Her work has been exhibited extensively both at home and internationally, at platforms
such as the inaugural Singapore Biennale (2006), the Kuandu Biennale, Taipei (2008), Jakarta Biennale (2009), and the
11th International Architecture Exhibition, La Biennale di Venezia (2008). In 2009 she was conferred the Young Artist
Award by the National Arts Council Singapore in recognition of her artistic achievements.

J. WALKER
A Map of Java
Published in A History of Java by Stamford Raffles, 1817
collection of Dr Farish A. Noor
image courtesy of the Singapore Art Museum

The Raffles-Walker map, included in Stamford Raffles’s 1817 publication A History of Java, is
remarkable for its charting of Java’s terrain and its mapping of colonial power. Superior to
any map produced by the Dutch—who had controlled Java since the seventeenth century—
the Raffles-Walker map includes several smaller maps of hitherto unsurveyed coastal landing
sites. Interestingly, the map also marks out the riches of Java by mapping its major cultural
and historic monuments, such as Borobudur and Prambanan, as well as locations of mineral
deposits across the island. A line traces a new road constructed by the British in 1815 that
connected Batavia (Jakarta) to the coastal city of Cirebon; this road was not only a marker of
progress but also a statement of colonial power, and the encompassing intention to survey
and master their new colony and its bounty.

MARYANTO
Pandora’s Box, 2013, 2015, 2017
charcoal and carbon powder drawing on wall
dimensions variable
site-specific commission
image courtesy of the artist
In Maryanto’s bleak mural, a once-beautiful landscape has been ravaged by industry; all that
remains is a charred, blackened earth, bearing testament to the rapaciousness of humankind.
The artist has observed that resource-rich countries such as his native Indonesia are a
Pandora’s Box, and that this gift of bounty can often be a curse. In his dystopian rendering,
Maryanto suggests that the rape of the Mooi Indies* is an ongoing savagery; it began in
colonial times with the spice trade from Indonesia filling Dutch coffers, it continued under
subsequent administrations, and it is today fueled by corporations and conglomerates eager
to mine and plumb the earth for its riches. This over-exploitation of natural resources has
stripped the land bare and in recent years has resulted in a number of disasters precipitated
by over-mining. Here is our forsaken Eden, a paradise lost to ambition and greed.
*Dutch for ‘beautiful Indies’, a term coined to refer to romanticised images of Indonesian landscapes popular in the early
twentieth century.

MARYANTO (b. 1977, Indonesia) received formal training in the arts at the Institute of Art, Yogyakarta, Indonesia,
and recently undertook residencies at the Rijksakademie van beeldende kunsten (Netherlands), as well as the Escuela de
Orient programme at Casa Asia Barcelona (Spain). Maryanto’s work serves as a form of story-telling with the impression
of a theatrical stage or landscape setting. The work-as-story explores and transfers knowledge, through historical research,
myths and stories combined with the artist’s own creative imagination and constructed forms. The results are dramatic and
romantic black and white installations made of paintings, etchings, and rich charcoal drawings that evoke narratives and
environments. Maryanto’s recent interests include the history of colonialism and its role in the allocation of resources. His
work has been presented internationally, including exhibitions in Indonesia and Singapore.
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Image: Miti RUANGKRITYA
Dream Property: Room, 2016 (detail)
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THE CITY AND ITS DISCONTENTS
Cities, like dreams, are made of desires and fears, even if the thread of their discourse is secret,
their rules are absurd, their perspectives deceitful, and everything conceals something else.


— Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities

In the twentieth century, the city—that great collective organism of our epoch—became
the primary site of the utopian impulse, inspiring, among others, the urban garden
movement of Ebenezer Howard and the planned communities of Frank Lloyd Wright and
Le Corbusier. These projects were intended as radical critiques of their existing environs
but the flipside of this shiny modernist coin soon became all too clear. In the face of these
idealised visions—which emphasised a rational and prescriptive spatial order—the reality
for most city dwellers has become one of population pressures, standardised architecture
and environmental degradation. At the same time, however, failure is hardly the last word
here: dystopian terrains have provided rich imaginative fodder for a range of aesthetic
forms from abstract art to science fiction. It seems as if creative life persists despite—or
even because of—the bankruptcy of our urban milieus. Whither, then, the place of utopian
thought? In an age when even human interaction has retreated into the non-space of the
cyber universe, are cities—and the hope for a new world—still relevant?

SHANNON LEE CASTLEMAN
Jurong West Street 81, 2008
16-screen video installation with sound
13:00 mins
Singapore Art Museum collection
image courtesy of the artist
On a Sunday afternoon at 4:10pm in 2008, Castleman set up 16 video cameras in apartment
blocks facing one another. She asked residents in these buildings to film the neighbours
in the apartment directly facing theirs while going about their daily domestic lives, and
to be filmed by their neighbours in return. After filming was completed, all participating
residents were invited to share a meal together in the apartment block’s void deck. Castleman
describes the project in utopian terms: “It breaks down an invisible barrier between residents,
the empty space between them. Giving Housing Development Board (HDB)* residents
permission to view and be viewed…it is an artwork about neighbours discovering neighbours,
looking at each other from across a void.”
While Jurong West Street 81 looked to rejuvenate a sense of neighbourliness among city
dwellers, what it simultaneously reflects is a dystopian reality: the congested, compressed
urban fabric of contemporary Singapore. The completely spontaneous and unscripted work,
shown on 16 different channels, evokes the inescapable voyeurism of HDB living, where the
high-density character of public housing estates ensures that simply looking out the window
means gazing into someone else’s home. It also alludes to the widespread phenomenon
of public surveillance in Singapore today; from shopping malls to traffic junctions, train
stations to void decks and lift lobbies, all now watched by the electronic eyes of closed-circuit
television (CCTV) units in a bid to deter crime and terrorism—a state of affairs so common
as to pass unremarked.
* HDB flats (affordable public housing) are home to around 80% of Singapore’s population.
Their high-rise blocks are synonymous with the Singapore cityscape.

SHANNON LEE CASTLEMAN (b. 1970, USA) graduated with a BFA in Photography from the Tisch School of the
Arts, New York University, and received her MFA from the San Francisco Art Institute. From 2006-2013 she served as an
Assistant Professor of Photography and Digital Imaging at the School of Art, Design and Media at Nanyang Technological
University in Singapore. In 2013 she was also Visiting Faculty of Interdisciplinary Studies at San Francisco Art Institute.
She received the Murphy & Cadogan Fine Arts Fellowship in 2003 and was the recipient of the Gary B. Fritz Imagemaker
Award for Excellence from the Society of Photographic Education in 2012. Her work explores the relationship of people, both
individuals and wider communities, to the urban environments in which they live, and has been presented at a number of
exhibitions, both in her native United States and internationally. * HDB flats (affordable public housing) are home to around
80% of Singapore’s population. Their high-rise blocks are synonymous with the Singapore cityscape.

CHRIS CHONG CHAN FUI
Block B, 2008
single-channel video with sound
20:00 mins (loop)
Singapore Art Museum collection
image courtesy of the artist
Chong’s Block B is a slice of quotidian urban life, shot in the Brickfields neighbourhood
of Kuala Lumpur where the artist previously lived. The area is not only a major local
transportation hub but also home to a large Indian community, massage parlours, prostitutes
and various religious structures, including temples, churches and mosques. The demographics
and even the aural textures of the neighbourhood mirror the multi-cultural mélange—the
proverbial melting pot that is social life in modern Malaysia. Brickfields is a place where,
as Chong remarks, the cadences of the azan (the Islamic call to prayers) melds with the
tintinnabulation of the puja (Hindu rituals).
The composition of the video is presented as an abstract grid, its modular regularity and
the order it imposes antithetical to the cacophony and chaos of nature and lived experience.
What Chong offers the viewer in Block B is a revealing tension between the familiar
anonymous spatial homogeneity of urban architecture and the colour, noise and ferment of
life in Southeast Asia.

CHRIS CHONG CHAN FUI’s (b. 1972, Malaysia) practice encompasses both the moving image and three-dimensional
installation; working between mediums allows him to interrogate the parameters and possibilities of expression in various
material modes. Chong has premiered at leading film festivals such as the Cannes’ Directors’ Fortnight, Vienna, London,
and Toronto, and has exhibited at the Hirshhorn Museum & Sculpture Garden (Smithsonian Institute), EYE Film Institute
Netherlands, Austrian Museum of Applied Arts, Museum of Canadian Contemporary Art, Singapore Art Museum, Musée
d’art contemporain de Lyon, and Palais de Tokyo. Chong is an Asian Scholarship Foundation/Ford Foundation fellow, a
Busan’s Asian Film Academy alumni, and also chairs the board of the Borneo Eco Film Festival in Sabah, East Malaysia,
which focuses on indigenous community storytelling.

MITI RUANGKRITYA
Dream Property: Excerpts from Bangkok Real Estate Advertising, 2016
silk screen with archival ink on paper, edition 1/3
31.3 x 45.3 x 3.5cm each
Dream Property: Room, 2016
digital archival print, edition 1/3
31.3 x 45.3 x 3.5cm each
image courtesy the artist and Bangkok City City Gallery, Thailand
Ruangkritya’s Dream Property is emblematic of the accelerated pace of urban development in
cities across Southeast Asia. In Bangkok alone, a staggering 85,100 condominium units were
launched within the past three years despite long-running political instability. In the Room
series, the artist photographed vacant units in different areas of Bangkok, all marketed with
a premium due to their proximity to ‘desirable’ transport infrastructure. Such amenities,
however, have failed to attract buyers as the property prices outstrip the income of the
average Bangkok resident. Images of these rooms— bereft of human presence and faintly
unnerving in their isolation—are accompanied by excerpts from the advertisements used
to promote them. Removed from their original contexts, the texts are rendered on a stark
white background without the supporting grandiose imagery of architectural impressions.
The resulting claims acquire an air of absurdity. They signal a tension as well as dystopian
disjuncture between the lofty claims of the advertisers and the implicit social status and
desires of the consumer, echoed in the reality of the desolate uninhabited rooms, accentuated
by the monotonous repetition of one empty space after another.

MITI RUANGKRITYA (b. 1981, Thailand) was a finalist in the 2016 Sovereign Asian Art Prize and nominated for the
2015-16 Prix Pictet. In 2014, Ruangkritya was featured as an emerging artist at 2014 Bangkok University Gallery and in
2011, the winner of the 2011 Magenta Foundation for Emerging Photographers Award (UK). Exhibitions in 2016 include
Omnivoyeur: Electromagnetic sound and visual project(Bangkok Art and Cultural Centre), Dream Property (Bangkok
CityCity Gallery), The Archive as Conversation (Singapore Photography Festival), Urban Reflections: Contemporary Thai
Photography (Otterbein University, US) and Landscape: Hotel Asia Project, (University of the Arts, Tokyo).
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Image: THE PROPELLER GROUP
Television Commercial for Communism, 2011 – 2012 (detail)

LEGACIES LEFT
(for Ever-Ever Land is a place
that’s as simple as simple can be
and was built that way on purpose
by simple people like we)


— e e cummings, Communism and Fascism

Legacies Left offers the viewer a glimpse of the ironic, often bitter, aftermath of broken
social contracts and political promises. The twentieth century witnessed the struggle for
independence for many Asian and Southeast Asian nations. Fueled in equal parts by the
euphoria of self-determination and the intoxication of revolution, these visions of a better
tomorrow ran the gamut from socialism to multiculturalism, from dreams of social equality
to the desire for economic parity. Today, however, the underside of those early aspirations
haunts these modern nation-states as they negotiate the waning of communist orthodoxies
coupled with the forces of the free market. The artworks presented here address the reality
of these fractured dreams in surreal and sometimes satirical forms.

THE PROPELLER GROUP
Television Commercial for Communism, 2011 – 2012
five-channel synchronized video installation (60:00 mins),
and one single-channel video (1:00 min)
Singapore Art Museum collection
image courtesy of the artist
Television Commercial for Communism (TVCC) was produced by Viet-American collective The
Propeller Group in collaboration with TBWA\Vietnam, an international advertising agency
responsible for Apple’s ‘Think Different’ campaign. From the backdrop to the props to the
sartorial choices of the actors, the mise-en-scène is awash in a sea of pristine white. Nowhere
in sight is the traditional blood-red signifier of socialism and revolution, a decision taken by
the creative team to “soften up the redness of communism, to make it less confrontational
and more fitting for a young, contemporary generation of consumers of world politics.” Here,
indeed, is the ‘new communism’, re-branded and whitewashed for a world where youth and
consumerism are the basis of the cultural ethos. It is sleek, savvy, sophisticated.
In utilising the visual language of the mass media—the instrument par excellence of the
free market—to sell a system that abhors the very idea of private property, TVCC is a rich
study in subversion, hinting at the contradictions and negotiations that exist today between
the world’s two major political ideologies. In socialist countries like Vietnam and China, the
official creed survives alongside buoyant market-oriented economies, resulting in a world
where these seeming opposites slowly but surely begin to morph one into the other.

THE PROPELLER GROUP (formed 2006, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam) is an artists’ collective consisting of Phunam Thuc
Ha (b. 1974, Vietnam), Matt Lucero (b. 1976, United States) and Tuan Andrew Nguyen (b. 1976, Vietnam). Phunam and
Nguyen also cofounded the artist-run alternative space Sàn Art in Ho Chi Minh City in 2007. The group’s practice largely
pivots on a critical embrace of the increasingly blurred distinctions between art and commerce, and spans a range of media
from video to mass-produced merchandise. Selected exhibitions include ‘Open House’, the 3rd Singapore Biennale (2011),
‘Against Easy Listening’ at 1A Space, Hong Kong (2010) and the 8th Shanghai Biennale’s ‘Rehearsal’ (with Danish collective,
Superflex), Shanghai (2010), and ‘Farewell to Post-Colonialism’, 3rd Guangzhou Triennial, China (2008).
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Mon Boulet, 2011 (detail)
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THE WAY WITHIN
In the mountain, stillness surges up
to explore its own height;
in the lake, movement stands still
to contemplate its own depth.
— Rabindranath Tagore, Fireflies
The last century was marked by conflict on an unprecedented scale and the arms race
brought the world to the perilous brink of nuclear war. In Southeast Asia, recent decades
have also witnessed tumultuous times with mass killing and genocide in the name of
politics, ethnicity and religion. The betrayal of ideologies by political leaders and dwindling
hopes of real reform have led many to turn away from sweeping notions of changing the
world, instead focusing on creating more personal micro-Utopias, effecting change one
small step at a time. For artists Svay Sareth and Kamin Lertchaiprasert, Utopia is to be
found within oneself. Their works express their individual search for inner sanctuary—a
reconciliation of the self with the world at large.

SVAY SARETH
Mon Boulet, 2011
single-channel video installation
dimensions variable
Singapore Art Museum collection
image courtesy of the artist
In 2011, Sareth walked from his home in Siem Reap to Phnom Penh, the capital of Cambodia
and the site of harrowing purges during the reign of the Khmer Rouge. Over the course of
his six-day journey, Sareth hauled a metal sphere 2 metres wide and 80 kilograms in weight.
He ate only food offered to him by strangers and slept on a blue tarpaulin, commonly used
as shelter by refugees worldwide. Sareth himself was raised in refugee camps in war-ravaged
Cambodia until the age of 19; his journey can hence be seen simultaneously as an attempt
to come to terms with a painful past (both at a personal as well as a national level) as well
as a powerfully mute testimony to the horrors of war and its effects on the lives of so many
caught in the crossfire.
While it may appear that Sareth’s journey had no productive end, its performative process
may be read as a kind of personal catharsis, an exorcism of residual trauma through
punishing, physical toil. The movement of the metal sphere along the roads and paths
traversed makes reference to the traditional Asian practice of ‘coining’—scraping the body’s
skin with an object to expel toxins, balance energy and hence achieve healing. Along the way,
passersby etched or scribbled their own searching questions onto the polished surface of the
metal ball; these were slowly worn away in the course of Sareth’s long walk, a task at once
Sisyphean as well as redemptive, and a moving testament to the indomitable human spirit.

SVAY SARETH (b. 1972, Cambodia) was a member of the small and historic group of children who studied art in the Site
2 refugee camps with Veronique Decrop. Together, they co-founded the Battambang-based art school Phare Ponleu Selpak in
1994, where Svay was a teacher prior to his studies in France. He received a Diplome National Superieur d’Arts Plastiques
avec felicitations at the Ecole Regionale des Beaux-Arts, Caen in 2009. In 2011, Svay was nominated for the APB Foundation
Signature Art Prize, and in 2013, undertook an artist residency on Governors Island, New York. His works have been
exhibited internationally, including at the Singapore Biennale 2013.

KAMIN LERTCHAIPRASERT
Beyond, 2007 – 2009
bronze with gold leaf
dimensions variable
collection of the artist
image courtesy of the artist and Numthong Gallery, Thailand
Beyond comprises 24 seated bronze sculptures, one for each hour in a day. Poetically marking
the passage of time, their vivid characterisations represent different states or essences of
life: birth, death, greed, sickness, anger, and love—the spectrum of humanity’s emotions
and experiences. Even in the meditative posture of sitting, the sculptures’ upper halves are
often animated at odds with this stillness, suggesting the constant struggle of reconciling
human desires and ambitions with spiritual introspection. In the centre of the gallery a single
vessel stands apart—the base on which sculptures of the Buddha often rest. Its emptiness
is symbolic of the total dissolution of self and ego. Viewed from this central vantage
point, it may be perceived that each sculpture comes to rest on this base, suggesting that
transcendence is achieved when one is reconciled with everything that makes us human.

KAMIN LERTCHAIPRASERT (b. 1964, Thailand) graduated from Silpakorn University in Bangkok, majoring in
printmaking in 1987. Between 1987 and 1992, he was based in New York, working while attending art school. He has
exhibited prolifically in numerous exhibitions in Thailand, and is also the co-founder of the The Land Project, an artist
commune in Chiang Mai, in Northern Thailand. His exhibitions in the international arena include the Sydney Biennale
(1993), Venice Biennale (2003) and Busan Biennale, Korea (2008), among others.

KAWAYAN DE GUIA
Bomba, 2011
installation comprising 9 mirror bomb sculptures
dimensions variable
Singapore Art Museum collection
image courtesy of the artist
An installation of glittering mirror bombs raining down, Bomba summons the zeitgeist
of contemporary times—heady excess and hedonism amidst catastrophic violence and
destruction. It evokes the aftermath of Manila during WWII, which was the most heavily
bombed city after Warsaw. (Ironically, the bombs were unleashed by the Americans in their
attempts to ‘liberate’ their colony.) The 2014 installation of Bomba in the Philippines Stock
Exchange in Manila subsequently raised the spectre of the recent collapse of major financial
institutions, sending markets worldwide spiralling out of control. The Tagalog word ‘bomba’
broadly translates as ‘exposed’ and ‘naked’, suggesting the vulnerability of the masses as well
as a stripping bare of the true intentions that lie beneath the grandiose words of politicians
and world leaders, dressed up in scintillating bombast. Mesmerising and menacing, Bomba
is a death-defying disco, a reckless party for the end of the world, alluding to the willingness
of individuals to turn a blind eye to the terrors of real life as they revel in the desperate
absurdity of the times.

KAWAYAN DE GUIA (b. 1979, The Philippines) studied Fine Arts at the University of the Philippines and works across
painting, installation and sculpture. His works proffer ironic and sometimes comedic perceptions of socio-political issues in
contemporary Philippine society and the colonial past, and often make reference to or draw materially from his hometown
of Baguio. His deep interest in the heritage and indigenous culture of the Cordilleras can be traced to his family, which has
been a longstanding advocate for the arts and cultural scene in Baguio. In 2011, de Guia initiated the AX(iS) Art Project, a
bi-annual arts festival that is guided by the belief that art is not exclusive and, therefore, posited outside institutional norms.
The AX(iS) Art project was presented at the 2013 Singapore Biennale. De Guia’s own works have been exhibited widely both
in the Philippines and internationally.
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