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Nostalgia (from nostos—return home, and algia—longing) is a longing for a 
home that no longer exists or has never existed … A cinematic image of nostalgia 
is a double exposure, or a superimposition of two images—of home and abroad, 
past and present, dream and everyday life. The moment we try to force it into a 
single image, it breaks the frame or burns the surface. 
 

— Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia1 
 
 

On 5 January 2014, during one of my brief homecomings, I attended one of the curator 

tours for the Singapore Biennale 2013, which bore the theme If the World Changed. Led by Tan 

Siuli and Seng Yu Jin, two of the twenty-seven curators, it focused on the theme of 

“Interventions”—artworks that “responded to or activated public space.”2 

I am thinking back to that point in the tour when we arrived in front of the National 

Museum of Singapore, a gleaming grey-and-white neo-Palladian structure and one of this year’s 

nine Biennale venues. Completed in 1887 during the British colonial era, it became the largest 

museum in Singapore when it reopened in 2007 with a modernist extension wing of glass and 

metal and escalators and air-conditioning.3 Out of the corner of my eye, I spy Ju Ming’s Living 

World, a sculpture of five human-like creatures painted blue, white, pink, and brown, all casually 

sitting on a bench, blissfully ignorant of their own lack of facial features. This sculpture is not 

part of the Biennale; it had been in the vicinity since I was very young, and though its exact 

location may have changed over the years, I remember it clearly because it had always frightened 

me and I would always give it a wide berth. As a child, I feared that these human-like creatures 

with no facial features might come alive, a fear that probably had something to do with an 

illustrated children’s horror story I had read about human-like creatures with no facial features, 

                                                
1 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001) xiii-xiv. 
2 “Singapore Biennale 2013: Tours,” 18 March 2014 <http://www.singaporebiennale.org/tours.html>. 
3 “National Museum of Singapore: The Building,” 18 March 2014 <http://www.nationalmuseum.sg/NMSPortal/ 
AboutNMS/TheBuilding>. 
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and a cartoon-induced conviction that inanimate objects were not indeed inanimate. I believe 

the first time I managed to go near them, to touch them and perhaps to even sit on their laps, was 

a great moment of triumph for me. 

 I slip out of that memory and back into the tour. The curators are speaking about Rosid’s 

Lumbung Ilmu (Granary of Knowledge) (2005). Standing on a grass patch in front of the museum 

is this small hut that had been transported from the artist’s home in Bandung, Indonesia. Made 

entirely out of raw wood apart from its simple ceramic-tiled roof, this is a lumbung, which farmers 

in Indonesia used to store harvested rice. On its external walls hangs an assortment of tools, 

baskets, wooden sculptures, and cattle skulls, and scattered around it are filled sacks, stools made 

out of logs, a rusty bicycle, and what appears to be a trough and other farming-esque implements 

(I cannot be absolutely sure what constitutes a farming implement and what is simply meant to 

recall a farming implement). There is no time to linger, so after the tour I come back to see what 

it was like inside the hut—being sure to remove my shoes first, as the sign requested—and I find 

shelves that house old bronze bowls and small handcrafted wooden boxes. Alongside these are 

books on Southeast Asian contemporary art and a few catalogues from past Singapore Art 

Museum exhibitions, which seem to have been put there for the occasion of the Biennale in place 

of whichever texts originally occupied those shelves. 

Rosid, whom the accompanying text made sure to specify as a self-taught artist, had built 

this structure as “an embodiment of [his] inherited legacy and lineage as an anak petani (a son of 

farmers).” Rather than storing rice, however, the lumbung now functioned as a library, prayer 

room, and gathering point for the community in Bandung.4 Visiting this displaced structure, 

however, I feel a certain discomfort at such a physical decontextualization. Besides the books, it is 

                                                
4 Singapore Biennale 2013: If the World Changed, 26 October 2013 – 16 February 2014 (Singapore: Singapore Art 
Museum, 2013) 129. 
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all overtly from another culture, another history, another time that is not my own; I cannot 

shake the suspicion that this is some kind of objectification of the rural lifestyle by the urban 

educated. I feel haunted both by the anthropological displays of natural history museums, and 

Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gomez-Peña’s 1992-94 collaborative performance piece The Year of 

the White Bear and Two Undiscovered Amerindians Visit the West.5 Perhaps it made a difference 

that the artist built and modified this structure himself, that he was in fact memorializing and 

mythologizing and romanticizing his own heritage before it had assumed its position as part of an 

international art exhibition. In the context of Bandung, this must seem a completely sincere 

embrace of one’s history. Yet here, beneath a colonial building, its placement seems to border on 

fetishization and exoticization.  

Looking back now, that small wooden hut could not help but inhabit this ambiguous 

space of disjunction once it had been displaced to Singapore. As Homi K. Bhabha writes: 

 
What is theoretically innovative, and politically crucial, is the need to think 
beyond narratives of originary and initial subjectivities and to focus on those 
moments or processes that are produced in the articulation of cultural differences. 
These ‘in-between’ spaces provide the terrain for elaborating strategies of selfhood 
– singular or communal – that initiate new signs of identity, and innovative sites 
of collaboration, and contestation, in the act of defining the idea of society itself 
… It is in the emergence of the interstices – the overlap and displacement of 
domains of difference – that the intersubjective and collective experiences of 
nationness, community interest, or cultural value are negotiated.6 
 
 

The curators made sure to emphasize that the hut stood in such a “domain of difference,” and 

thus “negotiates” a “collective experience.” It shouldered much of Singapore’s historical baggage: 

                                                
5 As part of this piece, Fusco and Gomez-Peña took on the roles of natives from Guatianau, a fake, thus far isolated 
island off the coast of Mexico. They displayed themselves in a ten-by-twelve foot cage within art and natural history 
museums, performing stereotypically “primitive” acts for the audience. 
6 Homi K. Bhabha, “on ‘hybridity’ and ‘moving beyond,” Art in Theory 1900-2000: An Anthology of Changing Ideas, 
eds. Charles Harrison and Paul Wood (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2003) 1111. 
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flanked by a decades-old, twenty-meter-tall Indian rubber tree (more commonly described as a 

Banyan tree); dwarfed by a 127-year-old colonial building with a 7-year-old extension wing; and 

shadowed by the site of the old, red-bricked National Library building that was demolished in 

2005, partly to make way for a tunnel that cut down thirty seconds of traveling time to the city. 

Thirty seconds of traveling time – that statistic stuck with me. It was not an architectural gem by 

any means, and certainly provided neither the panoramic views nor the extensive book collection 

of the 16-story-high National Library Building that was completed in 2005. But it was a whole 

building, a 44-year-old repository of knowledge and memories, destroyed for the sake of thirty 

seconds; the price of urban redevelopment in land-starved Singapore. My parents drive through 

that tunnel all the time, drive under what used to be the first library I had ever visited, where I had 

perhaps borrowed that book about the faceless creatures in some fit of childhood masochism that 

contributed to my fear of Ju Ming’s sculpture. It was the impending destruction of this building 

that had galvanized typically apathetic Singaporeans into fervent though ultimately fruitless 

community activism, perhaps a distant cousin of the community gatherings that take place in 

that small wooden hut back in Indonesia.  

And so the hut dwelled not only in between spaces, but also within overlapping spaces. 

Rosid’s personal museum and personal library echoed the still-standing National Museum and the 

now-gone National Library, four types of spaces that exist simultaneously and that are enriched, 

and burdened, by memory. This juxtaposition became for me a curious, layered form of nostalgia, 

even more layered than Svetlana Boym’s “superimposition of two images.” Here, my own 

recollections triggered by the physical environment overlapped with the artist’s individual 

mythology shaped by his heritage. Together they were suspended in this persistent haze of all that 

had happened, all that had been gained, and all that had been lost, after and because of our 
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respective colonial pasts—one that I did not live through, but in which I am inevitably entangled. 

Later that day, I revisited this work with some friends. I photographed them sitting inside 

the hut, and we laughed about how it looked like a historical family portrait. Because it was made 

of wood and not concrete and glass, because it was decorated with tools that we had never utilized 

in our lives, this hut became a backdrop that merely served to imply archaism. It was a space that 

we were physically present in, that was still meant to be functioning and still meant to be active, 

but with one photograph we had condemned it to a bygone time.  

!" 

The Singapore Biennale 2013: If the World Changed ran from 26 October 2013 to 16 

February 2014. It was the fourth iteration of the Biennale, the second to be organized by the 

Singapore Art Museum (SAM), and the first to have an explicitly stated curatorial focus on the 

contemporary art and artists of the Southeast Asian region (aligning with SAM’s own agenda). In 

contrast to previous themes, If the World Changed was the first to have an inherently fluid 

temporal element. The themes for the first three Biennales—Belief (2006), Wonder (2008), and 

Open House (2011)—all had an air of present-ness, of being in the moment, whether that 

moment is one of faith, awe, or simply visitation. Indeed, the first Biennale in 2006 coincided 

with the very current context of the IMF/World Bank meetings, which were held in the country 

one week after the exhibition opened. On the other hand, If the World Changed evokes not only 

a meditation on the possibilities that the future holds, but also a necessary confrontation with the 

past and how much the world has already changed. If the artworks are not themselves bound up 

in this concept of time, then they are at very least framed by it; they wrestle or appear to wrestle 

with hope, fear, imagination, memory, potential, and loss, and many hold within them the 

complex state that is nostalgia. 
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The act of longing for the past fits nicely into the contemporary art staple of artist as 

archivist; the artist might collect and arrange objects and information to present an overlooked 

event or a fictional narrative. Thus, it was not surprising to find artworks in the Biennale that 

followed in this tradition. For example, Angie Seah’s installation Conducting Memories (2013) 

brought together the artist’s personal collection of sound samples recorded around Singapore. The 

work took the form of an interactive console placed within a school assembly rostrum, referring 

in part to SAM’s original incarnation as the Catholic boys’ school, St. Joseph’s Institution.7 The 

visitor is invited to stand on the rostrum and press a series of 64 buttons, each labeled with a 

sound that most Singaporeans would recognize. There was the everyday (“43. Thunder on a hot 

humid day”), the religious (“58. Hindu festival Thaipusam”), the culinary (“25. Making of an ice 

kachang, a Singapore dessert”), and the long gone (“21. A rooster crowing at Punggol during the 

1980s”; in a bizarre coincidence, I saw a rooster wandering around near the National Museum, 

which is located in the middle of the city). Heard in isolation, in succession, or in a cacophony, 

the ephemeral recordings stirred unexpectedly clear memories and strong feelings; the joy of 

recognition overlapped with the knowledge of no-longer-attainable experiences. 

But nostalgia does not always manifest as remembrance, nor does it have to be 

sentimental. It is also the capacity to imagine a different chronology of events—“the unrealized 

dreams of the past and visions of the future that became obsolete.”8 In other words, the phrase “If 

the World Changed” or its companion “If the World Hadn’t Changed” can be spoken by the 

artist at some point in the past rather than at this point in the present, creating room for the 

narrative of an alternative past. This was keenly demonstrated by Singaporean filmmaker Boo 

Junfeng’s video installation, Happy and Free (2013). Upon walking into a dimly lit room, I was 

                                                
7 Singapore Biennale 2013 137. 
8 Boym xvi. 
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confronted with a large sign that declared: “CELEBRATING 50 YEARS OF MERGER,” 

intertwined with the flags of Singapore and Malaysia. For a second, I thought I had been brought 

up on a lie – contrary to what I had been taught in primary school, Singapore and Malaysia had 

not separated in 1965 after a tumultuous two-year merger. 2013 would have been the 50th 

anniversary of that merger, had it not ended as it did. Yes, that was how Singapore had gained her 

independence; it was not earned through a bloody war against the White Man, but was the result 

of a bilateral break-up that was the tail end of a long string of political maneuvers. Within this 

room, however, this had never happened; on the left wall were a succession of posters 

commemorating the 10th, 20th, 25th, 30th, and 40th anniversaries of the merger, with graphic 

design that was itself a convincing portrayal of evolving two-dimensional patriotism.  

On the right wall hung a frame containing vintage handwritten musical scores from a 

collection called Malaysia Songs. The score documented a familiar Malay tune, one that was 

playing in the background – it was Chan Mali Chan, originally an Indonesian folk song, but 

which had long been adopted as part of Singapore’s own repertoire (that is, it was one of the 

many songs that I sort of knew how to sing, yet had only vague clues as to its meaning). Though 

the title was similar, the lyrics had not only been changed, but they had also been translated into 

English, Mandarin, and Tamil, the three other official languages of Singapore. Wandering into 

the next room, I found the source of the music. On a large screen, a music video was playing, 

depicting a man and a woman dressed in anachronistic 1960s clothing, singing this new English 

version of Chan Mali Chan: “Happy and Free, of one happy family.” This was interspersed with a 

swathe of imagery that characterizes other nationalist music videos – the city skyline, children of 

an assortment of ethnicities laughing and playing, and national flags hanging from public 

housing blocks (I even knew exactly which housing estate it was). Except here, in this alternate 
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universe, these were not Singapore flags but Malaysia flags. To add to the peculiarity of it all, the 

room was furnished as a karaoke lounge, as if to reinforce the participatory nature of this 

narrative. A slightly raised stage played host to a karaoke machine, while in the middle of the 

room sat a couch and a small coffee table with hand-held Singapore and Malaysia national flags, 

presumably for the audience to wave them in rhythm. (Maybe this video was not so peculiar after 

all; it was merely a grown-up version of the “community singing” sessions we used to sit through 

at school, the very sessions where we would sing songs like Chan Mali Chan.) 

As I watched the music video in bemusement, I thought of that now-iconic image of 

then-Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, who shed tears in a televised announcement of the 

separation on 9 August 1965. Though he has been worshipped as hero as often as he has been 

vilified as dictator, somehow I still believe that in that moment, he was truly saddened by the 

division of two countries that had long considered themselves part of a larger Malaya. “For me, it 

is a moment of anguish, because all my life… you see the whole of my adult life… I have believed 

in merger, and the unity of these two territories.”9 These are words that many Singaporeans are 

familiar with, perpetually replayed since 1965 whether as bittersweet nationalist creation myth, or 

emasculating political satire. Lee Kuan Yew must still be nostalgic for that failed merger attempt 

in some small way, though it is hard to see material evidence of that great loss in the clean, green, 

safe, economically successful city of Singapore today. But how much of this would have been 

different if the separation had not happened? The Singapore depicted in the video was a what-

could-have-been that eerily mirrored what-actually happened; indeed, Boo himself has shot 

segments for Singapore’s annual National Day Parade, an extravagant and unabashed celebration 

of state-defined patriotism that is so awash with the city-state’s nationalist signs and symbols that 

                                                
9 Kayy Chan Lau, “PM Lee Kuan Yew on the seperation [sic] from Malaysia (1965),” Youtube, 18 March 2014. 
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to pick it apart would be a semiotic reverie. 

The ability to conceive of parallel pasts can be tied to Walter Benjamin’s concept of 

“homogeneous, empty time,” a time defined by clocks and calendars, as seen through the lens of 

Benedict Anderson’s seminal text Imagined Communities.10 This modern understanding of a 

chronology marked by fixed events was also echoed by Boym in her description of “unrepeatable 

and irreversible time.”11 It allows us to envisage not only alternative timelines stemming from 

historical or biographical milestones, but also the formation of a nation (Singapore and Malaysia, 

in this case) and its movement through time as a whole entity. Anderson writes: “Awareness of 

being embedded in secular, serial time, with all its implications of continuity, yet of ‘forgetting’ 

the experience of this continuity … engenders the need for a narrative of ‘identity.’”12 Boo has 

certainly exploited and revealed this “need” by essentially replicating the process of constructing 

such an “identity.” Furthermore, our knowledge of events fixed in a time that has passed, of 

places that have disappeared or exist outside the borders of our current location, contribute to the 

capacity to recall, yearn for, and in the case of this work, create what is inaccessible while 

simultaneously inhabiting our own reality.  

!" 

Bilateral relations between Singapore and Malaysia, which have been peppered with both 

cooperation and dispute over the decades, are of course just one aspect of the complicated history 

of the Southeast Asian region. There is hardly anything that binds Southeast Asian countries to 

one another save geographical proximity and economic interdependence. The region is home to 

                                                
10 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 1983 (New York: 
Verso, 2006) 24. 
11 Boym 13. 
12 Anderson 205. 
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diverse political ideologies, numerous cultures and religions, varying natural resources, and 

different levels of economic development. Colonial struggles are distinct to each country; some 

countries gained independence more violently than others, and even those that shared the same 

colonial masters had diverging experiences during and after colonial rule. Yet, in spite of these 

differences and resultant incidents of bilateral or multilateral conflict, the post-World-War-II era 

has been distinguished not just by a consistent push towards regional cooperation, but also efforts 

to shape a regional identity.  

In 1967, just two years after Singapore and Malaysia separated, the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) was born. From just five member nations – Indonesia, 

Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand – ASEAN has since grown to include Brunei, 

Vietnam, Laos, Myanmar, and Cambodia. The organization’s motto is “One Vision, One 

Identity, One Community,” even though reality has always been and continues to prove 

otherwise, and it even has a flag and an anthem. This is Anderson’s “imagined community” on a 

regional scale, with member countries striving to develop a “deep, horizontal comradeship” in 

spite of their individual sovereignty (or in order to protect that individual sovereignty from more 

powerful external forces such as China).13 This is also indicative of Boym’s “restorative nostalgia,” 

which is defined as the act of “[engaging] in the antimodern myth-making of history by means 

of a return to national symbols and myths.”14 Restorative nostalgia permeates the Southeast Asian 

region from the national to the regional level, as if this group of countries is trying its very best 

to make up for a lost past, a past ruptured by centuries of colonialism and war. That which has 

been painted as a rediscovery of unity has instead been a fabrication of unity, a paradoxical 

camaraderie whose rhetoric seems to ignore the inherent multiplicity of the region, as well as its 

                                                
13 Anderson 7. 
14 Boym 41. 
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many internal conflicts. 

The decision to establish a regionalized approach within the Singapore Biennale cements it 

as a spiritual successor to the Queensland Art Gallery’s Asia Pacific Triennial and the Fukuoka 

Asian Art Museum’s Fukuoka Asian Art Triennale. It also inadvertently echoes ASEAN’s long-

standing efforts to emphasize “transnationalism” and “societal homogenization” through the 

visual arts, while also using it as a “vehicle for diplomacy and friendship.”15 Thus, while the 

problem faced by most international biennials is the repetition of the same artists across multiple 

events, what plagues a biennial with a regional focus is the regionalist (and nationalist) overtones 

that the contemporary art world views as a taint. The organizers of the Biennale acknowledge this 

and explicitly reject homogeneity—in her message on the first few pages of the exhibition 

catalogue, Director of SAM Susie Lingham writes that “There isn’t one voice: it is a polyphonic 

chorus that can, and sometimes does, verge on cacophony.”16 Clearly the curatorial ambition of 

the Biennale is to allow for meaningful dialogue to emerge between the artworks, one that 

embraces inconsistencies and paradoxes rather than the unanimity stressed by a political 

organization such as ASEAN. In order to serve such an ambition, SAM announced back in 2012 

that the Biennale would proceed with a “bold new collaborative curatorial structure” that would 

bring together twenty-seven art professionals, including both curators and artists, from across the 

region. More importantly, this structure covered peripheral areas of Southeast Asia as well as its 

major city centers.17 Thus, the Biennale’s geographical scope shrinks by concentrating almost 

exclusively on Southeast Asia, but also widens by looking beyond metropolitan areas towards 

                                                
15 Apinan Poshyananda, “The Future: Post-Cold War, Postmodernism, Postmarginalia (Playing with Slippery 
Lubricants),” Contemporary Art in Asia: A Critical Reader, ed. Melissa Chiu and Benjamin Genocchio (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 2011) 129. 
16 Susie Lingham, “Being, in the Midst of Sea-Change,” Singapore Biennale 2013 7. 
17 Singapore Art Museum, “Singapore Biennale 2013: If the World Changed,” 18 December 2012, e-flux. 
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overlooked, under-resourced artists and communities.  

This move led to the inclusion of the Talaandig Artists, a collective from an indigenous 

group in the province of Bukidnon on the island of Mindanao in the Philippines. The artists were 

brought in by Abraham Garcia, Jr., an artist, curator, and academic based in the island of 

Mindanao, the second largest island of the Philippines’ 7,107 islands (the capital city, Manila, is 

located on the largest island of Luzon). Established in the mid-1990s by artist Rodelio ‘Waway 

Linsahay’ Saway after the completion of his university education, the collective comprises fifteen 

self-taught members who have developed the practice of soil painting using white glue mixed 

with clay soil obtained from their ancestral land.18 The Talaandig Artists’ work for the Biennale 

was a large-scale, mural-like work measuring 488 centimeters, or 16 feet across. Rendered in 14 

different kinds of soil, the painting is awash with browns, oranges, reds, and yellows, a color 

palette that recalls the sepia tones of old photographs. Set in a landscape with mountains and 

rivers, the artists unabashedly juxtapose images of their lifestyle and customs, such as a row of 

dancers in traditional costume, a group of musicians, and a people bathing in the river, with 

elements of industrialized modern life—trucks and cars drive by, a factory stands by the water, a 

camper has set up a tent. A man, perhaps a mythical figure, sits in a bowl-shaped structure and 

floats among the clouds in the same sky that plays host to an airplane and two helicopters. 

Entitled Memories of the Peoples of the Earth: The Talaandig R/evolution (2013), the painting 

presents a method of documentation and remembrance that freezes simultaneous experiences 

and challenges the strict binaries of nature versus industrialization, traditional versus modern. 

There was a certain acceptance, rather than a resignation, that the world had changed, due perhaps 

to the fact that the Talaandig people “are one of the few indigenous communities that has 

                                                
18 Singapore Biennale 2013 155. 
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successfully preserved their traditional and cultural beliefs amidst the influx of modernity.”19 

 Contemporary painting in the Philippines is often characterized by social realism (and in 

many cases surrealism), figuration, bold, dark colors, and more often than not, religious 

iconography. As a result of a long period of Spanish colonization, the predominant religion in the 

Philippines is Roman Catholicism, and the history of figurative painting traces back to the 

inception of that religion. Memories of the Peoples of the Earth possesses hardly any of the 

qualities that fix it within the Filipino painting tradition, which at first appears to be a heartening 

signal that discourse has expanded within the Biennale. However, much like Lumbung Ilmu, the 

inclusion of an indigenous ‘aesthetic,’ if not indigenous artists themselves in a contemporary art 

exhibition is unavoidably problematic, with claims of “exoticization” in one review.20 This is 

hardly helped by the fact that Singapore is often positioned as “the representative placeholder for 

art in Southeast Asia … when art and histories from ten distinct countries are constantly being 

brought together to be spoken of as one region.”21 That is, Singapore museums assume a more 

neutral position that is nonetheless presented as being embedded in the Southeast Asian context, 

which illuminates Other-ness and condemns the more explicitly ‘cultural’ objects to be “exotic.” 

The recognition of “exoticization” is the uncomfortable realization of a dominant discourse from 

which the Other is excluded, or included insofar as it supports a representation of diversity.  

 Is the inclusion of the Talaandig Artists an extension of the ASEAN brand of restorative 

nostalgia, in which the “exotic,” non-mainstream elements are subsumed in order to strengthen 

the concept of the whole? Or is the expansion of what we consider to be important Southeast 

                                                
19 Ibid. 
20 Adeline Chia, “Singapore Biennale Review: Flawed but Fresh,” BLOUIN ArtInfo, 29 October 2013, 16 March 2014 < 
http://sea.blouinartinfo.com/news/story/977841/singapore-biennale-review-flawed-but-fresh>. 
21 Adele Tan, “The Collected Contemporary: Museological fixtures, fixatives and fixations for Southeast Asian Art,” 
Intersecting Histories: Contemporary Turns in Southeast Asian Art, 27 September – 24 November 2012, ed. T.K. 
Sabapathy (Singapore: School of Art, Design and Media, Nanyang Technological University, 2012) 165. 
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Asian artworks, deserving of a place in large-scale exhibition, a refutation of the monolithic 

Southeast Asian identity? There is no straightforward answer, which might in fact be a point in 

favor of the positioning of the 2013 Biennale. The inclusion of a work like Memories, with its 

specific provenance and its aesthetic departure from what one might consider the recognizable 

qualities of Filipino painting, creates the space for a dialogue that goes beyond the formalistic 

elements of the art piece into the immense topic of what it means, not to be a Southeast Asian 

artist, but to be an artist in Southeast Asia. 

Interestingly, the catalogue included an essay by Amitav Acharya, a renowned academic 

who specializes in Southeast Asian relations. While he does not shy away from describing the 

artificialities and challenges of regional cooperation, he ends the essay with the following 

sentence: “Igniting the people’s imagination towards the idea of Southeast Asia is one of the most 

pressing needs in building a genuine regional community.”22 Since Acharya was not speaking 

specifically about the Singapore Biennale, it is unclear if the exhibition is meant to be one of 

those mechanisms that “ignites the people’s imagination.” Nevertheless, there is the suspicion that 

for participating artists and curators alike, the regionalization of the Biennale means that they are 

colluding in an attempted concretization of a collective Southeast Asian identity, even if that was 

not the explicit aim of the Biennale. Even so, at least a more complex, ambivalent notion of 

collective identity is being developed out of the numerous parallels, comparisons, and contrasts—

one that reveals its own “dense and reflexive historico-geographies,” which are as much inclusive 

as they are heterogeneous.23 This seems to me healthier, or at least more mindful, than either the 

complete disregard of a local and regional context, or the adherence to the political mythologies 

that have been cultivated over the past few decades. 

                                                
22 Amitav Acharya, “The Making of Southeast Asia: Re-imagining a Region,” Singapore Biennale 2013 20. 
23 Lee Weng Choy, “Biennale Demand,” Contemporary Art in Asia 221. 
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!" 

In the National Museum of Singapore, there is a passageway flanked by white balustrades 

that opens briefly into a circular platform. During the Biennale, this platform was populated by 

an uncanny congregation of mops and brooms. These were not left behind by a mass exodus of 

janitorial staff, but a sculptural installation entitled Chalk & Cheese (2013), part of Singaporean 

artist Leroy Sofyan’s Whitewash series. Upon closer examination, one sees that the strands of the 

mop heads have been chiseled out of pristine white marble—the stone of choice for classical 

European sculpture and architecture—while the broom heads were actually bars of carbolic Lam 

Soon soap, each branded by repeated carvings of the word “LABOUR.”24 In the nearby Film and 

History galleries, a few mops have been discreetly placed. Within a museum that purportedly 

narrates the history of Singapore, yet displays a bewilderingly small number of original artifacts, 

Sofyan’s piece takes on both bite and poignancy. History as it is re-presented in any museum, 

not least a national museum, must first of all be sanitized and packaged. Sociologist Tony 

Bennett writes that the museum is a “backteller” that organizes “new pasts … into a narrative 

machinery through which, by means of the techniques of backward construction, they linked 

together in sequences leading from the beginnings of time to the present.”25 These sequences 

must therefore possess a logical progression, and that logic requires the sacrifice of that which does 

not make sense within the overarching national mythology. 

Once again, restorative nostalgia exerts its presence. The particular type of nostalgia that 

informs the collections and displays of a national museum is closely related to the motivations of 

the aspirations toward a Southeast Asian identity. Such myth-making necessarily involves editing 

                                                
24 Lam Soon is a Southeast Asian corporation that is most known for both soap manufacturing and palm oil plantations. 
25 Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, theory, politics, 1995 (New York: Routledge, 2005) 179. 
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and erasure in addition to the preservation as well as creation of mythological symbols. While the 

inclusion of Sofyan’s piece within the museum itself indicates at least an awareness, if not an 

attack on the presumed truths of museum, nation, and region, this does not alter the reality that 

the most recent Biennale was held almost entirely within existing museums. Unlike its 

predecessors, which “excavated, reclaimed, and activated previously forgotten sites in Singapore 

of cultural and historical significance,” four of the main venues for the exhibition were SAM, its 

extension wing SAM at 8Q, the National Museum, and the Peranakan Museum, rather than a 

more even spread between institutional and non-institutional spaces.26 Though these four 

buildings, constructed between 1855 and 1936 during British colonial rule, are historically and 

architecturally important in their own right, their institutional nature runs even deeper than their 

present art institution forms – of the four, the National Museum was the only one that was 

originally built as a museum (the Raffles Library and Museum), but the other three buildings 

formerly housed reputable boys’ high schools that still exist to this day.  

Of course, it is difficult to find large spaces in Singapore that were not somehow 

institutional at one point or another, whether the term “institutional” is specific to the artistic 

realm or includes any state involvement. But the fact that these venues were renovated for the 

purpose of displaying art and artifacts, and that they are all situated within a designated arts and 

heritage district, stands in contrast to the use of the old Kallang Airport terminal building (2011), 

the Beach Road army camp blocks (2008), and the aforementioned seven religious sites for the 

first Biennale in 2006, all venues that had never fulfilled a museological function. This is not to 

say that the potency of these non-institutional spaces was always successfully exploited. But the 

beauty of those locations for me, regardless of the quality of the artworks within them, was the 

                                                
26 Seng Yu Jin, email interview, 16 March 2014. 
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fact that the otherwise inaccessible was made accessible, that a history, or at least a ghost of one 

that did not qualify to be included in a museum, was there to be experienced. Even the presence 

of a work such as Chalk & Cheese, which interrogates the institution, did not make up for this 

aspect of the Biennale that I previously considered one of its hallmarks. 

Within If the World Changed, there was a distinct tension between the absolute, 

institutional nature of restorative nostalgia and the fragmented, individual nature of Boym’s 

second category, “reflective nostalgia.” She stresses that the latter “dwells on the ambivalences of 

human longing and belonging and does not shy away from the contradictions of modernity.”27 

The reflective nostalgic understands the multiplicity of his or her relationship with a collective 

memory, and thrives in the ambiguous, even the forgotten, interstitial areas of history. He or she 

inhabits those “in-between spaces” of which Bhabha spoke, spaces governed not just by concepts 

of identity, but also by interweaving chronologies. Chalk & Cheese directly addresses, even 

attacks restorative nostalgia, and therefore exposes those “contradictions of modernity.” But in 

speaking of an approach to reflective nostalgia that expresses those “ambivalences of human 

longing,” it is another work that comes to mind—Cambodian artist Khvay Samnang’s Untitled 

(2011-2013), a five-channel video piece documenting a series of performances by Khvay. 

I first saw a version of this piece during the Season of Cambodia festival in New York 

(April 2013), while attending a symposium on art and urbanism in Phnom Penh. Having first 

experienced it as a single-channel video, I found the five-channel version far more arresting. One 

viewed the work in a dark six-sided room, in which five of the sides were each occupied by a large 

screen, such that the viewer was enclosed by this initially perplexing image of a man standing 

chest-deep in different water bodies, repeatedly emptying a bucket of dirt on his own head. There 

                                                
27 Boym xviii. 
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was something hypnotic and vaguely melancholic about this man, with a facial expression that 

managed to combine both defiance and resignation, as he stood amidst brilliant green water 

plants or floating rubbish (or both), or in front of makeshift stilt houses constructed mostly out 

of corrugated metal. Khvay’s performances were conceived in response to the filling of Boeung 

Kak Lake and other lakes in Phnom Penh; in 2007, the Cambodian government began granting 

permits to property developers to fill these lakes with sand in order to build high-rise buildings 

and shopping centers.28 The artist risked arrest by the authorities and even illness from his contact 

with the polluted water to create this work, to powerful effect. Encircled by these five screens, I 

felt compelled to empathize with the thousands of families that had been displaced, and to a 

certain extent with the lake itself as it was suffocated by sand encroaching on all sides. 

Though installed in two different venues—Untitled was located at 8Q—the two works 

were in a sense kindred spirits, each a “defense mechanism” against unrelenting progress, and 

illustrating the diversity of manifestations of reflective nostalgia.29 With the suggested act of 

cleaning, Chalk & Cheese concentrated on revealing the act of erasure that had already happened; 

with the medium of dirt, Untitled illuminated an ongoing erasure and anticipates the erasure that 

is to come. Furthermore, the latter’s focus on the negative consequences of urban development 

resonates with Singapore’s land reclamation efforts and the changes in the shoreline (the country 

is approximately 125% the size it was in the 1960s).30 What particularly distinguishes these works, 

and other works in the same vein, was a persistent irony—the incongruous presence of mops and 

brooms to reflect how history should not be cleansed, and the ritualized burial of oneself to reflect 

                                                
28 “Sand-covered Cambodian artist Khvay Samnang’s Phnom Penh lake performance,” Art Radar Asia 24 March 2011, 
6 April 2014 <http://artradarjournal.com/2011/08/24/sand-covered-cambodian-artist-khvay-samnangs-phnom-
penh-lake-performance/>. 
29 Ibid. xiv. 
30 Land reclamation in Singapore was the subject of Erica Lai’s The Old Man and the Sea, which was installed in the 
vicinity of Untitled. 
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the painful ramifications of burial on a much larger scale. These demonstrations of reflective 

nostalgia are powerful because they exist within, and possibly even subvert, the spaces dominated 

by restorative nostalgia. In an iteration of the Singapore Biennale that was arguably 

institutionally sanitized, here were artists who were not merely manifesting their personal anxiety 

in the form of resigned contemplations and unproductive sighing, but matching the imaginative 

potential of art with an urgent and continuous need to remember the past and reveal the 

forgotten. 

!" 

In the aftermath of trauma, the need for reflection upon that trauma is integral to the 

process of healing. Southeast Asia, and particular Indochina, has experienced far too many 

conflicts in the second half of the 20th century into this century. The resulting chronological and 

geographical ruptures have created deep wounds with which Southeast Asians, and Southeast 

Asian artists, continue to grapple. Vietnam, the site of that catastrophic, two-decade-long war 

between the American-backed South and the Soviet-backed North, still deals with the 

repercussions of the conflict almost four decades after reunification. This is a chapter so 

agonizing, with damages so acutely felt, that no amount of restorative nostalgia can paper over 

the scars.  

Twins Le Duc Hai and Le Ngoc Thanh, known collectively as the Le Brothers, were born 

in central Vietnam just a few weeks before reunification in April 1975. The incidental fact that 

they are twins echoes the concept of Vietnam as two parts within one national entity; the years of 

division, and subsequent challenges of reconciliation, serve as a backdrop to their art practice. In 

an interview, Le Duc Hai stated, “there are still problems because the North and the South are 
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different. Not just different food, but different in their thinking.”31 As brothers who are also 

artists, they have undertaken the responsibility of playing an active role in Vietnam’s healing 

process through their art. 

The Le Brothers’ contribution to the Biennale was a three-channel video piece that 

centered on the motif of the Nhật Lệ River, which is located near their hometown of Quảng Bình. 

Titled Into the Sea, the videos feature scenes that range from simple documentation of the 

brothers traveling on the river in boat, to the meditative repetition of shovels being dragged 

across the sand, and finally to the powerful viscerality in their use of their bodies—one brother 

binds the other with rope, or wraps him in a long swathe of red cloth, or climbs on top of him 

while the waves calmly lap the shoreline behind them. It is a poetic visualization of continued 

tension and struggle between two bodies that emerged from the same mother(land), witnessed by 

the same river that was the site of historical wars involving the Kingdom of Champa and the 

Vietnamese dynasties of Trinh and Nguyễn.32  

While it is easy to frame this as an eternal hostility between North and South Vietnam, I 

came away with the belief that this artwork was fundamentally hopeful. Despite performing 

actions that border on violent, there has to be an underlying trust between the two brothers in 

order for them to push the limits of their own bodies, as well as each other’s. The possibility for 

redemption exists; eventually the tides will turn, the pain will flow down the river and into the 

sea. According to legend, the Vietnamese people descended from the 100 children of a dragon 

king and his fairy queen. Their fundamental incompatibility led them to part ways, with the 

father leading 50 of his children to the ocean, and the mother bringing the other 50 to the 

                                                
31 Susan Silas, “Founded by Twin Artists, a Residency and Foundation Brightens Vietnam’s Art Scene,” Hyperallergic 29 
November 2012, 6 April 2014 <http://hyperallergic.com/60583/ founded-by-twin-artists-a-residency-and-
foundation-brightens-vietnams-art-scene/>. 
32 Singapore Biennale 2013 75. 



 21 

mountains. Framed by this tale, the brothers view their return to the water as “a desire for a 

forever union of our people.”33 They revisit the mythology of the motherland in order to create 

their own extension of the narrative, one that ends in reunion rather than separation. 

Strangely, however, most of the other works in the Biennale do not engage directly with 

the most infamous and traumatic episodes of the region’s violent past. This is perhaps due to the 

relative youth of the participating artists—Khvay Samnang, for example, was born in 1982, three 

years after the fall of the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, and in any case, the majority of Cambodian 

artists and intellectuals were among the two million people who were brutally massacred by the 

Khmer Rouge. Nevertheless, attempts at reconnection and mediation resurface in other less 

straightforward ways. This is true even for artists from Singapore, although the country has seen 

hardly any violence after its separation from Malaysia as compared to its Southeast Asian 

counterparts. Besides a shocking riot that broke out in Little India in December 2013, the country 

has not seen any kind of rioting since the 1969 race riots, due in no small part to strict policies on 

public congregation and protesting.34  

Yet, anxiety has been growing in recent years in response to a perceived loss of a sense of 

community and history; or rather, that perhaps this sense had not been allowed to grow 

organically because of a combination of the government’s “restorative” approach to history and 

its aggressive urban development policies. This paradigm was reflected in the previously 

mentioned campaign to save the original National Library building, and is currently most acute 

in the impassioned responses to the plan to exhume the graves in part of the historic Bukit Brown 
                                                
33 Tuyet Khoa, “Hue brothers build post-war connections with contemporary art,” Thanh Nien News 28 February 
2014, 6 April 2014 <http://www.thanhniennews.com/entertainment/ hue-brothers-build-postwar-connections-with-
contemporary-art-24188.html>. 
34 In brief, the immediate trigger of the Little India riot was a traffic accident in which a migrant worker from India was 
knocked down and killed by a bus. A mob of 300 people soon grew, overturning emergency vehicles and setting fire to 
police cars. Though the riot was quelled within two hours of the accident, it further fueled long-standing debates on 
Singapore’s heavy reliance on foreign labor. 
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cemetery so that an expressway may be constructed. Nostalgia has managed to ferment for 

Singaporeans within Singapore, a yearning for home within one’s country of origin. 

In response, some artists have embarked on projects that involve existing communities or 

create new ones, a relational approach that may appear to subscribe to the characterizations of 

French theorist Nicolas Bourriaud in the 1990s, but that I believe owes more to the social and 

cultural climate of Singapore.35 There were a number of examples of this in the Biennale alone, 

but I will focus on Hazel Lim’s A Botanical and Wildlife Survey — Singapore (2013). The work 

was conceived out of an interest in Singapore’s natural history, a legacy that is particularly 

vulnerable given that Singapore’s natural environment has endured repeated excisions in favor of 

urbanization. Lim worked with 160 students from five secondary schools in this six-month-long 

project, in which the students went on fieldtrips to nature reserves and parks around Singapore 

and meticulously documented the flora and fauna. She then conducted workshops with the 

students, refining their sketches and assisting the students in transferring these designs onto 

porcelain plates. The culmination of this work was an installation at the Peranakan Museum, 

comprising a selection of the students’ sketchbooks, video documentation of the nature reserves, 

and the blue-and-white plates organized in groups corresponding with each school. 

Though the losses that precede the work are not as prominent, A Botanical and Wildlife 

Survey possesses its own form of healing, a reclamation that is much more intangible than that of 

land and sea. Using the creative documentation of Singapore’s natural environments, which are 

allowed to remain wild only within the designations of city planning, the artist bridges the divide 

                                                
35 In his 1998 book, Relational Aesthetics, Bourriaud defined relational art as “an art taking as its theoretical horizon the 
realm of human interactions and its social context, rather than the assertion of an independent and private symbolic 
space.” Since then, relational art (and the related concept of ‘art as social practice’) have come to dominate Western art 
discourse, but similar art practices in non-Western cultures are not necessarily heirs to Bourriaud’s theories. Nicholas 
Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics (Dijon, France: Les Presses du Reel, 1998) 14. 
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between her generation and the next, and between an urban populace and a still-present nature. 

Yet the plates, though beautiful, initially seem to be an afterthought. These are art objects of 

which the students can feel proud, that can be displayed to add artistic and conceptual weight, but 

the real crux of the work appears to be the communal endeavor. However, in discussing the work, 

Lim points out how the colonial undercurrents of Singapore’s natural history informed the 

culmination of her work with the students: 

 
Colonial founders of modern Singapore … commissioned studies of the birds and 
animals of the immediate region, “mapping places through the species they 
found.” Hazel sees map-making as an act of “powerful conquest” and her SB 
project is her way of returning this power to students, presenting them with the 
tools to discover “what is still left [of their homeland] and present it as art.”36  
 
 

Imprinted on porcelain, the students’ observations become memorials and monuments; the blue-

and-white aesthetic cannot be divorced from both Dutch and Chinese decorative traditions, 

suggesting the ever-present shadow of foreign influence, and the fetishization of the oriental 

aesthetic by the European elite. Thus, embedded within this project is a power struggle, from the 

British documentation of its colonies (to know is to own), to the segmentation of nature by local 

authorities (to organize is to own), to the participation of the students (to document and create is 

to own). But it is a power struggle that also therapeutic—filling a void or establishing a 

connection in an attempted reversal of the sense that one is a stranger in one’s country. To own 

is also to constructively reclaim a sense of ownership, to work towards a semblance of wholeness, 

at least within this microcosm. In the face of ongoing change and the consequences of change, 

the artworks of both Lim and the Le Brothers present their own concrete or metaphorical models 

as possible solutions to societal circumstances seemingly beyond their control. 

                                                
36 Lynette Lim, “Artist Interview with Hazel Lim,” Singapore Biennale 2013 Tumblr 11 October 2013, 7 April 2014 
<http://singaporebiennale2013.tumblr.com/post/63707115477/artist-interview-with-hazel-lim>. 
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!" 

The Singapore Biennale is a product of the country’s own time trap. First outlined in 

Phase II of the ostentatiously and perplexingly named Renaissance City Plan (RCP) in 2005, it 

was meant to be one component of this new “Distinctive Global City for the Arts.”37 Artificiality 

of a state-orchestrated culture aside, the RCP, now in its third phase, is a paradoxical bureaucratic 

creature caught between the relentless forces of progress and the need to compensate for the 

sacrifices made in the pursuit of that progress. Sharply designed documents complete with bar 

graphs and pie charts detail the ever-growing local arts scene with its ever-growing ticket sales, 

and yet the Plan carries a name so bound up in a warped sense of time. This is a policy 

attempting to shape the artistic landscape of Singapore in order to reap the economic benefits of 

cultural tourism, and yet that tourism is dependent on the allure of historicity. Renaissance—one 

thinks of the Italian Renaissance, of course, which took place centuries ago (and is Singapore 

supposed to be Venice, its island counterpart?). Then the concept of rebirth and revival takes 

shape, but this suggests that there was something that came before—what past glory, if it even 

existed, is this well-documented vision of the creative future supposed to recall? Is it meant to 

make up for the ‘culture’ or the ‘sense of belonging’ that had failed to satisfactorily amass, or 

which might even have been eroded over the years? 

There is a Singlish term—wayang—that feels appropriate here, and which is often used to 

satirically describe the practices of the Singapore government.38 The etymology of wayang is 

Javanese in origin; its literal meaning is shadow, and in the Indonesian or Malay context refers to 
                                                
37 Singapore, Arts and Heritage Development Division, Renaissance City Plan III (Singapore: Ministry of Information, 
Communications and the Arts, 2008) 6. 
38 Singlish, a portmanteau of ‘Singaporean’ and ‘English,’ is an English-based creole language spoken in Singapore. The 
vocabulary of Singlish consists of words originating from English, Malay, Mandarin Chinese, Chinese dialects such as 
Hokkien, Teochew, and Cantonese, and Tamil. Although the government has discouraged its use, Singlish is routinely 
used to varying degrees by all Singaporeans, especially in informal situations. 
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a form of shadow puppet theater (wayang kulit). In Singapore and Malaysia, wayang also 

describes Chinese opera. In its Singlish context, however, wayang is the insinuation of 

contrivance or pretense, that something is a show, a front, a piece of theater. 

The concept can thus be framed as the Singaporean equivalent of Guy Debord’s 

“spectacle,” which he argues to be the result of “everything that was directly lived [having] moved 

into a representation.”39 Debord’s term is one that a number of Singaporean art historians have 

used in their analyses of the country’s artistic development, and in reference to the Biennale and 

such policies as the RCP. It is argued that the RCP and by extension the Singapore Biennale are 

merely orchestrated by the government to signify the presence of (sanctioned) culture, rather 

than allowing culture to coalesce and develop organically. In addition, wayang contains an 

obvious kinship with the concepts of the imagined community and restorative nostalgia, both of 

which involve a process of myth-making that forgets the most ‘inconvenient’ parts of history and 

reality. While there is certainly truth to this, I would contend that the practice of wayang needs to 

be considered in all its complexity—for example, it is also what allows the Singapore government 

to legitimate its comparatively generous financial contributions toward the arts, especially in a 

time when state funding in Western countries has plummeted. The acceptance of the prevalence 

of wayang in the Singaporean way of life can in fact make for more ambivalent, more 

interesting, and even in some case more humorous interactions with our societal constructs (such 

as in Boo Junfeng’s Happy and Free). 

Wayang has much more depth than “spectacle,” because what is beneath a spectacle is 

emptiness, whereas what is beneath wayang can be a multitude of hidden intentions and larger 

implications. Built into it is the concept of a façade or a veil, and something cannot be a façade if 

                                                
39 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle (Detroit, MI: Radical America and Black & Red, 1970) 2. 
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one does not know that it is obscuring whatever is underneath. It possesses an inherent doubling 

because it stems from the idea of a shadow (the object and its doppelganger) and the idea of 

theater (an invented narrative that allows for a doubling of reality; a representation or abstraction 

that has been created and that we partake in, even if it does not follow the logic of our world).  

Furthermore, I would assert that the term’s artistic genesis redeem its otherwise negative 

aspects, or at the very least infuse it with a richer meaning. Wayang is rooted in the creation and 

exploitation of narratives, and can also be interpreted as a form of dramatic irony, in which a 

conscious and intelligent audience understands that there is something beyond what has been 

presented to them; they thus inhabit multiple levels of ‘reality.’ Therefore, it is comprised of a 

superimposition of images, and displays the tension between restorative nostalgia (the front) and 

reflective nostalgia (the reveal of what lies beneath or which has been forgotten). It is the diversity 

of Southeast Asia beneath the myths of One-ness, and the admitted paucity of a more organic 

form of culture—and also the bottom-up efforts to compensate for that paucity—beneath the 

large-scale exhibitions and the well-designed PDFs. 

And so, wayang’s numerous connotations are embedded in the methods by which 

reflective nostalgia exposes the complexities of our existences, as well as the methods by which an 

art audience interprets and frames art. It is in the layered images of a small wooden hut over a 

colonial-era building over a memory of a demolished library; the alternative past that inhabits an 

uncannily similar reality; the painting that cannot escape its regional context; the potential for 

erasure within mops and brooms and buckets of dirt; the attempts to formulate solutions for 

healing in a fractured world. The Biennale is steeped in wayang, but wayang does not necessarily 

diminish its significance or the significance of the included artworks—it becomes a springboard 

for a discourse that wrestles with the overlapping contexts in which the artworks reside. 
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I have to admit that I suspect the writing of this essay to be an act of wayang in itself, and 

so I feel compelled to reveal what lies beneath. Here I am nostalgic for my country and its warped 

sense of time. Perhaps I saw nostalgia in so many artworks because I was looking for it. In 

confronting the theme, I have been forced to admit that I am guilty of it far too often—guilty 

because there is no real weight attached to sentimentality in this world, and even an informed 

sentimentality has to face the charge of frivolity. In the act of writing this essay, I too am 

complicit in the nostalgic paradigm. Almost four years of study away from home, four years to 

absorb influences and interests beyond the scope of my own country, and still I choose to focus 

on a topic about art in Singapore. Of course, it is in part a practical decision (I am a pragmatic 

Singaporean after all); since I plan to pursue a career in the arts back home, it makes sense to 

write about its most recent developments, and take the opportunity to read the texts that wrangle 

with the issues that affect an art world so different from the Art World of New York. But it is also 

in part an attempt to make up for the years that I have been away, to concretize my link to this 

faraway place, and to mediate my displacement with words and ideas. Perhaps, having been away, 

I am finally able to focus on what I feel is important to me, in a way that I might not have been 

able to had I not left. 

Thus, I was comforted by the presence of nostalgia, in all its forms, in so many of these 

works. Here were artists who sincerely and rigorously excavated a communal yearning, to the 

extent of questioning the act of yearning itself. These personal and alternative histories are vital 

contributions to a malleable collective memory—one that constitutes, modifies, and potentially 

improves our relationship with a world that constantly reminds us how much it has changed, and 

how much it is still the same. 



 28 

Acknowledgements 

This essay would not have been completed without the help of three people. First, I would 

like to thank Jeff Edwards, for his encouragement and positive feedback, and for assigning so 

many thought-provoking readings in the Essay Workshop class that influenced my writing in 

their own small ways. Second, Bettina Mathes, who truly connected with my writing throughout 

a semester-long independent study, and whose intelligence and emotional depth I value greatly. 

It was also Bettina who suggested Svetlana Boym’s The Future of Nostalgia, which shaped my 

essay in so many ways. Lastly, one of my closest friends, Benjamin Joshua Ong, for reading this 

paper in the midst of his studies and sending me such thoughtful comments. I can always trust 

Ben to be invested in my writing even if it is on a subject with which he is unfamiliar. 

I would like to extend my gratitude to the organizers, curators, and artists of the 

Singapore Biennale 2013. I have spent many months fruitfully contemplating the exhibition, 

and I have high hopes for the future Biennales as well as the future of visual art in Singapore. I 

especially need to thank Seng Yu Jin, one of the curators for the Biennale, who graciously agreed 

to an email interview. I would also like to show my appreciation for all who accompanied me on 

my visits to the Biennale—our discussions were the beginnings of this essay. 

 I am of course indebted to the writings of Svetlana Boym, Benedict Anderson, Homi K. 

Bhabha, in addition to Lee Weng Choy, T.K. Sabapathy, and the many other Asian academics 

and art historians who have been so committed to building meaningful discourse in the region. 

In addition, I must acknowledge the influence of the following writers: Roland Barthes, Jorge Luis 

Borges, Italo Calvino, F. Scott Fitzgerald, W.G. Sebald, Virginia Woolf, and many others. 

Finally, thank you to my family, who has always fully supported me in the realization of 

my ambitions. 



 29 

Bibliography 
 
Altshuler, Bruce. Biennials and Beyond: Exhibitions that Made Art History Volume II: 1962-2002. 

New York: Phaidon, 2013. 
 
Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. 

1983. New York: Verso, 2006. 
 
Appiah, Kwame Anthony. “Is the Post- in Postmodernism the Post- in Postcolonial?” Critical 

Inquiry Vol. 17 No. 2 (Winter 1991): 336-357. 
 
Bennett, Tony. “Museums and Progress: Narrative, Ideology, and Performance.” The Birth of the 

Museum: History, theory, politics. 1995. New York: Routledge, 2005. 177-208. 
 
Bhabha, Homi K. “On ‘hybridity’ and ‘moving beyond.’” Art in Theory 1900-2000: An 

Anthology of Changing Ideas. Ed. Charles Harrison and Paul Wood. Malden, MA: 
Blackwell Publishing (2003). 1110-1116. 

 
Boym, Svetlana. The Future of Nostalgia. New York: Basic Books, 2001. 
 
Chia, Adeline. “Panoramic View.” BLOUIN Lifestyle October 2013: 42-45. 
 
Chia, Adeline. “Singapore Biennale Review: Flawed but Fresh.” BLOUIN ArtInfo. 29 October 

2013. 16 March 2014 < http://sea.blouinartinfo.com/news/story/977841/singapore-
biennale-review-flawed-but-fresh>. 

 
Clark, John. “Histories of the Asian “New”: Biennales and Contemporary Asian Art.” Asian Art 

History in the Twenty-First Century. Ed. Vishaka N. Desai. Williamstown, MA: Sterling 
and Francine Clark Institute, 2008. 229-249. 

 
Clark, John. “Modern Art in South-East Asia.” Art Asia and Pacific Sample Issue (1993): 35-38. 
 
Clark, John. “Open and Closed Discourses of Modernity in Asian Art.” Contemporary Art in 

Asia: A Critical Reader. Ed. Melissa Chiu and Benjamin Genocchio. Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 2011. 27-45. 

 
Clark, John. Modern Asian Art. Honolulu, HI: University of Hawai’i Press, 1998. 
 
Clarke, David. “Contemporary Asian Art and its Western Reception.” Contemporary Art in Asia: 

A Critical Reader. Ed. Melissa Chiu and Benjamin Genocchio. Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 2011. 153-162. 

 
Debord, Guy. The Society of the Spectacle. Detroit, MI: Radical America and Black & Red, 1970. 
 



 30 

Desai, Vishaka N. “Beyond the “Authentic-Exotic”: Collecting Contemporary Asian Art in the 
Twenty-First Century.” Contemporary Art in Asia: A Critical Reader. Ed. Melissa Chiu 
and Benjamin Genocchio. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011. 179-195. 

 
Ewington, Julie. “Five Elements: An Abbreviated Account of Installation Art in South-East 

Asia.” ART AsiaPacific Vol. 2 No. 4 (1995): 108-15. 
 
Flores, Patrick D. “The Curatorial Turn in Southeast Asia and the Afterlife of the Modern.” 

Contemporary Art in Asia: A Critical Reader. Ed. Melissa Chiu and Benjamin Genocchio. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011. 197-210. 

 
Fominaya, Alvaro Rodríguez and Michael Lee, eds. Who Cares? 16 Essays on Curating in Asia. 

Hong Kong: Para/Site Art Space with Studio Bibliothèque and seed | projects, 2010. 
 
Hung, Wu. “Mapping Contemporaneity.” Asia-Pacific Triennial 2002. 12 September 2002 – 27 

January 2003. Brisbane: Queensland Art Gallery, 2002. 18-27. 
 
Khoa, Tuyet. “Hue brothers build post-war connections with contemporary art.” Thanh Nien 

News. 28 February 2014. 6 April 2014 <http://www.thanhniennews.com/entertainment/ 
hue-brothers-build-postwar-connections-with-contemporary-art-24188.html>. 

 
Kolesnikov-Jessop, Sonia. “Singapore Biennale: David Chew on What Local Works Say About 

Singapore Society.” BLOUIN ArtInfo. 22 October 2013. 16 March 2014 
<http://sea.blouinartinfo.com/news/story/973932/singapore-biennale-david-chew-on-
what-local-works-say-about>. 

 
Langenbach, Ray. “Annotated Singapore Diary: 26 December 1993 – 17 May 1994.” ART 

AsiaPacific Vol. 1 No. 4 (1994): 82-91. 
 
Lee, Weng Choy. “Biennale Demand.” Contemporary Art in Asia: A Critical Reader. Ed. Melissa 

Chiu and Benjamin Genocchio. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011. 211-222. 
 
Lee, Weng Choy. “Just What Is It that Makes the Term Global-Local So Widely Cited, Yet So 

Annoying?” Flight Patterns. 12 November 2000 – 11 February 2001. Los Angeles: The 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, 2000. 134-143. 

 
Lee, Weng Choy. “The Assumption of Love: Friendship and the Search for Discursive Density.” 

Modern and Contemporary Southeast Asian Art: An Anthology. Eds. Nora A. Taylor and 
Boreth Ly. 189-209. 

 
Lijie, Huang. “Art season.” The Straits Times 15 October 2013: C8-C9. 
 
Lijie, Huang. “Biennale boasts strong attendance at halfway point.” AsiaOne. 19 December 2013. 

16 March 2014 < http://news.asiaone.com/news/plush/biennale-boasts-strong-
attendance-halfway-point>. 

 



 31 

Lijie, Huang. “Cultural Invasion.” The Straits Times 2 November 2013: E6-E7. 
 
Lijie, Huang. “Game changers.” The Straits Times 29 October 2013: C4-C5. 
 
Lim, Kok Boon. Not in Any Order: Writings on Singapore Art 2006-2010. Singapore: First Fruits 

Publication, 2013. 
 
Martin, Mayo. “S’pore Biennale: A crash course in S’pore modern art on display.” Today. 25 

October 2013. 16 March 2014 < http://www.todayonline.com/entertainment/arts/spore-
biennale-crash-course-spore-modern-art-display>. 

 
Martin, Mayo. “Top picks at the Singapore Biennale.” Today. 27 October 2013. 16 March 2014 

<http://www.todayonline.com/entertainment/arts/top-picks-spore-biennale>. 
 
McEvilley, Thomas. “Exhibition Strategies in the Postcolonial Era” Contemporary Art in Asia: 

Traditions/Tensions. 3 October 1996 – 5 January 1997. New York: Asia Society, 1997. 23-
28. 

 
Poshyananda, Apinan. “Roaring Tigers, Desperate Dragons in Transition.” Contemporary Art in 

Asia: Traditions/Tensions. 3 October 1996 – 5 January 1997. New York: Asia Society, 
1997. 23-28. 

 
Poshyananda, Apinan. “The Future: Post-Cold War, Postmodernism, Postmarginalia (Playing 

with Slippery Lubricants.” Contemporary Art in Asia: A Critical Reader. Ed. Melissa Chiu 
and Benjamin Genocchio. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011. 119-138. 

 
Roces, Marian Pastor. “Ethos Bathos Pathos: Contemporary Art Practice in the Philippines.” Art 

Asia and Pacific Sample Issue (1993): 47-51. 
 
Roces, Marian Pastor. “Words.” Eyeline 22/23 (Summer, 1993): 45-48. 
 
Sabapathy, T.K. “Developing Regionalist Perspectives in Southeast Asian Art Historiography.” 

Contemporary Art in Asia: A Critical Reader. Ed. Melissa Chiu and Benjamin Genocchio. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011. 47-61. 

 
Sabapathy, T.K. “Intersecting Histories: Thoughts on the Contemporary and History in Southeast 

Asian Art.” Intersecting Histories: Contemporary Turns in Southeast Asian Art. 27 
September – 24 November 2012. Ed. T.K. Sabapathy. Singapore: School of Art, Design 
and Media, Nanyang Technological University, 2012. 36-82. 

 
Sabapathy, T.K. “Modern Art in Singapore: Pioneers and Premises.” Sources of Modern Art. 

Singapore: Ministry of Education, 1986. 129-130a. 
 
Sabapathy, T.K. “Trimurti: Thoughts on Contexts.” Trimurti and Ten Years After. Ed. T.K. 

Sabapathy. Singapore: Singapore Art Museum, 1998. 21-31. 
 



 32 

“Sand-covered Cambodian artist Khvay Samnang’s Phnom Penh lake performance.” Art Radar 
Asia. 24 March 2011. 6 April 2014 <http://artradarjournal.com/2011/08/24/sand-
covered-cambodian-artist-khvay-samnangs-phnom-penh-lake-performance/>. 

 
Seng, Yu Jin. “The Primacy of Exhibitionary Discourses: Contemporaneity in Southeast Asian 

Art, 1992-2002.” Intersecting Histories: Contemporary Turns in Southeast Asian Art. 27 
September – 24 November 2012. Ed. T.K. Sabapathy. Singapore: School of Art, Design 
and Media, Nanyang Technological University, 2012. 36-82. 116-126. 

 
Shetty, Deepika. “A Biennale that is close to heart and home.” The Straits Times 5 November 

2013: C6. 
 
Shetty, Deepika. “Biennale artworks touch visitors.” The Straits Times 28 October 2013: C2. 
 
Shetty, Deepika. “People Powered.” The Straits Times 15 October 2013: C7. 
 
Shetty, Deepika. “Take 5 at the biennale.” The Straits Times 26 October 2013: E8 
 
Silas, Susan. “Founded by Twin Artists, a Residency and Foundation Brightens Vietnam’s Art 

Scene.” Hyperallergic. 29 November 2012. 6 April 2014 <http://hyperallergic.com/60583/ 
founded-by-twin-artists-a-residency-and-foundation-brightens-vietnams-art-scene/>. 

 
Singapore Biennale 2006: Belief. 4 September – 12 November 2006. Singapore: National Arts 

Council, 2006. 
 
Singapore Biennale 2008: Wonder. 11 September – 16 November 2008. Singapore: National Arts 

Council, 2008. 
 
Singapore Biennale 2011: Open House. 13 March – 15 May 2011. Singapore: Singapore Art 

Museum, 2011. 
 
Singapore Biennale 2013: If the World Changed. 26 October 2013 – 16 February 2014. Singapore: 

Singapore Art Museum, 2013. 
 
Singapore Biennale 2013. 17 March 2014 < http://www.singaporebiennale.org/>. 
 
Singapore Biennale 2013 Tumblr. 7 April 2014 < http://singaporebiennale2013.tumblr.com/>. 
 
Singapore. Arts and Heritage Development Division. Renaissance City Plan III. Singapore: 

Ministry of Information, Communications and the Arts, 2008. 
 
Supangkat, Jim. “Multiculturalism/Multimodernism.” Contemporary Art in Asia: A Critical 

Reader. Ed. Melissa Chiu and Benjamin Genocchio. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011. 
63-85. 

 



 33 

Tan, Adele. “The Collected Contemporary: Museological fixtures, fixatives and fixations for 
Southeast Asian Art.” Intersecting Histories: Contemporary Turns in Southeast Asian Art. 
27 September – 24 November 2012. Ed. T.K. Sabapathy. Singapore: School of Art, 
Design and Media, Nanyang Technological University, 2012. 160-174. 

 
Tang, Jeannine. “Spectacle’s Politics and the Singapore Biennale.” Journal of Visual Culture 6 

(2007): 365-377. 
Taylor, Nora A. “Why Have There Been No Great Vietnamese Artists?” Michigan Quarterly 

Review Vol. XLIV No. 1 (2005): 149-65. 
 
Toh, Kezia. “Anyone can be a Biennale ‘artist.’” The Straits Times 18 October 2013: C10. 
 
Wang, Hui. “Imagining Asia: A Genealogical Analysis.” Contemporary Art in Asia: A Critical 

Reader. Ed. Melissa Chiu and Benjamin Genocchio. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011. 
87-106. 

 
 


