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Absent Does Not Mean Present: Istanbul
ollowing the public protests which snowballed
into a country-wide stand against a broader
infringement on civic rights, the anticipated

13th Istanbul Biennale opened in September 2013

and ran only a month till 20 October. It spanned

five venues—SALT Beyoglu, ARTER, Galata Greek

Primary School, Antrepo 3 and 5533, bringing

er a selection of established and e

as5e5s

& time when political, civic and corporate interests
¢iash?

Mom. am | Barbarian?” was the terrifying yet
introspective theme of the exhibition, borrowed
from a quote by Turkish poet Lale Miildiir. The word

BIENNALE TRAIL
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‘Barbarian’ itself carries complex connotations of the ‘other’, reinforcing notions of exclusion and, in
the context of global malcontent, the marginalisation of the citizen; thus relegating the citizen as the
unruly outcast. In her curatorial outline, Fulya Erdemci emphasises the relationship between art and
the public domain through her original intention to pick venues that represented urban transformation,
such as Gezi Park, Taksim Square, Tarlabagi Boulevard, Karakéy and Sulukule neighbourhood. But after
the events of 31 May, this was not possible, which meant that the Biennale had to be held in the private
domain. Fine. The curatorial choices of artworks, though, should not have been all that affected. But
what this critic encountered was an incoherent disarray —videos that have already featured previously
in other biennales, photographs of displaced people among ruins, text-heavy works and installations
which made little sense. It was clear that for Erdemci, the viewer's perspective did not take precedence,

SALT Beyoglu had the weakest selection of three artists, with the fourth being an exception. Delhi-
based Amar Kanwar's film The Scene of Crime (2011) underpinned idyllic images of grasslands of
Odisha in eastern India as the battleground for local communities versus government and corporations
Similar films from Kanwar’s ongoing series The Sovereign Forest” have been featured in Documenta 13
Kochy and the Shagjah Biennial. As they did in Kochi, this artwork could have been expanded to include
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surrounded soil ingots, and featured historical and
contemporary philosophers, writers and artists
who have contributed to the understanding of the
connections -of humans to the larger ecological
systems, whilst pointing out how these systems
have been not only commodified by corporations

but also cut off from our lives. More artworks that

2 knqﬂlca Mesitl ¢ itizens Eﬂm 2012 Four cha e 1
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propagated a meaningful dialogue through such subtlety, could have been selected. Few artwork:
made any inspired attéempt at furthering a relevant and timely discussion on this socio-political crisis

which affects us—the 99% in every country who can refate beyond national boundaries. No, insteac

we got Gonzalo Lebrija’s Lamento (2007), a minuscule s pless and powerless man whe
simply looked away instead of nsing to the occasion
This was a privately sponsored event that echoed hollow ideology. as Erdemci redundantly statec

..1 believe that by withdrawing from urban public spaces, thus marking the presence through the

uipture of a hel
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OW DOES ONE BEGIN TO CONTEXTUALISE A

IENNALE IN TIMES OF SOCIAL UNREST; HOW DOES
INE ASSESS AND RE-EVALUATE THE RELEVANCE

= SUCH PLATFORMS AT A TIME WHEN POLITICAL,
WIC AND CORPORATE INTERESTS CLASH?

.-
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Martin Cordiano and Tomds Espina, Domain (Dominio). 2011, Coutlesy the 1490 tstante| Bennale

sence, we can contribute to the space of freedom, to the creative and participatory demonstrations
d forums instigated by the Gezi resistance’. Artist Rafael Lozano-Hemmer's solo show at Borusan
ntemporary Istanbul, in contrast, was a far superior exhibition which, in its understated simplicity,
amined the role of the individual versus the patency of a global collective, encouraging audience
rticipation instead of relegating one to being a passive onlooker.

This established Biennale, that has always had an edge, has indeed missed a timely opportunity
highlight the collusion between media, government, its military and big corporations—which have
‘ringed on citizen’s basic civic rights on a global scale. As Hito Steyerl made the connection between
ns dealers and the art world in her new video-work at Antrepo 3, she highlighted how the sponsor
the Biennale, Vehbi Kog Foundation, was the philanthropic arm of Kog Holdings, a subsidiary of
tich manufactures weapons {which Erdogan’s government may have used against the protesters).
it closer to home, TATA Steel, the main sponsor of the Jaipur Literary Festival, argued for Salman
ishdie’s right to free speech in 2013, while quashing tens of thousands of villagers, who are branded

"Maoists’, with the help of paramilitary forces de
in the forests of Dantewada, in a bid 1o exploit !
mineral-rich land.

Meanwhile, we are being fed propaganda wh
essentially convinces the citizenry that they ne
not be alarmed at being spied upon, think critica
or ask questions, In fact, we need not particip
in democratic deliberation at all. Instead we are
be amused. And it would seem that the format
the Biennale—a non-profit platform where ¢
is meant to takes risks—is now a safe, polite &
politically contained zone. Evidence of this ¢
be seen in the stark difference between Shar
Biennial's 10th and 11th editions, With
beginnings of Arab Spring, the former extenc
solidarity through a spontaneous boycott agai
the Gulf Cooperation Council, which sent its trod
to suppress the uprisings in Bahrain, and demant
fair working conditions for migrant workers at |
Abu Dhabi Louvre/ Guggenheim outposts. The lat
edition was a manicured affair. An extended lg
community project, under the guise of a bienm
which offered art as amusement. It is dishearten
that Fulya Erdemci finally opted to retreat indo
instead of daring to claim the public sphere throt
artistic discourse, while protests ranging from Tal
Square (Egypt), Pearl Square (Bahrain), Zucc
Park (New York), Puerta del Sof (Madrid), Syntag
Square (Athens) to Taksim Square (Istanb
demonstrated a creative ownership of the pul
domain.

Emerging biennales in Asia should seize
opportunity to connect to the larger discurs
threads locally, regionally and internationa
which tie us 1o our shared and precious ecolt
and connect us, despite geo-political agendas;
first edition of Kochi-Muziris Biennale has sho
immense potential; Singapore’s 4th edition t
year moved away from the international blo
buster formula and focused solely on Southe
Asia; Biennale Jogja, which in its first 2011 edit
focused on India, now in its 2nd edition examines
relation with Egypt and the Arab World. The Art
as-citizen cannot remain insular and the Bienn
could look far beyond enthralling. What is
purpose of art if not for raising difficult questis
and going against the grain?

Too Many Cooks Spoil the Laksa: Singapore
In my previous review of a Singapore Biennale (!
for an Indian art journal back in 2011, 1 concluc
that the city-state would do better by keep
a regional focus rather than putting together
assortment of international names. This opin
was based on having seen the two-decade sur
exhibition Negotiating Home, History, Nat
(NHHN), which ran as a parallel event at

Singapore Art Museum (SAM) that year. Gue
curated by critic and lecturer in Southeast As
art, lola Lenzi, in close collaboration with the tf

Ir1 1l
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Director of SAM, Mr Tan Boon Hui, this exhibition
was the largest ever survey of Southeast Asian
Contemporary Art in Asia or elsewhere, seen within
its own context rather than in relation to China,
India, or the West for that matter. Established
within the canon of robust and diverse Southeast
Asian art practices, NHHN stood out not only for its
quality of discursive artworks—which in bold form
dealt with contentious gender and socio-political
issues—but also because of the extensive research
it entailed as relaved in the exhaustive essavs in
the accompanying catalogue. NHHN, therefore,
became this writer’s reference for Southeast Asian
{SEA) art. According to Lenzi the reference-point
for NHHN itself are other canonic survey shows
such as Traditions/Tensions; Contemporary Art in
Asia (1996) curated by Apinan Poshyananda and
the Fukuoka Triennales (Japan) and Asia-Pacific
Triennials (Brisbane)

So, after lobbying for a Southeast Asian-
centric biennale—we got it. But did Singapore
Biennale’s (SB's) fourth edition, under the potent if
vague theme ‘If the World Changed’, offer a close
examination of current SEA practices or did it offer
an eclectic buffet?

Opening to a press conference on 24 October
2013, the presiding curator among twenty-six other
curators  from around Southeast Asia, Tan Boon
Hui began by admitting knowledge gaps within
the institution’s curatorial core. In order to leamn
about current art practices, seven SAM curators
were attached to other counterparts from Thailand,
Indonesia, Philippines, Laos, Vietnam, Myanmar
and Malaysia and divided into country-groups
And this divide and incoherence can be clearly
seen through the Biennale, which is spread across
seven venues within the same district; and for some
unclear reason there were a few artists included
from outside of SEA

At the National Museum (NM) Ken + Julia
Yonetani’s Crystal Palace is a striking arrangement
of thirty-one antique chandeliers (denoting thirty-
one nuciear nations) refitted with uranium glass
beads which, in the darkened room, pick up the
UV lighting and glow an ominous green. Not from
SEA but having been specially invited by Tan
Boon Hui through the Open Call for proposals, the
artists related to the theme directly and reflected
pur anxiety post-Fukushima, In the same room
was Singaporean Grace Tan's Moment—a special
commission in the form of a lumpy green tangled
mass. The accompanying text written by one of the
SAM curators stated that the work was ‘informed
by Tan's pursuit of a deeper meaning of the self
iwhich artwork isn't?] I'he glowing instaliation
embodies humans’ nature to make
and create. The hand underscores the intention
of making—making hope, meaning memory,
connection’. This unfortunate gap between concept,
execution and description revealed itself at various
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points in the Biennale, signalling an absence of curatorial vision and direction. In and around the
same venue were works that were utterly void of any meaning by artists such as Francois Roche
(Paris), again a special commission where the intent had nothing to do with the result. But perhaps
the most disappointing work, and also possibly the most expensive commission, was Sydney-based
Singaporean Suzanne Victor's Rainbow Circle, Repeatedly referring to the execution of the work as
a process of 'suffering” during her public-talk, Victor had intended to create a circular rainbow ‘as
an artefact within the museum of artefacts’, Occupying the rotunda of the NM, a prime spot in the
Biennale, all that could be seen at the time of writing, was a badly executed waterfall being mopped
up every two minutes by a museum ward, which in itself could have been viewed as a time-based,
Singapore-centric performance. Victor, a prominent artist who has made some meaningful works in
the past (one of which was included in NHHN), should have left this one to Olafur Eliasson who has
created experiential rainbows since 1993,

Speaking of experiential, Indonesian architect/artist Eko Prawoto’s Wormhole, a trio of
interconnected bamboo huts occupying the pristine exterior of NM, succeeded in its evocative form
which invited viewers into its cool environs to contemplate on internal shadows, as the sounds of
Singapore dissolved in the background. Over at SAM and SAM at BQ were a variety of works which,
barring a few exceptions, seemed incoberent and offered little that could be considered insightful or
had any clear concept. Singapore’s commercial artist, Kumari Nahappan, who usually makes sculptures
for local high-rises, piled kilos of lush red saga seeds against a red wall; the set up photographed
beautifully, but what's new here? Kumari has been piling up saga seeds for a while now. At this point
| ached for stronger SEA artists whose works involve public participation—a key strategy in SEA
art practice, often underpinned by a sound concept. As | encountered further works, what became
apparent was the absence of concept, context or curatonal direction

Outside of SAM at 8Q was Toko Keperiuan/A Shop for Your Needs (2010, 2013) by Indonesian artist
Anggun Priambodo. On sale were some items such as paper-masks and plastic toys. Recreating a shop
in-a Biennale has been done to death, so once again, what's new here? SAM curator Tan Siuli offered a
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& Arab Region: Not a Dead End’. Twvo years back
iesitively reviewed (Eyeline, #76) the Yogyakarta
ennale Foundations first intemational edition
sadow Lines: Indonesia Meets India’, which
hibited artists from both countries with Indian
rator Suman Gopinath. The aim of the foundation
1o present 2 biennale every alternate yvear with a
untry or region bearing proximity to the equator.
ace Indonesia is the largest Muslim country in
utheast Asia, it is only fitting that the Biennale
ovides a meeting point between artists from
& Arab region and Indonesia, with Islam being
| obvious entry point into 2 wider geo-political
icussion—and at a time when the Arab region has
en rife with tension

Though islam subsequently became the
minant refigion of Malaya and Indonesia, the
story of Southeast Asia attests to the inculcation
religious practices from centuries old Hinduism,
widhism, Sufism and Islam with its own diverse
rms of animism, the worship of ancestors and the
murz! elements, This ‘syncretic’ mix of religion with
ent traditions, Is-still found today in parts of the
sian archipelago, This overlapping and layering
figion and tradition contests the notion of
ure’ [slam. The Islamic beliefs of the Javanese elite
emed to have been much closer to Hindu-Buddhist
han to orthodox-Islam, and it seems that
£h environments encouraged religious reformers
take action. However. in the 19th century, two
gfor reform movements occurring in the Middle
ist—Wahhabi and especially Modemnism—had a
rect impact on Indonesia and, once the Suez Canal
Ened, the number of Hadjis (those who made the
mage to Mecca) from Indonesia rose significantly
i those who retumed began to consider orthodoxy
the ‘proper” mode of worship and dress; regarding
eir centuries old rituals with superstition. But
mcretism, or the conceptual approach to take in
sorted beliefs in order to weave a unified cultural
Bric, has parlayed into the ethos of contemporary
fture and art practices. The question is, did this
ale serve to communicate such intricate history
i address current political tension in Egypt and
sewhere through artistic discourse?

indonesian curator Agung - Hujatnikajennong
pinered with Sarah Rifky from Egypt with a
ion of thirty-five artists; sixteen from Indonesia
i the rest from Yemen, UAE, Saudi Arabia, Egypt
wl Oman, out of which at least six participated

the Sharjah Biennial earlier this year. Rifky
sappeared after her second residency in Jogja last
dy and apart from a single mention crediting her as
& co-curator, there is nothing else to substantiate
it part in the curatorial process. The curating of the
ennale and the responsibility for the participating
1ists then came to rest on Agung Hujatnikajennong
hio did his residency in Sharjah during their
ennial in March 2013, Although referring to the
story of syncretism and Islam in Indonesia in his

fiom g Basim Magdy, inveatigating the Cofor Spect of & Post ypiic Future L 2013, 80 sbaes ar

denengions virisbie. Ahmed Mater, Goiden Nowr, 2011 From Desort of Pharan series. Finear! Latex printar and m 2
preting papec. Ed#ion of 3 + T AP, 245 x 326 Scm. Jogiakana Biennata X)

curatorial essay, Hujatnikajennong employed the ‘mobility and migration’ trope, making commerce ant
consumption key points of focus, while confessing that no curatorial directive was given to the artists. Hy
also did not expound on how the selected artists would provide further articulation within the scope o
this Biennale. But we had some big names on show.
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Al the National Museum, Basim Magdy (Egypt) presented Investigating the Colour Spectrum of
@ Post-Apocalyptic Future Landscope (2013}, a dull slide show of colour tinted barren landscapes,
his imagination of a possible future. Magdi Mostafa (Egypt) set up a light and sound installation
inside a massive black box at the Langgeng Art Foundation. It did not function, but visitors emerged
within seconds with their eyes stung by toxic paint fumes, Al Araba Al Madfuna, a film by Wael
Skawky (Egypt) previously shown in the Sharjah Biennial, also featured here. Dubal based UBIK
{Vivek), who'did his residency in Jogja had done some research into a time when communal violence
unravelled in Indonesia. UBIK's enquiry into the communist purge of 1965 led him to appropriate a
variety of objects such as boy-scout patches, found signage and photographs.

Ahmed Mater’s photographic series Desert of Pharan/Room with a View, previously circulated in
#ochi and Sharjah Biennials, made an appearance here, and was juxtaposed well opposite veteran
Indonesian artist FX Harsono’s Purification (2013), While Mater’s images of the Kaaba (Mecca), as
seen through the windows of luxury hotel rooms around it, illustrate exactly how religion is being
commodified, Harsono's installation gives a reflection on syncretic Islam and displays Hadj souvenirs
which are manufactured in China and sold in Indonesia. Harsono’s research took him to Cirebon,
lecated on the North coast of Java, where he documented a Brai ritual. Here, the priest leads the
Muslim prayer ceremony which, according to the artist, dates back to the 15th century when Islam
was adopted and combined with Hindu and Chinese rituals. This syncretism is also reflected in the
installation of Indonesian artist Leonardiansyah Allenda’s Chapter 0, A pendulum, an oriental rug,
& tea tray and a camouflage costume, among other things, that were arranged under a red lighting,
gave off an air of mystery. The artist disclosed, however, that the work is about the complexity
of his family’s Arab and Chinese heritage. Indonesian art star Eko Nugroho's arresting installation
fhad perhaps a few too many distracting elements in it, but included one magnificent embroidered
tapestry depicting the Sword of Islam, and spelling out HYPOCRITE. However, Nugroho's, Harsono’s
and Allenda’s works, among numerous others, could have done with some editing, or should have
been guided into formulating their concepts with tighter precision and cohesion, but of course there
was no curatorial directive. In fact the Parallel Programs which invited exhibition, performance or

project proposals under the purview of Committes
Chair, Yustina Neni. offered a far more exciting
presentation.

All in all, a safe Biennale with safe works,
where few addressed the: harsh realities of ongoing
political protests or democratic deliberations in the
Arab region or in Indonesia itself. | skipped the
talks and symposium in favour of studio visits, but
on the flight back from Jogja, 1 bumped into une
of the symposium’s keynote speakers and advisor
to the recent Singapore Biennale, T.K. Sabapathy.
Not only did the symposium not start on time, but
it was also not a symposium but a brainstorming
session, and the keynote speaker himself was not
made aware of that. This Biennale, initiated with
much earnestness, is at risk of being little more
than a privately funded opportunity for collectors,
curators and artists, in that order, to network on a
CV-enhancing platform. Flying in that same evening
as | departed 'were about twenty representatives
from the Tate, while another contingent from the
Mori Museum was due to arrive two days later, to
be courted by local collectors and curators, while Art
Farum’s representative had already flown in from
LA in arder to photograph various personalities (not
the artwork) for the glib ‘Scene + Heard'. It is all
very international now, pity no one actually looks
at content.

The 13th Istanbul Biennial was held from 14 September 10
20 Ocrober 2013; the Singapore Biennale from 26 October
2013 to 16 February 2014; and Jogjakarta Blennale, from
16 November 2013 to 6 January 2014.

Bharti Lalwani is an art writer based in Singapore.
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Culture in the making
'‘Making History

Colombo Art Biennale

31 January — 9 February 2014

The Colombo Art Biennzle (CAB) opened its third
gdition on 31 January 2014, What was initiated in
2009, as a small local event for Sri Lankan arfists,
has now expanded quite substantially to include
artists from the adjoining countries and those further
afield, imagining Peace’ (2009), the theme of the
first biannale, was launched at a time when peace
was unexpectediy achieved after twenty-six years
of civil conflict. The inaugural biennale was followed
in 2012 with the explorative theme ‘Becomng’.
Co-curator Suresh Jayaram, publicly mused in his
catalogue essay on how ‘normal’ Colombo appeared
to be, as there were fewer barricades, as well as
significant ‘building activity’, which suggests ‘a
buoyant economy’, In the event of forward looking
nation-building, how does one address post-war
anxiety, and how can artists temporarily provide an
alternate language 10 communicate such tension?
These were questions raised by the curators then
and that still remain unresolved as we sattend the
2014 biennale. However, | would have posed the
guestion diffarently: How does a curator formulate
@ biennale in a post-war country where the art scane
is still nascent and operates in the absence of formal
criticism; and where the audience for contemporary
art and performance as yet neads to be developed?

Facilitated by a heady mix of Sri Lankan and
international curators, Chandraguptha Thenuwara,
Neil Butler (UK) and Amit Jain Kumar (India) were
salacted 1o develop the third biennale theme 'Making
History’. Complimenting this team was Sri Lankan
theatre practitioner Rubanie Persra who curated
the live performances and pane!l discussions.
Curators' Butler and Thenuwara acknowledged the
intrinsic relationship between artists, their work,
and the public, interpreting those interests in their
joint catalogue essay. Amit Jain declared it to be ‘A
Biennale of the People, for the People’ as his essay
title.

CAB led with live performances, taking art
tc the street with Bandu Manamperl and Adrian
Schvarzstein, or bringing performance into the
exhibition space 1o respond to the artworks, with
dance/theatre practitioners such as Venuri Perera
and Thomas Pritchard. Manamperis flron Man
performance out on Park Street Mews, saw him
taking off his formal shirt and trousers, meticulously
ironing out the wrinkles and donning the outfit
again, The image of the artist ironing his clothes
in various stages of undress was photographed in
front of various public monuments in Colombo, and
was shown at the JDA Parera Galiery along with
other biennale works. Performing as he does, half-
dressed in front of grand neo-barogue buildings—
the Town Hail, Old Parliament Bullding, and
Colombo National Museum—Manamperi critiques
these formal structures, which are representative
of history and national identity, through an informal
and highly personal domestic activity out in the
public sphere. Satirising these lsuded monuments
through his simple performance, the artist, as a
lone actor, contests the authority of the established
power structures which dictate decisions regarding
damaocracy, ethnic divide or aven art history.

Complimenting this narrative were four works by
Pala Pothupitiye. History Maker {2014) was a large
monument of 8 nendescript male holding a degree
and in full gradustion regalia which partially covered
his exposed lower half. Placed behind this were
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two paintings History Maker | and {/ (2014) which
appropriate ready-made maps of India that have a
South-North orientation. Through a mishmash of
ideas and techniques, a figure in graduation cap and
gown, was painted into the map. The concept was
to illustrate 'colonial education’, according to the
artist, but what he meaant exactly by that ramained
unclear. In a city where 80 many public monuments
are dedicated to men, | could not help but wonder if
Pothupitiye was making a mockery of the dominant
patriarchal frame. What worked quite beautifully
in terms of form and concept was his Jaffna Map.
The focal point of the Sri Lankan civil war and ethnic
tension, Pothupitiye drew on the Jafina islands,
transforming them into a tiger (for the LTTE) and &
lion {Sri Lanka): the islands mutated into fearsome
beasts, each reaching out to consume the other.

Pushpakumara Koralegadara's  Muminated
Barbwire (2014), with twinkling lights and transparant
plastic tubing imitating the form of barb-wire, was
intended to highlight a history of violence. However,
the tubing, as a soft, transparent and almost invisible
material could barely convey a sense of tension.
Perhaps the result would have been different if actual
wire was used, bringing together two different forms
1o convey two very divergent ideas at the one time.
Along the same lines was Pradeep Chandrasiri's
installation of a table and two chairs surrounded with
coal, Things I told, Things not heard and things 1 tell
now, (2014),

Layla Gonaduwa's The Silverfish (2014) had an
extremely strong and potentially contentious subject,
which could have been presented better. Single-
handedly tackling the jegitimacy of war, history,
refigion, racial and ethnic stereotypes, through the
subversion of an historical document. Gonaduwa
contasted the authenticity of the Mahavamsa (The
Great Dynasty), a chronicle of Sri Lankan origin
documenting the ruiers and their subjects, between
the 6th century BC to 4th century AD. Including the
beautiful and famifiar form of the silverfish as an
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agent of decay, the document was reproduced and
presented on & table ridden with holes. Key junclures
in the record were subltly altered, to challenge the
supposed canon, thereby raising doubt on a text that
s considered sacred in Sri Lanka. Audiences who
read Gonaduwa's altered text might wonder if history
has been misinterpreted.

Conceal of Marks (2012) by Dhanushka
Marasinghs, another strong work, was a roughly four
minute video loop of a man in army boots leaving his
footprints in the sand, then gently concealing them
with a rake, in turn leaving its own marks behind.
Metaphorically addressing the erasure or alteration of
history, Marasinghe proposed a scrutiny of historical
revisionism through a layered and elegant approach.
It is through the inclusion of such works that the
curators of CAB took calculated risks. And there
were many other artworks that stood out, showing
multiple perspeactives on history, which varied from
the national to the personal. Nina Mangalanayagam
axplored her hall Danish and Tamil identity through
a set of nuanced photographs of a family wedding,
some relaying palpable tension; Liz Fernando's
quiet pubfication-as-artwork recalled her father's
childhood memories of his hometown before the
civil war, through photographs and anecdotes. Gihan
Karunaratne, on the other hand, took tha conversation
beyond Sri Lanka to highlight the globally relevant
topic of contested public spaces. Seemingly banal-
looking maps with architectural markers of central
London were coloured and outlined into zones in
which protesters could be contained. Looking at
these mappings, theatre practitioner Jake Oorloff
commanted on how theatre and art could addrass
social or political issues by presenting a narrative far
removed from the local or the familiar. Indeed, as
artist Olivier Grossetéte’s cardboard People’s Tower
cama toppling down at the Independence Square on
the final day, | wondered if its political implications
had been considered.

Bharti Lalwani
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