
DEEP	S.E.A.	–	CONTEMPORARY	ART	FROM	SOUTH	EAST	ASIA	
	
Before	 starting	 this	 long	 eastward	 journey,	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 come	 to	 a	 pact,	 seemingly	
metaphoric,	between	the	reader	and	the	hereby	exhibited	art:	 it	claims	for	a	cognitive	effort	
about	renouncing,	in	return	for	a	final	unveiling.	
Renouncing	to	several	established	aesthetic-historical	schemes,	deeply-rooted	in	the	western	
thought	 tradition	 and	 understandably	 recalled	 –	 even	 at	 an	 unconscious	 level	 –	 as	 reading	
keys	for	any	environment	or	reality	perceived	as	new	or	unknown.	Therefore,	let’s	store	away	
the	western	meanings	 of	 “modern”	 and	 “contemporary”,	 and	notions	 of	 “space”	 and	 “time”,	
because	Southeast	Asia	history	is	the	history	of	the	beyond	and	the	elsewhere,	and	it	needs	to	
be	written	through	and	through.	
Today,	 talking	 about	 contemporary	 art	 from	 Southeast	 Asia	 primarily	 means	 to	 issue	 a	
challenge.	 Today,	 talking	 about	 contemporary	 art	 from	 Southeast	 Asia	 implies	 the	 silent	
acceptance	of	a	compromise	as	lay	statement	of	belief	for	the	(un)material	power	of	art.	
	
The	definition	of	“Southeast	Asia”	was	born	in	the	forties,	during	the	Pacific	War	-	within	the	
Second	 World	 War	 scenario	 -	 as	 a	 geo-politic	 landmark	 frame	 lining-up	 the	 ABDACOM	
(American	British	Dutch	Australian	Command),	a	short-lived	supreme	command	for	all	Allied	
forces	 in	South	East	Asia,	operating	 from	February	1942	to	November	1943,	 to	 face	 toward	
the	Japanese	enemies	military	forces.	
From	1945	to	1967,	due	to	its	strategically	relevant	position,	the	region	had	been	the	scene	of	
violent	 battles	 for	 the	 colonial	 supremacy	 among	 English,	 French,	 Spanish,	 Portuguese	 and	
Dutch:	 for	 such	 reason,	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 endogenous	 ethnic,	 religious	 and	morphological	
diversities,	 a	 strong	 identity	never	 came	 to	 forge	and	nor	 it	did	a	 sense	of	belonging	 to	 the	
same	regional	community.	
A	 long-lasting	 notched	 regional	 history,	made	 of	 attempted	more-commercial-than-cultural	
agreements	and	cooperation,	 lead	 to	 the	constitution	of	 the	Association	of	South	East	Asian	
Nations	(ASEAN)	in	1967.	Joining	ten	countries,	ASEAN	is	an	associative	body	mainly	aimed	to	
well	 maintain	 the	 political	 and	 economical	 area	 balance,	 whose	 continuous	 exchanges	
inevitably	reached	also	cultural	chords.	To	the	five	founder	countries	–	Philippines,	Indonesia,	
Malaysia,	 Singapore	 and	 Thailand	 –	 Brunei	 added	 in	 1984,	 Vietnam	 in	 1995,	 Laos	 and	
Myanmar	in	1997	and,	eventually,	Cambodia	in	1999.	
On	the	linguistic	side,	the	colonial	inheritance	can	be	summarized	by	the	diffusion	of	english	
language	chiefly	in	Malaysia	and	Singapore,	while	french	goes	disappearing	in	the	Indochina	
(Laos,	Cambodia	and	Vietnam)	as	spanish	in	the	Philippines.	
	
Such	 short	 historical	 preliminary	 remarks	 just	 address	 to	 convey	 the	 essential	 assumption	
that	 “Southeast	 Asia”	 still	 goes	 no	 further	 than	 a	 conventional	 gathering	 of	 countries,	 a	
nominal	definition	whose	roots	sink	into	the	western	world	political	chronicles	and	which	the	
local	people	-	the	artists,	indeed	–	cope	with	in	their	everyday	life	and	practice,	being	despite	
themselves	protagonist	of	a	still	now	binding	historical	dialectic.	
Here,	 the	history	of	 art	 becomes	 an	hazardous	 ground,	 hard	 to	 sum	up	within	 the	 limits	 of	
local	 art	 habits,	 being	 the	 region	 itself	 a	 post-colonial	 construct,	 set	 up	 to	 hold	 together	
manifold	languages	and	cultures,	as	far	as	the	need	for	bordering	a	visually	localized	zone.	
	
“Deep	S.E.A.”	 is	both	 the	direct	and	 indirect	experience	of	 those	 lands,	which	Primo	Marella	
tries	to	tell	through	this	ambitious	collective	exhibition,	totally	focusing	on	imageries	bred	in	
the	south-east	region	of	Asia,	 to	date	regarded	by	many	international	witnesses	as	the	most	
cutting	 edge	 and	 vivid	 geographic	 zone,	where	 each	 arising	 issue	 assumes	 a	 trans-national	
connotation.	



	
Playing	with	the	semantic	meaning	ambivalence,	the	exhibition	title	revolve	around	the	word	
“S.E.A.”,	 all	 the	while	 acronym	 of	 South	 East	 Asia	 and	 cross-reference	 to	 the	 common	 geo-
physical	element	of	the	sea,	the	only	shared	border	among	ASEAN	countries:	except	for	Laos,	
indeed,	all	 the	countries	shores	producing	exhibited	artists	are	 lapped	by	 the	Pacific	Ocean.	
Furthermore,	water	 courses	and	streams	are	of	 strategic	 importance	 in	 the	economical	and	
social	development	of	S.E.A.	nations,	with	specific	reference	to	the	Myanmar	case,	as	we	will	
examine.	
Constantly	fluctuating	between	physics	and	thought,	the	deepness	of	the	sea	mirrors	into	the	
vastness	of	these	countries	historic-artistic	 inheritance,	which	ought	to	be	plumbed	through	
appropriate	technical	and	cultural	tools,	starting	from	the	clearest	visible	layer	of	the	surface	
–	the	artworks	–	to	reach	the	inner	core	of	the	floor	–	the	concepts.				
Arguably,	 the	 reader	will	 take	 into	 account	 the	 hereby	 notion	 of	 art	 “from”	 Southeast	 Asia	
instead	 of	 “by”	 Southeast	 Asia,	 supporting	 the	 objective	 absence	 of	 an	 art	 classifiable	 as	
regional.	 Rather,	 it	 is	 a	 group	 of	 astonishing	 ideas	 and	 practices	 springing	 up	 from	 a	
pinpointed	creative	context.	
		 		
Artworks	made	by	11	artists	 from	8	countries	and	 introduced	by	11	critic	essays	constitute	
the	 visual	 support	 of	 this	 far	 away	 coming	 story,	 telling	 of	 identity	 and	memory,	 hope	 and	
trauma,	 religion	 and	 oppression,	 emotional	 and	 concrete	 diaspora,	 swinging	 between	
nationalism	 and	 globalism,	 happening	 to	 gravitate	 around	 the	 unavoidable	 orbit	 of	
regionalism.	
Well-known	protagonists	of	 the	 trendiest	parterre,	 ranging	 from	the	Singapore	Art	Museum	
(Singapore)	 to	 dOCUMENTA	 (Kassel,	 Germany)	 accompany	 emerging	 talents	 currently	
standing	out	in	the	regional	art	scene.	
	
Using	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 media,	 from	 painting	 to	 performance	 documentation,	 each	 artist	
struggles	 to	drag	us	 into	a	glimpse	of	his	 life	and	 to	whisper	his	personal	world	view.	They	
always	 result	 into	 deliberately	 partial	 statements,	 pouring	 out	 of	 spontaneous	 creative	
gestures	 and	 fascinating	 in	 their	 historical	 fragility.	 The	 explosive	 force	 of	 the	 perceptible	
emotional	 ties	 between	 artists	 and	 homelands	 ends	 to	 cover	 universal	 topics,	 overtaking	
geopolitical	boundary	and	drawing	Southeast	Asia	nearer	to	any	other	State	of	the	world.						
The	 lack	 of	 an	 art	 that	 is	 suitably	 identifiable	 as	 “regional”	 opens	 to	 an	 immense	 field	 of	
opportunities	to	separately	delve	into	each	single	artist	and	territory,	free	from	any	anxieties	
about	bounding	fil	rouge,	provoking	the	spectator	and	the	reader	with	the	chance	to	build	his	
own	route	and	with	the	challenge	of	going	back	over	to	reciprocal	cultural	inheritances,	born	
with	exchanges,	negotiations,	networks,	contacts,	influences.	
	
Staging	“Deep	S.E.A.”,	we	aim	at	starting	to	fill	a	cultural	space	inexplicably	left	blank	for	years,		
As	a	matter	of	fact,	up	to	the	present,	the	most	relevant	efforts	made	in	the	academic	sphere	
for	 studying	 and	 spreading	 Souheast	 asian	 art	 knowledge	 still	 have	 a	 local	 or	 american	
background.	The	New	York	based	Cornell	University	 and	 its	 Southeast	Asia	 focused	 studies	
and	publications	are	beacons	for	anyone	approaching	the	subject.	It	is	no	accident	that	many	
asian	artists	choose	the	United	State	as	their	formative	and	contaminative	residency.			
“Deep	S.E.A.”	can	already	proudly	feature	notable	precedents	and	successors,	as,	for	instance,	
“Negotiating	Home,	History	and	Nation:	 two	decades	of	 contemporary	art	 in	Southeast	Asia	
1991	 –	 2011”	 retrospective	 held	 at	 the	 Singapore	 Art	 Museum	 in	 2011,	 and	 “No	 Country:	
Contemporary	Art	for	South	and	Southeast	Asia”,	group	show	scheduled	for	February	2013	at	
the	Solomon	R.	Guggenheim	Museum,	New	York.	According	 to	 the	global	 art	 scene	growing	



attention	 for	 Southeast	 asian	 art,	 it	 is	 clear	 it	 is	 fundamental	 to	 increase	 critics,	 curators,	
editors	and	researchers’	care	to	document	its	evolution.	
Among	 them	 all,	 the	 curator	 actually	 is,	 and	 has	 been,	 the	 pivotal	 role	 for	 S.E.A.	 territories	
critic	 growth	 and	 its	 internationalization.	 The	 curator	 is	 an	 expert	 connoisseur	 of	 the	 land	
which	 he	 lives	 into	 and	 an	 aware	 holder	 of	 the	 history	 of	 art,	 of	 the	 social	 and	 political	
contingency;	 in	 general,	 of	 all	 those	 useful	 tools	 to	 examine	 and	 represent	 a	 national	 and	
regional	state	of	art.	
Here	more	 than	 elsewhere	 in	 the	 planet,	 contemporary	 art	 practice	 turn	 in	 numerous	 and	
exquisite	cultural	project,	usually	supported	by	public	and	non	profit	institutions,	where	the	
curator	 patiently	 guide	 the	 artist’s	 creative	 process,	 establishing	 a	 mood	 of	 intimate	
familiarity	with,	pointing	out	potential	evolutionary	path,	legitimating	the	importance	within	
the	 national	 frame,	 promoting	 participation	 and	 networking	 for	 regional	 and	 international	
itinerancy		
For	 all	 these	 reasons,	 Primo	Marella	 has	 assembled	 “Deep	 S.E.A.”	 relying	 on	 the	 support	 of	
renown	 local	 critics	 and	 curators,	 vital	 contacts	 both	 for	 the	 exhibition	 planning,	 bringing	
artists’	in-depth	examination	to	our	attention,	and	the	artworks	logistic,	dealing	with	plenty	of	
bureaucratic	hurdles	as	ministerial	permits	and	governmental	censorships.	
Therefore,	 we	 are	 glad	 to	 include,	 inside	 the	 hereby	 book,	 the	 critical	 considerations	 our	
contributors	elaborated	to	present	the	exhibited	artworks.	
Through	 a	 variety	 of	 written	 and	 visual	 references	 to	 past	 projects	 and	 works,	 each	
contributor	 has	 introduced	 one	 or	 more	 authors,	 placing	 the	 brand-new	 pieces	 and	
highlighting	their	coherence	and	importance	in	the	artist’s	evolutionary	course	and	portfolio.	
The	output	 is	a	massive	scientific	 commitment,	where	 the	home	history	 is	never	 forgot	nor	
omitted	–	it	rather	encloses	the	artistic	fortunes	-	and	where	artworks	bear	out	as	milestones	
for	their	authors’	next	anthologies.	
	
Putting	the	indefinite	in	order	is	the	challenge	any	pioneer	has	to	face:	the	desire	for	scouting	
inspires	 the	 first	 trip,	 the	 infinity	 of	 discovery	 excites	 the	 return,	 the	 richness	 of	 the	
experience	 reaches	 its	 climax	 in	 the	 need	 for	 reporting.	 Because	 an	 untold	 story	 is	 a	 dead	
story.	
The	new	arouses	amazement	and	wonder,	the	unknown	causes	distrust	and	detachment.	If	it	is	
true	that	beauty	will	save	us,	as	it	has	been	poetically	stated	in	the	past,	we	should	only	open	
out	to	Her	and	let	the	art	take	us	to	that	qualitative	leap	from	the	confusion	of	the	unfamiliar	
to	the	strength	of	the	novelty.	
	

	
Vincenzo	Gangone	

	
	
	


