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A Message for the Asian Modernism Exhibition

Ishii Yoneo
Professor, Sophia University

Among the countries of Southeast Asia, the Philippines,
Indonesia, and Thailand show a remarkable difference in their
acceptance of Western civilization. The Philippines is one of
the earliest countries to be exposed to Western culture. In 1521
when the Spanish fleet under Magellan reached the island of
Cebu, Raja Humabon hastened to accept the Spanish suzer-
ainty as well as the Catholic faith with his followers. The Span-
ish culture gradually penetrated the whole of the Philippine
islands, as the subsequent colonization process developed.
Unlike other parts of Southeast Asia, when the Philippines
first met the Spaniards, the traditional kingdoms with their
elaborated court cultures were yet to be developed in the
islands. Thus the Christian culture introduced by the Spaniards
penetrated more directly and extensively into every corner of
the Philippine societies then still in the process of developing.

When the Dutch began their advancement toward
Southeast Asia in the beginning of the seventeenth century,
eighty years after their Iberian predecessors, they found there
Hindu-Buddhist kingdoms already well-established with highly
developed court cultures as well as Islamic states where the
doctrine of a strict monotheistic belief had deeply grasped the
minds of the populace. The Protestants from the low coun-
tries were not as enthusiastic in their missionary zeal as their
Catholic brothers, who adamantly believed the colonization
to be an indispensable means for the propagation of the
Christian Gospel to the pagans, although, by the end of the
eighteenth century, they seem to have obtained native converts.
However, the fact that the Governance Act of 1854, in order
to avoid unfavorable reaction from the populace, prohibited
the Christian missionaries from working in those areas where
Islam and the Javanese culture were firmly established, is
indicative of the firmness of the well-established traditional
values.

Soon after the Portuguese occupied Malacca in 1511, they
dispatched an envoy to Ayutthaya, who claimed suzerainty over
the Malayan port, and they obtained a permission to commence
their missionary work in the Thai capital. The Catholic
approach toward Siam reached its zenith when the newly
created French Foreign Mission boosted their proselytizing
activities in this Buddhist kingdom in the mid-seventeenth cen-
tury to such an extent that the Siamese king was believed most
probably to become a Christian. However, the hope remained
a daydream, since their traditional faith has stubbornly resisted
the penetration of Western religion into the Buddhist land.
The Thai successfully survived the European colonialist expan-
sion through the centuries and have retain cultural continuity
to this day.

Our evaluation of the response of Southeast Asian artists
toward the impact of European modernism in the field of fine
arts would remain incomplete unless due consideration is given
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to the implication of historical circumstances differently
experienced by the different peoples of Southeast Asia as
described above. The artists of each Southeast Asia country
have interpreted the impact of Western culture in their own
way and converted their experiences into their artistic crea-
tions. Without having due appreciation of these historical facts,
we might perhaps fail to attain a sympathetic grasp of the
nuance expressed in a variety of artistic forms.

Economic relations between Japan and Southeast Asia
have increasingly become strengthened in these days. There
can be no Japanese economy without Southeast Asia, and vice
versa. Such tightened economic relations, however, would not
necessarily lead to a true mutual understanding of Japan and
Southeast Asia. It is to be noted that a big gap lies between
“‘material exchange” and ‘‘heart-to-heart intercourse”. In order
to fulfil the latter end, no effort should be spared to delve into
and explore each others’ spiritual depths. The present exhibi-
tion, which is meant to provide the peoples of Asia, and in
particular those of Japan with an opportunity to compare the
works of creative artists from three Southeast Asian countries,
is most welcome. It is sincerely hoped that this happy occa-
sion will give everyone who comes to view the exhibition a rare
chance to realize the great achievements of the Southeast Asian
artists, who hold a subtly different stance toward Western
modernism.
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