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Dear Asia, Have We Met? 

Kohno Haruko 

A large white balloon hovers in the air , barely tamed so as not to fly off by a string held in 

the hand of a young man . He seems a bit indifferent to what he has a grip on , standing in a 

verdant park on an otherwise normal weekend morning. Next a young family, and then a 

happy couple do just the same; they stand there, doing their business while the balloon in 

their hands goes this way and that, restlessly seeking for a chance to steer itself into the 

sky. Once in a while the balloon twirls around, each time exposing a large question mark 

that is on the other side of it , imprinted in camouflage pattern . Hues of army olive clearly 

appear unbefitting against the blue sky , consequently imbuing the question mark with a 

visual paradox: it is a symbol concealed, prominent because it is disguised. 

This video work conveniently sets the tone for my comment on the exhibition "Have We 

Met?" A collaboration among four Asian curators inviting 14 artists from their respective 

countries, this exhibition is also in a state of comfortable suspense, for it does not set out 

to provide definitive answers. Rather, we are about to release a question to initiate dialogue . 

The question might balloon into further conversation should it succeed in gently making its 

way into those who set foot in this playground of art. This exhibition will also be something 

close to a weekend park where individuals do their own preferred thing (and if good meetings 

do happen , then the time spent would be doubly worthwhile.] There is uncertainty as to 

where this is headed, but the exhibition should still be uplifting; the message is light enough 

to be casually carried beyond this place, and across any borders there may be. And, as with 

any other show, this one also has a way to end ; ideally , it should disappear into the yonder, 

by which time the question itself and the dubiety therein will have been deflated to nil. 

To raise the question "have we met?" among the many individuals involved here is 

somewhat ironical at this point in time, as I write several months prior to the exhibition 

opening. "Not yet" would be the answer for now; among the participating artists , some of 

whom even the curators have only "met" through indirect introduction from each other. 

Audiences will come short of information on what they will see, for we have deliberately 

chosen young artists who have only had limited exposure till now. The curators don't know 

just yet whether the works of art will or will not play off each other according to the plan 

they envisioned. 

In fact, to be frank, I think the question might indeed ring true among the curators when 

they reunite because their meetings have always been intense but brief, casual but entirely 

work-bound. Admittedly, the memories of being tightly packed together in a van, traveling 

through mid-summer Delhi amid honking auto rickshaws, past the posters dotting the 

streets of election-impending Jakarta, and eventually deep in the Bangkok traffic, will have 

faded to a certain extent when we meet once again in wintry Tokyo where the exhibition will 

take place. After coming up with a handful of artists that struck a mutual chord in us, we 

returned to our respective homes and resumed to further dialogue, but only via email - a 

wonder tool if only it can achieve parity with face-to-face encounters - about how to curate 

our findings. "Have we (really) met?", we might ask ourselves in refreshing reunion. 

That said, I hope I justify myself in saying that, thanks to its simplicity and convenient 

coyness , this question can be used between strangers and once again between acquaintances, 

reflecting different ways of approach , from curious contact to reaffirming bonding . By 

extension, the question seems valid when addressed to the larger context of Asia, which one 



might call a collective body of familiar strangers or unfamiliar neighbors, embraced within 

geographic and cultural commonalities but ironically united with a western lingua franca. 

Asia, which is almost an obscure label in itself, has already swelled in all aspects, with now 

the largest population cluster in the world, frenetically erupting economies, and growing 

global stature. Perhaps it is time we draw back what seems out of reach and come to a life

sized understanding of it. 

A curator's role is impregnated with a variety of contradictions: while we believe in letting 

art speak for itself, we sometimes speak for it; we endeavor to simplify complications but 

inadvertently complicate simplicities; we ask artists what concept supports their work, when 

in fact art can bring to life a certain kind of magic unplanned from the onset. Curators are 

like old astrologists, drawing invisible lines between stars to create a bigger picture when in 

fact, the shine of a lonestar is bright enough. 

The contradiction inherent in the exhibition we are curating is its cast. Not unlikely of 

this generation, most artists (and curators alike) have been blessed with the opportunity to 

either study or work abroad, which has thereby brought together individuals whose 

sensibilities have been to some extent, influenced or molded in the Western bloc. (When a 

Thai guy smiles and holds the door for me, do I fathom his smile to be classically Thai and 

his conduct to be a western attainment? Is his kindness divisible as such?] A mobile life is 

the present reality for many of us; this is an age of easy transport and transnational 

experiences, which has engendered peoples whose life stretch over multiple nations and 

cultures. And so, although we tend to think that references to ethnicity are a preamble to 

interpreting aspects of Asia, the truth is, we rarely come across people and works of art that 

are for example, "purely Indian" or "wholly Indonesian." Perhaps there are no such things 

in this already hybridized world. 

Still, none of us can escape the matrix of conflicting identities imposed on us by 

nationality, history, geography, politics and whatever other frameworks there are out there. 

We simply cannot be a nobody. At the same time however, we should not simplify ourselves 

to become a somebody. More often than not, Asian artists have attempted to locate themselves 

in the mainstream picture and towards the larger audience by highlighting their collective 

"uniqueness." But like tourism, bite-sized identities that neatly project an image to the 

outside not only speak one-sided truths but can also be easily consumed, and therefore go 

weary in short time. 

The question of who we are is followed by the question of where exactly we are in place 

and in time. Globalism seems to have made our world as small as an apartment where we can 

access all rooms inside. If we look up we might see a thick traffic of jumbo jets transporting 

things from here to there just below the ceiling, as they bypass each other in smooth 

choreography. Everything is miraculously orchestrated in this technology-bound world and 

destinations are always easily reachable, but the easier questions are in turn more difficult 

to answer: where are we now and to where are we headed next? 

Asia itself is also fixated between a history that is never fully discovered and a perfect 

future that hasn't yet arrived. Like dinosaurs forcibly brought back to life into the present, 

Asia is also an imperfect melange of the old and new, clumsily trying to stake claims in the 

present. We know all too well that Asia's history has never been fixed but always malleable 
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- textbooks are written over many times - and despite surging economies, her skyline 

today is still defined by derelict structures left in limbo, awkwardly suspended between what 

should have been and what is. 

With the above said, to "meet" Asia is difficult because there is no one way to locate her. 

Asia is suspended in the many confusions and contradictions of the present. But could we 

not meet her exactly in this contradiction? Could we not seek a certain kind of reality in the 

very idea that Asia is in fact, in perpetual transience both in time and in place? 

Perhaps the artists we have selected here will slip through categories that define what 

Asia has been expounded to be. Works in this exhibition follow the pleasure principle rather 

than profound disciplines. Some choose to parody rather than preach. Some artists reveal 

deeper truths by way of eluding seriousness. Others meddle with more orthodox techniques 

which conversely opens our eyes to the fact that to be contemporary doesn't necessarily 

mean to pursue flashy technicalities. We might learn that a drawing for example, has a 

different level of permeation than media-based works. Object-based works are instantly 

appreciated for their physical forms, but those in this exhibition stem from concerns about 

the particular present and hence they are not static as objects per se. There are works that 

embrace political concerns, but to know the critical intent behind ,the work is not an 

imperative but an option to achieve graver meaning. The rest move suavely between genres, 

mixing their talents in a myriad of ways, sometimes making it difficult to label them simply 

as "artists." This exhibition challenges preconceptions about identities, both of Asia and of 

contemporary art, and by doing so debunks the assumption that there is a single way of 

pinning down what "contemporary Asian art" is. 

Many of us are still faced with the cliches of our own cultural sensibilities. An Indian 

artist loudly voices socio-political concerns. An Indonesian artist is constantly tackled by 

questions of identity because it is a multiethnic country. A Thai artist tries to satisfy the role 

of projecting a sense of Thai-ness to its surroundings and his tactic is to be "communicative" 

or "relational." The sensibilities of a Japanese artist is shaped by his immersion in his small 

circles of interests, and the buzzwords around him are of course, animation, manga or otaku. 

Although many artists are still prompted to producing such cliches of identities, it is only by 

way of subverting these expectations imposed on us by the outside as well as ourselves that 

we will find new impressions of Asia. And when we do, we need not be provoked or convinced 

into seeking further; after all, whether it is the first or second encounter, a fresh impression 

is usually what induces one to ask, "have we met?" 

Kohno Haruko (Curator, Shiseido Gallery, Japan) 
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