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The “Allure of the Archive”1: Source, Prompt, and Modality in 
Curatorial Practice

Tessa Maria GUAZON

This essay weaves together reflections from two presentations I did in the latter half of 2021.
2
 Both 

discussed how the archive can be engaged in curatorial practice. The subtitle references the archive as ‘a 

source, a prompt, and a modality,’ as modes of engagement through curatorial projects. The main outcomes 

of these curatorial projects were exhibitions, catalogues and similarly published materials, and accompanying 

public programs. My work for the biennial exhibition “Phantasmapolis - 2021 Asian Art Biennial,” will be cited to 

illustrate my engagements with archival materials and with the archival in contemporary art. Memory studies and 

the increasing use of historical materials in contemporary art and curatorial projects in the 1990s prompted an 

expansive interest in the archive. This preoccupation with memory can be fleshed out in the following questions: 

“How does memory articulate (or not) in the archive? How does archival memory (or lack thereof) influence 

contemporary art-making? What kind of memory work does artists do with archives, and what does this reveal 

about contemporary art practice and the archive?”
3
 The last question is significant for the two components of the 

2021 Asian Art Biennial I worked on. These exhibition components were primarily concerned with memory work 

in the realm of art and memorializing in the wider context of a public that an exhibition interacts with. The archive 

is simultaneously considered as memory work and visionary work which directly intervenes on the world and 

conditions at hand. 

The archival turn, or what has been variedly referred to as the archival impulse, or archive fever is to a great 

extent formed within the nexus of power and knowledge— what is known or not, what is visible, or rendered 

invisible, and what is remembered or forgotten. I have regarded the archive in this manner through my curatorial 

practice, a source of what can be known or not known, a prompt to rethink what one already knows or what 

one assumes to know, and as a lens or a sieve to reframe encounters whether with the past, the present, or 

the future. The emphasis on the archive can be understood as a “rethink[-ing] of the materiality and imaginary 

of collections and of what kind of truth lie in a documentation,” according to anthropologist Ann Laura Stoler.
4

Other scholars have regarded it as a response to neoliberalism’s political and economic impacts. Writing in 

2004, scholar Cheryl Simon frames this turn towards the archive as a response to several social factors and 

cultural conditions such as “fin-de-siecle, millennial nostalgia, the cultural anxieties of post-modern space-time 

compression, the emergence of an evidentiary aesthetic in the information age, or the expansion of visual culture 

in both social and institutional life.”
5
 In a more recent article from 2015, Sue Breakell noted that the archival turn 

accommodates the self-consciousness that is characteristic of our age; an attribute [quote] “expressed through 

the vast quantities of digital documentation that we generate, share, re-purpose, and consume.”
6
 We are 

archiving as we think, speak, or write— our thoughts and words recorded in the ether or cloud or in a drive. The 

turn towards the archive decides the future of our past. 

1  Breakell, Sue, “Archival practices and the practice of archives in the visual arts,” (2015): 2. 

2  These were the Asian Art Biennial Forum in July and the writing workshop organized by Afterall and Southeast of 

Now in November. 

3  Carbone, Kathy, “Archival Art: Memory Practices, Interventions and Productions,” (2020): 257.

4  Carbone, “Archival Art: Memory Practices, Interventions and Productions,” 258.

5  Simon, Cheryl, “Introduction: Following the Archival Turn,” in Visual Resources, 18:2, (2002): 102.

6  Breakell, “Archival practices and the practice of archives in the visual arts,” 1. 
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As with most of my curatorial projects, I rely heavily on narratives that I parse from historical sources and 

works of literary fiction. The inspiration for my presentation at the biennial forum drew from two imagined worlds, 

the habitation on the ocean floor from a novel and the lagoon of nations from an international fair. These two 

worlds are far apart in genre, and distant in historical frame, but they simultaneously constructed an imaginary 

of a future world. The nation on the ocean floor is from the recently published English translation of the novel 

The Membranes by Taiwanese writer Chi Ta Wei. On the other hand, the lagoon of nations was a component 

of the Philippine International Fair of 1953. These imagined worlds or unities functioned as prompts for my 

understandings of the biennial theme Phantasmapolis, which can mean the city of the future, the elusive city of 

our dreams, or the city that will never be. Momo is the protagonist in Chi Ta Wei’s novel, birthed from a peach, 

and the child of two mothers. She lives in an infinity-shaped house and has a successful practice as a ‘dermal 

maintenance technician’ and a respected stylist in T City. She owns the Canary salon, and her specialty is the 

application of M skin or a protective skin membrane on her clients. All humanity lived on the ocean floor in 

Momo's time (our future) because the sun’s ultraviolet rays had ravaged the surface world. The ocean, like M 

Skin, is described as a “perfect protective membrane, a thick, robust barrier that could shield humans, animals, 

and plants from ultraviolet radiation.”
7
 Aboard the Rapid Transit System when she was ten, Momo tried to 

imagine the world beyond her compartment window: “According to the encyclopedia, the earth was like an 

apple. In the twentieth century, humans lived on land, which was like the waxy coating on the apple's surface; 

but by the twenty-first century, they had pierced that translucent layer of wax and begun living in the space 

between the wax and the skin of the apple. The oceans were like a membrane of wax.”
8
 New Taiwan is the 

financial center of (undersea) Southeast Asia and possesses unrivaled regional influence. Momo’s world is replete 

with fragmented memories, hers and those of her clients from whom she peels M skin like exuviae and on whose 

bodies she applies them again. There are cyborgs in that world, too, whose organs can replace humans. Solar 

fields and cyborg factories are on the surface or the world outside the ocean’s membrane. Momo’s mother 

labored writing and recording Momo’s memories on laserdiscs, repositories of existing human knowledge. While 

copious, these memories are somehow fragmented. 

Prospecting, the archive section on the Philippines and artworks by Filipino artists Catalina Africa, Mark 

Salvatus, and Alvin Zafra were framed by a specific temporality that does not only speak to a future but more 

importantly, on the future of the past. The proposition then is for the archive to become a path towards the future, 

with contemporary art and archive documents becoming transversal sources of knowledge. Contemporary 

art has engaged the archives in various ways— as material, process, or modality. It regards the archive and 

its operations as integral to its milieu. The archive shifts between “administrative (actual archives) and psychic 

systems (memory or the mind’s filing systems).”
9
 These shifts can be in the form of narratives that concern the 

archives or methods that are described as archival. The membrane that shields Momo’s world of 2100 in the 

novel Membranes may very well correspond to elements in the works of Filipino artists Mark Salvatus and Alvin 

Zafra for the Biennial exhibition. Mark Salvatus revisits his project Human Conditioned from 2017, presenting 

it in a multi-channel video projection. It references bodies, landscapes, architecture, and digital technology 

and explores cyberspace's retroactive and speculative nature. Much like the fragments of Momo’s fragmented 

memories, Salvatus stitches images from a web repository, and in the process, expands the local histories of 

7 Chi Ta Wei, The Membranes: A Novel, trans. Ari Larissa Heinrich (Columbia University Press, 2021), 20.

8 Ibid., 52. 

9 Chua, Kevin, “Archive as Figure in Singapore Contemporary Art,” (2018): 64.
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uprisings and revolutions through traces. Interestingly, the People Power Revolution in the Philippines happened 

in 1986, and the year after 1987 martial law was lifted in Taiwan. Human Conditioned speaks to a future, paving 

the road to what the artist describes as an ‘ideal revolution.’ 

On the other hand, Alvin Zafra takes a more straightforward approach to documentation in works that show 

hazy images of cityscapes. He scratches these images on a textured ground, like sandpaper, to reference the 

inherent obsolescence of the material world. It conveys his desire to bridge the gap between the actual object 

and its representation in the drawn image. The blurred surface reminds me of the membrane that shields the 

world under the sea from the harsh rays of the sun’s ultraviolet rays in Chi Ta Wei’s novel. Conversely, this surface 

is close to M skin, a protective layer that records and receives sensory stimuli from the world and interactions 

with others. These artistic practices and methods, including that of artist Catalina Africa, which I will discuss in 

the latter part of this essay, all activate a manner of archiving, with the archive becoming a tool for examination 

and introspection. Contemporary art may very well be the ‘wonder houses’ mentioned by the curatorial brief; 

spaces that represent a function relegated to art: to be “enclosed against the world, [yet] to also contain that 

world.”
10

On the other hand, the lagoon of nations is a striking feature of the fairgrounds for the Philippine International 

Fair of 1953. Pavilions and booths were set up at the old Wallace Field, with the landmark structure Gateway 

to the East, designed by Filipino architect Otilio Arellano. Miniature boats and sea vessels of different kinds stay 

afloat in the field’s pond, an imagination of how the region is imagined as interconnected, with borders opening 

and flowing into each other. The fair’s theme was “500 Years of Philippine Progress,” with close to two million 

visitors. Similarly, the title for the archive component on the Philippines for the Biennial, Prospecting, takes from 

a catalog on the participation of Surigao province in the 1937 Philippine Exposition. Surigao was touted to have 

been the “premiere province in mineral resources” in Mindanao, Southern Philippines. Prospecting is associated 

with predicting and managing risks, as used for mining, and the archive is a means to think along. The pertinent 

question to ponder and act upon would be the revival of speculation towards a generative end. 

The archival documents include turn-of-the-century exposition catalogs and government reports and 

articles from the Department of Public Information. They date from around the 1940s to the 1970s. The articles 

discuss housing, greening and development programs, increased food production, improved health conditions, 

and the overall quality of life. The presentation of copies of these documents shows them to be fragile, layered, 

ubiquitous with the knowledge they impart permeating everyday life. Let me cite a 1944 report from when the 

Philippine Agricultural Survey Commission visited Taiwan. Delegates of the Commissions wanted to find out 

how Taiwan attained advanced agricultural development and even wealth distribution. Taiwan’s agriculture and 

industry sectors were much more developed than the Philippines was their conclusion. The report credited 

two officials of the Japanese administration for their policy of equitable treatment. Several of these documents 

were propaganda for the Marcos dictatorship. The government report of 1944 contrasts with an article about 

Masagana 99 (translated as ‘bountiful harvest’), an agricultural program implemented through a “package 

technology” that included high-yielding rice varieties and the use of fertilizers, pesticides, and rodenticides. 

Double cropping and direct seeding were supplementary programs and a supervised credit scheme for farmers. 

Masagana 99 did not benefit farmers in the long run as it buried them deeper in debt. 

10  “What Art Can Do,” E-Flux Journal #81, (April 2017).
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Misconceptions of the Philippines’s economic prosperity and overall progress during the Marcos regime 

now flood social media, deployed at an alarming rate to aid campaigns for the national elections in 2022. 

The lofty visions articulated in these old government reports may have very well sabotaged the future of the 

Filipino people. The Marcos dictatorship ushered in neoliberal policies that crippled the Philippine economy. 

Real wages fell under the regime, and the 1974 Labor Code institutionalized the export of cheap Filipino labor, 

the often valorized OFW, or overseas Filipino worker. The export of cheap labor temporarily solved increasing 

unemployment and diminishing foreign reserves. Philippine science fiction references the overseas Filipino 

workers' migrant experience. As Gabriela Lee (2021) noted, significant tropes reference the migratory plight of 

OFWs. These are space flight, the alien, and future technology. Homelessness and the tenuous ties to what one 

considers home are prevalent in Philippine science fiction, often juxtaposed with the impossibility of returning. 

By the end of Chi Ta Wei’s novel, we will discover who Momo is. Momo’s figure, a living brain inside a cyborg, 

corresponds to the Filipino migrant workers in Lee's texts. 

These archive documents and contemporary artworks answer to the inherent task of wrestling with the 

production and documentation of knowledge. These comprise a sensibility to a temporality that is eventful, not 

linear but marked by unexpected disruptions. Catalina Africa’s 2018 piece from her exhibition Time Moving in All 

Directions elucidates this sensibility. The traversal of her artistic practice, informed by and grounded in materiality 

and its expressions of archival quality, intuits a portal to our inner cosmos, a journey that she describes as 

parallel space exploration. May we not risk our shared imagination, perhaps our most powerful tool in these truly 

eventful times. It warrants that we remain afloat on the treacherous waters of our volatile present. 

Filipino people. The Marcos dictatorship ushered in neoliberal policies that crippled the Philippine economy
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