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Curating Dissonances in Time

Anushka RAJENDRAN

When | received the invitation to curate the video art program for the Asian Art Biennial at the National
Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts, it felt like a difficult but bold proposition of retaining a sense of solidarity across the
continent when the notion of global access, at least physically, collapsed almost simultaneously and nation states
in most cases became isolationist and protectionist, perhaps more so out of necessity, but also along with the
rise of extreme nationalisms, marginalization and xenophobia in many parts of the world while political borderlines
were sealed shut. It also seemed to be an unlikely moment to contemplate Asian futures, which provided the
conceptual framework for this edition of the Biennial. We were still recovering globally from the effects of the first
phase of the pandemic and Delhi, the city that | live and work in, was anticipating a second wave, when it was
still reeling from the first one. Travel was still a far off possibility. But as an art community, we were also in the
process of understanding what the transformation of the world as we knew it would imply for methodologies
and formats of working that we had always taken for granted. | immediately responded to the invitation as a new
challenge to engage even if in a small part towards redefining the workings of the arts context for this new future
we were confronting. Without a research trip, | immediately understood that the collaboration with the rest of the
curators who were part of our team, all working from different parts of the continent, meant dialogues between
the various contexts that we were working within, together developing a narrative that was representative not
just of artistic practices based in Asia, but also spoke of and to the context. It meant dismantling assumptions
of the figure of the curator as a globe-trotting polymath, whose narratives may be held to critical authority, for
what could arguably be a more sustainable way of working. My vantage point would be Delhi, and this was an
opportunity to address the concerns that emerge from the immediacy and intimacy of living in this Asian city and
build a conversation with the Taiwanese context. While we are in the process of rebuilding and reimagining as a
society, what better time could we hope for to contemplate possible futures?

Rather than a curatorial statement or a framework, | approached the Asian Art Biennial as a curatorial
dialogue between contexts. For a dialogue is also a dialectic, that may generate a new meaning through the
encounters of different ideas. With this premise, the curatorial exercise involved remembering practices and
artworks that felt especially urgent in the context of urbanites in Asia that imploded under the weight of the
pandemic; when cracks in the system amplified and the effects of the pandemic could only be understood at
the confluence of cumulative ecological, political and social processes that have been in motion for too long.
The research also involved exchanges with peers in urban contexts across Asia, made possible by an informal
economy of friendship, and sharing research on our contexts. This process involved:

- Speaking from the hyperlocal that we know intimately and sharing notes with other such hyperlocal
contexts, circumventing national frameworks. For the rural may have more in common with another
rural context than its closest metropolis as do the urban cities around world, all of which often feel

eerily familiar in the same way with their seductive capitalism, and infrastructure that vies with itself.

- Research towards international exhibitions as an exchange of resources built over perhaps the entirety

of a professional life, rather than impressions collected over brief interludes at artists' studios.

The premise for the biennial, titled “Phantasmapolis”—a contemplation on the future of the Asian metropolis—
drew inspiration from renowned Taiwanese architect Wang Da Hong’s only work of literature, Phantasmagoria,
a science fiction novel set in outer space where spatio-temporal senses are static, and all that persisted for

its protagonists was endless ennui. From their future location in time where the kingdom they left behind on
earth is in a state of drug induced utopia, the characters of Phantasmagoria peer through history—including
the protagonist’'s memory of a previous incarnation several centuries prior—to contemplate the cumulative
consequences of the civilizational project. Discussions with colleagues reconfirmed my proposition of looking
back to find possible futures, by taking stock of what we had collectively, civilizationally manifested both within
and outside urban contexts. The notion of the urban already includes what it excludes in its imagination, and
what the libidinal logic of cities does not encompass—its oversight and also its failure. | received a message on
WhatsApp around the time | was researching towards Asian Art Biennial 2021, of which | did not seem to be the
intended recipient. The profile picture of this person | do not know, was a mirror-selfie of a young boy and girl
staring at themselves defiantly, wearing all the appropriate insignia of American brand capitalism on their clothes.
Behind them in the reflection of the mirror, | was privy to the interior space of what seemed like one room in a
cramped apartment, with urbanesque graffiti etched into the side of a shelf and a small shrine with idols of gods,
a small refrigerator, a cupboard for clothes and an open dish rack. It was not the promise of urbanity, it was its
manifestation. In that room alone resided multiple temporalities that carried the cumulative traces of multiple
generations’ aesthetics, and multiple imaginations of spatiality, tradition, modernity and aspirations for a future.

The gleaming facades of several Asian cities are sometimes a cover for its more precarious infrastructure.
They are incomplete modernities, where before the promise of development and industrialization could be fully
delivered, the consequences of such aspirations including the climate crisis, heightened economic inequalities,
as well as social and political discontent were already intensely pronounced. These incomplete modernities
also encompass traces of multiple temporalities that continue to exceed the premise framed by linear, industrial
temporalities and rationalist, material approaches to the consequences of recorded history. The colonial and
neo-colonial civilizational project has already deeply entrenched in many contexts the myth of modernity and
the promise of infinite development in the grammar of infinite progress that does not takewithout taking into
account the deceleration of its indicative vector that shoots endlessly into space. And its vocabulary cannot
accommodate indigenous wisdom, interconnectedness with other-than-human entities, non-rational narratives
of history, and cyclical formations of time that already informed sensorial, embodied forms of meaning making
in such contexts, which the video art program is concerned with. They either fell toby the wayside, recast
themselves to the comprehension of what threatened to displace them, or endured in anomalous traces that
continue to assert themselves. This has also often led to dominant, visible, Western imaginations of Asia, in
science fictions, flows of capital, and exhibition histories, as either hurtled into the space of the future, through
associations of technological exceptionalism brought forth by IT labour located in this part of the world, especially
in the 1990s and early 2000s and the memory of the miraculous bullet trains from 1964 Tokyo Olympics or Asia
as residing in the space of the past, nostalgically imagining native traditions persisting through time without
interference, forgetting that wherever tradition survived it was only because they were able to be absorbed into
the logic of late capitalism and its mechanisms. In such narratives, the idea of modernity itself could only be the
result of a Western imagination. How do contexts that have historically been regarded ‘other’ to that imagination
claim it and define futures that are informed by where we are at present?

Science Fiction has always been defined by the anxieties, fears and desires of its palpable present. Before
the ecological crisis became a pressing reality, when the inequities of Capitalism were forcibly rendered invisible,
and progress was potentially infinite, it was easier to imagine futurisms that relied entirely on technological
advancement or time travel or interplanetary travel in popular culture. The way we are proceeding, the future is a
defined period in time where there isn’t much room to project redeeming narratives. But that need not necessarily
imply suspension of hope and giving into dystopia. The present perhaps was not inevitable. What about the
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latent futures, warnings and possibilities that were never fully allowed to manifest or be comprehended as a
consequence of being silenced by systemic interests? Futures residing in our past, and continue to endure in our
present?. Without giving in to the sepia-tinted glow of nostalgia, and while still remaining critical of the traditions
of the past—that have not just embraced the logic of late capitalism, but have been rebirthed in hypernationalist
rhetoric, and its own non-inclusive propositions—is it possible to speculate ahead in time from the reserves held
by Asian futures, of the past and present? While nostalgia has been weaponized to imagine a puritan past that
probably never existed by far right fractions, it also felt important to consider nostalgia as an alternative spatio-
temporal dimension that has no ties to reality—merely a symptom of accelerationism—that could be a generative
location to project our anxieties, fears and desires, to find potentialities that never endured. The video art
program is an exploration of the multiple dissonant temporalities that have endured into the present. In Wang Da
Hong’s Phantasmagoria, utopia followed a period of dystopia where art was attacked and burned.

The invitation to curate the Video Art Program for AAB also came with the responsibility to imagine an
online location for its exhibition besides its physical presence at the museum as one part of the biennial that can
travel and be accessed globally in a moment when Taiwan was not open to international visitors at all. The arts
context globally had already transitioned to the digital. The earliest digital exhibitions of art that | encountered
after the onset of the pandemic were imagined by art fairs and in keeping with the market logic.There were other
attempts, that also very often involved the fiction of a clean immersive whitecube on the flat surface of a digital
device, out of scale, out of proportion. Then there were self-organized collectives of artists and artworkers across
South Asia who took to social media platforms and other big tech infrastructures to exhibit their work when
opportunities to exhibit and make work were few, even when the politics of the work often were contradictory to
the politics implicit to the platform. The internet has its own established visual culture and forms of engagement.
The internet is a found space with its own ethos, politics, spatiality and sociality. How do we ethically and
meaningfully engage with the culture of this space? How do we counter the normative practice of passive
consumption of visual material on the internet facilitated by the infinite scroll, and leave the fiction of the digital
white cube that is in denial of the space that it is occupying? As curators, how do we think beyond frameworks
and models of presentation that we have inherited and rarely tend to question?

| revisited pad.ma, an online archive of moving images by CAMP and 0x2620 since 2008. They define
themselves as a non-state archive of video material, personally and politically gathered by cultural workers in
the region as a way of opening up a set of images, intentions and effects present in video footage, resources
that conventions of video-making, editing and spectatorship have tended to suppress or leave behind.
Imagined years before YouTube would become the phenomenon that it is now in Asia and internet speeds
were abysmal, they made possible engaged encounters with video as an archive of our times, and a deepening
of the democratic space that the internet is, far away from the colonization of our personal time, digital space
and attention that popular, mainstream interactive infrastructures exist as. Pad.ma has always held that their
future oriented Archive deals not only with the Remnant but also with the Reserve, long before | decided to
look back to identify reserves from futures past for this curatorial project. Pad.ma conceptualized phantas.ma/
polis as a location for the video art program, supported by the politics and technologies of pad.ma. Pad.ma is
a public access archive that anyone can browse or contribute to beyond the duration of the biennial, allowing
practitioners who work with moving images to locate their work here for viewing and engage with the possibilities
presented by it. Each work is annotated with care and attention by the curators and invited critics. Over time,
during the duration of the exhibition, the assemblies will grow from the curatorial and critical commentaries of the
films to establish relational affinities and dialogues between the works exhibited across the selection.

| have not yet discussed in detail about the artworks that are part of the exhibition because the works are
all read and re-read, in conversation with each other from multiple perspectives on this platform. The selection
confirms my colleague, Thanavi Chotpradit’s proposition that the collective curatorial framework presents an
experience of Strolling Through The Cities of Unarrival. The geographic definition of Asia has always been
external, and its present-day configuration did not always involve an amicable coming together of its diverse
geographies and cultures to take the lead in defining its collective destiny. Constellations within it have also been
the beneficiary of the legacy of global trade flows and diplomatic interests. This makes it a special configuration
from which to subvert the finality of national and regional frameworks while addressing interrelated histories of
nuclearism, colonization, economic empowerment, indigeneity, marginalized histories, eco-sensitive criticality,
neo-colonialism and imperialism, dissent, humanitarian crises, metropolitan infrastructure, and the legacy of
space travel since Wang Da Hong. Affective responses to the temporality from different corners of the expansive
continent from Syria and Nepal to Vietnam and Hong Kong, and also those by artists from the diaspora that
define the present transcend the frameworks that underpin it to unearth the spatial and temporal dissonances
that inform the contemporary, drifting backwards and forwards in time.
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