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1 Patrick D. Flores, “All Over,” in Tie a String Around the World, exh. cat. (Manila: National Commission for Culture and the Arts,  
 the Department of Foreign Affairs; Pasay City: Office of Senator Loren Legarda, 2015), 3. 

At the Crossroad of Imagined Borders  
and Lived Realities

By Eva Bentcheva

Simmering beneath the surface of the exhibition Diaspora: Exit, Exile, Exodus  
of Southeast Asia (4 March - 1 October 2018), curated by Loredana Pazzini- 
Paracciani at the MAIIAM Contemporary Art Museum, is a pressing question: 
where does the experience of migration end, and the formation of a “diaspora”  
begin? Where is the boundary between travel and traversal of borders, and the 
making of new communities, bonds, and affiliations? Speaking from a position 
which focuses largely on economic plight and forced migration, the exhibition  
joins the ranks of a number of recent displays which have probed Southeast  
Asia as site of global connectivity. In 2009, the sixth edition of the Asia Pacific 
Triennial of Contemporary Art at the Queensland Art Gallery in Brisbane,  
Australia, ignited questions about the viability of using art as a basis for revising 
geopolitical boundaries. In a subsection titled The Mekong, curators Russell 
Storer and Richard Streitmatter-Tran brought into a shared framework artists  
from Vietnam, Thailand, Myanmar, and Cambodia. In 2015, the Philippine  
Pavilion at the Venice Biennale titled Tie a String Around the World, curated by 
Patrick Flores, proposed thinking about the Philippines beyond its present-day 
political borders, and rather seeing it as a confluence of cultural and historic 
passages which “initiate a conversation on the changing configurations of this 
world—on the volatile meanings of country, border, territory, nation, patrimony,  
freedom, nature, limit, community—via the Philippines”.1 More recently, the 
Singapore Biennale of 2016 titled An Atlas of Mirrors, directed by Susie  
Lingham, deployed cartography as a recurring theme for examining the “border”  
as both a fluid formation and a real barrier with legal and cultural implications. 

Following in the footsteps of these exhibitions, Diaspora: Exit, Exile, Exodus of 
Southeast Asia goes beyond thinking about the geopolitical contours of Southeast  
Asia as fixed entities, and looks to the notion of “mapping” in contemporary 
Southeast Asian art as an active process for representing and coming to terms 

Installation view of  Alfredo and Isabel Aquilizan’s cardboard  and  wood Vessels (after the “Fleet” project) 
at  MAIIAM Contemporary Art Museum.
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with lived predicaments. This paper discusses two  
artistic approaches developed in the exhibition. The 
first highlights the porousness of national borders, 
and invites a creative and interactive reimagining of 
cartographies. Most notable in Aditya Novali’s  
IDENTIFYING SOUTHEAST ASIA: Borderless Humanity 
(2017), and Ryan Villamael’s Locus Amoenus (2017),  
the manipulation of maps evokes a whimsical  
reformulation of Southeast Asia’s geography. Yet, 
the morphing of history into topography in these 
works does not centre on the lived experiences of 
people who are in the process of becoming, or have 
already become, part of diasporic communities. This 
theme is rather raised in a second approach, seen in 
Alfredo and Isabel Aquilizan’s installation Vessels  
(2015 - 2017), which emerges from the artists’ own  
migration and that of a number of Southeast Asian 
migrants who leave their countries of origin as a  
result of economic hardship or forced resettlement. 
Thinking about the differences between these two 
approaches, this paper reflects upon the powers and 
limitations of contemporary art to navigate the  
crossroad between national accounts of migration—
or, “exit, exile, exodus”—and the transnational lived 
realities which ensue.  

Mapping Southeast Asia 

With the flick of a switch, a territory vanishes. 
Grouped around the dashboard of Aditya Novali’s 
IDENTIFYING SOUTHEAST ASIA: Borderless Humanity 
(2017), visitors flip the switches of a LED map of 

Southeast Asia and watch as, one by one, nation-
states vanish and are reborn. As lights go on and off, 
a torrent of questions from the viewers  enuses: “ 
Does he need a visa to go to here?”, “How can I make 
only the Kingdom of Thailand light up?”, “What is the 
Mekong region?”, “Can I light up individual islands, 
without setting a whole nation alight?”, “Where is 
‘China’ on the map?”. Featured as part of the  
exhibition Diaspora: Exit, Exile, Exodus of Southeast  
Asia, Novali’s interactive installation embodies a  
wider interest in the geopolitical map as a symbol of 
historical division and political control. Its invitation to 
take an active role in ‘shaping’ the region—albeit in 
an imagined way—is aimed at inciting both interest 
and speculation in how the region’s contours came 
into existence in the first place. In doing so, the piece 
converses with a number of recent works by artists  
from across Southeast Asia who have taken to  
abstracting national and regional maps. A case in  
point may be found in Filipino artist Mark Salvatus’s  
Weakest Link (2011), a site-specific installation  
comprising a meshwork of silver chains echoing the 
national borders of Southeast Asia. Typically  
displayed on the ground, the work is opened up for 
visitors to pull and tug. In its most recent showcasing 
as part of the first Manila Biennale (3 February - 5 
March 2018) 2  inside the walled quarter of Old Manila 
(still known today by its Spanish name of Intramuros), 
Weakest Link evokes the economic movements, terri-
tory disputes, and the spillage of cultures, religions, 
and languages which have moulded the geopolitical 
divides of Southeast Asia. As visitors tug at the chains, 
nations crumble, oceans shrink, and borders dissolve. 

While IDENTIFYING SOUTHEAST ASIA: Borderless  
Humanity and Weakest Link echo the contours of  
the region, both are notably devoid of names, labels, 
or historical references. Instead, these “social  
sculptures”3 seek to initiate an affective experience 
of the ebbs and flows, allegiances and skirmishes 
through which “Southeast Asia” was born. Here, the 
flick of a finger and the tug of a hand also become 
microcosmic mimicries of the gestures of power  
which have shaped and challenged the region’s  
borders through the medium of the map. Writing in 
1991, political scientist and historian Benedict  
Anderson identified cartography as a key component 
in the “grammar” of colonial power.4 Since the  
introduction of the Mercatorian map via print by the 
imperialist powers of Britain, France, Spain, Portugal, 
the Netherlands, and the United States, the drawing 
of territorial maps (along with the census and the 
museum)5 became an instrument for delineating  
the borders of Europe’s overseas territories. Often 
colour-coded, maps of colonial empires overrode 
pre-standing divisions on the basis of language and 
religion, and instead drew up new “block” territories 
according to the regional control by each imperialist 
power. Much like the workings of Novali’s interactive  
map in which nations are made to vanish and  
reappear with the flick of a switch, colonial maps of  
Southeast Asia were designed to visualise and disguise  
entire territories based on imperial imaginings. 

2 The first Manila Biennale was staged from 3 February to 5 March 2018 inside the quarters of Old Manila, otherwise known as  
 Intramuros. The biennale was initiated and produced by performance artist, Carlos Celdran, and was organised by a team of  
 curators. Featuring a number of site-specific installations and performances, the biennale aimed to draw attention to the Old City as a  
 site of transnational encounters and conflicts, having been initially established by the Spanish in 1571 as a walled city and fortress to  
 separate the colonisers from the natives, and was later occupied by American troops during the Japanese invasion of Manila from 1942  
 to 1945 during the Second World War.

3 The term “social sculpture” has been used to describe a number of site-specific and performative projects initiated in Europe after the  
 Second World War, most notable in pieces such as German artist Joseph Beuys’ community project 7000 Oaks (1982), which saw the  
 communal planting of 7,000 oak trees across the German city of Kassel. Recently, references to community and performance-based  
 projects from Southeast Asia, particularly in the practices of internationally acclaimed artists such as Rirkrit Tiravanija, have come to  
 be described using related terms such as “relational aesthetics”. This term has been borrowed from the French cultural theorist  
 Nicolas Bourriaud to describe socially interactive artworks, and has been related to local modes of ritual and performance by  
 art critic and curator, David Teh. See David Teh, “Baramee: Thai Relational Art and the Ethics of Withdrawal,” in Thai Art: Currencies  
 of the Contemporary (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2017), 109 - 143. 
4 Benedict Anderson, “Census, Map, Museum,” in Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism  
 (London: Verso, 1991), 167 - 190.
5 Ibid. Anderson identifies the map, census, and museum as the “three institutions of power which, although invented before the  
 mid-nineteenth century, changed their form and function as the colonized zones entered the age of mechanical reproduction”.

Aditya Novali, IDENTIFYING SOUTHEAST ASIA: Borderless Humanity, 
2017. Multiboard, plexiglass, automotive film, steel, LEDs, switches,  
306 x 212 x 12 cm. Collection of the artist.

Mark Salvatus, Weakest Link, 2011. Silver Chains. Collection of the artist. 
Photograph by Eva Bentcheva.
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Ryan Villamael, Locus Amoenus, 2017, Paper (replica maps), 
dimensions variable. Collection of the Artist. 

For Anderson, maps thus served not only as bureau-
cratic tools, but also held a special relationship to 
how communities came to imagine both themselves  
and others. Moreover, this connection of cartography  
to social and political imaginings later came to the 
forefront of independence struggles in the 20th  
century when national maps were reconfigured as 
symbols of anti-imperialism, resistance, and agency. 
This understanding of the map as a medium for  
imagining new community configurations provides  
a useful segue for discussing how works of contem-
porary Southeast Asian art have sought to negotiate 
the leap from the colonial frontiers, to present-day 
attempts to challenge and redefine the region’s  
borders. These notably include China’s self-assertion 
over the stretch of ocean linking Vietnam, Malaysia, 
Indonesia, and the Philippines, as well as independ-
ence insurgencies in the southern regions of the  
Philippines and Thailand, among many other conflicts 
which posit the national border as an entity to be  
defended and enforced. Taking a moment to think 
about these current conflicts quickly gives way to the 
realisation that the light-hearted abstraction and  
interactivity with which IDENTIFYING SOUTHEAST 
ASIA: Borderless Humanity and Weakest Link broach 
the notion of the “border” as a malleable formation 
are, in fact, overcast by a lingering shadow of history. 
While borders may be erased and forgotten with 
time, they leave behind residual memories and scars 
which continue to resonate in the present. 

The seepage of the past into the present is the  
subject of the installation Locus Amoenus (2017) by 
Philippines-born artist Ryan Villamael. Unfurling  
over a staircase at the MAIIAM Contemporary Art 

Museum, Locus Amoenus descends in a thicket of 
leaves and vines, meticulously cut out by Villamael 
from copies of contemporary and historical maps of 
the Philippines.6 Taking as its title the Latin phrase for 
a ”pleasant place“, locus amoenus, the work invites 
viewers to pause beneath the tropical shade of  
its cartographic foliage, and bear witness to the  
lingering traces of history. Here, each leaf provides a 
glimpse into the story of invasion, contestation, and 
the flourishing of “development” as the Philippines 
transitioned from its precolonial Malay cultural  
heritage into a Spanish colony between the 16th and 
19th centuries. 

Yet as in the aforementioned works, there is a certain 
deconstruction at play. In the process of cutting out 
and rearranging each map, the artist also performs 
an erasure of history; where once stood connecting 
borders, now loom stylised holes, leaves and branches,  
juxtaposing disparate regions and time periods. This 
absorption —and dissolution—of the colonial and 
national terrain into a tropical overgrowth, in turn, 
reflects what art historian and curator Patrick Flores  
has referred to as an “archipelagic” sensibility in  
contemporary art from Southeast Asia.7 Writing 
about artists who grapple with the postcolonial  
legacy of the region, Flores has identified a tension 
between a recurring theme of national identity and 
artists’ simultaneous desire to resist being contained 
within a national framework. For Flores, this tension 
is echoed in the aesthetics of many works which take 
on a fluid, intimate, and improvisational nature. 
Reading Villamael’s practice as part of this lineage, 
the evolution of maps-into-flora signals a desire to 
capture the seepage of peoples and cultures beyond 
the framework of the nation-state, or what Flores has 
described as the envisioning of Southeast Asia as a 
site of “world-making”.8 

Charting lived experiences

Inspired by this interest in the junction of contempo-
rary art and the movements of peoples and cultures, 
Diaspora: Exit, Exile, Exodus of Southeast Asia does 
not only concern itself with the geopolitical border 

6 The artist has described gathering maps from the period of the Spanish (1521 - 1898) and American (1898 - 1946) colonisation of the  
 Philippines from the library and archives of the Ateneo University in Manila. Conversation with the artist.

7 Patrick D. Flores, “Post-colonial Perils: Art and National Impossibilities,” World Art 1, no. 1 (March 2011): 75 - 81.
8 Patrick D. Flores, “Present in Venice: Extensive Philippine Locality in the Contemporary,” public talk, School  
 of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, October 29, 2015.
9 Stuart Hall, Cultural Identity and Diaspora: Identity: Community, Culture, Difference (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1990), 226.

through the lens of the map, but also trigger broader  
questions around the relationship of migration and 
“diasporic” formations. When does the movement of 
peoples and the construction of borders end,  
and morph into new communities, bonds, and  
affiliations? Drawing on the writings of acclaimed 
British cultural historian, Stuart Hall, movement and 
migration may be understood as shaping self- 
perception and cultural ties which diasporic groups 
maintain. 

The past continues to speak to us. But it  
no longer addresses us as a simple, factual  
“past”, since our relation to it, like the child”s  
relation to the mother, is always-already  
“after the break”. It is always constructed  
through memory, fantasy, narrative and 
myth.9 

Speaking about the forced resettlement of peoples 
from Africa and South Asia to the Caribbean as part 
of the Atlantic Slave Trade, and the subsequent  
“second wave” of migration by which their descendants  
settled from Caribbean to Europe after the Second 
World War, Hall saw the migration as a key factor in 
the forging of new collective and individual identities. 
Relating Hall’s writing to the vast array of communi-
ties stemming from migrant descent across Southeast  
Asia—from long-term settlers of Chinese descent  
living in every single Southeast Asian country, to  
the ongoing flow of migrant workers from poorer 
nation-states to wealthier regions as a flexible  
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work force—the notion of “diaspora” defies any  
attempt at a singular definition in relation to the  
region. In tackling this problem, the exhibition  
Diaspora: Exit, Exile, Exodus of Southeast Asia sought 
out works which attempted to unravel the dividing  
line between movement as a necessitated or  
voluntary process, and ‘diaspora’ as a condition, or 
state of being. 

Amidst the featured works, the installation Vessels 
(2015 - 2017) by Philippines-born artist-duo, Alfredo 
and Isabel Aquilizan, stands out as a monument of 
the migrant-to-diaspora transition. Positioned on  
plinth-like crates, five ships of varying sizes and made 
of the remnants of cardboard boxes hover at eye  
level. These vessels pay homage to the precarious  
existence of migrant labourers, and serve as reminder 
of a life gone by and a life still to come on new shores, 
which Hall refers to as existence “after the break”.  
On closer inspection, however, the structures emerge  
to be made up of the skeletal houses, building  
complexes, street signs, and other urban structures—
a dense topography which is strikingly devoid of  
human figures. 

Read in conjunction with Novali’s adjacent IDENTIFYING  
SOUTHEAST ASIA: Borderless Humanity and Villamael’s  
Locus Amoenus, Vessels also stages an abstraction in 
which the map-like terrain becomes a reflection of a 
wider human and socioeconomic experience. In a 
practice spanning over a decade, the Aquilizans  
have produced a number of works which address the 
topic of labour migration from Southeast Asia. While  
several of their previous pieces, most notably  
Project Another Country: Address (2008) and In-Habit:  

Project  Another Country  (2012),  have made  
explicit reference to exodus of women from the  
Philippines to work abroad as domestic helpers 
(Overseas Filipino Workers, or OFWs), and men  
seeking employment in overseas construction  
projects (Overseas Contract Workers, or OCWs),  
Vessels is a haunting reference to the ways in which 
travel erodes social, cultural, and economic bounda-
ries. Here, the figure of the ship is a potent symbol of 
the historic and present-day significance of the 
ocean for Southeast Asia as a conduit of trade,  
escape, and expansion. Evoking ongoing plights of 
migrant workers and persecuted communities, the 
absence of any human figures on board may be read 
as an expression of the difficulty of grasping the lived 
experience of people whose livelihood or survival is 
contingent upon migration. In contrast to the  
aforementioned works in which the reshaping of the 
geopolitical map of Southeast Asia is intended to  
inspire a curiosity into history and current affairs,  
Vessels calls for viewers’ empathy in order to grasp the 
emotional undertones of movement and resettle-
ment. In doing so, it rather enters into conversation 
with works such as Rirkrit Tiravanija’s Untitled 
2008 - 2011 (the map of the land of feeling) (2008 - 2011),  
a series of large-scale scroll prints which chronicles 20 
years of the artist’s life by overlaying reproductions of 
his passport with maps of archaeological, historical, 
and urban sites. Both works by the Aquilizans and  
Tiravanija deploy a close interplay between the map 
and the personal experience in order to chart the 
movement of themselves as professional artists and 
migrants, all the meanwhile alluding to the emotional 
and psychological undertaking required in any act of 
migration. 

Caught at the crossroad

Intuitively expected to account for both the processes  
of travel and diasporic formation, the works featured 
in Diaspora: Exit, Exile, Exodus of Southeast Asia seem, 
at first glance, to bear the burden of speaking for 
multiple national experiences. As an exhibition 
which surfaces from an interest in the regional  
histories of movement and migration, it is a challeng-
ing task to broach the notions of border divisions, 
regional conflicts, and waves of migration, without 
embedding the works in specific national histories. 
As noted by art critic David Teh in a recent critique of 
the regional state of art historical scholarship:  

Yet despite a millennium of this shared herit-
age, half a century of area studies, decades 
of regional exhibition making, and a new  
bureaucratic push to realize the ASEAN  
Economic Community, this regional frame  
has seemed proper for only a few edited  

volumes, whose constituent parts are framed 
nationally anyway, and a handful of scholarly 
essays.10 

This essay has attempted to highlight that, in the face 
of such expectations, the selection of works discussed 
have rather opted for interactivity and affect  
over pedagogy. In particular, the abstraction and  
reconfiguration of the map has been a fruitful starting  
point for inciting an interest in how borders are formed,  
maintained, and surmounted. In an environment  
where the primary frame of reference for understand-
ing migration from Southeast Asia is, still, national 
history, the works discussed here pull themselves out 
of strictly national frameworks. Instead, they seek out 
inspiration in themes such as the passage of time, 
shared hardships, and, most importantly, an under-
standing of “belonging” which is simultaneously rooted  
in the nation—with all of its strictures—as well as the 
ways in which history’s migrations overflow and defy 
the bounds of the state. 

Alfredo and Isabel Aquilizan, Vessels 
(after the “Fleet” project), 2015 - 2017.  
Cardboard and wood: 1 vessel and crate, 
260 × 243 × 65 cm; 3 vessels and crates,  
150 × 89 × 32 cm each; 1 vessel and crate, 
120 (H) × 89 (L) × 36 (W) cm.  
Collection of MAIIAM Contemporary Art 
Museum.

10  Teh, ibid, 174.


