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Three Thailand Biennials as Criti‐Curatorial Case Study1

Bangkok Biennial (1 July–30 September 2018)
Bangkok Art Biennale (19 October 2018–3 February 2019)
Thailand Biennale (2 November 2018–28 February 2019)

One might easily be forgiven for failing to recognize in Bangkok’s brutalist, concrete 
cityscape one evening in mid‐2018 the smart, if largely invisible, inauguration of a new 
global art biennial – in retrospect arguably one of uncanny, if not historic, dimension. 
Along the storied banks of the Chao Phraya River (its fulsome curves carve the capital 
city of Krung Thep Maha Nakhon into numerous “heritage” and modernist byways), 
and tucked inconspicuously under the looming steel and concrete deck of the Rama 
VIII traffic bridge – the futurist behemoth is named in memoriam for Ananda Mahidol 
(r. 1935–1946), Thailand’s eighth monarch of the modern Chakri dynasty – a crowd 
of neighborhood denizens in Spandex and Nikes were  collectively singing the Thai 
national anthem. (The 1930s parade rendition of the Phleng Chat Thai is piped 
throughout the city twice daily, morning and evening, thus bracketing business hours 
with patriotic splendor.) Within seconds of the song’s emphatic conclusion, all present 
were pumping muscle in synchronized, K‐pop dance step.

Only the presence of two towering, thrashing wind puppets, each labeled 
“BANGKOK BIENNIAL” in vertical uppercase, and a makeshift table bearing 
 posters and pocket‐sized zines labeled “Guide to Pavilions” – all printed in agitprop 
grayscale – might have suggested to a casual bystander that something cheeky, if not 
anarchic, was happening there.2

If the quotidian inauguration of the Bangkok Biennial (1 July–30 September 2018) 
seemed to recapture something of the artist‐alternative, do‐it‐yourself spirit prevalent 
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throughout the Thai capital some two decades earlier, only several weeks prior to its 
launching, however, the celebrated Thai independent curator Apinan Poshyananda 
(b. 1956), mastermind of an entirely unrelated, and comparatively corporatized, 
Bangkok Art Biennale (BAB; “Beyond Bliss,” 19 October 2018–3 February 2019), 
which was supported handsomely by a bevy of sponsors, had already hosted his twelfth 
preview “BAB Talk” (a promotional teaser event) at the Bangkok Art and Culture 
Centre (BACC).3 Poshyananda  –  BAB’s founder, chief executive, and artistic 
director – seemed everywhere visible, as though any biennale modeled on its famed 
Venetian prototype required embodiment in a charismatic impresario. The official 
BAB lineup of five Southeast Asian co‐curators hailing from Thailand, Singapore, and 
the Philippines – Poshyananda himself at the helm of the geopolitical triangle – hardly 
mediated this impression of first‐person hegemony, as Poshyananda has come to epit-
omize, both regionally and globally (notably over the course of a quarter century), a 
virtual gold standard of the “independent curator.”4 In his rather swift rise to that 
celebrity status some two decades ago, Poshyananda doubtless benefited, in part, by 
the “small pond phenomenon”: for his entire curatorial career, one dating from the 
early 1990s to the present, he has had neither curatorial complement nor competitor 
in the country apart from the slightly younger, albeit equally ambitious, Gridthiya 
Gaweewong (b. 1964),5 the ubiquitous and richly empowered artistic director of the 
Jim Thompson Art Center.6

No talent can prove productive without an appropriate platform, or, at the very 
least, not without its energies synchronizing with amenable contextual and historical 
headwinds. As though to attest to such art world ecologies, Poshyananda rose to 
international celebrity in the early 1990s promptly after completing a doctorate on 
the history of modern art in Thailand at Cornell University, his dissertation published 

Figure 12.1 Bangkok Biennale opening ceremonies, 1 July 2018, Bangkok. AQ1
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immediately as an unprecedented, groundbreaking study of the emergence of modern 
art in Thailand over the course of the last two centuries (Poshyananda 1992). To this 
day, Modern Art in Thailand: Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries remains the only 
English language survey available to scholars and the general public, indeed some 
20 years subsequent to its printing (there has been no second edition), making for a 
remarkable shelf life.7

Within several years of the book’s publication, and after participating as co‐curator 
(of the Thailand section) for the First Asia‐Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art 
(APT1; Queensland Art Gallery, 1993), Poshyananda received a major commission to 
mount, on the Upper East Side of Manhattan (at that time arguably still the global art 
world’s epicenter), what would eventually be hailed as a watershed exhibition. 
Contemporary Art in Asia: Traditions/Tensions (1996), at the Asia Society Museum 
(collaborative sites included the Queens Museum and the Grey Art Gallery, of 
New York University), featured contemporary work from India, Indonesia, Philippines, 
South Korea, and Thailand. It has since been frequently cited as a major, paradigm‐
shifting exhibition of contemporary South and Southeast Asian art not only for the 
ways it has helped to focus global attention on Southeast Asia’s burgeoning “contem-
porary,” but for unapologetically asserting that its subject had neither desire for, nor 
need of, the West’s canonic approval.8 The latter, discursive point was not lost on New 
York art critics, who immediately recognized that Traditions/Tensions constituted 
something like another “Contemporary” developing apart from Western globalism 
altogether, no less one boasting its own self‐justifying, modernist prehistory (Cotter 
1996; Heartney 1997; Munroe 1997).

It is notable that not unlike others of its storied dimension – Magiciens de la Terre 
(1989; Georges Pompidou Centre), curated by Jean‐Hubert Martin, is considered an 
important, if rather too white forerunner9 – Tradition/Tensions did not emerge from 
an historical vacuum; rather, it is as much a part of institutional history as it is repre-
sentative of an early moment in the evolution of contemporary “exhibition histories,” 
no less the even more recent emergence of a truly global independent curatorial 
 practice.10 At that historical juncture the Asia Society Museum (f. 1956) and its staid 
exhibition halls – the dated interiors of the 1981 building by Edward Larrabee Barnes 
would eventually undergo a colorful, futuristic remodeling by Bartholomew 
Voorsanger in the late 1990s – on upper Park Avenue had recently come under the 
new, charismatic direction of Vishakha N. Desai (b. 1949). Formerly a curator at the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Desai effectively launched Poshyananda’s global career 
in tandem with the strategic unrolling, in the early 1990s, of her visionary mission to 
redirect Asia Society’s exhibition programming away from its traditional orbit around 
a permanent collection of antique Asian sculpture (a passion of John D. Rockefeller 
III) toward the showcasing of the recent, global emergence of the “Asian 
Contemporary.” Desai’s own rise to the position of director was a kind of curatorial 
coup of theretofore unheard of proportion. Thus the epic momentum of which 
Traditions/Tensions was only one example (a vast, equally groundbreaking survey of 
Chinese contemporary art, Inside Out: New Chinese Art, was already in production) 
took concrete form in Desai’s initial collaboration with Poshyananda on the show’s 
core principles (she ultimately entrusted the selection of artists and artworks to her 
precocious guest curator).11 This “surplus history” (one overrunning a persistent ten-
dency in curatorial historiography to privilege the individual achievement of “author 
curators” over contributing, contextual factors) is virtually embedded in the 
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exhibition’s full title, namely in its pan‐Asian prefix, Contemporary Art in Asia, 
despite Poshyananda’s casting the spotlight in the exhibition itself on cutting‐edge 
work by selected artists hailing from the Asian “South.”12

Now a quarter‐century hence and enjoying a late career as a reincarnated, 
independent curator after serving for over a decade (2003–2016) as a civil service 
officer in Thailand’s Ministry of Culture (where as a high‐ranking, “deputy permanent 
secretary” Poshyananda perfected a dual identity as a government heritage official and 
a peripatetic, transnational art ambassador), Poshyananda was arguably fashioning in 
the Bangkok Art Biennale what nobody had been able, or ever dared, to hypothesize: 
the biennale as implicit autobiopic, its every principal component seemingly mirroring 
the curriculum vitae of its storied producer.

To explain such an exceedingly reflexive phenomenon, one must look back to 
another aspect of Poshyananda’s curatorial pre‐history, namely his origins in the mid‐
1980s as an independent, conceptual performance artist.13 Well before he would take 
up doctoral studies at Cornell in art history, Poshyananda practiced performance and 
multimedia installation art, only gradually moving away from that studio‐based orbit 
toward more conceptual disciplines, even as he would always retain something of the 
artist’s messy penchant for experimentation and social engagement (by the early 
1990s, as Poshyananda exited Cornell, the notion that art and life were inseparable, 
no less that artists should energetically engage in “erasing” the walls of the museum, 
had become globally accepted truisms).14

A somewhat parallel history is shared among several regional postmodern, artist‐
turned‐curators of Poshyananda’s generation  –  namely Redza Piyadasa (Malaysia), 
Raymundo Albano (Philippines), and Jim Supangkat (Indonesia) – all just coming of 
age across Southeast Asia at that postcolonial moment (Flores 2012). This perhaps 

Figure 12.2 Bangkok Art Biennale co‐founders Apinan Poshyananda and Thapana 
Sirivadhanabhakdi.
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suggests why, some quarter‐century hence, Poshyananda would lavish top‐billing 
at BAB to Marina Abramovic ́, the celebrity performance guru with whom he had 
already collaborated in Thailand on two occasions during the first decade of the new 
millennium.15 As though vividly attesting to that closely interwoven history, 
Abramovic’́s trademark, “Mata Hari” portrait adorned BAB publicity materials 
repeatedly in the lead‐up to its inaugural festivities (mid‐October 2018), her dour, 
dead‐on visage even featuring at one point as a gate‐keeping “pop‐up” on the 
Biennale’s official, blissful website.

Poshyananda thus embodies an instructive case in the emergence in Southeast Asia 
over the decade of the 1990s of the transnational curator as “global author,” whose 
methodologies may be said to participate in, intersect with, or even provide contrast 
to the rise of a new “discursive turn” in independent curatorial practice gradually 
 taking hold among a globally peripatetic “curatoriate” (Clark 2007) of biennials and 
other large‐sale, theme‐driven group exhibitions since the late 1980s (O’Neill 2012). 
A perusal of Poshyananda’s collected writings of public talks and exhibition catalogue 
essays of his early career (a period roughly spanning 1991 to 2007), indeed, reminds 
one of his flair for provocative and yet ultimately reassuring, or therapeutic narratives. 
These early writings are peppered with allusions to shipwrecks, natural disasters, 
political calamities, and “global crack‐ups,” no less taking into account his penchant 
for pointing out the cruel duplicities of Thai smiles and other pitfalls of the culture’s 
superficial happiness doctrines (Poshyananda 2007).

However, if the Bangkok Art Biennale may therefore be said to have approached, 
in composite formation, something discursively speaking to the life and oeuvre of the 
chief executive staging it, such auteur‐curators are hardly the only ones with a stake in 
sustaining the biennial model as a platform for their quasi‐experimental projects. 
Entire governments, replete with all their attendant, state machinery (ready access to 
public bursaries and related resources, ready site provision, the potential enhancement 
of critically important infrastructure, and so forth) often have much to gain, both 
 economically and socially, by “biennializing” their regional art scenes.16 As has 
been demonstrated in a recent study of the biennial format and its numerous manifes-
tations since the late 1950s (Green and Gardner 2016), context can be everything, 
indeed especially when municipal or even national governments regard the biennale 
(or other periodic, large‐scale group exhibition) as a convenient vehicle for enhancing 
local economic and civic development, a point not lost on Asian and other Pacific Rim 
cities since the launch of the First Asia‐Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art, at the 
Queensland Art Gallery, in 1993.17

Acquiring a certain “biennial literacy” can be accomplished at first tentatively by 
securing a national pavilion in the historic, Venetian venue as a sort of reflexive exercise 
in “biennial baptism.” Poshyananda himself had much to do with Thailand’s own 
self‐awakening to this process of biennial maturation, when as director of the newly 
created Office of Contemporary Art and Culture (OCAC, a subdivision of the 
Thailand Ministry of Culture) in 2003 he promptly established a Thailand pavilion at 
the 50th Venice Biennale already well in development. As curated by Poshyananda 
himself, the pavilion carried his trademark, methodological double‐speak: Reverie and 
Phantasm in the Epoch of Global Trauma, a group installation set against the theme of 
resurgent worldwide terrorism and persistent Western, colonialist perceptions of 
Southeast Asia as a den of dangerous, if seductive, “oriental” ghosts and goblins (this 
was, after all, a pavilion trailing in the wake of 9/11 and free‐floating Bin Laden  anxiety). 
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There was nothing especially remarkable at the time about Poshyananda’s artists’ 
roster for Thailand’s debut at Venice, the pavilion comprising what was by then 
already unanimously understood, both within Asia and among Western curatorial 
heavyweights, among whom Poshyananda already moved smoothly (he would soon 
be invited by Alexandra Munroe to join her prestigious, inaugural Asian Art Council 
at the Guggenheim Museum), to constitute a core circle of Thailand’s most accom-
plished, cutting‐edge contemporaries working in painting, sculpture, mixed media, 
installation, photography, and conceptual performance art: Sakarin Krue‐On, Kamol 
Phaosavasdi (he had figured prominently in Poshyananda’s Traditions/Tensions), 
Tawatchai Puntusawasdi (who designed the freestanding, mock‐Thai pavilion struc-
ture), Michael Shaowanasai, Vasan Sitthiket, Manit Sriwanichpoom, and Montri 
Toemsombat. Far more significant for Thailand’s, and arguably Poshyananda’s, future 
was the curator’s perfectly calibrated discursive appeal to Western expectation, which 
was to see in the “Asian” entry something at once recognizable and  threatening, no 
less reassuring and yet speaking to an ascendant, transnational  perception of twenty‐
first‐century reality as an ever‐unfolding nightmare of “epochal,” if not “terror‐
inducing,” proportion.

It is worth noting that Poshyananda’s oxymoronic juxtaposition of positive and 
negative signifiers – “reverie” and “phantasm” – in the Thai pavilion’s curatorial remit 
of 2003 at Venice speaks in both practical and philosophical terms to his equivocal 
theme of Beyond Bliss some 15 years later, as Thailand mounted its own biennale on 
home shores under the watchful eye of an already four‐year‐old military dictatorship. 
As though to reveal and conceal simultaneously – a common tactic of many Southeast 
Asian contemporaries, who, working under high‐surveillance societies, publicly avow 
themselves to be innocently exploring what it means to attain happiness while, in 
actuality, their smiles function as superficial decoys for underlying political resistance – 
Poshyananda’s theme of Beyond Bliss, for all its connoting of Buddhist self‐ 
composure, struck most observers standing outside a tight circle of corporate 
benefactors (always prone to reading surfaces as the reflection of their own confirma-
tion biases) as the stuff of a questionable, if not delusional, curatorial discourse.18 
Thus, Abramovic’́s widely quoted biennale endorsement that “In this chaotic world, 
Beyond Bliss of Bangkok Art Biennale is a way of hope” risked coming off, at least for 
art world insiders, as a sign that the “Abramovic ́Method,” which was to figure prom-
inently during BAB’s multi‐month venue, had been thoroughly “consumerized” by a 
new, and particularly phantasmagoric force of empire, the global capitalist “machine 
that creates a continuous call for authority” (Hardt and Negri 2000, esp. 13–17).

Francesco Bonami’s Dreams and Conflicts: The Viewer’s Dictatorship (2003), of the 
50th Venice Biennale, at which the Thais thus made their tentative debut, has been 
widely cited in the critical literature for its unprecedented privileging of art from 
Africa, Asia, and Latin America (this Biennale also featured Thai celebrity artist Rirkrit 
Tiravanija as co‐curator, with Molly Nesbit and Hans‐Ulrich Obrist, of the durational, 
audience‐participatory platform Utopia Station). It was to prove a propitious 
launching; Thailand’s biennale entries during the ensuing decade, that is extending 
from the 50th biennale of 2003 to the 55th edition of 2013 (Poshyananda’s direct 
role as national commissioner apparently ended by 2011) generally comprised some 
of the country’s most progressive contemporaries: Montien Boonma and Araya 
Rasdjarmrearnsook (2005); Amrit Chusuwan and Nipan Oranniwesna (2007); 
Sakarin Krue‐On, Michael Shaowanasai, Sudsiri Pui‐Ock, Suporn Shoosongdej, and 
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Wantanee Siripattananuntakul (2009); Navin Rawanchaikul (2011); and Arin 
Rungjang and Wasinburee Supanichvoraparch (2013). Over more recent years, and 
by way of decided contrast, the Thai government has more opportunistically and 
 ceremoniously utilized the prestigious international event as a convenient vehicle for 
bestowing national honors on comparatively academic, “late career” practitioners. 
Initial plans to feature the dated, “Neo‐Traditional” modernist, Thawan Duchanee 
(1939–2014) at the 56th Venice Biennale of 2015 (All the World’s Futures, curated by 
Okwui Enwezor) were thwarted by the artist’s untimely passing in the run‐up to pre-
paring his platform; a quick switch‐out to featuring the work of his designated curator, 
conservative printmaker Kamol Tassananchalee (b. 1974), arguably made Thailand 
appear as though it were trapped in an eternally “pre‐contemporary” condition.19 The 
most recent Thai pavilion Krung Thep Bangkok (57th Venice Biennale 2017) was by 
the abstract painter Somboon Hormtienthong (b. 1949). Having spent most of his 
working life in Munich, he was roundly regarded by casual visitors (the international 
press completely ignored it) as constituting a decidedly un‐contemporary, if not auto‐
Orientalizing paean to the Thai capital – all elephant sculpture and antique display 
cases emerging as some form of extended escapism in the wake of Thailand’s 
 bloodless, “happiness restoring” military coup of mid‐2014.

Given such bureaucratic misfires, the announcement in late 2017 of the prepara-
tions by the military government for an entirely open‐air Thailand Biennale 
(2  November 2018–28 February 2019), curated by academic Jiang Jiehong 
(Birmingham City University) for the southwest beach province of Krabi. The bien-
nale would revolve around the curatorial theme Edge of the Wonderland (once again 
an oxymoronic construction ostensibly denoting a benign social condition to please 
government ministers while purportedly reserving room for more conceptually 
sophisticated or politically risky interpretations of the theme) was thus met with wide-
spread bemusement. Particularly as it seemed to round out a “biennale triumvirate” 

Figure 12.3 Assistant Curator Vipash Purichanont.20
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with an element of ceremonious, nationalist fanfare, the event clearly embodying a 
state‐sponsored public works project (talk of the show’s potential for lending 
new  economic life to the traditional arts‐and‐crafts‐based fishing community of 
Krabi  figured prominently in official biennale literature) as much as it may have 
aspired to the condition of a truly globally informed show of conceptually challeng-
ing, site‐specific installation art.

Had Poshyananda not retired so recently, the Thailand Biennale could have come 
right out of his curatorial Moleskine, given his demonstrable track record of mount-
ing sprawling, inspirational group exhibitions in the virtual wake (if not in the very 
midst) of political chaos (as an example of the latter, Poshyananda’s intergenerational 
group exhibition Imagine Peace: Contemporary Art in Thailand in the Age of 
Turbulence opened to the public at the Bangkok Art and Culture Centre in mid‐2010, 
even as fires from recent street protests still smoldered at a heavily vandalized, 
 neighboring shopping mall).21

If the Bangkok Art Biennale and the Thailand Biennale seemed destined for very 
different platforms – one mapping itself over 20 heritage, tourist, hotel, and shopping 
sites in the capital, the other capitalizing on the lure of coastal nature as a challenge 
for artists to both complement and equal – both derived from a shared assumption: 
that curating a “biennale” was itself an identifiable commodity, one deriving handily 
from Venetian wellsprings, indeed the format presumably nameable in certain basic 
outlines and core principles, something prestigiously “known,” albeit malleable and 
morph‐able. Notably, neither biennale was to entail any appreciable discursive or 
“para‐curatorial” (McDowell 2016) project (other than the obligatory symposium), 
whether in leading up to its actual vernissage, transpiring over the course of its 
material venue, or extending (in any conceptually sophisticated manner) beyond its 
actual, spectacular formation. As though the biennale format were some kind of 
exportable, yet fundamentally unique brand of “festivalism” (Schjeldahl 1999), no 
less one implicitly protected by international trademark, both Thai biennale 
 iterations intended that their audiences subliminally trace back to Venice their 
 generational and operational premises  –  not unlike the recalling of a presumably 
uninterrupted, genetic bloodline.

This was more than implied by Poshyananda’s grand public announcement of the 
upcoming Bangkok Art Biennale at the 57th Venice Biennale of 2017 – the giddy 
“Viva Arte Viva” was curated by Christine Macel, of the Pompidou Center – where 
along its water‐logged corridors he poured drinks before the Santa Maria della Salute 
with the city’s deputy mayor for a clutch of canikons.

Among bystanders who would one day be seeking favors  –  a newly minted 
independent curator, a globe‐trotting Manhattan gallerist, an “emerging” Bangkok 
performance artist (she would later prove to be squarely among Poshyananda’s cov-
eted exhibition roster) – nobody dared to point out, had they even dared to recall 
clearly, that this kind of publicity junket had been enacted here before, just like this, 
and all too recently. Indeed, only several years prior to Poshyananda’s reception, and 
taking place at the 55th Venice Biennale of 2013 (The Encyclopedic Palace, curated 
by Massimiliano Gioni), another smart cabal of Thai curatorial and regional municipal 
officials thought they were launching something spectacular: the so‐called Pattaya 
Biennale 2014 named after an expat‐ and tourist‐friendly beach city some two hours’ 
drive (about 150 km) south of Bangkok – nothing if not an “alternative” biennale that 
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they intended to detonate in renegade, if ostensibly polite, fashion well before the 
launch of anything Poshyananda may have been concocting for his post‐ministerial 
future.23 In what could have been the same hotel setting, and standing beside their 
own official, if quizzical, Pattaya Biennale poster (designed by celebrated Thai indie 
film director Apichatpong Weerasethakul, the poster’s close‐on image of a headless, 
soaring motorcycle helmet trailing a horse’s mane, and ghosting blue skies in the 
middle of nowhere, was, for such purposes, delightfully mortifying), Pattaya Biennale 
founder Thasnai Sethaseree (one of the country’s most celebrated artists and a revered 
professor at Chiang Mai University), and inaugural curators Gridthiya Gaweewong 
and Pier Luigi Tazzi (b. 1941; co‐curator documenta IX, 1992), were accompanied 

Figure 12.4 Apinan Poshyananda announcing the inaugural Bangkok Art Biennale 
2018 at the 57th Venice Biennale – “Viva Arte Viva!” (2017). Photo: Courtesy of 
Bangkok Art Biennale 2018.22
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ceremoniously by Pattaya municipal benefactors. Smartly disheveled, and looking 
perfectly “grassroots” as though it were a bother to stand there, all grinned coyly 
for their empathic paparazzi.

By mid‐2013, it had long been understood by anyone familiar with Thai contem-
porary art and politics that this group arguably represented one of the most progres-
sive curatorial and artistic circles of Thailand today, no less one whose contemporary 
politics favored the underclass of northern Thailand’s Isaan citizenry, one recently 
empowered by the populist communications tycoon and former prime minister 
Thaksin Shinawatra (having since been brought up on charges of corruption), and 
still intent on achieving sociopolitical parity (at least someday) with an “elitist,” 
Bangkokian oligarchy. The Pattaya Biennale was therefore, beneath its “bubbly,” 
nothing less than a call to artistic and political revolution, even while boasting its own 
unique, if contingent, ties to Venice, in spirit equally sisterly and contrapposto, and its 
representatives cloaked by Mona Lisa smiles calibrated perfectly to simultaneously veil 
and deliver something approaching curatorial anarchism. The Pattaya Biennale was 
to  be, in other words, no mere “alternative” festival but an explicit rejection of 
Bangkokian centralism.24 If anyone were incredulously still asking, “Why would you 
not have Thailand’s first‐ever biennale in Bangkok?” they were unwittingly revealing 
that they were politically clueless.25

It was never to happen. By May of 2014, as vast street protests against the 
government of Yingluck Shinawatra (herself now wracked by charges of misguided 
and opportunistic populism) called for a “RESTART” of Thai democracy, the Pattaya 
Biennale was to prove a casualty of political implosion. Fatigued by Thailand’s con-
tinual political upheavals – various camps had been arguing and sporadically lobbing 
bombs or dabbling in arson for over a decade – and doubtless demoralized by yet 
another round of military ascension (it was the 12th successful military coup d’état 
since 1932, that is ever since Siam had become a constitutional monarchy), the Pattaya 
cabal quietly dropped all pretension of mounting any momentous, curatorial offen-
sive. No official announcement was ever made of its cancellation; the Pattaya Biennale 
simply evaporated.26

Considered in retrospect, it seems Poshyananda was destined to get his 
 centrist – beyond bliss – biennale after all, even boasting as early as 2014 to a Tokyo 
audience that the junta had “brought happiness” to the people in a way that finally 
lent to Thai society the kind of cultural stability a “burgeoning art scene” so implicitly 
depends on.27 (He would repeat the argument in media interviews in the run‐up to 
BAB in mid‐2018, just as everyone was wondering whether democratic elections 
would ever arrive as promised.) Poshyananda was hardly being an apologist for 
 military coups and related political calamities; more to the point, he had long ago 
learned that “Thailand was Thailand” (Tsang 2018), as he carefully put it in a uniquely 
Thai way of saying everything while saying nothing, and if one was to get anywhere, 
one would do best to smile and assume a “smart casual” posture. Indeed, Poshyananda 
had already said as much over a decade ago in his “Annual Hilla Rebay Lecture” 
(2007) at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, where he frankly opined: 
“The sinking feeling in [the] Thai contemporary art scene today is not healthy. Thai 
artists and filmmakers simply have to grin and bear it. Freedom of expression previ-
ously enjoyed even during the time of tensions during [the] Thaksin government 
has been sorely missed. Sadly, it seems that constraint and coercion in contemporary 
Thai art will linger for a long while to come” (Poshyananda 2007).28
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Curatorial Practice in Decolonial Spaces

This is my favorite song, Itt.
What’s wrong…?
There’s something in your eye…
I think I’m dreaming, Itt. I really just want to wake up.
Then…just open your eyes wide, like this…
Wider! Ah – very good…
Jen, of all the places we’ve been,
This is by far the most opulent.
But it’s devoid of decoration.
Not even gold?
Not even!
From here you can see the most fertile lands.
Fields full of rice, and rivers full of fish.
Mmmm… but it looks lonely, no?
Mmmm…
I see everything clearly now, Itt.
Oh?
At the heart of the kingdom,
Other than rice fields,
There is nothing –.29

In the critical literature that attends the “slow cinema” of Thai independent film-
maker Apichatpong Weerasethakul (b. 1970), it has been observed that the globally 
celebrated indie artist seems to find something especially moving, or even symbolic, 
in scenes of open‐air aerobics (or “dancercise”) sessions of the everyday type one 
 frequently happens upon in city parks or other urban spaces of public assembly 
every  morning and evening in the Thai capital (as well as in other metropolitan 
 communities in the country).30 These civic‐funded, open‐access “pep sessions” are 
apparently no mere curiosity for Weerasethakul, who has notably integrated them into 
several of his major films since the early 2000s, namely Tropical Malady (2004), 
Syndromes and a Century (2006), and Cemetery of Splendor (2015). The leitmotif of 
the open‐air aerobics gathering would seem to function for Weerasethakul as an 
equivocal, shifting signifier, in that it lends itself to interpretation as a metaphor for 
mass conformity, or, conversely, for a never fully realized political formation. Formally 
the motif would seem to function as a trope of quizzical time‐shifting; it emerges in 
these films as a moment of frank transition from events of psychological intimacy to 
its opposite condition: collective activity “taking place” – the “taking” happening both 
time‐wise and spatially  –  as though the linear unfolding of history were suddenly, 
completely suspended, the mechanism of a clock ticking perpetually in circles, its 
ratchets and click stops marking time without anything progressing forward in any 
ideological or practical direction.31 The open‐air aerobics class, all arms and legs 
 flailing in puppet‐like “dancercise,” arguably embodies, in composite formation, a 
moment extracted cleanly from a ceaselessly agitated universe to be examined through 
an artist’s lens before it is returned, with surgical precision, to a discomfiting, “real 
time” dimension. The automaton dwells here. The aerobics class is, in other words, a 
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“ground zero” moment, ironically and perhaps hauntingly constituting an urban‐
scape of conceptual stillness (in almost hallucinatory fashion) in the middle of dizzying 
perceptual, retinal commotion.

Arguably his most existentially discomfiting work to date (the film harbors 
numerous political and cultural perspectives on the indie artist’s wondrous, yet – in 
his own words – “violent” home country), Weerasethakul’s Cemetery of Splendor 
introduces itself by way of a renegade “teaser title,” one that jams together a 
concerning subject (Thais never find cemeteries unproblematic) with a convivial 
condition (splendor in such hierarchical, patriarchal cultures evokes some kind of 
aesthetic surplus, if not suspicious spectacle‐making).32 Somewhat hauntingly, the 
oxymoron “Cemetery of Splendor” could easily constitute a perfect biennial theme 
in the wake of a military coup d’état that was, itself, cleverly curated, having arrived 
neatly (the political term is “bloodless”) in May 2014 with its own carefully crafted 
happiness culture, the city center penetrated, almost sexually, by monstrous tanks 
(let us remind ourselves that for all the fascination they hold for little children, they 
are industrial killing machines) bearing flowers in their erectile canon chambers, 
their starched pilots languidly “chewing the fat” with passersby and posing for 
tourist selfies – as though all were enacting a dream sequence scripted by an influ-
encer for Starbucks.

As Weerasethakul has presented it – seemingly self‐evident, as though it constituted 
nothing particularly special – the mortifyingly giddy congress of the open‐air aerobics 
class begins to suggest, just as self‐evidently, that it perhaps harbors potential to 
 comprise a grassroots “parliament of bodies” (documenta 14, 2018) of hitherto 
squandered potential for political activism (one might say that, for the time being, the 
collective energies or agency of the anonymous “multitude” remain entirely, if not 
tragically, atomized). There is a latent power to be perceived in the invisible, relational 
energies flowing between these diehard “Swing” dancers, their invisible ties of 
community reminding one of lessons in sociability learned from numerous examples 
of global “participatory” art since the late 1990s (Bourriaud 2002). Both activist and 
pacifist leaning simultaneously, relational aesthetics has always trafficked in the notion 
of “tiny revolutions,” the exhibition serving as an arena of “momentary groupings” 
of social interaction that might change the world modestly, or “within the existing 
real” (Bourriaud 2002: 11–18). The open‐air aerobics class is thus the perfect 
“relational” exercise, at once productive and potentially anarchic, or proactive and yet 
completely un‐purposeful, the latter in an essentially “pluriversal” sense of a society 
constituted by unique, individually empowered participants who nonetheless depend 
upon achieving critical mass for putting forth a collective identity.

How now, to make the necessary transition? Is it possible to fashion a kind of 
 decolonial curatorial practice, the conceptual equivalent, perhaps, of an intellectually 
anarchic “burning and looting” of the metropolitan center (Virgioti 2012)? In an era 
in which “violence structures our relations in and with the world, as well as the dispa-
rate offerings (linguistic, visual, auditory) continually created as a cultural movement 
of opposition to it” (Latimer and Szymczyk 2017), could there be any such thing as 
a productive act of curatorial violence or vandalism? In a region of the world still per-
meated by colonialist histories (even Thailand, which escaped political domination, 
internalized the colonialist impulse),33 what might it mean to arrive at a new curatorial 
contract between the organizers of biennials and their publics, a contract intent on 
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achieving a decisive delinking from all colonialist discourses, or from a “Colonial 
Matrix of Power” (Mignolo 2007) that seems to yet prevail in the discipline?34 This, 
despite notable challenges to the globalist system posed periodically over the past two 
decades by über curators, perhaps most notable among them Okwui Enwezor and his 
efforts at “deterritorialization” for the profoundly discursive documenta 11, of 2002, 
which boasted progressive research‐oriented platforms in Vienna, Berlin, New Delhi, 
St. Lucia, and Lagos leading up to its culmination in Kassel (Enwezor 2002). 
If  Bangkok were to add anything significant to this evolving discourse, might 
something intra‐regional in potential emerge from a curistic (curatorial/artistic) 
 practice of creative and spontaneous, or at least minimally scripted anarchism?35

Out of the adamantly pluriversal, “parliamentary assembly” of the open‐air aerobics 
gathering, in which every individual retains her unique standing while simultaneously 
expressing a collectively sanctioned contract of mutual respect for, and interdepen-
dency with, all others, what might constitute a primarily de‐centered, “open‐access” 
biennial platform? The anonymous organizers (they rigorously shunned the label 
“independent curators” for as long as possible) of the Bangkok Biennial never sug-
gested that the embedding of their event’s inaugural festivities in an open‐air aerobics 
session had any relation with Weerasethakul’s own favoring of the aerobics motif 
for  signifying something existentially provocative, if not artistically and politically 
 revolutionary.36 Perhaps even more remarkable is the fact that its organizers were 
apparently unaware of the Thai indie filmmaker’s apparent fascination for the aerobics 
trope as a metaphor for conformity. Yet one that still bears potential for both the hor-
izontally dispersed energies of political activism (we are, after all, following the thread 
of a hypothesis in what might be called a theoretically informed, criti‐curatorial 
project) and the Bangkok Biennial’s curatorially operative, open‐access format. The 
entire conceptual and material fruition, nonetheless, proved to be one of the most 
progressive iterations to date of the biennial as discursive construction, or of the 
“exhibition as research” (Sheikh 2015), whose work unfolds over time and depends 
ultimately on its participants and variable audiences for achieving “a sense of cohe-
sion,” indeed where “the meaning of the work (and exhibition) is a negotiation bet-
ween the sum of its parts – the objects, concepts, labels and spaces or tension between 
works – in the context of a particular site” (Fowle 2015). By denying themselves the 
role of the curator, no matter whether the “curatorial” be defined as constituted in a 
single individual or a collaborative formation, the organizers of the Bangkok Biennial 
were implicitly testing whether the “curatorial” could be successfully atomized, 
indeed to such an extent that curatorial practice, as an asterism of conceptual and 
materialized action, might ultimately be rendered unrecognizable, if not virtually 
redundant, its principles having been so effectively turned over to the “multitude” of 
numerous “pavilions” (the latter a traditional institution that was also thoroughly 
called into question in this context) that simultaneously constructed and decon-
structed the biennial as a presumably tangible, if not all‐too‐familiar, architecture.

What finally complicates this a‐curatorial, or even “anti‐curatorial” (Heidenreich 
2017), distribution of curatorial practice throughout a lateral asterism of self‐ 
sustaining pavilions, or platforms, was that the biennial, as composite formation, 
could by definition be only partly purposeful; this biennial both erected and 
 demolished the biennial exhibitionary model as a privileged subject of contemporary 
curatorial practice, having both raised the issue of curatorial hegemony and categori-
cally dismissed it and hence the need to retain the “biennial” as a discursive concept 
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all the better to question its prevailing, underlying mythologies. One might say, then, 
that the Bangkok Biennial was by design only quasi‐purposeful, its organizers having 
fully embraced elements of pure chance and “invisibility.” It would be virtually 
 impossible for anyone to take in the biennial in its entirety, as desirable, fundamental 
qualities of  its nature as a globally distributed, time‐based, and performative 
phenomenon. The biennial’s ever‐contingent reality of taking place, in simultaneously 
transpiring over time, and seeing itself to completion, within an actual, nearly  
un‐mappable spatial dimension.

The Bangkok Biennial’s genesis appeared out of nowhere, as well as its persistent 
rejection of conclusive definition, was marvelously in keeping with its originally 
ad hoc, even anarchic, conception. Three artist‐colleagues sharing a studio (one also 
ran a neighboring indie art gallery) in Bangkok’s “old city” found themselves 
 wondering in mid‐2017 what might have happened to the mythical Pattaya Biennial 
of several years ago.37 Poshyananda had not yet announced his Bangkok Art Biennale, 
but its very possibility doubtless ghosted these artists’ more immediate interest in the 
composite and experimental  –  even renegade  –  documenta 14 “Learning from 
Athens,” curated by Adam Szymczyk, featuring the work of 160 artists, took place 
successively in Athens and Kassel from early April through mid‐September 2017. 
Documenta 14 featured its own radio program for “on air” exhibitions (the provoca-
tive genre implicitly carried strong associations with postcolonial theorist Frantz 
Fanon’s concept of radio as a “medium of resistance”), as well as an extensive discur-
sive curriculum of happenings and time‐based projects that evoked the possibility of a 
post‐capitalist culture of empathic collaboration and the forging of an “aesthetics of 
human togetherness”  –  the latter reflecting recent theoretical investigations into 
an “anthropology of the otherwise” (Povinelli 2011) that may be implied by “gift 
economies” as potential models for a post‐capitalist condition. At the same time, 

Figure 12.5 Yawnghwe Office in Exile–Platform to Dissent.
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documenta 14 adamantly proposed that a truly global, transnational society adopt a 
critical, decolonialist practice of the “South as a State of Mind” (the eponymous name 
of a contemporaneous magazine that served as a time‐based blog, of sorts, throughout 
the exhibition’s five‐month itinerary), by which is meant one’s assuming the position 
of the long‐marginalized Other in order to thoroughly decolonize knowledge, as well 
as systemic institutional practices based on long histories of Western imperialism 
and  insidiously oppressive policies of whiteness (Mignolo 2017).38 Although still 
directed by a central figure  –  the curator as prime mover and conceptual cata-
lyst – documenta 14 explicitly promoted the sprawling group show as a collectively 
authored phenomenon, one surpassing all categories of personal ownership (a favorite 
mantra was “documenta 14 is not owned by anyone in particular”).

If documenta 14 arguably remained within the realm of utopian discourses charac-
terizing various globalist biennials as early as curator Harald Szeemann’s documenta 
5, “Questioning Reality, Image Worlds Today”, of 1972 (where the legendary artist‐
shaman Joseph Beuys himself “curated” his own bureau of “direct democracy”), the 
Bangkok Biennial would plow headlong into a meaner future by setting up a 
 thoroughly dispassionate, if egalitarian, curatorial premise: anyone who wanted to 
participate could submit a simple “pavilion” registration of creative intention and 
pledged collusion, the results of which the organizers would then watch unfold 
 episodically through an infinitely expandable (at least hypothetically) matrix of digital 
and geopolitical spaces (one could perfectly well put up a “Bangkok Biennial” 
pavilion in Kassel or Karachi, if one were inclined to do so). An infinitely revisable 
and open‐access wiki site was established for each individual “pavilion,” within which 
any project could potentially morph as much as it wanted to, and thereby surpass the 
organizers’ or anyone’s first‐person control and hegemonic surveillance. While this 
seems like a great metaphor for the biennial‐as‐embodied‐democracy, there is 
nothing saying that such a lateral distribution of curatorial agency necessarily guar-
antees successful resistance to a hegemonic center. As has been observed by those 
working with new challenges implied in curating digital works of “immateriality,” it 
is perfectly possible that even when “control is no longer centralized or even decen-
tralized anymore and is [thus] not hierarchical [it] still exists in a distributed form of 
organization” (Krysa 2006).

So much for Utopia. As if to emphasize the point, the Bangkok Biennale embraced 
no central theme or subject, opting to resist the first order of business of any biennial 
wishing to make an impression: the overarching narrative, curatorial manifesto. If it 
might one day be said that anything held this biennial together, that is beyond its 
implicit rejection of all preconceived standards or organizational logic – one thinks of 
Georges Bataille’s concept of the informe as constituting a rude disruption of the 
visual field so as to imply the impossibility of any centrally unified subject (Bois 
and Krauss 1997) –  it would have to emerge from the event itself as an attendant 
quality arising episodically, even ephemerally, from collaborative action carried out 
individually and contingently in numerous places over an extended timespan.

Finally, boasting some 250 participants both regional and distant (one of 73 
 participating pavilions, for instance, hosted temporary screening events from an 
artist‐run space in Okinawa, while another coordinated site‐specific installations in 
both Bangkok and Maastricht), the Bangkok Biennial anticipated the “open‐access” 
possibilities and challenges implied in an increasingly impersonal, post‐narrative 
curatorial practice currently being actively explored in the realms of digital art and 
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so‐called post‐human curating (Tyzlik‐Carver 2016). Such practices embrace 
“ distributed network models” that implicitly challenge dated, hierarchical curatorial 
methodologies  –  arguably the product of imperialist and hegemonic traditions 
(the “author‐curator” ideal of Western derivation) – thus rendering them increas-
ingly untenable (Krysa 2006).

Perhaps what the Bangkok Biennial ultimately epitomized was the arrival of a “post‐
curatorial turn” (Sheikh 2017) of provocative implication for the future of any viable 
Southeast Asian regional, decolonized curatorial practice (Mignolo and Nanibush 
2018), one by which Southeast Asia might gradually “delink” from its Western well-
springs and re‐conceptualize contemporary curatorial practice as a more widely 
inclusive, DIY, and even post‐democratic – if not conceptually anarchic – “wiki” culture. 
Such an experiment holds out promise for returning biennials to serving  artists over 
their administrators, producing an exhibition that largely turns away from “the tradi-
tional biennial model and shifts the power from the institution and the curator towards 
the artist” (Muñiz‐Reed 2017). If the biennial, as curatorial genre, has even arguably 
become its own kind of institution, one that actively coerces artists to produce implic-
itly biennial‐specific spectacles worthy of Disney (one thinks of Damien Hirst’s 
Treasures from the Wreck of the Unbelievable in 2007 for the 57th Venice Biennale of 
2017, to cite only a recent example), how are we to address that “the curatorial has 
signaled the ever‐present possibility in which institutionalized discourse subsumes rad-
ical politics” (Soon 2016)? How is curatorial practice to critique its own embedded 
reality, not only within multiple institutions but multiple histories – institutional, exhi-
bitions‐based, art historical, among others – and thereby fruitfully question how it is 
itself “ideologically, historically and culturally produced” (O’Neill 2005)?

Figure 12.6 Sic‐Transit.
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If the Bangkok Biennial seemed to traffic in some of the most dematerialized qual-
ities of an event characterized by potentially infinite dispersion, it was paradoxically 
one of the most “grounded” global biennials in recent history. Pavilions by distant 
artist collectives and progressive locals, among them recent curatorial and fine arts 
graduates of universities in Bangkok, New York, Chicago, and London, mounted 
pavilions of performance art, installation art, fine art photography, body art, projects 
of archival and/or socially‐engaged practice, screening of underground film, Dada‐
inspired karaoke sessions, participatory football, apartment‐based (“condo”) art 
 exhibitions, exhibitions of “social sculpture,” sound art, community empowerment 
workshops, open studios, and acts of “craftivism” (among others).39 There were 
 platforms that functioned as agencies of free translation, self‐documentation of the 
biennial, and a requisite symposium. The material guide to pavilions itself recalled an 
earlier, 1990s Bangkokian fascination for the DIY artist publication, or scrappy “zine,” 
which seemed to culminate in artist Rirkrit Tiravanija’s earliest forays into the genre 
in the oversized zine VER (the title alludes to the pronunciation of the Thai word for 
“excess,” denoting a kind of exceedingly expressive surplus).40 In this distinctly 
grounded, post‐orbital quality  –  a “biennial cacophony” rooted in the “glorious 
mess” that is the Thai capital  –  the Bangkok Biennial delinked from recent 
 valorizations of the “transnational” in order to recall a new kind of anchoring, if not 
a “heaviness” or “gravitas” (Adajania and Hoskote 2010) connoting one’s indubi-
table belonging to a specific time and place despite the simultaneous participation in 
a global constellation of progressive, artistic citizenship.

As though embracing the “case for regarding heaviness as an anchor that keeps us 
committed to the world’s regional histories, each incarnating a specific entanglement 
between home and elsewhere, point of reference and vanishing point, each with its 
own intellectual and artistic sources of a regional modernity,” the Bangkok Biennial 
embraced the current conditions of a hyper‐contemporary, transitional postmodern, 
postcolonial, and post‐“altermodern” (one may add to this list “post‐transnational”) 
society, or what has been referred to as an “Agoratic condition” wherein “the ground 
of politics resembles quicksand more than it does the floor of a debating room” 
(Adajania and Hoskote 2010).

If the Bangkok Biennale was the smartest and most “contemporary” biennial of 
what turned out to be for Thailand a hyper‐biennialist season, it paradoxically 
remained underappreciated by most audiences claiming to be engaged with the bien-
nial as curatorial object of perpetual reinvention. It may be instructive to raise a point 
of comparison. Roughly five years ago, decolonial theorist Walter Mignolo (this text 
has referenced him frequently, without any apologies for doing so) ecstatically singled 
out the Sharjah Biennial 11 (2013; Re:emerge‐Towards a New Cultural Cartography, 
curated by Yuko Hasegawa) in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) as signaling a 
“change of epoch” (Mignolo 2013). Considered from the methodological perspec-
tive of his “Decolonial AestheSis,” which prescribes a curatorial practice of “critical 
intervention” so as to “challenge the hegemonic normativity of modern aestheTics” 
(Vazquez and Mignolo 2013), Mignolo found in the Sharjah Biennial a new “option 
that both marks the limits of modernity and its sequels (postmodern, alter‐modern, 
postcolonial), while contributing to global processes of epistemic and aesthetic 
disobedience.

It is worth noting that, not unlike the Bangkok Biennial, the Sharjah Biennial 11 
(SB 11) never set out to explicitly reject anything; in remaining just below the 
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threshold of political activism, both biennials simply offered an alternative to hege-
monic curatorial practice without ever claiming to be an “alternative biennial.” 
According to SB 11 curator Yuko Hasegawa, who had adopted the “courtyard” and 
its garden‐like principles of multiplicity as a metaphor for cultural memory, the “ taking 
place” of the SB 11 not only signaled a turn away from a Eurocentric viewpoint but 
embodied a shift toward a new kind of “local consciousness” (Hasegawa 2013).41 
As Mignolo had long ago insisted, one cannot simply delink from a flawed, even 
tragic, condition (i.e. Western imperialist, colonialist hegemony) without identifying 
an aspect of indigenous reality to re‐link with. How a “curating of the contemporary” 
in Southeast Asia engages that challenge in its decolonial spaces of the future will 
 constitute a curatorial practice truly worthy of sustained and studied attention.

Notes

1 The author intends the term “criti‐curatorial” to denote a turn within curatorial prac-
tice that has a primarily discursive, over material, object of attention. The exhibition is 
ultimately a kind of text, known and received as such even more widely than the exhi-
bition itself (as material installation). Biennials produce their own historiography, 
which comprises a widely circulating and reflexive object that the criti‐curatorial 
project “works on” in order to flesh out its full ramifications for both “applied” prac-
tice and a more conceptual, critically informed – even theoretical – sub‐category of 
what is already widely understood by the umbrella term “contemporary curatorial 
practice.” It also seeks to articulate how contemporary curatorial practice is profoundly 
embedded in institutional, exhibition, and art historical matrices that demand simulta-
neous study if we are to uncover their fundamentally contextual, over auteurial, 
realities.

2 It should be noted that there were brief opening and closing remarks made by Bangkok 
Biennial staff members, as well as a fleeting ribbon‐cutting exercise (one hesitates to 
call it a ceremony in any real sense of the term) to mark the momentous occasion, 
arguably in mock‐manner of typical Thai art openings of a more academic or bureau-
cratic nature.

3 Other preview talks in the run‐up to BAB featured Lee Bul (South Korea), Heri Dono 
(Indonesia), Michael Elmgreen (of Elmgreen and Dragset, Denmark, and Norway), 
Pichet Klunchun (Thailand), Yoshitomo Nara (Japan), Huang Yong Ping (China), and 
Aurèle Ricard (France). The Bangkok Art Biennale derived its multimillion‐Thai‐baht 
financing from a constellation of corporate and foundation sources, most prominent and 
well‐heeled among them the Thailand Beverage Public Company Limited (ThaiBev), a 
frequent corporate funding resource for cultural events in the capital, indeed many at the 
Bangkok Art and Cultural Centre, the city’s principal Kunsthalle – there is no national, 
collections‐based museum of Thai modern and contemporary art in the country – for 
contemporary art, music, dance, and related programs.

4 BAB’s curatorial team of five comprised three Thais and two others tapped regionally, 
notably all close colleagues of Poshyananda in various academic and curatorial capac-
ities: Patrick D. Flores (University of the Philippines and Vargas Museum, Manila), 
Luckana Kunavichayanont (formerly Bangkok Art and Culture Centre), Sansern 
Milandesuta (Bangkok University), and Adele Tan (National Gallery, Singapore). BAB 
boasted a comparatively illustrious advisory board comprising David Stuart Elliott 
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( formerly Moderna Museet, Stockholm and Mori Art Museum, Tokyo), Nanjo Fumio 
(Mori Art Museum, Tokyo), Nigel Hurst (Saatchi Gallery, London), Sunjung Kim 
(Gwangju Biennale Foundation), Alexandra Munroe (Solomon R. Guggenheim 
Museum, New York), Eugene Tan (National Gallery, Singapore), and Rirkrit Tiravanija 
(Chiang Mai and Berlin), http://www.bkkartbiennale.com/, accessed 13 March 2019.

5 Gaweewong was educated in Arts Administration at the School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago in the early 1990s, where she wrote a master’s thesis (1996) on the feasibility 
of setting up an alternative art space in Thailand, a goal subsequently achieved in her 
founding the independent, Bangkok‐based platform Project 304 (ca. 1996–2001). She 
subsequently arrived at the Jim Thompson Art Center (JTAC) in 2007. Reflecting a 
general dearth of comparable globe‐trotting curators in the country – only several uni-
versity museums and the Bangkok Art and Culture Centre provide minor exceptions 
(albeit none is equal to Gaweewong in international reach or influence)  –  there is 
notably no additional curator at the JTAC. Rather, Gaweewong presides over a small 
staff of young, “emerging” culture workers who eventually depart the JTAC in the 
manner of graduated apprentices in pursuit of their own independent projects.

6 The JTAC is an educational and exhibitions venue of the Jim Thompson House 
Museum, which is backed by the James H.W. Thompson Foundation (JHWTF), the 
latter to which Gaweeewong serves (2007–present) as a primary advisor. Her direct 
supervisor, close friend, and colleague Eric Bunnag Booth, Assistant Managing 
Director of the Thai Silk Company, Ltd., and a perpetual trustee of the JHWTF, is 
arguably Thailand’s most active private collector of Thai contemporary art. Along with 
stepfather Jean‐Michel Beurdeley, Booth has recently built the MAIIAM Contemporary 
Art Museum in the northern city of Chiang Mai (f. 2016), for which Gaweewong 
effectively serves as its unofficial “guest curator.” Booth is also the primary catalyst 
behind the new $3 million‐plus expansion of the JTAC on adjacent properties of the 
Jim Thompson House Museum in Bangkok; Eric Booth in email correspondence with 
the author, 23 August 2018; also https://www.gwangjubiennale.org/en/biennale/
event/plan.do, accessed 13 March 2019.

7 Poshyananda was not the first Thai historian to attempt a chronological survey of 
Thai modern art; a slightly earlier effort by Thai scholar Piriya Krairiksh (b. 1942), 
who received a doctorate from Harvard University in the early 1970s, doubtless served 
in some manner as a model for Poshyananda’s more lavish, and internationally distrib-
uted achievement; see Krairiksh, Art Since 1932 (Thammasat University, Bangkok, 
1982). Poshyananda also participated in Krairiksh’s exhibition Thai Reflections on 
American Experiences (Bhirasri Institute of Modern Art, Bangkok, 1986) just prior to 
taking up the doctoral program at Cornell University.

8 The Traditions/Tensions catalogue, bearing on its cover an expressionist self‐portrait 
by Thai artist Chatchai Puipia (b. 1964), remains a classic for early postcolonial and 
“multicultural” scholarship, with contributions by Geeta Kapur, Thomas McEvilley, 
Marian Pastor Roces, Jae‐Ryung Roe, and Jim Supangkat, in addition to Poshyananda’s 
own introductory and concluding essays. Desai and Poshyananda collaborated on 
devising the contributors’ roster; Vishakha N. Desai in email correspondence with the 
author, 3 November 2017.

9 On the quasi‐orientalist and apparent colonialist leanings of Magiciens, see Bruce 
Altshuler, Biennials and Beyond: Exhibitions that Made Art History, 1962–2002 
(New York: Phaidon, 2013), esp. pp. 283–94; for background see also Third Text, 
Special Issue, Magiciens de la Terre: Les Cahiers 6(Spring 1989).
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10 Although not readily acknowledged by an increasingly politically polarized academy 
in Southeast Asia today, exhibition histories need to be studied in close and often-
times symbiotic relation to histories of institutional and curatorial practice, with spe-
cial attention being paid to how they participate in each other’s centripetal, discursive 
expansions over various geopolitical and chronological horizons.

11 Vishakha N. Desai in email correspondence with the author, 3 November 2017.
12 It is worth noting that some two decades later we are just beginning to fully appre-

ciate how that moment represented the rise in Southeast Asia of what might be called 
a “Third Avant‐garde,” in which contemporary regional artists and their colleagues 
practicing in various contexts of diaspora were newly synthesizing traditional (and 
sometimes craft‐based) materials with a discourse of “global conceptualism”; see 
Leonor Veiga, 2017, “The Third Avant‐garde: Messages of discontent,” in Southeast 
of Now: Directions in Contemporary and Modern Art in Asia 1(2): 91–127; see also 
Luis Camnitzer, Jane Farver, and Rachel Weiss, Global Conceptualism: Points of 
Origin, 1950s–1980s, exh. cat., Queens Museum, Walker Art Center, and Miami Art 
Museum, 1999.

13 Partly influenced by currents in the United States and Europe, mixed media, instal-
lation art, environmental art, performance art, and experimental printmaking were 
increasingly popular disciplines among Poshyananda’s Thai colleagues starting in the 
early 1980s; see Vichoke Mukdamanee, Mixed Media and Installation Art in 
Thailand (Art Center, Silpakorn University, Bangkok, 2002). By 1998, Thailand 
would see the launch of Asiatopia, an annual international performance art festival 
founded by performance artist Chumpon Apisuk (b. 1948).

14 By the time of the opening of the provocative, sociopolitically oriented Whitney 
Biennial in March of 1993, both Europe and the United States had been host to sev-
eral major exhibitions more or less explicitly calling for artists and curators to take up 
social and political topics, if not effectively transform their disciplines into tools of 
social agitation and political activism. See, for example, the exhibition catalogues for 
Choices: Making an Art of Everyday Life, curator Marcia Tucker, New Museum, New 
York, 1986; documenta 8, curator Manfred Schneckenburger, Kassel, 1987; and 1993 
Biennial Exhibition, curators Elisabeth Sussman et al., Whitney Museum of American 
Art, New York, 1993.

15 Poshyananda first met Abramovic ́ in Tokyo in the early 1980s and subsequently 
hosted her in Thailand in 1983, where she produced, with partner and collaborator 
Ulay (Frank Uwe Laysiepen), the short experimental film City of Angels (Museum of 
Modern Art, New York). Abramovic ́ subsequently returned to Thailand (again at 
Poshyananda’s invitation) in the aftermath of the devastating tsunami of December 
2004 to perform Sea Punishing (2005), a public “healing event” on the beach at 
Phuket island (a luxurious resort destination, it was one of the hardest‐hit coastlines), 
which entailed her wading into the ocean and whipping and chopping the waves with 
her arms in simultaneously benedictory and admonishing fashion (the work survives 
as a work of video installation).

16 For all their problems, biennials provide such rich benefits to their curators and host 
governments that they are not likely to be abandoned anytime in the near future. For 
curators, they have become a coveted path to global celebrity, even for those claiming 
to be fundamentally critical of the biennial as spectacle (at least one emerging “auteur‐
curator” in Southeast Asia has recently gone so far as to imply that one must curate a 
biennial to qualify as a proper critic of the genre, a patently absurd proposition, but 
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one that allows the curator to perpetuate the biennial phenomenon while purport-
edly remaining fashionably critical of it). For municipal governments, the biennial is 
doubtless only one among a number of ways of “art washing” their communities, 
often while pursuing profoundly inequitable gentrification schemes of urban 
redevelopment.

17 The role of the biennial in regard to Asian contemporary art’s emergence on a global 
stage is discussed at length by John Clark in his forthcoming Contemporary Asian 
Art at Biennials (Singapore: National University of Singapore Press, 2019). The 
author is grateful to Clark for sharing with him an advance copy of the manuscript in 
the course of writing this essay.

18 Poshyananda has suggested that the apparently benign theme of Beyond Bliss was 
always intended as a partly paradoxical one, and that BAB invited artists to “critically 
comment on the conditions in the world we live in, including the state of delusion 
in  this country” (Poshyananda in text message correspondence with the author, 
1 August 2018). Notably, only the most informed observer might have gleaned this 
from BAB publicity materials, which merely hinted at such a paradoxical concept in 
gingerly stating how any “blissful” condition of “happiness” was “seeming unattain-
able” in a time “when different parts of the world are going through their own 
dilemmas”; Bangkok Art Biennale 2018, Issue 1, March 2018, p. 2; http://www.
bkkartbiennale.com/content/e‐bab‐mag‐1.pdf, accessed 13 March 2019.

19 Tassananchalee’s installation in the Thai National Pavilion comprised a playful, over-
sized stainless‐steel sculptural installation Earth, Air, Fire, and Water, based on the 
Four Elements; see Gregory Galligan, 2015, “Atlas Bangkok: Who’s/whose Thai 
contemporary?” in Art in America 103(5): 65–66.

20 In keeping with state‐administered, hierarchical projects, lead curator Jiang Jiehong 
was assisted by four assistant curators and four curatorial assistants. Sixty “emerging” 
regional and international artists were chosen to participate in an exhibition of 
entirely open‐air, site‐specific installations spread over several natural and heritage‐
designated venues throughout Krabi province.

21 Poshyananda’s “inspirational” curatorial practice is readily reflected in the titles of his 
major exhibitions – Thailand Eye: Contemporary Thailand Art, 2015; Thai Transience, 
2013; Bangkok Bananas, 2010; Traces of Siamese Smile: Art + Faith + Politics + Love, 
2010  –  all invariably evoking a troubled regional, global, or historical backdrop 
against which he paints a conciliatory, if sometimes contingent, tone of existential 
reckoning. This tendency toward a therapeutic method in Poshyananda’s practice 
extends all the way back to his earliest exhibitions for Asia Society, not only in 
Traditions/Tensions, of 1996, but in his follow‐up, monographic exhibition Montien 
Boonma: Temple of the Mind, of 2003, where Asia Society audiences were treated to a 
profoundly Buddhist‐inflected interpretation of the work of a pivotal Thai contem-
porary who actually embraced Buddhism only after exhausting an earlier, more socio-
politically inflected ideology. For comparatively more conflicted readings of Boonma’s 
aesthetic, see [Montien Boonma]: Unbuilt/Rare Works, exh. cat., curated by Gregory 
Galligan and Gridthiya Gaweewong, Jim Thompson Art Center, Bangkok, 2013.

22 For details pertaining to the launch of BAB at Venice, see http://www.bkkartbiennale.
com/inaugural‐launch‐bab, accessed 1 September 2018. The “canikon” is an expe-
rienced photography professional that favors slightly older Canons and Nikons; the 
author extends thanks to Christian Hogue for this reference.
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23 As early as 2010, during the height of political tensions in the capital, it was widely 
known that Poshyananda’s multi‐venue festival Bangkok Bananas, which was appar-
ently inspired in part by the Mori Art Museum’s exhibition All about Laughter: 
Humor in Contemporary Art (2007), served as a virtual “pilot run” for a fully fledged 
biennale that the curator longed to realize one day in the capital. Hence the so‐called 
Pattaya Biennale could not help connoting a kind of intra‐national, geopolitical 
counterfoil to Poshyananda’s centrist, inspirational curatorial agenda.

24 As is amply reflected in her Gwangju Biennale 2018 platform “Facing Phantom 
Borders,” which explores themes of migration and “deterritorialization,” Gaweewong 
has long claimed publicly that her primary curatorial interests lie in “decentralizing” the 
Thai art scene and focusing on “small narratives,” i.e. the uncovering of untold histories 
of the politically and socially (and thus artistically) marginalized; see https://www.
gwangjubiennale.org/en/biennale/event/composition.do, accessed 13 March 2019.

25 Sethaseree has confirmed that the Pattaya Biennale was conceived in the spirit of cat-
alyzing the “art economy” of Thailand “towards other directions, or [away from] the 
status quo of artistic discourse centered in Bangkok”; Sethaseree in text message 
correspondence with the author, 23 August 2018.

26 Some of the renegade, postcolonial spirit of the Pattaya Biennale informed the inau-
gural Khonkaen Manifesto 2018 (6–26 October 2018), and its stated ideology of an 
“Aesthetics of Resistance,” staged in the heart of Isaan country by Bangkok‐based 
curator and academic Thanom Chapakdee; see http://khonkaenmanifesto.art/
home/ (accessed 13 March 2019). Chapakdee, a close associate of the Pattaya 
Biennale cabal, confirms that the Khonkaen Manifesto partly intends to encourage a 
“community‐based” and “participatory perspective” implicitly acting “against the 
mainstream art of Thailand [that is] mostly based in/from the center (Bangkok)”; 
Chapakdee in text message correspondence with the author, 21 August 2018.

27 In early October of 2014, notably only months after the military coup d’état in the Thai 
capital, Poshyananda’s comments were made in a keynote speech in Tokyo for the Innovative 
City Forum 2014, where he spoke on Creative Chaos: Art and Design for a Chaotic Future; 
http://icf.academyhills.com/2014/en/index.html, accessed 13 March 2019.

28 It has become commonplace (both within and outside of the country) since the 
 military coup d’état of May 2014 to speak of Thailand as suffering a “lost decade” (ca. 
2006–2016) in political and economic development (to which one might arguably 
add “cultural” development, despite an unceasing, distracting culture of “festival-
ism”); The Wall Street Journal, 2014. “Coup worsens worries over Thailand’s lost 
decade.” https://www.wsj.com/articles/thai‐coup‐worsens‐worries‐over‐lost‐decade‐ 
1400827373, accessed 13 March 2019.

29 English subtitles from screenplay of Apichatpong Weerasethakul, Cemetery of 
Splendour, 2015 (modified slightly by the author to convey various shades mood in 
the cinematic original).

30 See Travis Bean, “How the final scenes of Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films repre-
sent the divided, inquisitive souls of his characters,” Film Colossus, 1 June 2017; 
https://www.filmcolossus.com/single‐post/2017/06/01/Apichatpong‐
Weerasethakul‐filmography‐endings‐progression‐divided‐inquisitive‐characters, 
accessed 13 March 2019; see also Thislight.org, “The films of Apichatpong 
Weerasethakul and public aerobics,” 16 December 2017, http://thislight.org/
ThisLight_Stuttgart.html, accessed 13 March 2019.
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31 David Teh has notably characterized the historical evolution of Thai modern and 
contemporary art as “traveling without moving”; see Teh, Thai Art: Currencies of the 
Contemporary (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2017).

32 Notably Weerasethakul’s traveling solo exhibition Apichatpong Weerasethakul: The 
Serenity of Madness (2016–present), by Independent Curators International (ICI) 
and curated by Gridthiya Gaweewong, once again repeats the oxymoronic curatorial 
formula by juxtaposing terms of stark contradiction.

33 For Thailand’s internalization of the colonialist impulse (sometimes referred to as 
“internal colonialism”) of the late nineteenth century, see Thongchai Winichakul, 
“The quest for ‘Siwilai’: A geographical discourse of civilizational thinking in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth‐century Siam,” The Journal of Asian Studies 59(3) 
(August 2000): 528–49; see also Winichakul, Siam Mapped: A History of the Geo‐
Body of a Nation (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1994); and Michael 
Herzfeld, “The conceptual allure of the West: Dilemmas and ambiguities of crypto‐
colonialism in Thailand,” in Rachel V. Harrison and Peter A. Jackson (eds), The 
Ambiguous Allure of the West: Traces of the Colonial in Thailand (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2010): 173–86.

34 The concept of a “colonial matrix of power” (CMP) derives from the theoretical 
work of Peruvian scholar Aníbal Quijano (1930–2018); Mignolo summarizes the 
CMP as denoting four interrelated, colonialist domains: “control of economy (land 
appropriation, exploitation of labor, control of natural resources); control of authority 
(institution, army); control of gender and sexuality (family, education) and control of 
subjectivity and knowledge (epistemology, education and formation of subjectivity)”; 
see Walter D. Mignolo. 2007. Coloniality of power and decolonial thinking. 
Culture Studies 21(2–3): 155–67; https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/ 
09502380601162498, accessed 13 March 2019. For Quijano’s seminal text on the 
subject, see Aníbal Quijano. (2000) Coloniality of power, Eurocentrism, and Latin 
America. Nepantla: Views from South 1(3): 533–80; a reprint is provided by Mignolo 
in the same issue of Culture Studies (cited above).

35 The author is proposing the term “curistic” as denoting a collaborative enterprise in 
which the curatorial and the artistic aspects are not only shared, as in a traditional 
sense of “collaboration,” but also obscured, or even implicitly rejected as being identi-
fiable as such (i.e. a binary construction) by the exhibition’s material outcome. This 
is in distinct contrast to the recent development of “curating as a medium of artistic 
practice,” or employing the “exhibition as medium”; on the latter, see Paul O’Neill, 
The Culture of Curating and the Curating of Culture(s) (Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 2012), esp. pp. 87–129.

36 The core organizers of the Bangkok Biennial were finally self‐identified in 
mid‐2018 (as the BB opened to the public) as comprising the Bangkok‐based art-
ists Unchalee Anantawat (Thailand, b. 1982), Jeff Gompertz (United States, n.d.), 
and Liam Morgan (Canada, 1982); who were further assisted and/or advised by 
artist Mit Jai Inn (Thailand, 1960) and the independent curator Penwadee 
Nophaket Manont (United States, 1983). Notably, when queried why they chose 
the open‐air aerobics class format for their inaugural venue, Morgan never men-
tioned Weerasethakul’s “trope” in the course of listing several quotidian reasons 
why they settled upon the Rama VIII Bridge as constituting a particularly 
 desirable, “found” format; Liam Morgan in email correspondence with the author, 
31 July 2018.

0004399849.INDD   228 6/17/2019   8:18:06 PM

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09502380601162498
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09502380601162498


 C U R AT I N G  T H E   C O N T E M P O R A RY  I N   D E C O LO N I A L  S PAC E S  ◼ ◼ ◼ 229

37 The author is grateful to the Bangkok Biennial’s organizers for agreeing to meet after 
the biennial’s official launch to discuss the biennial’s conceptual and material genesis 
(17 July 2018).

38 It is worth noting that the Bangkok Art Biennale and the Thailand Biennale both 
featured exclusively Asian curators. Poshyananda explains this as a practical necessity 
for ensuring that his curatorial team were familiar with the region and its artist‐prac-
titioners, especially given that nearly 50% of his participating artists were Thai, or 
Thailand‐based in practice; Poshyananda in text message correspondence with the 
author, 1 August 2018. Co‐Curator Patrick Flores has independently suggested that 
this curatorial arrangement was particularly salutary at a time when Southeast Asia 
needs to construct its own modernist and contemporary histories distinctly apart 
from prevailing Western imperialist methodologies; Flores in email correspondence 
with the author, 30 July 2018. (Disclosure: Co‐curator Adele Tan was invited to lend 
her own thoughts on this subject but was ultimately unable to respond in time for 
publication.)

39 For the complete program, see Bangkok Biennial: Guide to Pavilions, 01.07–30.09.18 
(Bangkok: Bangkok Biennial). http://bangkokbiennial.com/Bangkok_Biennial‐
Guide_to_Pavilions_2018/Bangkok_Biennial‐Guide_to_Pavilions_2018.pdf, 
accessed 1 September 2018.

40 The experimental zine VER (originally briefly O‐ver) was published by the Bangkok‐
based, artist‐run platform Namdee Publishing Station (subsequently Gallery VER) in 
a pilot edition in 2000; it was followed by only three additional issues released bet-
ween 2000 and 2005.

41 Yuko Hasegawa in conversation with the author, 22 June 2018, Bangkok; see also 
Hasegawa, “Re: Emerge: Towards a new cultural cartography,” Sharjah Biennale 11 
(Sharjah Art Foundation, 2013): 18–25.
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