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Heman Chong is an artist, curator and writer. His art practice involves
an investigation into the philosophies, reasons and methods of
individuals and communities imagining the future. Charged with a
conceptual drive, this research is then adapted into objects, images,
installations, situations or texts.

In 2006, he produced a writing workshop with Leif Magne Tangen
at Project Arts Center in Dublin where they co-authored PHILIP, a
science fiction novel, with Mark Aerial Waller, Cosmin Costinas,
Rosemary Heather, Francis McKee, David Reinfurt and Steve
Rushton.

The artist has developed solo exhibitions at NUS Museum
(Singapore), Kunstverein Milano (Milan), Motive Gallery (Amsterdam),
Hermes Third Floor (Singapore), Vitamin Creative Space (Guangzhou),
Art In General (New York), Project Arts Centre (Dublin), Ellen de
Bruijne Projects (Amsterdam), The Substation (Singapore),
Kuenstlerhaus Bethanien (Berlin), Sparwasser HQ (Berlin).

His work has also been shown extensively in group exhibitions
including Museu d'Art Contemporani de Barcelona, Kroeller-Muller
Museum, Stedelijk Museum Bureau, Nam June Paik Art Center,
Gertrude Contemporary, Arnolfini, Thyssen-Bornemisza Art
Contemporary, Museum of Contemporary Art Denver, Museum of
Contemporary Art North Miami, Hamburger Bahnhof, Fukuoka Asian
Art Museum, Kadist Art Foundation, Daejeon Museum of Art.

He has participated in numerous international biennales including
Performa 11 (2011), Momentum 6 (2011), Manifesta 8 (2010), 2nd
Singapore Biennale (2008), SCAPE Christchurch Biennale (2006),
Busan Biennale (2004), 10th India Triennale (2000) and represented
Singapore in the 50th Venice Biennale (2003).
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I

What would be the basic ingredients of science
fiction, its minimum system requirements? The
adventurous postulation of another world, complete,
and completely other? No doubt, some heroic feats
of imagination tower above the genre. Or is it more
about allegory, the cultivation of a distant world,
intractably foreign, and yet unmistakably our own?
A sci-fi badge of honour comes with rigorous
adherence to the laws of some imaginary
technology; but just as potent may be deviant
reckonings with the most ordinary, existing
technology. Perhaps it all turns on the ‘mirror
worlds’ that cyberpunk guru William Gibson
identified as the hinges between one reality and
another. For while the fuel of science fiction may
be imagination, its engine is the very material world
of the reader. For the other world to take – as one
would say of a memory, grafted onto some
protagonist’s brain – it cannot stray too far from
this one. Hence, the enduring parallelism of the
genre (time-travel, multiple identities, specular
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metaphors, rabbit holes...) in which is announced
the need for displacement, the very necessity of
fiction: to life’s quotidian fabric, its Moebius Band;
to repetition, its bare modicum of difference; to
memory, its margin of error.

Indeed, science fiction turns out to be at
its most compelling not at the point of maximal
fantasy, but at the point of minimal displacement
from the here and now. Trite though it may sound,
in order to have any impact on us – beyond mere
amusement or distraction – an alternate reality,
whether removed from us in time or in space or
both, must be somehow immanent to our present
one. For the real is always more dangerous and
more compelling than analogy. Even more radical,
it seems, than this other world which might be our
own, is this world here, which might yet be other
than it is. (This is what Foucault is getting at when
he notes how cosily Utopia nestles itself in
language, so tame by comparison with the
“heteroclite” spaces of Borges’ Chinese
encyclopaedia. ) And even more impressive than
skilled concealment is its skilled revelation: as we
are reminded by Michael Taussig, to cite an art
world favourite, skepticism is not opposed to belief,
but in fact excites it, compounds it, consummates
it.  Animist and shamanic traditions have probably
always known this. At any rate, they’re not the ones
investing in special effects. For the trump cards of
make-believe might be held rather closer to the
bosom of realism than we had thought. Hence, it
is often a naked actuality – from Jean Rouch’s
Maîtres Fous or Chris Marker’s La Jetée, to the
primitive sci-fi of Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s
Uncle Boonmee, Philippe Parreno’s Boy from Mars,
or Neil Beloufa’s Kempinksi – that precipitates the
‘magic’ of the moving image.

1
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II

I tend to be suspicious of contemporary art’s
modish investments in cult literatures. There was
a time, not so long ago, when you almost couldn’t
enter a gallery without seeing a copy of W.G.
Sebald’s Rings of Saturn chained to some table, if
not to the actual artwork.  But in the long run, good
artists make lousy boffins – it would be unseemly,
after all, to show too studied an interest in a métier
other than one’s own. (Those that do risk ending
up in the Museum of Everything.)
 

In the wake of conceptualism, text has
been well and truly naturalized in the pedagogy of
modern art; the artist’s book holds a comfortable
niche in its exhibitions and merchandising; and yet
literary creation still sits uneasily amongst its
aesthetic criteria. It may be some time before
criticism can take stock of the fact that writing –
in ‘post-studio practice’, though perhaps not for
the first time – has become another kind of drawing.
Writing in general, and sci-fi in particular, are central
to the work of Heman Chong. He is not shy of
turning his hand to the craft itself (PHILIP, 2006),
but his interest is clearly more formal than generic.
Reading and writing are points of departure, a
practice, almost a discipline: clearly quotidian, yet
too studied to be mere obsession. Narrative will
have its place, but not before the book form itself
has been assayed. First, as a physical vehicle, a
plastic medium and all the framing that comes
along with it: titles, series, editions, cover designs;
publishers, bookshops and advertisements.
Second, as a set of practices, the process and
performance of writing, of reading, of composition
and redaction, of dissemination and translation.
Only then might we indulge in some reflection on
how this ordinary, concrete form – these piles of
fixed, repetitive marks, line after line, page upon
page – can open worlds so multiform and
unregulated, so moving and immersive, in the minds
of readers.

 Thoroughgoing it may be, but the artist’s
penchant for literature is not academic. The books
in his work do not rehearse some meta-commentary
on the state of the world, but make sense only as
part of a personal and contingent series. Anchored
to the individual, they function primarily as
accessories to life, not so much a canon as a
collection. At once avid and irreverent, Heman
celebrates literature, but also desacralizes and
domesticates it. A book is apt to be put on a
pedestal one minute (One Hundred Years of
Solitude, 2008), and to become the pedestal the
next (as in his Stacks, 2003-11). There is some
resemblance here to the listing culture made natural
by social media platforms – one’s ‘profile’ as a live
network of associations, the customized digital self
– and with it, a temptation to make sense of the
series, to decode each stack as a kind of portrait.
Each might correspond to a particular apartment,
a lonely residency, perhaps a relationship. Like
piles of old diaries, each near-Readymade a slice
of a domestic geology, a window onto some other
season. Heman is clearly partial to time travel. But
the future envisaged by his Calendars is only a
feint, for the real science fiction here is in the
pictures.

3
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III

The artist frames a shot; the shot frames an
architecture; the architecture frames a society. The
first thing to be reiterated here is that it’s never a
question of ‘inside or outside’, but always both.
Heman’s discernment should be underscored:
spaces that are accessible to the public, though
not, properly speaking, ‘public space’. Teflon-
coated space, hard-edged and frictionless. Tiling
is the emblem of this indifferent accommodation.
The artist irritates a specifically Singaporean denial
of the public sphere, whilst also prodding at the
privatizing modernity of which Singapore considers
itself the rightful heir and nunciate in the region (a
modernity observed very differently in Indonesia
or Malaysia). These are the loose and indefinite
thresholds of the social: neither public nor private;
empty, yet inhabited; unsealed, yet secure.

There has certainly been no shortage of
imagery devoted to this architecture, much of it
belonging to the documentary genre that is so
pronounced in Singaporean contemporary art.
Photography and video are its favoured channels,
and most of it is relentlessly anthropocentric – a
kind of social realism, even when the people are
absent. Nostalgia often comes disguised in a crisp,
objectivist aesthetic. Heman’s choice is clear:
figures would immediately conjure a false
ethnography; space would become narrative,
opening the door to a romantic journalism. Yet
even the empty scene runs the risk of such a
projection, with its decorative touches and
humanizing details. If Heman manages to avoid a
romantic reclamation, he does so by way of a
putatively infinite reiteration. The result is not
documentary but documentation in a purer sense.
Programmatic or even machinic, it reaches for a
kind of transparency, something like the “meticulous
inexpression” Baudrillard identified with Warhol’s
‘snobbish machine’.

Let’s not fool ourselves: celebration of the
void deck is nationalist self-congratulation, and
fundamentally recuperative, already the stuff of
BBC World city snapshots. If you don’t show the
block cleansed, voided, ghosted, ‘en bloc’; if you
don’t get inside the boxes to the million petty
resentments, closeted perversions and desperate,
air-conditioned climaxes; if you don’t unleash the
suppressed but irrepressible specters of these
places, vent the epic indigestion of a totalitarian
consumption of space, you’re just another apologist
for state developmentalism. It’s the shadows of
the HDB that count – its Unconscious. (Hence, the
significance of Tan Pin Pin’s psycho-geographies,
or the vertical pan of Ho Tzu Nyen’s The Cloud of
Unknowing.)

 It has been fairly remarked that the Housing
Development Board is Singapore’s single most
important institution, the cortex of the national
imaginary – a dynamic series of formal templates,
combing the landscape like a great, egalitarian
Panopticon; but also the linchpin of a whole national
philosophy. The HDB sits at the ideological coal-
face of the investment state, a finely calibrated
instrument of social and economic sculpture, the
mother of all cookie-cutters – poised at the
crossroads of demography, taxation, capital
development, discipline, family planning, education
and leisure – both earth-mover and nano-forceps
with which the softening authoritarian state designs
and reproduces its still brittle society.

4
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 Singapore’s crowning national achievement,
and the governing irony of its modernity, lie in this
engine of a truly massive domestication defining
both private and public life as, precisely,
unopposed. As the template of the republic’s
staggering rectilinear volume, it carves out the
impression of permanence against all odds, defying
the equatorial entropy all around it. The irony,
though, is that this impression of permanence rests
upon built-in obsolescence, and on an economic
hypertrophy that radically curtails the half-life of
all this super-dense structure. Perhaps nowhere
else on earth could ‘bricks and mortar’ have such
a figurative, temporary ring to it.

Indeed, Heman’s photographs might just
as well be captioned with the phrase with which
Eugene Atget tagged his ponderous documentation
of the anciens quartiers of Paris: will disappear.
There is something morbid about this photographic
tiling, archival in the sense of an obituary, like
scanning the stacks of some great columbarium.
Lewis Mumford once observed that the dead were
the first in human history to get a proper roof over
their heads. In Singapore, they get much more than
a roof. The lifestyle of the future, after all, is much
more valuable than the life of the past – our golf
courses will outlive the last graveyard. For it is no
longer the horizontal surface of the earth that
fundamentally organizes life, but the soaring grid
of a death gone vertical.
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IV

Since Rosalind Krauss penned her seminal
assassination of modernism in the early 1980s, its
archetypal visual form, the grid, has had rather a
bad name. It is worth recalling the terms of her
prosecution. Modernism’s tabula rasa, the grid is
“what art looks like when it turns its back on nature”,
purporting to banish all voice, all narrative, all
discourse from its midst. But this “naked and
determined materialism”, by which the physical
and aesthetic dimensions of the image are shown
to be one and the same, sits uneasily with most of
what modern art has professed to locate there:
Being, Mind, Spirit.

The contradiction, says Krauss, is rooted
in a much earlier encounter with techne, in the
perspective lattice of the Renaissance, which
cemented the bond between reality and its
representation. It is ironic, then, that the grid would
later come to be so emblematic of art’s decoupling
from that real, of its preference for its own plane
of reference, “autonomous and autotelic”.
Apparently so absent from the art of the nineteenth
century, the grid’s authority over that of the
twentieth seems all the more remarkable. But
Krauss, for one, isn’t buying it. She looks to the
grids that lay buried in the Unconscious of early-
modern representation, erupting from time to time
in sublimated, pictorial form, such as the
symbolists’ figure of the window. If the perspectival
grid was always there, lurking beneath every
painterly narrative since the Renaissance, so must
some narrative be lurking beneath the painterly
grid of the modern. Krauss has recourse here to
the structuralist account of myth, as that which
allows the suspension of contradictions between
lived experience and spiritual truth. The grid may
once have appeared to be totally secular in form,
yet it had proven itself – and long before Krauss
came along – to be rooted firmly in the realm of
belief. Thus is revealed a “modernist myth”: the
grid is ideology, an article of faith.

 It’s hard to ignore a correspondence here
with the matrix of a certain built environment, with
that no less expansive repetition of form that
undergirds the developmental Unconscious. Why
is the grid totalitarian? Because in pretending to
be prior to nature, it presents itself as all-
encompassing, infinitely extensible in every
direction, impervious to all other spatial systems.
Its truth is contingent upon nothing other than its
own manifest universality. If the empty, abstract
grid is disquieting as a model for aesthetic
autonomy, as a template for lived space it is still
more terrifying. Space without memory, without a
past, without a story to tell. Is this danger anywhere
more palpable than here in Singapore?

But if a programmatic repetition once again
appears to suppress narrative, its extension might
nevertheless lay bare a certain narrative
Unconscious – precisely, the national myth of
gridding, the grand narrative of Singapore’s
prodigious modernity. No raw nature will be spared
this epic rationalization – far from it, for nature itself
can be produced – reclamation and desalination
are its proof-of-concept. Moreover, for the grid to
function as ideology, it must present its own articles
of faith, organic logos of a transcendence in which
the contradiction between a nation’s exponential
aspirations and the reality of its rectilinear everyday
may appear to be resolved. No wonder the erection
of curvaceous landmarks is such an obsession of
power.

5
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V

The calendar, too – even a calendar from the future
– is a quintessentially rationalizing form. Gridded
time, metric and modern; steady, linear and
irreversible. And the frame, that which would mark
the noteworthy, here enshrines the nondescript.
Framing these photos with abstract time cannot
but exacerbate the static quality of the scenes,
taken over many years under the cover of a kind
of bored stealth.

Asian conceptualism has confronted this
abstract time with a sometimes monastic
forbearance – think of On Kawara’s date paintings;
Teh-Ching Hsieh, clocking on and off; or Montien
Boonma, padding round a stupa. What would be
an organically Southeast Asian way of packaging
time? Indonesia’s celebrated ‘rubber time’: the
length of a taxi-ride from Cengkareng to Jalan
Jaksa, perhaps, a sufficiently elastic measure. Or
kopitiam time: empty bottles like ‘dead soldiers
lined up on the table’. Heman cites a Malaysian
studio time: the time it takes for a mosquito coil
to leave its dusty footprint on a plate.  So many
indices of an ambient regional temporality,
everywhere beset by the corrosive rationality of

the modern. In Singapore, though, we tend to see
the flipside: the firm grids of progress – curved
though they may these days be – ever beset by
the corrosive entropy of the tropics.

Beavering away in the air-conditioned
society, one almost forgets that the life of the
nation, and perhaps its eventual death, are matters
of a great, collective struggle against the second
law of thermodynamics. I recently caught the train
up to K.L. from the old station at Tanjong Pagar,
that living icon of a more permeable past, just
before they closed it. As thresholds go, there could
be few as telling of Singapore’s peculiar and
tenuous grip on its little place in the world – ironically
enough, ‘a little piece of Malaysia.’ It was no
metaphor. As soon as I even think about taking the
train, all the certainties of Singaporean
administration wobble and dissolve before my eyes.
KTM’s computers are down for several days. Even
in person, I can’t book. On the day, the staff at the
window, smiling and apologetic, write me a ticket
by hand. Approaching the platform, all the seams
of rectilinear space sigh around me. In creep rust,
dust and mould, weeds and insects – all the stuff
that’s been outlawed in Singapore. Systems soften.
The customs guy tries to rip me off with some
bogus luggage charge. I refuse. He relents. (It’s
not like this could only happen in Malaysia, but it
sure ain’t Singapore!) And by some perverse quirk
of post-colonial history, the checkpoints have been
inverted, such that one arrives in Malaysia before
having left downtown Singapore. Talk about parallel
worlds.

6
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The weekend after the old station closed,
a gaggle of Sunday photographers were already
traipsing up and down the tracks, lenses poised
to re-render this heirloom of the colonial modern,
to reify it as vestige of an already simulacral
yesteryear. What happens when the map engulfs
the territory, when the past is pure simulation? We
will awake one day to find that this grid is our only
nature, and the star-architectural statements on
every corner will have done nothing to loosen the
brackets of experience. (This is the sad humour
beneath Michael Lee’s retro-futurist modeling –
what more apt metaphor could there be for a pre-
gridded nature than the architect’s maquette?)
When no salvage is possible, not even real
nostalgia, the only past left to us may be one taking
refuge in the future, our only access to it by return
to a magical reality, or a minimal science fiction.

Singapore, October 2011
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Heman Chong’s installation at the NUS Museum
consists of 1001 photographs presented as 2020
to 2096 calendars. Collated over a period of seven
years, the production of these images was guided
by a simple set of rules: these photographs are
taken during periods of public access, and that
they are emptied of people. Photographed in
various parts of Singapore – places visited by the
artist include public housing estates, shopping
malls, eateries, tourist sites, and an airport – these
emptied spaces are conceived as tableaus, within
which subjectivities may be deployed or enacted
by their viewers, complicated by a conceptual
interplay with the calendar as a notion of linear
time. Chong describes the work, installed in a
gridded format occupying an entire gallery, as a
“dream machine”, an intriguing apparatus without
an operations manual characterized by its servitude
to the impulse of imaginings rather than objectively
determined: “How can this construction be useful
to anybody except myself?”. Heman Chong
discusses Calendars (2020-2096) with Ahmad
Mashadi in relation to his expansive practice as
artist, curator, writer and authorial strategies that
involve collaborations, appropriations and quoting,
and synoptical devices that facilitate modes of
reception.

Ahmad Mashadi (AM): You work with multiple
projects moving quickly from one to the next.
Calendars (2020-2096) consist of a vast set of
images, completed over a lengthy period. You
described the project’s immensity by its references
to "time, space, situation”. Conceptually one
imagines the project to sustain a particular approach
of practice. Where do we start?

Heman Chong (HC): We can start by talking about
the value of coherence in an artistic practice that
is situated in the context of today; how can we
measure the value of an artist's contribution to the
language of art, and in turn, to the landscape of
cultural and knowledge production? Viewing the
situation from my perspective as a relatively young
artist from Singapore who has more or less
discarded a trajectory of production that revolves
around the usual suspects of specific mediums like
installation, painting and sculpture as grounding
points (which is something that is prevailing, not
only in Asia, but across the other continents as
well), I am much more interested in working with
these methods as conceptual vehicles for a basis
of discussion about issues and things surrounding
us. For example, I am interested in how a series
of images executed on canvas via acrylic paint;
images of book covers could, very quickly become,
an autobiographical tool which then very quickly
shifts into a series of hysterical recommendations
to people of which books they should read. So, in
a way, it’s somehow about surpassing the need to
focus on one's ego, to extend a dialogue beyond
the idea of the self into something much larger.

AM: That is interesting. It is that very question of
coherence in which many had commented a sense
of ambivalence on your part. We can go into the
specifics at later stage of the discussion, but for
now let's push on with some generalities. Where
the demands of contemporary production involve
multiple negotiations, the coherence being referred
here disavows any formal categories and instead,
as you pointed out, revolves around manners of

Calendars
(2020-2096):
Ahmad Mashadi in
Conversation with
Heman Chong
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working and attitudes. In other words, you develop
conceptual strategies and it is within these
conceptual strategies that we may locate productive
perspectives of an artistic practice, an
autobiography as you put it. There are so many
things to unpack here. Let me start by asking if
you can expand the phrase you beautifully used
"...to extend a dialogue beyond the idea of the self
into something much larger". It seems to me that
it demands another way of thinking about the
"authorial" and "authorial strategy", not as
effacement of self, but rather, affording into the
practice forms of slippages arising from contexts,
peoples, and encounters.

HC: I feel very strongly that our identities are
constructed around the things we associate
ourselves with. And I am also conscious of the fact
that I exist in a very privileged situation where I
have an abundance of associations to work with.
The questions that often haunts me are 'What will
I do with all these material? Is there a way to use
it so that it reflects both a private world and the
world at large? How can this construction be useful
to anybody except myself? Do I want my work to
be useful at all?' One strategy that I have imagined
over the years is to perform a set of
recommendations, namely of novels, to the
'audiences'. This, of course, extends directly from
the conceptual legacy of 'pointing at things'. I feel
happy when people email me to talk about a certain
novel they have just read because of a painting
that I made, or a mention of that novel in an
interview, and how we can come together not to
talk about me or my work, but to discuss certain
interpretations of that novel. For me, it’s important
to have such a basis for any kind of conversation,
a plateau, where we are teaching each other
something, learning from one another.

AM: I guess you are referring to 'identities' in the
potentials as something indeterminate, something
situational perhaps. The projects of where you work
alongside others carry risks. Based on what you
have just said, the writing project PHILIP (2006) is
an interesting one. You brought a group of people
together – artists, designers, curators – to initiate
a 'science fiction writing workshop' eventuating
with a publication. Here the term collaboration is
structured with pre-assigned roles and process,
and the outcome – the book – is identified. The
otherwise singular voice of the author is replaced
with a sequence of different voices, each
simultaneously pushing and pulling as one struggles
to sustain one's intertwined status as an individual
and as part of a collective. Here, in many ways
'process is form', and that at times necessitates
one to embrace the potentials of failure (at times
we fetishize it). To what extent, as a project initiator,
do you surrender to risks?

HC: I guess the thing about empathy is that when
we start to feel for someone, when we begin to
bridge ourselves to another, is the moment that we
begin to change. And there is a great desire inside
me to want to change. Not so much as a moralistic
exercise (for the better) or having a day out (for the
worse), but something that falls in-between the
two (for better and for the worse). No, I don't really
want to consider risk as part of the equation,
because I'll be too afraid to do anything that might
foster change. Within the context of PHILIP, we
soaked ourselves in this atmosphere of being
impulsive, of writing whatever we wanted that
immediately became part of a larger imagining. It
was extremely interesting to witness how the entire
ecology within the novel was literally constructed
out of the multiple viewpoints that each of the
participants brought with them, and how their
cultural and emotional baggage contributed to the
minute details that became the architecture of the
world. At the same time, it became very clear, very
early on in the project that two of the participants
in the writing workshop, Steve Rushton and Francis
McKee, both had this amazing ability to juxtapose
and edit the worlds into a singularity. There was a



lot of trust involved in that situation, where we
knew that our input into the novel would be weaved
together in a way that could become something
readable.

AM: Does it prompt a newer regard in your thinking
about the public? You earlier remarked the
importance of public reception to the works. How
easy was it to engage a readership where the
integrity of art, in its final form, should be negotiated
to solicit the potentials of collective production, a
fluid plot that is contingent on accumulative and
sequential contributions from each participant.

HC: We discovered that there is an audience that
craves to encounter a process as such. And that
finally, it was this process that drew them into
reading the novel. It has also to do with the
distribution of the novel. Initially, we printed 100
copies as a first edition, to raise funds to cover
the production costs of the project (which worked)
and then we had the second 'run' parked within
Lulu, a print-on-demand service. We also distributed
the novel freely as a PDF, without any charge.
Who wouldn't want a free copy of a science
fiction novel?

AM: Joint authorships like PHILIP is one aspect of
your practice. Ends (Complied) (2008) takes on a
different approach. It affords you to take on a
'collaborative' strategy that is appropriative rather
than one that involves negotiations. You chose the
final paragraphs from published books written by
various authors. Here we can return to your
thoughts on a practice having an autobiographical
inference, in a sense that passages in Ends
(Complied), may actually suggest ways
predicaments interact with ironies or suspended
resolutions sketched out by these respective
authors. You chose from Olaf Stapledon's Star
Maker (1937) "... striving to win for their race some
increase of lucidity before the ultimate darkness...".
It is about the idea that entity is part of a collective
organism, and knowledge is relational to one
another, finality unattainable...

HC: On some days, I sometimes feel that I am
eternally damned to merely being someone who
can quote references very well, and never seen as
an artist who can actually produce something
original. It is, perhaps, my greatest anxiety in my
life. Even if appropriation has very clearly been
validated by both institution and individuals as a
completely legitimate way of producing meaning,
I guess, personally, I've always wished that I never
used it. Somehow, it is something that's way too
flippant. Too easy. Even though Ends (Complied)
was in fact, an extremely well choreographed work,
both in the selection of texts and the way it has
been presented as a sculpture, I remain dissatisfied.
At the same time, it remains to be a very useful
tool especially when I'm asked to 'interact' with a
certain preconceived idea from a curator about a
certain situation or a space. What I'm trying to say
is that appropriation is incredibly poignant when
you need to develop something like a 'non-denial,
denial' or a 'non-event, event'.
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AM: By the phrase ‘non denial, denial’, are you
referring to attempts in developing formal and
conceptual tensions that resist curatorial or
institutional affirmations?

HC: It is not so much an act of resistance as much
as a reminder that, like it or not, we live in complex
times and as a result, frameworks drawn of out of
easy categorizations can fail in an extremely
uninteresting way. Just take for example, how
contemporary Southeast Asian art is being defined:
most curators would gladly refer to tribalism and
animism over conceptualism and intellectualism.

AM: We had discussed the question of the
'authorial' as a artistic predicament, but in many
ways it is within your curatorial practice that the
question seems most urgent. We worked together
several times in particular We (2008) and Curating
Lab: 100 Objects Remixed (2009) where you referred
to the collation of materials we gathered for the
exhibition and the artworks as 'collecting'. It seems
to me that this is a way to remind ourselves that
they have their own agencies, while at the same
time, are 'possessed' in the manner in which the
quotations you just refered to have resonance in
saying things that may (or may not) be defined to
one's positions.

HC: The two roles are inter-changeable and I have
never sought to define them in strict terms. Just
as I have never really played the 'Asian artist' card
in an explicit manner (especially when invited to
shows in Europe and North America), even if a lot
of my work deals with a lot with the various
trajectories in which intellectualism and
conceptualism has failed to take root in Southeast
Asia. I don't have a desire to take up mantels that
would allow for easy compartmentalization. I have
observed, in the past 10 years of being an artist
and playing such a loosely defined role, it has this
effect of distancing myself from curators and
gallerists who find my work 'too confusing and too

difficult', but at the same time, I have also
encountered a group of curators and gallerists who
are completely into this definition. For example, I
know for a fact, that the Singapore Art Museum is
one institution that has dismissed my work as being
'too international' for their taste.

AM: Yes, identities forced along notions of ethnicity
and nation can be quite a burden, which good or
bad, are forms of currency in art-making and
reception, here as much as elsewhere. I think it is
not a question of resistance, but perhaps insisting
for a critical engagement that acknowledges the
contingency of multiple contexts and references.
Your focus on technology, society and fiction, and
your methodical, almost hyper-rationalised use of
texts and graphics are calculated to insist that
identity can be a difficult proposition?

HC: I refer to a work that I made in 2009 entitled
The Forer Effect, an appropriation of a text within
an experiment by Bertram R. Forer that has the
same nickname. He issued a personality test to his
students and told them that they would each be
receiving a unique personality analysis that was
based on the test results. They were to rate their
analysis on a scale of 0 (very poor) to 5 (excellent)
on how well it applied to themselves. In reality,
each received the same analysis:



‘You have a great need for other people to like and
admire you. You have a tendency to be critical of
yourself. You have a great deal of unused capacity
which you have not turned to your advantage. While
you have some personality weaknesses, you are
generally able to compensate for them. Disciplined
and self-controlled outside, you tend to be
worrisome and insecure inside. At times you have
serious doubts as to whether you have made the
right decision or done the right thing. You prefer
a certain amount of change and variety and become
dissatisfied when hemmed in by restrictions and
limitations. You pride yourself as an independent
thinker and do not accept others' statements
without satisfactory proof. You have found it unwise
to be too frank in revealing yourself to others. At
times you are extroverted, affable, sociable, while
at other times you are introverted, wary, reserved.
Some of your aspirations tend to be pretty
unrealistic.’

On average, the rating was 4.26. Only after the
ratings were submitted, Forer revealed that each
student had received identical copies composed
by him from various horoscopes of the day.

In light of this, what I’m trying to say is that while
words don’t come easy to most people when they
are trying to define a situation, to some, they come
a little too easy.

AM: Let's discuss this obliquely in relation to the
current Calendars (2020-2096) project, conceived
sometime back before you left Singapore for New
York. You had undertaken a number of photographic
book projects focusing on Singapore sites before
initiating the series. What were they? What did you
aim to achieve in these book projects?

HC: I never have a masterplan for anything in my
life. Mostly, I just improvise and adapt along the
way. The reason why I mention this is because,
when you look at Calendars (2020-2096), you will
get the impression that, from the very beginning
of the project, I knew what I wanted to do, which
is completely not the case at all. When I began to
photograph these interior spaces – these interiors
accessible to all (most) people – I did it because
I was searching for a new idea, a new beginning,
a new way to collect images. I believe very strongly
in the power of observation, where you will literally,
just look at something, break it down in your head
in the most logical way possible and then 'archive'
that sensation of that image. I don't have a
photographic memory, and that is why I rely on
photography for that part of the process. These
spaces intrigue me on a structural level and also
on an emotional level. Somehow, I know that they
are so susceptible to change, to every sway of
policy, to every new wave of capital. In a way, it
was the same with the books I made, about specific
sites in Singapore. The first was about Telok
Blangah Hill Park, where the National Parks Board
commissioned this totally insane structure which
runs from the foot of the hill to the top, something
we have come to know of as Forest Walk. I am
inherently interested in how ideas affect spaces,
and how spaces can be representative of certain
things that we (or more aptly, 'they') would be
concerned with, at a certain point of time. In this
case, somebody really had this idea of a nature
reserve that is accessible to ALL, including the
least attractive people of society, the handicapped
– people without any means of mobility. They
built a huge metal structure, which functions as a
giant meandering ramp up (and down) this hill. I
find this completely fascinating, how they even
could start to conceive of such an idea. How does
a conception about a GIANT RAMP UP A HILL
start?
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AM: From the perspective of production, the project
is unburdened by any assumptions on outcomes.
I understand that it is largely conceived along the
need to generate fresh trajectories of practice, but
the notion of cities suddenly emptied of its
inhabitants is rich in its potential, not least in
science fiction. You spent time in places like
shopping centres during opening hours, waiting
just for the right moment to capture a scene without
anyone present. Is there a conceptual underpinning
here defined by ideas connected to plausible
settings in science fiction? Or is there a commentary
element – a dystopia of sorts?

HC: I would say that Calendars (2020-2096) locates
itself within a conceptual framework of utilizing
gestures, in this case, that of waiting and
appropriating images within a specific moment,
that moment of absolute emptiness, which can be
quite rare considering how densely populated
Singapore is. But at the same time, it has this
dimension where I am also interested in formulating
a kind of fictional landscape, one which reflects all
the concerns of dystopic narratives, especially of
the 'last man on earth' genre. This genre often
deals with a global cataclysm which results in the
near annihilation of the human race. Whether it is
an ecological disaster or a full-blown biochemical
infection, the stories usually become humanitarian;
they are stories of how humans can survive the
worst possible situations.

So in a way, I am interested in staging the landscape
in which these stories occur, and to use them as
banal images for a banal activity, that of recording
time.

AM: Based on your earlier remarks, the Telok
Blangah project seems to conceptually point
towards the ironies and contradictions of ‘spatial
production’ and in some ways in the same manner
in which we regard science fiction as having its
furtive roots of criticality relating to the
contemporary, the Telok Blangah and Calendar
projects seek a placement into the current day.

HC: But also to suggest that our imaginations are
also important in placing ourselves into the
everyday, that we have possibilities to imagine
ourselves inside and outside of situations. For me,
this is one of the crucial skills of a good artist.

AM: Was the decision to present those images as
calendar illustrations was made during the period
of photography?

HC: Yes. I took seven years to complete the entire
project, and a huge part of it was to allow for a
series of digressions to occur without any kind of
prior planning involved. A lot of it was left to chance,
and one of the results, for example, was to use the
photographs as accompanying objects to the actual
marking of time.

AM: How many images are there in total? How are
these images according to the years, and are there
particular ways in which the images are being
clustered? At some point you decided that the
large body of images are best mobilized as an
exhibition. Earlier on, you mentioned about the
forms of subjectivities and your wish to facilitate
through these images. How do you intend to display
them? It seems that placing the images into a
calendar format allows you to move towards some
of the conceptual interests you were talking about.
The subject of post-apocalyptic (or even post-
rapture) world may directly be inferred. The calendar,
the suggestion of an impending event, gives a
millenarist tinge to the work, and the condition of
the present as another.



HC: There are 1,001 images in all. I arranged the
photos according to a series of categories, which
are evident in the spaces themselves. Corridors,
shop fronts, big rooms, small rooms, etc. There
are also some categorized by sites. Depot Road,
Haw Par Villa, IKEA, etc.

There's a lot of contestation with the actual
presentation, and I think it might be best at this
point to follow a certain grid within the space, and
to show all 1,001 pages containing all 77 years of
calendars within a single plane. I chose the year
2020 to start the calendars as a result of an
observation about the idea of 2020 as the year of
how all the problems in the world could possibly
be 'solved'. In many political press releases, we
can notice this kind of promise, and of course, we
now understand that these projections do not
necessarily mean that any of the promises can or
will be fulfilled. We constantly have to manage this
sense of disappointment when it comes to such
statements from the people who we thought we
could place our trust in.

AM: In that respect the images can also be taken
in relation to specific potentials, beyond a
universalizing notion of time markers resplendent
in economic or social programmes. These are
specific locations whose economic, social and
even political utilities are shaped by prevailing
structures and responses to the same. Does that
put you in an uncomfortable position as
observer/commentator of offering a critique on the
politics that informed the production of such spaces
and their dystopic inevitabilities?

HC: I don't see it as an uncomfortable position at
all. I think art is a language in itself, and has its
own potentials. I don't want to apologize for
speaking this language, but at the same time, I
acknowledge that this language can only be
understood by a very limited community, often
causing a lot of misunderstanding when art projects
are discussed within other fields like sociology or
politics. In the recent years, a lot of artists have
been working in this field of producing knowledge,
and while I appreciate a lot of the materials
generated from these projects, it is something that
I don't want to do, at least not in the way of
producing knowledge like how an academic would.
I prefer to work along the lines of subjectivity and
speculation, and mostly, I just let things go wild,
let them become hysterical. In my work, I don't
want to place the emphasis on 'making sense'.

AM: Yet there are formal elements that insist we
look at them as enquiries of spatial organization,
order, placement, tonal value, etc. In that sense
there is a generosity that imbibes the viewer's
place. These images can be 'free-floating' too, their
significations negotiated by the viewer themselves.
Their post-apocalyptic reference inflected by
conditions of spectatorship.

HC: It is about constructing a kind of dream
machine, a space which allows for dreaming of all
sorts. How these spaces, dislocated as
photographs immediately become empty stages
which all kinds of things can occur.
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AM: To end, can we go back to the question of the
‘authorial’. An artist’s relationship with his viewer
is a complicated one. The ‘synoptical’ – the
invocation of an expansive and general view of
things – affords a multiplicity of perspectives and
readings. To what extent do you regard its limits?
I am thinking about One Hundred Years of Solitude,
the work that you presented for the Singapore
Biennale in 2008. It conflates many things… the
original book by Gabriel García Márquez, the
billboard as a capitalistic expression of imposed
desire, and predicaments as currency of negotiation.

HC: A project that has been on my mind for a long
time is to write to all the political ministries around
the world that regulate advertising in public spaces,
and to propose that they would reserve a certain
amount of advertising space for the promotion of
novels. While there is no certain quantifiable data
that reading novels (at least the ones that are worth
reading) makes for a better society, we can all at
least agree on the fact that we have less of half-
naked models with unreal bodies in skimpy white
underwear to confront.
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