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Mori Art Museum x Hyundai Tate Research Centre: Transnational
International Sympoisum

From Alexandria to Tokyo:

Art, Colonialism and Entangled Histories?

2020.12.3 [Thu] - 12.4 [Fri] _
Abstracts - DAY 1

Online event, YouTube

The symposium aims to decenter present-day debates on art and colonialism. While European colonialism and

imperialism have become important themes in contemporary museum, academic discourse and exhibition
practice, artistic perspectives on non-European colonialism and experiences of domination remain relatively
understudied. This is so despite the complex creations and legacies these experiences have and continue to
generate. Moreover, little comparative analysis has been done in this regard, especially as pertaining to art. The
symposium therefore aims to shed light on the multiplicity of colonialism spanning from North Africa to East Asia
and their roles in the constitution of the modern world. In particular, it seeks to explore art- and artist-focused case
studies that examine undisciplined histories, memory building and the conflicting, multivalent narratives these
have generated.

The pressures of postwar and post-independence reconstructions and nation-building have long concealed the
complex and contested relationships between artistic connections or exchanges, and the workings of domination
and inequality. The symposium will thus question whether the formation of avant-garde artistic networks
connected at an international level can be separated from the hierarchical conditions under which colonial
connections were formed. Second, it will assess how the reevaluation of colonialism raises a challenge as much
to Eurocentric art histories as to nationalist ones, which have arguably contributed in drawing new separatist and
exclusionary lines.

The outbreak of the new coronavirus has further exposed the socio-economic inequalities that are felt along
various aspects around the world. By engaging critically with the histories of colonialism, which have undoubtedly
impacted the current development, we hope that this symposium will lead us to a better understanding of the
challenges we collectively face today.

Convenors:

Kataoka Mami (Director, Mori Art Museum), Sook-Kyung Lee (Senior Curator, International Art, Hyundai Tate
Research Centre: Transnational, Tate), Devika Singh (Curator, International Art, Tate), Hayashi Michio (Professor,
Sophia University), Christian Kravagna (Professor, Academy of Fine Arts Vienna)

This event is organized by Mori Art Museum and Hyundai Tate Research Centre: Transnational in partnership with
Institute of Comparative Culture, Sophia University.



DAY 1: Thursday, December 3, 2020

18:00 - 18:05 (Tokyo) / 9:00 - 8:05 (London)
Opening Remarks
Kataoka Mami (Director, Mori Art Museum)

Panel 1: Between Nationalism and Cosmopolitanism
18:05 - 19:30 (Tokyo) / 9:05 - 10:30 (London)

Moderator:
Devika Singh (Curator, International Art, Tate)

Sensory Topography: Bodies, Artist Networks, and the Interwar Ballet Russes
Fusako Innami (Assistant Professor at School of Modern Languages and Cultures, Director of Research at
Durham University)

In Shanghai (1931) by the Japanese writer Yokomitsu Riichi, the individual body is depicted as a literal embodiment
of the grotesquely expanding borders of the Japanese empire amid its ambivalent position within Asia. Around the
same period, Japanese dancer Komaki Masahide, who had arrived in Shanghai via Harbin and later contributed
to the postwar ballet boom in Japan, danced for the Shanghai Ballet Russes, often at the Lyceum Theatre. This
venue was founded in 1930 in the French concession area of international settlement, where prominent figures,
such as Margot Fonteyn, danced. While those individual dancing bodies were inseparable from the colonial sense
of the nation, including their involvement with national officials and representations, they embodied the theatrical
space through their collaborative artist networks beyond the nation. As part of a larger project to develop an
understanding of embodied practices in cross-cultural interactions and collaborations, this paper explores the
idea of the embodied experience, particularly when transferred and circulated across geographical boundaries,
and focuses on Komaki and the Shanghai Ballet Russes. With an emphasis on Komaki’s memoirs, this paper aims
to explore embodiment as a continuous practice to potentially rewrite the existing topography through sensory
experiences.

Japanese Traditional Arts as the Connecting Link. Transnational Analysis of the Network of Japanese
Ultranationalists and Indian Anti-Colonial Revolutionaries

Helena Capkové (Associate Professor in Art History at Ritsumeikan University, Visiting Lecturer at Waseda
University)

Under the scaffolding of Japan’s own colonial construction, recent research uncovered an energetic operation of
transnational networking that served to conceal anti-colonial activities within Japanese territory, calling it a refuge
for the activists. Among them were artists whose unexpected encounter in Japan led to some extraordinary
collaborative projects, such as the Golconde dormitory in Pondicherry (1935 -1942) - the first modernist building
in India. This paper aims to shed light on two interconnected case studies that commenced in Japan but developed
in India, and thus link two colonial narratives that are rarely associated with one another: Japanese imperialism
and related Pan-Asianist activities and the struggle for Indian independence. The case studies will develop from
the Japanese stay (1916-1920) of French painter and occultist, Mirra Richard (1878-1973, later the Mother of
Pondicherry) under the auspices of the ultranationalist group, the Black Dragon Society (founded in 1901). The
connection between Tokyo and Pondicherry was subsequently built upon personal networking among the
members of Garakutashu (1919-1940). This circle of collectors practicing traditional Japanese arts was unusually
open to foreign members and as such became a hub fostering transnational encounters in arts and possibly,
intelligence exchange. The members included Czech/American designers Antonin (1888-1976) and Noémi
Raymond (1889-1980) and Keshoram Sabarwal, a journalist associated with Indian revolutionary Rash
Behari Bose (1886-1945). Transnational methods used for this research allow for a disentangling of histories that
were otherwise treated in isolation, as parts of different, even local, historical and art historical narratives. Some,
such as the history of Garakutashu, were entirely marginalized.



Indian Nationalism and the Making of ‘Modern’ in Sri Lankan Art
Sanathanan Thamotharampillai (Senior Lecturer in Art History at University of Jaffna, Co-Founder of Sri Lanka

Archive for Contemporary Art, Architecture, and Design)

The written art history of Sri Lanka maps modernist art practices in Sri Lanka as a consequence of westernization.
But the material evidence, newspaper accounts and exhibition histories reveal how through ideological and
aesthetic choices, India and its freedom movement became a counter current to the westernizing threads in Sri
Lankan culture in general and art practices in particular. Hence, the mechanics of churning out a ‘new art’ from
British colonial culture after 1920, was largely governed by the influence of Indian intellectualism. Apart from the
visits by the Indian National congress leaders, exhibitions of works by artists of the Bengal school and Santiniketan
had electrified the city-based local art practices and opened up debates on ‘new eastern art’ or ‘national art’. In
this context, Rabindranath Tagore’s visits to Sri Lanka in 1922 and 1934 were crucial. One of the direct impacts
of this current was the formation of the Ceylon Art Club (1921) and Sri Palee College (1934) in Colombo, and Kala
Nilayam (1934) in Jaffna. Later, many of the Ceylon Art Club artists joined photographer Lionel Wendt in the
formation of the country’s most charismatic modernist art collective known as ‘43 group.” These developments
formed an alternative to existing urban art derived from the ideals of Victorian academicism. Meanwhile, unlike
the Bengal school, artist groups in Sri Lanka in this period displayed less insular and more cosmopolitan attitudes.
This paper attempts to unpack the creative tension that was produced by the Indian Nationalist movement in the
making of ‘modern’ in Sri Lanka art.

Panel 2: The Cold War, Liberation and Modernism

20:00 - 21:30 (Tokyo) / 11:00 - 12:30 (London)

Moderator:
Christian Kravagna (Professor, Academy of Fine Arts Vienna)

The Impossible Empire: the Global South, the Cold War, and the Republic of China in the Taiwanese Art
Collection
Nobuo Takamori (Curator)

In 1949, when the Kuomintang Party retreated to Taiwan (officially the Republic of China, R.0.C), a former
Japanese Colony, following the Chinese Civil War, an ‘Impossible Empire’ began ruling over this tropical island. The
R.0.C., also known as “Free China” during the Cold War, tried to project its political and cultural influences on the
Global South. From Southeast Asia’s Chinese communities, to R.0.C.’s agricultural missions on the African
continent, the Taipei government tried to project an image of itself as a “superpower”. In addition, the R.O.C.
government still maintained a seat as a permanent member of the U.N. until 1971 representing China. This was
so despite the geo-body of R.0.C. actually being a tropical island relying on and connected with Japanese colonial
modernization. As part of the practice of this research, the exhibition The Secret South: from Cold War Perspective
to Global South in Museum Collection was unveiled at the Taipei Fine Arts Museum in July 2020. Nearly 200
artworks and documents pertaining to the Global South were selected from the collections of several public art
museums in Taiwan to present the unique role Taiwan/R.0.C. has been playing since the end of the war. The
exhibits ranged from Ishihara Shisan’s screen painting, which depicts the people on Luzon Island in 1943, together
with the Kuo Hsue-Hu’s landscape works created with the technique of nihonga in Thailand in the 1950s, to
sketches by Max Liu, who joined the Viethnam War as an engineer in the 1960s. In addition, the exhibits included
artworks by Chinese Southeast Asian artists collected under the ‘Overseas Compatriot’ policies. During the Cold
War, the island nation of R.O.C. upheld the Greater China ideology, and the Taipei Government endeavoured to
project its influence on Chinese communities globally. Meanwhile, it made strenuous efforts to partake in various
military campaigns and actions, intervening in the civil war of Indonesia, setting up intelligence headquarters in
northern Thailand, and building a Chinese-style palace for the dictator of the Democratic Republic of Congo. The
story of the ‘Impossible Empire’ is deeply connected to its cultural colonialism in Taiwan and the projection of its
influence worldwide.



Shifting Art Constellations and the Non-Alighed Movement in Egypt
Nadia Radwan (Assistant Professor of World Art History, Institute of Art History, University of Bern)

This contribution examines the effects of the political imaginaries generated by the Non-Aligned movement on art
and exhibition practices in postwar Egypt. By focusing on the aftermath of the Bandung Conference, it questions
the artistic dimensions of new alliances between Egypt, India, Mexico and Yugoslavia, and their repercussions on
artistic approaches and cultural policies. It proposes to investigate how Nasserist ideologies regarding Afro-Asian
solidarities were generated by cultural state projects, such as art biennales. For instance, what role did the
Alexandria Biennale play in reconfiguring new geographies of power and in activating anti-imperialist discourses?
In that perspective, it also suggests to take a closer look at the potentialities of social realism produced by artists
belonging to the Egyptian Group of Modern Art. How can the multiple translations of a “revolutionary art” inform
us about emancipation? Did the representations of new topics, such as peace, hunger, poverty, Africa or the
nationalization of the Suez Canal operate as metaphors of anti-colonial struggle, as instruments of state
propaganda or as a means towards artistic freedom and liberation? Overall, this contribution aims to interrogate
how reimagined identities as both national and transnational were constitutive of Egyptian modernism in the
context of the Cold War.

Imagined Solidarities: Soviet Involvement in the Struggle for Progressive Realist Art in Postcolonial North
Africa
Maria Mileeva (Associate Lecturer at the Courtauld Institute of Art)

This paper examines contacts between artists, art schools, and exhibitions, with the aim of disentangling the
relationship between decolonisation and the influence of socialism in North African culture. Following a period of
artistic dependency on Western modernism, the Soviet Union provided a non-capitalist and anti-imperialist model
of creativity for newly liberated states. It did not prescribe an aesthetic formula, but encouraged the development
of a new national art, which was closely tied to local traditions. This paper examines modern North African art
through the prism of Soviet-African relations and socialist internationalism. The work of Egyptian artists Hamed
Owais, Inji Aflatoun, and the sculptor Gamal El Sagini, who received a gold medal at the 1957 International Festival
of Youth, will be used to explore the construction of new artistic identities in postcolonial North Africa and their
relationship with the USSR. It will argue that Egypt’s joining of the Non-Aligned Movement in 1961, can be seen
as a way of leveraging Soviet position of dominance in the region.

Russification Project
Zeigam Azizov (Artist, Philosopher)

Zeigam Azizov’s contribution explores the question of Russification as colonial domination. Russification refers to
how the Russian Empire, and later the Soviet Union, used the Russian language for the domination of former
colonies, which were later united as satellite socialist republics during the Soviet era. After the fall of the USSR in
1991, this process continued as a ‘de-Russification” and endures to this day. Insights will be gleaned through the
understanding of this phenomenon, both as the subject of study, as well as through a critical revision in artistic
and philosophical terms. This will show how the end of one process gives rise to the beginning of another. The
process of Russification existed as a political project to expand the influence of the Empire and continues after
the fall of the Soviet Union through discourses in the media and elsewhere. Azizov will discuss artworks, critical
essays and auto-biographic material based on his research in this area.



