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While eating my bi-bim-bap on the flight back to Melbourne | was looking at the Asiana Airlines
routes and flying times between various places around the world. It was curious that Asiana had
no flights to Africa—but that’s straying from the point—which was that Australia and New Zealand
formed the region of Oceania*. Two countries down below South East Asia with their own specific
little sub-region. Indeed, Oceania is an outdated term just as the map on the cover of the In-
between Conference book illustrates Terra Australis as occupying almost half the worlds land
mass. Actually Tobias Burger, a German living in New Zealand pointed this out; due irony as New
Zealand seems to be joined to Terra Australis in the map, which was indeed the case thousands
of years ago, and some say still is (though New Zealand’s departure from the ANZUS alliance
should have made the separation clear).

In the 1960s Australia began to see its position geo-culturally as part of Asia, but still primarily
allied to the English speaking world. In part this shift was forced on it through the large numbers
of refugees escaping the war in Vietnam, but also as the 70s dawned a more open minded and
outward looking disposition began shaping political and social values in Australia. Though
Chinese migration occurred as far back as the 1850’s in the name of gold, and pre and post
World War 2 European migration was substantial, the idea of a genuine multi-cultural society was
not conceived until the 1970s, and did not become a political platform until the 1980s.

Social and political issues concerning our location in South East Asia continue to play a major
role in public debate and discourse in Australia, but what struck me with In-Between was how on
the one hand we fit because we have so many cultural influences from many parts of the world (a
country of migrants) and strong ties with many Asian countries, notably recently with East Timor,
yet on the other we are the big mass of land ‘down the bottom’ accompanied by little New
Zealand as the only English speaking (first language) countries in the region and still labelled as
Oceania. So we are indeed in between a cultural space of regional absorption and dislocation. |
felt like these same issues permeated the conference in the name of contemporary art.

The first day of the conference consisted of 15 presentations by organizations from different
countries, primarily located in South East and East Asia, with inclusions from France, Canada,
USA and Oceania (Australia and New Zealand). Each organization presented for about 20
minutes, providing an overview of the work they exhibit and key issues facing their operation. It
was clear that organizations differed in the roles they played and the groups they served in each
context. The images screened of work also gave a good sense of the philosophy and vision
behind the organization, to some extent indicating their localised situation.

Whereas the two previous conferences | have attended were focussed on artist run activities
(Space Traffic, Hong Kong 2001; InFest, Vancouver, 2004), InBetween was more interested in
institutional questions rather than questions of institutionalisation. This was echoed in there being
no artists speaking on the forum panels, and few doing the space presentations. Instead forum
panels and most organization presentations were represented by curators, gallery directors,
writers/journalists and publishers. This mainstream institutional perspective gave a certain flavour
and direction to the proceedings.

It has become clear that any attempts at creating a unified voice or consensual agreement
amongst participants at these conferences is near impossible. Though it is not a premise for
organising such conferences, some speakers and moderators at InBetween did feel the need to
generate ‘deliverables’ or ‘answers’ from the discussions.



There may have been no answers, nor in my opinion should there be, however many good
arguments and propositions were circulated, some during the conference sessions others through
interpersonal exchange.

Local contemporary art issues inflected by local culture and politics always have a strong bearing
on the issues raised and how they are discussed at any conference. The formality evidenced
from the beginning at InBetween was played out through the conference structure and the
protocol employed (epecially in opening and closing ceremonies). This gave a sense that
expectations were high amongst the organisers with so much time, energy, funds and
sponsorship invested.

It is difficult to see how a gathering of individuals with so many differing perspectives and
attitudes to contemporary art would produce any clearly articulated answers, nor were
mechanisms in place to produce tangible results (i.e round tables, working groups etc). But what
was revealed quite clearly by the end of the second day—consisting of forum papers and
discussion—was that the debate surrounding ‘alternative space’ was really a debate about how to
work within an institutional context and whether there are spaces within this framework to be
genuinely alternative. With government funded ‘alternative spaces’ in South Korea being a
relatively recent phenomenon (since about 1997), the growing strains are associated with their
desire to have relative independence from government and institutional influence, while being
ensconced within these same systems.

This debate to a large extent was played out in Australia in the early 80s when the term
‘alternative space’ was replaced with Contemporary Art Space (sometimes called Public Gallery)
and Artist Run Space, thereby separating their functions and levels of support. Contemporary Art
Spaces became government supported key organizations with professional directors/curators as
part of a national arts framework, while Artist Run Spaces remained independent but largely
without government support, and run with volunteer labour by artists. Interestingly, as a possible
parallel to South Korea, alternative spaces in Australia had also been running for about 8 years,
in their recognised form since 1973, before the distinctions were created. (Though early models
such as Central Street and Inhibodress existed, they would be seen as precursors to the
government assisted models that sprouted in the years 1973-1975.)

Alternative Spaces in Seoul emerged from a climate of economic downturn where many of the
private spaces operated and/or funded by large corporations closed down. Into this void arrived
the ‘alternative space’, to a large extent enabled by government funding (as in Australia in the
1970s). Yet the cultural sensibilities are complex, and beyond the scope of my research, but
factors such as the huge Western appetite for Chinese art in the 90’s and South Korea'’s cultural
influences from Japan, and political influence from the US must all help to shape the cultural
circumstances from which Korean contemporary art emerges.

The third day of the conference go stuck into these issues via writing and publishing on
contemporary Asian Art. Following some very good papers, the discussion opened out from the
previous day with a broader international context for exchange. Discussion surrounding the idea
or need for a definable ‘contemporary Asian art’ made it clear that such a term is largely
redundant, and when used may simply echo nationalist government policy agendas.

Through published material about artists within Asia and artists forming the Asian diaspora, it
became clear that there is no real struggle between East and West as far as a genuine global
culture of appraisal and critique and is concerned. However, economic and political interests are
able to sustain this simple binary polemic though government-institutional alliances dependent on
packaging culture.

In this way the tension really lies amongst those attempting to create or reinvigorate hegemonic
structures—Contemporary Asian Art—and those concerned with specific representations
contingent on context, time and space. To put it simply, the debate boiled down to one about



institutional relations of influence and authority, and whether these systems should be embraced
or challenged and contested.

In this sense the conference was indeed about ‘alternative space’, but not the gallery type, but the
critical spaces where independent thinking and actions may still be realised irrespective of
institutional and government support. This is of course idealistic space, but these spaces must
exist for artists to continue to make work that challenges what we know about the world in which
we live.

*Other countries such as Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, Nauru, Fiji, Tonga and others are
also said to constitute Oceania, but Asiana Airlines doesn’t fly to them.

Thanks and appreciation to the co-ordinators, Jin Suk Suh and Hee-chae Moon from Loop
Alternative Space and Chea Gab Yun and Juhl Lee from Yellow Sea International for organising
the InBetween Conference and the Move on Asia video/animation art exhibition. Additional thanks
to the all staff of the conference, SBS (Seoul Broadcasting Service) and student assistants from
Duksung Womens’ University who made it run so smoothly. Please check the Yellow Sea website
for notification of the publication date of the book from the conference.

Contemporary art spaces in Seoul:

Loop Alternative Space: www.galleryloop.com
Yellow Sea International: www.yellow-sea.com
Ssamziespace: www.ssamziespace.com
Alternative Space Pool: www.altpool.org
ArtSonje Center: www.artsonje.org

Periodicals:

Real Tokyo: www.realtokyo.co.jp (report on conference by Tetsuya Ozaki)
Art in Culture: www.artinculture.co.kr

Art Magazine Wolgan Misool: www.wolganmisool.com

Art Asia Pacific: www.aapmag.com



