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The frontier of language 
and the curiosity shop: 
enco ixnter s of 

Asian 
American Art 

• • • 

B Y J U A N A N T O N I O M O L I N A 

Marginality and iiitegratioii are llie 

anode and Uie calhodc of Asian 

American art. Hiey are as well two i<ey 

processes in llie definition ol' North 

American culture, and even in the 

dol'inition oí' its ¡nternal balance. iVlany 

cultures can claim to be the outcoine ol' 

fusión and grafting processes. Yet, North 

American culture such us we perseive ¡t 

currently is not the manifeslation of final 

static rcsults, but of process per se, the 

continuous diaicctic betwcen the internal 

and the cxternal. 

The most evident perception is a notion 

of North American culture as the 

accumulalion of assimilations, 

appropiations and the mixing of múltiple 

cultural sources. What is most subtle is 

how this cuhural reality has usod its 

advantageous position with what is 

externa!, what is assimilated and added. 

lo créale an ilhision oloi 'der. ' ihererore, 

where as in other i:ounlr¡es 

multiculturalism is ihe background lo 

sincere struggles and the l'ield of violent 

antagonisms, in ihc Lnited Stales il 

seems lo be jusl anolher bit of evidence 

that confirms tiíat the ideal e(juilibrium 

is funclioning, that American Dreain of 

oppoi'tunity l'or all, there is room for 

everybody. 

In t ruth , it isn't really a question of a 

"cornmon s|)ace''', but of space l'or 

individuáis, wilhin a divided and 

hierarchizísd globalily. In ihal dialectic 

of margins and centres the external 

Torces intervene sometimes propelled by 

the ¡magc of the l'inished work that in 

the "American Dream" generates. 

Immigrants are lo be included among 

those external forces. Wlien they reach 

llie Slales ihoy have to face a syslcm 

that is continiialK obliged lo actívale 

imimaginable merhanisnis of self-

del'ence. This créales shock l'or the 

inimigranl who is Torced inlo 

confi'onlalioii. lo a dual posluic oT 

resislance lo and allr'a<'l¡on Tor a ciiliural 

space llial inarginalizes him and 

siinnllancoiisK enconrages his 

inlegralion. 

llie iminigi'anl Tacloi' s ¡iiiporMance is 

clearlv nndei'slood in llie conlexl oT 

presenl débale on idenlilv problems in 

ihe IJniled Slales. IT we revise some oT 

llie mosl imporlanl e.xlhbilioiis in ihe US 

llial lia\(' (|iiesl¡oned llie issiie oT 

idenl ih . wc'll riolice llial in mosl oT 

iheni llie presence oT inimigranl arlists is 

noticealile, ¡T nol delei'ininanl. Asians 

are nol prevalenl in ihese, allhoiigh ihey 

are one oT the mosl rapiílK- expanding 

communilies. bindamenlally in New 

York and Los Angeles, üliviously 

apprehensions lo Asian arl are slill 

slronger llian anv ihat niay exisl in 

relalion lo olher communilies like ihe 

Lalin one, Tor example. 

The Asian American arlisl has lo live 

wilh the slcreolyped irnage tlial exisls oT 

ihe "oriental world". This simplislic and 

Tetishislic image inl'luences an Asialic 

man's racial and sexual ¡denlitv. All of 

lilis aTTecIs his cuhural prodiiclion. il 

créales an a priori, independi-iil model, 

il |)red¡spos('s llii' conciípls oT ai'ceptance 

and Icnds lo lUMitraiize the contents oT 

tlial ciillnral jirodu'clion llial are nuilly 

dislanced Trom ihe simpliTied paradigms 
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that substaiiliale positions of esseiilialU 

a racisi and chauvinisl discriniinalion. 

The artists rcply ¡s an extrcmclv iroiiic 

iconography, lendiiig lo linguistic 

subversión and the appropialion of 

extra-artistic codes. In manv respects, 

ihesc artisls Ireal llic media wilh a spiril 

very similar to thal of tfiat pop artists 

and neodadaisls, yel witli a mueh more 

radical awareness of the political 

function of iheir a n . \n ihis manner lliey 

develop a Une of poiiticised art that 

incorporates the marginal productions of 

racial, national or sexual communities, 

specifically localed within North 

American contemporary culture. 

In niany cases the rnagnification of 

linguistic contradictions produces an 

anguished image; the double process of 

self-ncgation and idenlification wilh 

stercotypes appears pathetic, and the 

simultaneous reference to the codes of 

national and North American culture, to 

traditional arls and kitsch or 

postindustrial technology, derive from 

an eclcctic, dialogical and exuberanl 

visualness. il is curious how these works 

deviatc from the ascetic paradigm that 

I he Eastern spirit has been at times 

idernÜ'ied with. In Irnlh, contemporary^ 

Asiaii American art is lar less spiritual 

and much more factual, and in it the 

ccononiN of signs gives way lo polylocal 

siructures ihal condemm the dialeclics 

of nnilliculturalisni. 

These profuse images try, to a lesser or 

to a greater degree depending on 

context, to créate a boundary. a 

seniaiilic l)ai-i¡('r. ihat acls as an allegory 

of I he I-cal fronlicr. and a siunniary ol 

dic iiHmigi'anls linguistic and cultural 

coiiflicl. In such cases, language. (and 

not onlv vei'bal). is the truc artislic 

objecl. Il is a dense, gripping ihing. that 

carries the signs of authorial id(>in¡l\ 

and projects theni aggressively. 

Asían American artisls haxc realized 

llial llic qncsiion of hegenionies and 

subordinations isn't a iheoretical 

probiem, or jnst abstract . but that it is 

precisely relaled to the hegemonies of 

language. That is why liiey frequently 

niake use of mctalinguistic resources as 

an exercise in resistance, relocaling texts 

(hat contradict their original context and 

which subvert their own language-root. 

Ivxemplarv is ihe work by the Philipine 

artist Pacita Abad, íloip Mnli Losi ller 

Accent, that ironically and directly treats 

llie (heme of linguistic "'purge" that the 

imrnigrant is submitted lo by the upper 

echelons oí high texts wilhin a marginal 

context, so that they maintain their 

significance and avoid establishing 

contradictations between their original 

context and the art work's ¡mplications. 

This happens with the gralTilli liial 

Pacita Abad reproduces in her |)ainl¡ng 

Koreaii Shopkeeper.i; with the English 
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Icxts ihiit pioliCcratí- iii llic inslallalions 

oí llic Koreaii Ik-.loonji; Kaiíg. (plirascs 

likc "Arl is Masiurhalion ". "I waiil ID 

|)a¡iil likc I aiii shi i t ing' . or "Vh sliil is 

ll i ickcr ihaii olhcrs"). or wi l l i tlic toxis 

¡M Koroan. (.'Iiincsc or Japancsc lliat 

asiaii anisls itic()r|)oraIe iii ihcir 

works. 

I licrc are arlisls wlio liavo liceii 

praclisini; lilis dctisoly tcxlual arl way 

hclorc llioir an¡ \a l ÍM llie I S. oii oiic 

luiTid rocodilViiig tlic visiialnpss ol llic 

scripiural objecl. ¡ri its sfx'cil'ic luislerii 

scnsc. oii ihc otlicr assiiiiiinii; llic 

coiiccptiialisl pretcnsión o ían aliiiosl 

anloiionKjus objecl in terins ol' 

significaiice. This is tlie case oC tlic 

(^liinese arlist Xu l i ing. wlio since tlie 

80's (levelo[)e(l liis arl (Iccoiistriictiiifi lite 

laiiguafje. writ i i ig and llieir leclinicai 

ineans oí his coiintrv as parís ol a 

liegenionic svslein ol coniiiitiii icalioii 

and knowicdge. In llie coiilroversial 

exliibiiion ("hina/Avant-Garde licld al 

Beijiíig in l')8') lie covered lite walls. 

ceiling and l'loor ol a .'500 ni" rooni witl i 

siipposed (mintiese cliaraclers |)riiiled oii 

paper. i inenled hy tlie arl isl. tliat 

coiil'iised tlie spectalor and l'orced liini lo 

searcli in \ain l'or a nieaning and a 

synlax, Accordiiig lo Andreas Scliid lilis 

work coinbined two rmidanienlal 

elenieiits: expanding llie possihilities ol' 

traditional (Ihinese priiils and to criticize 

inodes ol' íossilizcíi coinniunication. In 

tile L S. Xii Biiig contiiiued wi l l i ihese 

procediires similar to iliose oí his 

conipalriol l l i iang Vong Ping. wlio 

nonnalK reduces Vi estéril art hooks and 

(lliiiiese art liistorv books to pii lp. 

iransf'oniiing thein iiito aeslIielicalK 

sliimilating and ideologicallv ex[)losive 

objei'ls. Mis inslallation. /Ilegible 

lluinidity (1')22). sliowii ai llic (^ariiegie 

VlnsetiMi oí Arl in Pitisbnrg. niagniries 

all lliose connolatioiis. wliile playing on 

tlie ambiguily betwceii the arlislic object 

and wasle. and between ihe e.xliiliition 

space of llie gallerv and llie iisefiil space 

ol ihe librarv. In aii\ case \ve are dealing 

witl i works ihat deiiy the ¡lossibility ol' 

reading and allack writ i i ig s jirestige 

while also stiliverliiig tlie sclieines ol' a 

librarv logic, of control and transniission 

ol'knowledge and inl'ormalion. 

In a general sense lítese arlisls lake 

advanlage ol llie possibilities ol wri l ing 

as "Iranscriplion ol marginal contexts 

lliat happeii lo "•anllieiiticate' llie work 

as a periplieral prodnct. The verbal texl 

a|)pears as aii ideological territorv. 

soinetimcs snjieriinposed on otiier 

terrilories. as l'or instance the liiiman 

bod\ in sonie works of \Oiig Soon Min 

and larídscape or geographical profile in 

the work l l ial Mo Balic presenied in llie 

Fiftl i Habana Bieimial. Lookiiif; Ixick al 

llie eiiil ofiiiy lii.slon' of ledriüng 

Ijigli.sli. l i l is terrilorv is al lite Irontier. 

or il is iiideed llie fronlier. Iialfwav 

between integralion and rejeclion. Títere 

the initial lusions occtir, the firsi 

dislorlions. 'Pliere the ciil lt iral scliemes 

tlial dominate the rclatioiiship between 

lite immigranl and his liosl coinilry are 

nianifestcd. 

The lendencx to the polilicizatioii of art 

as a trail of late postniodernism in llie 

I S comes witl i the discover\ of the iieed 

tlial power striictiires have of ibis 

polemical arl . The pnblic has beeii 

media directed lo an atlraclion lor 

lliinss tlial "niean something . thul 

establish a dialogue, lliat coiitaiii an 

evidenl alteriiative discourse. The 

inslitulion of arl paradoxicalK is 

stibslantiated bv litóse habiis lliat negate 

i l . l inding in ll ieii i ils balance and 

perhaps ils juslificalion. It could be a 

parallel jihenomenoni lo be found in llie 

relalioitshi|) belween cultural centres 

and periplieral art. In an ahnost erotic 

fl irt, centres and peripheries conslriicl a 

coin|)laisant antagonisni. To be marginal 

and lo declare il loiidK is no longer a 

sohition lo lite problem of difference. 

bul a reaffirmation. a Ireezing of 

difference. verv suilable for centres of 

power. 

Asiaii art doesn l escape lliat dangerons 

circimistance in the L S. tlial pact 

belween victim and execiilioner. wliicli 

is also evidenced in lite allnded tendencv 

lo a .self-legitiniating lextnalily as Índex 

of niarginalitv. l low('\er lliere is 

sonielhing in lilis tvpe of art tlial inakes 

il unatlraclive for sncli ideological 

maiiipulalioii: perhaps il is its resislance 

lo sell-nivthification and its slianie al a 

pasl ll ial Vi esteriiers beliold in a vulgar 

schematic wav. For ibis reasoii .\siaii 

.'\nierican art a|)[)ears as a [iractice 

directed to defining a iiew identitv lliat 

rejects the archelvpes of an Kaslern 
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spiíil dial lias liisKiiiciiiK liiriclioiicil as 

iiaiTissisislic ¡usliíicalidii íoi' \\ cslcni 

uiidciialciiiciil. ir il is Iriic llial Asiaii 

Aincfican arlisis lia\i'ri I a\cii(lc(l (lie 

clii-lir. pcrliaps iii('\ ¡lalilr allcr all, oí 

pioclaiiiiiim' llicir' rnai'niiialiu as 

liiiHlaiiH'iilal ('i)iri|ioii(Mil oí llial iicw 

idcrililN ¡11 dic iiiakc. lliev lia\c al Icasi 

showii reB|i('cl loi' llicir pasl and llicir 

prescnl iii llial llic\ liaxc IKII liiriicd 

llicir "asiaUc spiril iiilo a liariiici' lor 

llieir cause, llial lias cnalilcd lliciii lo 

resorl as wcll lo llic clciiiciils of 

iiilcgialioii llial idciiliÍN diciii iii llie 

Noi'lli American conlc.xl. 

h is iiilcicsiiiiíí lo olisciNc lili- canlion 

llial llic Asiaii Ainci-ican coniiinniin 

shows iii dealing willi ils owii ¡iiiaac. 

and iii llic \ \a\ llial il can lie rcjecled or 

acccplcd in ils conlexl. A good cxaniplc 

ol lilis was llic (áirio Sliop cxliiliilion. 

(April 1()() :Í) . organizcd hy llic Codzilla 

Associalion. willi llic snpporl ol Ailisls 

Spacc (^allci\. llic cxliiliilioii look as 

Inndanicnlal idea llic ciiriosiu sliop. 

llial in ke r i \ Sakaniolo s wcirds. is ''a 

place ol ciillin'al and ccononiic exclianuc 

llial snpfícsls ¡nleirelaled nolions siicli as 

slercolypcs and racial felislies and 

cnllnral aiillienlicilv. all oí wliicli e\()kc 

slalic and dislorlcd l'oiins o{ 

rc])rcsoiilalions \ 

Sonie ol lile forlN-ciulil arlisls 

|)arlic¡pal¡ii<;' in llic show wcre Skowmon 

l las lanan. Mo 15alic. Mel Chin. Bciu 

(.^uno. Ken (llin. roniie .Arai and (^olin 

Lee. The works of lhcse arlisls and of 

olliers llial I i'oiild also nienlion. woidd 

enable ns lo define a s<'iics oí coniinon 

characlerislics. a kiiid ol naliiral 

lcr'rilor\' where /\siaii Anierican 

conleniporarv arl is o|)cialiiia'. Oii a 

ihcnialic le\cl. lilis leriilor\ is marked 

l)\ lile iraiinia ol iniai'alion. llie Noyage. 

c.xile. íícncralional conílicl. niargiiialil\. 

cullural nieiiiory; |)olllical issiies and 

s\ inliols. llie Fclislics and llic sleicolypcs 

iinposed li\ lile inass media. 

,\l a sl\ lislic lc\cl lilis arl is 

characlcrized h\ a s\iicliriiisin llial 

iisiialK' coinhines rorms and iradilioiuil 

or ol)\ ionsK Asiaii melhods w illi 

lecliiii(|iics oí wcslerii posliiiodcrnisni. 

riic\ are cxlrcnicK opeii and poKseinic 

works dial conccplnalK express a will ol 

rcsislance lo llie slandardizalioii oí 

ellinic cullural codes. aii inlercsl in 

gaining recognilion as non-local non-

regional and non-circunislanlial arl: a 

searcli for acceplance llial inakes no 

concessioiis lo llie paradigms oí 

niainslreain ciirrenls. a revisión, a 

(|ucsl¡oiiiiig and upilaling ol personal 

idenlilN. llie scarcli íor llie aiiswcr lo a 

llic crucial (|ueslioii: Is il aii arl dial 

rcícrs lo aii Asiaii heiiig or lo a .\orlli 

.American lieing. or is il siinpK a cullural 

producl o í a iiew kind. delerinincd 1>\ a 

doiilile circiiiiislaiice oí inlegralion and 

marginalily'r' Resiills liaxc indicaled dial 

lilis arl Iciids (o lie deíined in llic lliird 

calcgorv. alllioiigh llic siilijecl o í a n 

Asian .American acsdielics is slill a 

polcinical aííair. \\ lial wc cerlaiiiK can 

ol)scr\c iip lo lilis niomenl is dial llu'sc 

arlisls are nol liciil on niainlaining 

arcliclxpcs dial l ia\e lieeii icinporarily 

and spalialK displaced, and llial woiild 

oiiK acl iii lile iiew eii\ ironniciil as an 

oslraciziiii; laclor. 

.\l(i iSalic. Lciiniiiiíí Aiiicriciiii. I')''2. 

<U s 120 X 12 ill. I'ioirriiiili Nielen ^ ílags í.: 

eleclric lliolois. Ciiuilesy Ceilliii W ilicilo 
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