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Cheo Chai-Hiang’s installation Singapore River in this year's
Singapore Biennale alludes to an episode earlier in his career,
when he submitted some abstract minimalist works to the
Singapore Modern Art Society and had them rejected for
being ‘hollow’ and ‘monotonous.’ Representational paintings
of the Singapore River were the premium currency >

of the Singapore art establishment, so this becomes
the central message of Cheo’s new exhibition, which
includes the text of the 1972 letter from the Modern
Art Society, each of its pages blown up onto floor to
ceiling canvas screens. Instead of representations,
there are frames: neon rectangles, a black metal
trolley frame, and an ornately carved picture frame
containing this printed text:

There are at least 40 Singapore River paintings in the
Singapore Art Museum alone. Hundreds of other such
paintings have been produced and consumed, simply
forgotten.*

Images, too, can be a virus invading the cultural nervous
system with an agenda of complete take-over. When this
happens, words may be resorted to as a counter-strategy.

Imperatives produce counter-imperatives, and so propagate
their species. ‘The art situation is not to be interpreted
visually’ is the instruction of a work by Malaysian artist
Redza Piyadasa, also in the 2006 Singapore Biennale. The
message is presented in stencilled letters on a white plywood
board.s When the distinct sign systems of words and art are
played off against each other, they can present as parallel
semiotic universes, eternally signalling to each other but
never to merge in a shared wavelength of communication.
Alternatively, they can present as if on a collision course,
where the impact will cause a melt-down in human
comprehension in the way that a Zen koan does, through
fusion and confusion of irreconcilable cognitive circuitry.
An accompanying work by Piyadasa is a classic round-seated
wooden chair with the seat bisected, one half painted white
and the other glossed in a natural wood stain. The back is
whole, but also divided by the bi-colour scheme. Its message
is: ‘Why did the Chinese artists refuse to halt reality in a
single instance of time?’® Both works were originally created
in the 1970s but their capacity to nag at the consciousness is
undiminished.

There are overt Zen references in Heather Ellyard’s work: the
Sengai-style circles, triangles and squares juxtaposed with
her sketches of the Willendorf Venus; her preference for
interspersing images from the ancient world with verbal hints
of timelessness and eternal enigma. Ellyard is unashamedly
meddling in the prophetic in her recent work Inventories

and Commentaries, an extended sequence of alternating
image and messages with the overarching motto: ‘Empires
rise and fall, stars are born and die.'7 Images and messages
carrying with them the aura of deep time suggest, perhaps,
that somewhere back in prehistory they had a common birth,
a birth in which heavenly
bodies or unknown gods may
have been involved. If this
remote point of intersection
were to revisit us, what

then? White letters, like a
child’s chalked writing on a
blackboard, might have been
scripted by the sphinx. ‘If | am
without name then who am
12" In the square beside them

is a primordial bull like the I;
ones we know from the Lascaux caves. Streams of tarnished
red like old blood stains pour over its head and shoulders. Are
we supposed to be reminded too of that most traumatic of
the ancient mysteries, the ritual of the Tauroboleum, where
the initiand was placed underneath the grid upon which the
giant sacrificial bull was slaughtered, so as to be bathed in its
blood? Ellyard’s work is a world away from that of the Vienna
action group, though. Antiquity speaks here in a quieter voice, A
always enigmatic:
naming the Rose in Hebrew or Arabic makes no difference
in the dark

sometimes elegiac:

by the waters of Babylon they sat down and wept

ultimately penitent:
Sorry, sorry, sorry, sorry.
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watercolour, each approximately 7.2 x10.5 cm.
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There are signs that the elegiac, the enigmatic and

the penitent are making a comeback in the art world,
together with the cognisance that to live under the sign of
understanding is both a moment and a marathon. Sydney
artist Barbara Campbell recently celebrated the halfway mark
of her 1001 nights cast project. Each morning, Campbell posts
a prompt on the internet, a little phrase taken from one of
the newspaper reports from the Middle East, but extracted
so that it seems to leave its context and grow into some other
kind of reportage, cryptic and oracular. ‘Like the sun has the
day', ‘drifting sideways’, ‘em erged from the dust’, ‘What did
he say?’, ‘moving along with speed’, 'stones and shoes’: the
words are blocked against a watery, translucent colour wash
so they look as if they might have spontaneously manifested
on the screen, and from them a new story is grown, by one
of Campbell’s volunteer contributors who may be in some
distant part of the globe, to be told at sunset in a real-time
web-cast.

Itis worth remembering that the Sphinx always spoke in
riddles, playing little games of brain-scrambling strategy with
the enquirer. If the messaging obsessions of the word virus
could work themselves out of the trap of short-circuiting
imperatives they might reveal something else about

FACING PAGE: Redza Piyadasa BACKGROUND: Entry Points 1978, acrylic on wood,
152Cm X 136¢m; FOREGROUND: A Matter of Time 1977, mixed media, 144 X352 X 200
cm, collection of National Art Gallery, Malaysia. ABove: Cheo Chai-Hiang 5’ X 5*
(Re-thinking Singapore River) neon, framed statement, trolley, Proposed 1972, re-
contextualised 2006 for Singapore Biennale. Collection of the artist.

themselves: a secret yearning not to give orders but rather to
be oracles, channelling strange truths from who knows what
sources. Even William Burroughs gives way to the oracular,
here and there, amidst the outpourings of abjection and
pornography.

‘Listen to my words anywhere. Listen to my last words

any world.

He calls upon ‘the all-powerful boards and syndicates of the
earth,’ posing a question worthy of the Sphinx:

‘What scared you all into time? Into body? Into shit?’

Unlike the Sphinx, Burroughs is compelled to answer his own
question, as if the answering word just refuses to be held
back, and the answer is ‘the word’® @
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