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Introduction

For five years that Asiatopia has brought 145 artists from 20 countries to perform in Bangkok and Chiangmai. The festival has been continuously supported by the Rockefeller Foundation, Office of Contemporary Art & Culture, Ministry of Culture. However, the first 2 years of the festival, was supported by Office of Social Welfare, Bangkok Metropolitan Administration, and Tourism Authority of Thailand. We have cooperated with Foundation for Contemporary Art Bangkok, Alliance Francaise, Goethe Institute, Silpakorn University and Chiangmai University. We consider this as one of our achievement in our establishment.

According to the media and meeting with young artists in art schools, the question – what is performance art is no longer raised. Participations in performance workshop each year have increased, but we have not been able to open an on going platform for the young artists to experiment in performance art.

Asiatopia has also organized performance art workshop each year, which has passed on knowledge about performance art to more than 50 art students and young people, and from workshops we were able to recruite more than 40 art students to work with the festival. 

Working with Limitations…

Asiatopia has arrived to its sixth anniversary, it is necessary to assess the trial of performance art in Thailand. Has the festival been able to create an open atmosphere for the art form, or if it could mobilize a wider participation from Thai art circle?

Let’s look at the situation today, when media art experimentation is more popular among the young Thai artists, however, the art form in Thailand in general is still locked into using “medium”. Direct action and LIVE is still too avant garde. On one hand using camera, try out various technique with video editing process and composition, are not at all getting away from changing the tools from paintings to electronic canvases. Thai art school has not been able to break through the tradition of dimentional visual creation. Art practices are limited to technical skill but not challenges.

Surasri Kusolwong a former art lecturer at Silapakorn University, has to leave the institute in order to create his conceptual social engaged work - invisible academy. His conceptual installation and teaching in public space has been invited to many festival and universities in Europe. In Thailand, however, he manages to get some student followers, but is unable to teach his own way at any government universities in Bangkok.

Under the same circumstances, Asiatopia has tried every year to have it’s program in Art schools in Bangkok, without much success. Though, we may claim to have some success in Chiangmai, where art students and young artists have been taken part in the festival. However, we need to look into the past to learn from our experiences, in order to find new strategies to encourage more practice in Action Art. 

We expected that this year is going to be the end of one-time-a-year festival. We would like to spend 2-3 months after Asiatopia this year looking back to our past success and failure, it’s effectiveneness to the art circle in Thailand and the region. We also would like to develop our future, from our assessment of the past experiences. On one hand we would like to establish an experimental center with open workshops, lectures and performance events. On another hand strengthening our international network, and begin to collaborate with each other into creating an “art action”. 

For the regional development, since our past 5 years, we have been connecting with artists in the region, especially in S.E. Asia,  collected many articles written about performance art in this region. We have been actively working with performance artists in Indonesia, Philippines, Singapore and also Vietnam. This may be a time for us to pull together our resources, and begin to build a future together as a regional network, building up resource center, organizing regional exchange. 

Asiatopia 6/2004, will allow us to begin with Iwan Wijono and Mideo Cruz who will help open up the door for regional study and exchange. 

Objectives:

1. To create a transition from one event per year to an on going project base on quarterly artists exchange programs.

2. To develop an annual publication based on activities and exchange.

3. To strengthen artists network in the region.

4. To develop international institutional exchange and cross regional exchange.

Critical Research;

Looking back to Asiatopia 1998-2004.

Asiatopia is not only plan to organize as just an art festival, but we aim to promote and introduce performance art  in both practices and principle. However, we use the festival to introduce the practical part of the art, hoping that later on we would be able to create art text for academic study. 

During the past 5 years, we have documented 145 individual performances, in video and still photos. We have received manuscripts of artists notes and writings, some kept in our collection some were published in our program book, which are valuable at the time. We also collected some notes and journals from several Thais and regional performers to international performance art festivals and conferences in Europe and America, where their works represented regional contents. 

These are valuable documents, which will allow us to look back, see ourselves and respond from the public. By using a team of researcher, art critique and art historian together with Asiatopia team members to re-examine the documents, organize them, analyst them, comment them and suggest for direction of the future. 

The result of this study will be publish in CD-Rom, then presented to a small group seminar of art community in Thailand to receive further comments and suggestions. Moreover the document will be presented at the regional seminar. Further publication format for wider distribution will be the next step. 

Regional Seminar:

Performance Art in S.E Asia / The Movement and it’s Future 
One of the objectives of Asiatopia is to develop linkage between artists in S.E. Asia. The seminar aims to re-examine it’s role and directions into the future to create stronger community of performance art in S.E. Asia. 

Asiatopia, aims to be an outlet of the minority - performance art practice in Asia, to exchange with artists from other region. However, the festival has become a regional annual event, where many regional artists as well as artists from Europe and America feel connecting to. Every year since 1998, among participants of the festival 60 out of total 145 individuals are artists from S.E. Asia countries. Since 2002, the regional network idea was responded and began to seek ways to create an interactive program. This time seems the enthusiasm of regional community to create such activity can become more real, if the regional seminar can take place.

Brief Situation

S.E Asia is the region with cultural diversity, although, historically we share similar development and civilizations. We share the period of colonization by western powers in our most recent history. Let’s look at the brief recent historical fact of regional development.

In 1980s, when political wind in the region has changed. Indonesia’s faced with the declining power of the Suharto ruler regime. Avant-garde artists and groups joined the people’s movement in Jagarta, Yogjakarta and Bandung. While in the artistic fronts also fought for the rights to be recognize as a legitimate art practices. 

In the Philippines, linkage and influence from people’s political movement to the art community has been continued since 60s. Artists in the Philippines have been part of the intellectual wing, questioning and voicing against the value of religions and its ruling class. Throughout the recent artistic development in the Philippines, avant-garde movement played an important roles creating in country movement as well as linking the local art community to the international art world.

Singapore, Thailand, Malaysia, though, mostly stabilization of country politic, artistic community grow steadity, though, rather slowly in Thailand (until 90s). However, the returning home of Europe and America young western educated artists has helped open the window of the small alternative art practices to the global perspective. Many artists run spaces has started to take shape as alternative venue outside the official establishment. The program of these artists led spaces focuses on performances and popular media, with open critical contents. 

In Vietnam, the colourful period started a few years after the country unified. Vietnamese art became one of the important income and pride for the country. Young artists began to experiment with new media and practices. In mid-90s  first generation of Vietnamese performance artist, such as Tan Trung and Ly Houng Ly, began to accept invitation to perform in Europe. Though Loas and Cambodia, the contemporary art practice has just begun, after a long period of war and reconciliation. 

Format:

The seminar aims to open dialogue and understand overall situation of the region. Artists represented each country is given time to share documentations and situation about their countries, as well as the way they response to their needs. At the end we wish to know how Asiatopia format can be useful to their own situation, or if they feel that there is other kind of activities they would like to suggest? 

Participants of the seminar:

Numbers:
25-30 people with few additional observers.

Country representing, includes; Indonesia, The Philippines, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos PDR., Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand and China and Hong Kong as neighbors which linkage to the region by history and culture.
