Prelude

In Visual Notes: Actions and Imaginings (2019-
2022), prep-room collaborator Johann Yamin
closely examines the work of modern and
contemporary artist Jimmy Ong, whose practice
interrogates the fluidity of gender, persona, and
identity. Archival materials from Ong are currently
situated in Radio Malaya: abridged conversations
about art in the form of photographs-Shoebox
series (Excerpt).
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It offers a glimpse into the artist’s life during the
1980s and 1990s, and is nestled amongst traces
of performance art pieces such as Amanda Heng’s
Let’s Chat (1996-Present) and Jose Tence Ruiz’s
Without It, | Am Invisible (1993). In this section of
the exhibition, intimate memories are made public
through physical and photographic documentation.
The body is a site of exploration, and the viewer, its
explorer.

revisiting the jimmy ong archives

The Body, An Ocean
by Johann Yamin

The Body, An Ocean emerges from a place of
affection. It is an acknowledgment of how both the
exhibition Radio Malaya: abridged conversations
about art (2017-Present) and Jimmy Ong’s artistic
practice have been formative to my own ways

of thinking around exhibitions, art making, and
research in my encounters with these bodies of
work across the years.

| follow these feelings of gratitude towards a
selection of video works | admire, all speaking to
Ong’s own predilection for narrative and biography
in his work, and more broadly the arrangements

of power that his practice articulates or engages
with. The four video works in this session consider
how bodies are choreographed to move across
times and spaces, borders and barriers, and the
contortions performed in the face of political
limitations. It thinks through the “orientations”

of bodies as a site of encounter, considering the
ways in which “bodies are gendered, sexualized,
and raced by how they extend into space,” as
described in Sara Ahmed’s Queer Phenomenology
(2003)." A pairing of Ong’s earlier experiments

in video, Umbilical (2012) and Melas (2012), are

mirrored with two more recent video works by a
separate set of artists: Lazarus (2023) by Kang
Seung Lee, and B.A.T.A.M (Bila Anda Tiba Akan
Menyesal) - When You Arrive You’ll Regret (2020) by
Tita Salina & Irwan Ahmett.

Fig. 1. Gallery view of Visual Notes: Actions and Imaginings (2021)
featuring Jimmy Ong, Umbilical (2012).
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Shot from within a body of water, Ong’s Umbilical
(2012, 3 min 52 sec) documents the movements of
the artist’s body as he dives into and circles a pool.
Sunlight dapples the surface of the pool floor, while
the artist bears long black hair, draped in a flowing
piece of fabric which tangles and slips away. Ong
embodies an androgynous figure of fluid gender,
with the video made when the artist embarked on
a series of projects in Yogyakarta, Java, Indonesia,
leading up towards his artistic collaborations with
transgender communities there in 2012.2 Umbilical
forms part of Ong’s early attempts to portray the
purification ritual of kungkum —a Kejawen spiritual
practice of meditation in water often performed in
Java. As a process video that was initially never
meant to be shown, Ong later portrayed the ritual
in a single-channel projection titled Kungkum for a

2013 exhibition, Elo Progo.® In Kungkum, mirrored
male and female figures submerge themselves in

a body of water, emerging on the other side as the
opposite gender. Umbilical depicts an in-between
stage of this aqueous ritual of transformation,
reimagined as what Ong describes as an “amniotic
gender renewal.”* While Umbilical is one of Ong’s
early experiments in video, the work may be seen
as a continuation of his established practice of
nude charcoal drawings since the 1980s—in both
forms of media, bodies extend sensuously across
fluid space as gendered and sexed. It speaks to
Ong’s position as one of the few openly queer
artists in 1980s Singapore, where Jimmy moved
through worlds of queer theatermakers and artists,
seeking to sustain an artistic practice in Singapore
and beyond.®

Melas (2012, 9 min 20 sec) is a video diaristic
account of Ong’s travels in Java, Indonesia,
drawing on the artist’s phone camera footage

and interviews. Holding an interest in the lingering
effects of historical myths in contemporary life,
Melas begins with the question of how Sita from
the ancient Hindu epic, the Ramayana, might have
relevance for contemporary women in Indonesia.
Ong previously explored the figure of Sita in a 2010
series of charcoal drawings titled Sitayana. Ong
here was interested in depicting the epic from the
feminine perspective of Sita: A woman variously
captured, rescued, spurned, exiled, and made a
mother.® With the Ramayana remaining popular in
South and Southeast Asia, Sita becomes a guiding
figure across two bodies of work as Ong begins
his explorations in Yogyakarta. Ong is eventually

Fig. 2. Jimmy Ong,
Melas (2012).

Still courtesy of the artist.

introduced to the confluence of the rivers Elo and
Progo, each said to embody the masculine and the
feminine respectively. Melas thus sets out Ong’s
explorations of myth, history, and gender in relation
to Java. By 2013, Ong set up his artist studio in
Yogyakarta, with his practice presently continuing
to be based between Singapore, Indonesia, and
Malaysia. Ong’s later drawings, installations,

and performance works after 2015 examine the
presence of British colonialist Stamford Raffles in
Java, locating entanglements between colonial
histories in Singapore and Indonesia.
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Fig. 3. Jimmy Ong, Blue/Green Swimming Pool (1989); Watercolour on paper.

Both Umbilical and Melas were presented as part rendered in swashes of blue and green, with the

of the various phases of the NUS Museum site of the swimming pool suggestive of historic
prep-room project, Visual Notes: Actions and cruising spaces for gay men in Singapore, water
Imaginings (2019-2022), which focused on Ong’s again a medium for the transformation and
sketches, charcoal drawings, photos, personal orientation for bodies, as with Umbilical (Fig. 3).
effects, and video experiments. Some of these Ong’s videos further augment the ideas around the
works continue to be on display in Radio Malaya, choreography and movement of bodies in the two
such as Ong’s watercolour studies Blue/Green video works from Kang Seung Lee and Tita Salina
Swimming Pool (1989): Here, pool water is & Irwan Ahmett.

Fig. 4. “Two dancers’ bodies
entwine in a choreographed
duet, dressing and
undressing in a pair of shirts
that have been stitched
together and crafted from
sambe, a traditional fabric
used in Korea for death
shrouds,” Kang Seung Lee,
Lazarus (2023).

Still courtesy of the artist.
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Lazarus (2023, 7 min 52 sec) by South Korean-born
and Los Angeles-based Kang Seung Lee amplifies
the narratives of queer artists whose lives were

lost during the AIDS epidemic, focusing on the
figures of Singaporean choreographer Goh Choo
San (1948-87) and Brazilian conceptual artist José
Leonilson (1957-93). Two dancers’ bodies entwine
in a choreographed duet, dressing and undressing
in a pair of shirts that have been stitched together
and crafted from sambe, a traditional fabric used

in Korea for death shrouds. The choreographed
duet in Lazarus is inspired by the seminal ballet
Unknown Territory (1986), choreographed by Goh
Choo San, whose innovative choreography had

led him to work with prestigious ballet companies
in Singapore and internationally. Meanwhile, the
stitched-together shirts worn by the dancers in
Lazarus reference José Leonilson’s final installation,
Lazaro (1993), which features two men’s cotton
shirts, stitched together at the waist to evoke

themes of grief and queer love. Lee’s interest

in Goh Choo San’s life and work brought him in
contact with Ong, who supported Lee’s research.’
Ong’s earlier work similarly bears traces of and
pays tribute to Goh Choo San—displayed in
Radio Malaya is a shoebox-sized container of
photographs and postcards shared by Ong with
the museum. Here, a photo taken by Ong in 1988
depicts a makeshift altar to Goh, who had passed
away in New York City a year earlier in 1987 from
an AIDS-related disease. The altar was set up in

Ong’s Dragon Court studio in Singapore by the
artist and his friends, placed where the altar for the
Kitchen God of Chinese folk religion would usually
be. As a group of young queer artists, this gesture
served to memorialise Goh as a queer leader
amidst the HIV/AIDS denialism of the 1980s.2 The
transnational connections and tributes to Goh
Choo San that Lazarus embodies thus speak to
the role of artists in preserving queer legacies in
collective memory.

Jakarta-based artist duo Tita Salina & Irwan
Ahmett’s B.A.T.A.M (Bila Anda Tiba Akan Menyesal)
- When You Arrive You’ll Regret (2020, 43 min 1
sec) is a sprawling video work that focuses on the
island of Batam in the Riau Archipelago, Indonesia,
seen as a site of complex negotiations for borders,
economies, and colonial legacies from prehistory
to present. The choice of Batam rather than
established cultural centres in Indonesia, such as

Fig. 5. “Framed picture in the kitchen (bow! of
cherry [sic])/ during exhibition, Dragon Court
(1987). On left corner is an altar for Goh Choo
San - First Singapore gay person who died

of aids.” from the photographic collection of
Jimmy Ong, donated to NUS Museum as
Shoebox series.

Yogyakarta, Bali, or Jakarta, stems from an oath
Ahmett made in 2018 —vowing never to re-enter
Singapore again unless through illegal means. The
duo’s interest in Batam thus also comes from its
close proximity to Singapore, allowing Ahmett to
attempt a water crossing over the country’s borders
without permission. The work mixes diverse visual
and narrative elements, combining documentary,
Google Maps Street Views, and personal stories,
with researcher Soh Kay Min having described
the duo’s practice as employing a “telemetric
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feeling” that combines the relay of remote data and
lived experience.® Singapore’s Marina Bay Sands
resort features as a landmark in the distant skyline
visible from Batam, while the artists consider how
histories of extraction persist in the region today.
From conjuring the image of colonialist Stamford
Raffles to considerations of race and ethnicity in
the region, the duo articulates the complexities of
modernity and development, alongside its effects
on the flows of people and capital throughout the
archipelago. They observe that “Malay culture

works as an agreement to carry out a balance of
control of resources and exchange of interests in
the archipelago,” perhaps offering a method for
re-situating and understanding Singapore within
the Malay World."® Placed in conversation with

Ong’s practice, as a Singaporean artist whose
collaborations and artistic explorations have
unfolded in Indonesia, Salina & Ahmett’s work
considers the complexity of boundaries and
distributions of power across Singapore, Indonesia,
and the region.

Together, these works enact a body of
connections—Ong’s work reverberates across
Radio Malaya, finding kin with the queer practices
of Ho Soon Yeen or the performance work of

Fig. 6. “The work mixes diverse
visual and narrative elements,
combining documentary,
Google Maps Street Views, and
personal stories,” Tita Salina &
Irwan Ahmett, B.A.TA.M (Bila
Anda Tiba Akan Menyesal) -
When You Arrive You'll Regret
(2020).

Still courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 7. Gallery view of Radio
Malaya: abridged conversations
about art, NUS Museum (2024).

Pictured:

(One from Left) Ho Soon Yeen,
Monkey £ Thinker (1992); Ink on
paper.

(Bottom Row, Left to Right,
Across) Jose Tence Ruiz,
Without It, | Am Invisible (1993);
Performance (documentation).

(Top Row, Right to Left) Jimmy
Ong, Blue/Green Swimming
Pool (1989); Watercolour on
paper.

Jose Tence Ruiz. Whether in connection to works
exploring the choreography of queer bodies," his
experiments across media, or through a mobile
practice that traverses borders, Ong’s work points
to a queering of boundaries, pasts, and futures.
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Artist Biographies

Jimmy Ong (b. 1964, Singapore) graduated

from the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts in
Philadelphia, USA in 1992, and is regarded as
one of the pre-eminent artists of his generation.
Since the 1980s, Ong has been recognised for his
monumental figurative charcoal works on paper.
His drawings often focus on traditional Confucian
philosophical themes like filial piety, ancestral
worship, his own complex familial relationships
and struggles with accepted gender identities and
roles (Chinatown Suite, ¢.1980-1990). In recent
years, he has started to explore historical political
figures and events, focusing on the colonial
history in Southeast Asia (Sitayana, 2010). He has
exhibited extensively locally and internationally.
His artworks are in the permanent collections of
NUS Museum and the National Gallery Singapore,
Deutsche Bank AG, amongst other private and
corporate collections. Ong currently works between
Yogyakarta and Singapore.

Kang Seung Lee is a multidisciplinary artist

who was born in South Korea and now lives

and works in Los Angeles. His work examines
identity, community, and collective memory, and
addresses the legacy of transnational queer
histories as they intersect with art history. Lee’s
work has been included in international exhibitions
such as the 60th Venice Biennale (2024); Made in
L.A. at Hammer Museum (2023); New Museum
Triennial (2021); and Gwangju Biennale (2021).
Recent solo exhibitions have been held at MASP,
Sao Paulo (2024), National Museum of Modern
and Contemporary Art, Seoul (2023-2024); and
Vincent Price Art Museum, Los Angeles (2023).
His work is in the collections of Hammer Museum,
Los Angeles; Los Angeles County Museum of Art,
Los Angeles; Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum,
New York; National Museum of Modern and
Contemporary Art, Seoul; Leeum Museum of Art,
Seoul; MASP, Sao Paulo; Getty Research Institute,
Los Angeles; RISD Museum, Providence; Cantor
Arts Center at Stanford University, Stanford; among
others.

Tita Salina (b. 1973, Palembang, Indonesia) &
Irwan Ahmett (b. 1975, West Java, Indonesia)

are a self-taught artist duo based in Jakarta,
Indonesia, whose practice is based on collecting
stories, staging public interventions, and delivering
narratives through performance and installation
works. Their practice is based on travelling and
working closely with communities in public spaces,
combining research with imagined histories to
question our relationships across micro and macro
environments and timelines. The development of
networks in art and activist circles has encouraged
their artistic practice to progress toward more
profound circumstances, speaking about injustice,
humanity, and ecology. Ahmett and Salina have
exhibited their works in international institutions
and biennales such as Bangkok Art Biennale, NTU
Centre of Contemporary Art Singapore, Ujazdowski
Castle Centre for Contemporary Art (Warsaw),
Kunsthal Charlottenborg (Copenhagen), Asian Art
Biennale, National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts
(Taichung), Biennale Jogja (Yogyakarta) and the
Singapore Biennale.

Writer Biography

Johann Yamin’s (he/they) current research

and writing focus on digital cultures from the
contexts of Singapore and its broader region of
Southeast Asia, with an emphasis on the materiality
of communication infrastructures and their
entanglements with colonial histories. He holds an
MA in Media Studies from The New School, New
York with a graduate minor in Transmedia & Digital
Storytelling, and a BSocSci in Communications
and New Media from the National University of
Singapore with undergraduate minors in Art History
and Film Production. As an art worker, he was a
2020 Rapid Response for a Better Digital Future
Fellow at Eyebeam for co-organising the online
project Pulau Something, a Curatorial & Research
Resident at the Singapore Art Museum in 2021,
and the recipient of a Rhizome Microgrant in 2023.
Johann was a Curatorial Intern with NUS Museum
in 2017-2018, and a part-time Curatorial Assistant
in 2019-2020.



The opinions expressed in this
essay are the author’s own
and do not reflect the views of
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About the series

Post-Script is a moving image and conversation
series that invites audiences to think of the archive
as a living, shifting space. Across three sessions,
it extends the inquires seeded in the Museum’s
ongoing exhibition, Radio Malaya: abridged
conversations about art and associated prep-room
projects.

The prep-room is a space for experimentation

where ideas are tested, archives are revisited, and
exhibition-making becomes an open, process-driven
dialogue. Many of these projects now find renewed
life in Radio Malaya, where traces of their research
continue to resonate beyond their conclusions.

Post-Script returns to these projects in a new form,
using the moving image as a medium to revisit

and reframe their themes. Each session is co-
programmed with past prep-room collaborators,
engaging with the central concerns of the original
research—from the fluidity of identity and the
movement of bodies across borders, to feminist
re-readings of the archive, to the remixing and
re-contextualisation of cultural memory.
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