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Beyond nostalgia, there are
other feelings triggered

By Andre Lee

MSAC is honor to present a major solo exhibition, Yee I-Iann: Fluid World, by
the international Malaysian artist Yee I-Lann in Taiwan. I-Lann was born in
1971 at Sabah, Malaysia. Her father is Chinese-Kadazan and her mother is New
Zcalander. She inherits her parent’s blended legacy and pursues the education
from Malaysia and South Australia. Her mixed culture background results her

works always related to identty exploration.

I Lann has spoken of her works via pop culture, city landscape, and daily
life. She explores the dialogue between traditional culture and new media via
photograph, film, and installation, creating a beautiful visual graphic with
infinite nostalgia and a sense of humor to interpret complex culture in the
Southeast Asian archipelago. Her works express a unique feminine angle which

responds the region history that has long been dominated by male.

Observing I-Lann’s works, viewers can feel an aura of poetry and retrospection.
Besides that, the works are involving with her profound concerns for
interwoven culture of her motherland. For less than a century ago, the world of
its denizens and traffic of its cultures weaved a different pattern of migration
and mobility. From Horigon, Sulu Stories, Kinabaln, to the Orang Besar Series,
I-Lann’s creation includes both horizontal and vertical dimension of the body
of research which has already annotated the fluid and interwoven culture in the

Southeast Asian archipelago.

I-Lann explores cultural identity through her creation which makes us to
rethink the issue of race, class, sexuality, and culture difference. T believe it is
much more meaningful for our Taiwanese who are sharing similar island and

colonized culture with this Malaysian artist.
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High Seas of Resistance

Ity Simon Soon

Malaysian artist Yee I-Lann has spoken of her work as a means of probing
i interpreting her myriad fields of interest. These threads of inquiry range
o the impact of political structures, collective and individual experience, the
cultural nesus of the Southeast Asian archipelago’s seas, as well as Malaysia’s
cotmmunal memory. In Fluid World I-Tann explores the interwoven concerns
wonnd notions of historical trade, social hierarchy, piracy and resistance in
licr Tirest hody of work the Orang Besar serves. This theatre of Southeast Asia is
the ser againse the backdrop of her eatlier practice in the Kinabalu series and

Moy Installation that examines particular and hybrid notions of culture.

I Fann’s practice articulates a long realised conclusion that solely addressing the
cultural mike up of the specific nation-states of Southeast Asia is an untenable
lene for reaching into the socio-historical psyche of the region. This may have
femmed from the marginality and constructedness of modern Malaysia and
dpipore. Butteted by larger countries with a seemingly much more confident
veertion of their national and historical identities, Malaysia and Singapore seem
newlyminted. Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines, Vietnam, all have a sense
ol histoncal destiny that has been more successfully moulded into a language

ol marional aspiration. Whereas, the multi-cultural realities of a federated

Malaysia and the Chinese immigrant community that makes up the majority
of Singapore germinated a pocket stream of awareness that its immediate
borders are never as fixed or as certain as we imagine them to be. For less than
a century ago, the wortld of its denizens and the traffic of its cultures, like the
buffaloes that wade across the dark waters in 4 Rousing Account of Migration in

the Language of the Sea, weaved a different pattern of migration and mobility.

Therefore one of the most important statements made in her recent works is a
cartographical exercise. In her piece Fiuid World, the erased land mass creates
a relief that places the sea at the center of its narrative. Instead of thinking of
oceans as dividing bodies of water, they are seen as conduits of traffic. The
wortld of the Orang Besar is not found on dry land but on the waterways that
brought different cultures, ideas and economies into contact. The Orang Besar
series first presented in her 2010 Kuala Lumpur, solo show Boogeyman, can
be seen as a culmination of the artist’s long-held fascination with the socio-
political history of Southeast Asia, its shifting borders, maritime traffic, shared
heritage and political structures. But like the dark grey clouds that loom across
the seascapes where much of her acrobatic seafarers are set in, the series mark
a turn towards a darker and more ominous natrative compared to Yee I-lann’s

previous digital photographs.

The term ‘boogeyman’ describes a mythical monster in popular imagination,
a shapeless creature that jumps out of the closet at night to frighten little
children. One popular argument for the origin of the term associates it with
the ‘Bugis-Man’, a mercenary group of sea wartiors of Bugis ethnic origin who
roamed local seas raiding foreign trade ships during the early years of European

trade in Southeast Asia. The work Empire of Privateers and Their Glorious

<



entres illustrates their seafaring careers as privateers of the nobles or Orang
Besar. They were swords for hire so to speak, a resistance force available to

combat against European incursion and disruption of local trade network.

The Orang Besar series casts the modern democratic processes of a country in
light of its traditional power structure. The literal translation of ‘Orang Besar’
is ‘Big Person’, a common term dating back centuries and used throughout the
Southeast Asian archipelago to denote a person of elite socio-political-economic
standing in 2 community. I-Lann’s series illustrates the social structure of this
specific group, its body politic, and how it continues to be a major character
in the region’s political and economic nature in modern society. The Orang
Besar as the big person (also interchangeable with the term Orang Kaya or the
rich man) stood as the mediating agent between the apex (represented by the
Sultan) and the common man. The measure of his influence or power was not
an account of his worldly wealth, but by the number of persons dependent on
him. This control over a sizeable population gave him a prized labour force
through which he may realise various undertakings and sought a political base

or leverage against the competitive intrigues of the court.

This traditional system of measuring political power in terms of headcounts
flavors today’s democracy in the region. Looking at the unstable clusters of
human pyramid that narrates Kain Panjang with Parasitic Kepala, one draws
parallel between the huddled formation and the kind of volatile and shaky
alliances that spill over into today’s politics of patronage. The question of
patronage is something that reverberates strongly in Malaysian culture today
and I-Lann’s kitschy homage/satire of this culture plays out in the YB series,

tightly cropped photographs of flower brooches that are normally pinned

onto the shirt of important politicians who attend a particular event in the
capacity of a VIP. The florid and arabesque portraits of different plant lives
seem to suggest an organic representation of excesses. There is an element
of ostentation and camp in these photos when viewed in the context of how

patronage has continued to exist in Malaysian society.

But what makes the Orang Besar series a remarkable leap from the vocabulary
of Yee I-Lann’s previous exploration of digital photograph is her ability to
combine the former with batik. As a textile tradition commonly associated to
the region, the batik medium carries a potentially subaltern agency. Because
batik production is traditionally recognised as a women’s craft, this inscription
lends a female commentary that is able to throw into relief the negotiation of
power from an alternative vantage point. More importantly, this method of
storytelling draws upon the narrativity of batik, which is seldom acknowledged
or recognised. Popular assumption that visual pattern of the batik is solely
ornamental fails to acknowledge the coded vocabulary that batik carries.
Traditionally, each motif symbolises specific events in Javanese courtly life —
wat, birth, marriage, and death. Though we also find how in its modern usage,
such as the badminton racket became a motif to commemorate Malaysia’s

victory in the Thomas Cup, how batik documents our modernity.

It is also through the batik’s very materiality, its measurement of length that
I-Lann is able to rechart her horizon in sartorial terms. Curator Beverly Yong
identified, in an article for PhotoArtAsia magazine in 2008, the genesis of the
horizon to I-Lann’s Malaysiana series. In these works, the artist collected
studio portraits from the archive of a photo studio and arranged them

according to typologies that celebrated various rites of passages in Malaysia.
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Presented as the Malaysiana Installation in this exhibition, the cultural and
actl significance of studio photography as reflective of a particular period in
Malivsin popular history is reactivated as what I-Lann calls a ‘social billboard
ol ourselves”. This assembly of photographs overwhelms by sheer number and
ey It draws apart the curtain of nostalgia, inviting us to dwell on its
e tmted surface, the cloths of the sitters and the backdrops that provide
¢ collective bind. In this theatre of sentimentality and repetition, we also find
auselves speaking across the gulf of time to recover the ever present and
ity question about Malaysian identity. Moreover, the grid-like effect
ol herarrangement achieved a kind of uniformity in the way the backdrop,
the limoleum floor and the baseboard connect and unify all these different
Do portraies, transforming seemingly private moments, into a national
tirranve. This continuity weaves a horizontal connection among the individual

phictographs, absorbing and collapsing the particular into the universal.

I'1ann was then able to fully explore the concept of the horizon during her
wlency i South Australia, returning to produce the Horigon series, which
lomieles the Malaysian dream of the then popular slogan Vision 2020 of
former Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad against the vast expanse of the
Vitralian fandscape. This was followed by an alternative account to the
Filivsran and Vilipino narrative of their territories through the staging of Sulu
tepton’s socio-cultural drama in her sequel, Suly Stories. The Orang Besar series
ks ol from: her more recent development of the horizon beginning with
e Kenabatne series made in 2007, included in this exhibition. Mount Kinabalu,
the Tughest mounrain in Southeast Asia, stands as a fixture in the dramatically
g environment around it. In all three photographic works, which

comprise the series, the mountain looms over its subjects — a legendary female

deity (Huminodun), a family portrait (Anak Negeri) and a dystopic vision of the
Malaysian state (Kgpivosian). Each of these photographs form a horizon belr
that surrounds the mountain, offering in this instance a paralactic view of her
homeland as well as revising her previous notion of the horizon as an infinite
lateral spread.

This act of encircling, further developed in I-Lann’s use of batik in Orang
Besar, also indexes the body politics that come to play within her photographic
tableau. As an article of fashion, it wraps around the body enveloping the
wearer within its narrative. It seems that in this instance that the spatial
coordinates through which the horizon has been utilised in I-Lann’s practice is

atomised onto a level that is sartorally personal.

Yee I-Lann’s body of research, her photo media and photo mediated batik
present a “fluid” construct of the region through multiple strategies of visual
presentation layered with historical research and symbolism. ‘Fluid World’ in
turn presents a multi-textual interpretation marking the converging histories of
Southeast Asia as well as its sites of resistance and change. Mediated by shifting
time, identities and a need to reactivate forgotten histories I-Lann prompts
us to not only remember the past but the cyclical nature of humanity, social
constructs and the manipulation of power and control that continue to unfold

today.

© This is an abridged version of an essay that appeared in C-Arts Volume 16, 2010
which has been granted republishing rights by both the author and magazine.

Soon is currently completing 2 PhD in art history

the University of Sydney.

focuses on Southeast Asia modern CoNtempora
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Z{FEHE Tam Hong Lam EEAEZRIBES

Yee [-Lann in collaboration with Mr Tam Hong Lam
CEBRBIRERESE)

Through Rose-Coloured Glasses

2002

BRBAEEAREMER Collection of National Art Gallery, Malaysia
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(ERATM) REARSEN "SEEBEE ., ARMEIE
‘Malaysiana® 2011 installation, MSAC, Taipei
FSHKSBHARTE Dimensions Variable

2011

OHREBMFEBETIERH Tam Kwong Win 524 2 38
Many thanks to Pakard Photo Studio and Mr Tam Kwong Win
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The Orang Besar Series: Fluid World

FEENDRRE

Direct digital mimaki inkjet print with acid dye,
batik crackle Japanese Ai natural indigo dye on
100% silk twill

129.5 X 284 cm

2010
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(RKABRT - BEFEEEBIESE)
The Orang Besar Series: Empires of
Privateers and Their Glorious VVentures
BERRE

Direct digital mimaki inkjet print with
acid dye, batik chop Remazol Fast Salt
dyes on 100% silk twill

132 X 400 cm

2010



CRAMRT : LIBHRESEZ E4H)

The Orang Besar Series: Kain Panjang with Parasitic Kepala
#REDARE

Direct digital mimaki inkjet print with acid dye, batik
canting Remazol Fast Salt dyes on 100% silk twill

106.7 X 234 cm

2010
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The Orang Besar Series: Kain Panjang with Carnivorous Kepala
#REDARE

Direct digital mimaki inkjet print with acid dye, batik canting
Remazol Fast Salt dyes on 100% silk twill

106.7 X 234 cm

2010




(RABRI : LEEEREZENR)
The Orang Besar Series: Kain Panjang with Petulant Kepala

#BEDRRE

Direct digital mimaki inkjet print with acid dye, batik
canting Remazol Fast Salt dyes on 100% silk cwill

106.7 X 234 cm

2010
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The Orang Besar Series: A Rousing Account of
Migration in the 1angnage of the Sea

Eiusst ~ FEHEIEM

Digital C-type print

61 X 61 cm X 3 (triptych)

2010



(RAMRT - BARIRRIZEE)
The Orang Besar Series: The Great
Game of Congkak

Hlugd - S Ean
Digital C-type print
50 X 150 cm

2010







(KR AART  YB1-10)

The Orang Besar Series: YBT - 10
v - FLEEHSEE

Digital C-type prints

35 X 26 cm each

2010
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Yee I-Lann : Flud World ——  Kinabalu Series




{EBEEFR : Huminodun}
Kinabalu Series: Huminodun
B{iEH - FEH SRR

Digital C-type print

106 X 205 cm

2007



(RABEEFRT  BRZT)
Kinabalu Series: Anak Negeri
B - FEE SRR
Digital C-type print

106 * 205 cm

2007










(RBEERT : BEE)
Kinabalu Series: Kopivosian
U ~ i S
Digital C-type print

106 X 205 ¢m

2007
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- Sulu Stories: Awn Hambunk Sultan
£ Bl - ATE SR
< Digital C-type print
g 61 % 61 cm
2005










(EFBEMS - WHHX)
Salu Stories: High Noon

iUl - FEHEEE
Digital C-type print
61 X 61 em

2005
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Horizon: In the Palm of Putrajaya
BfirgaH  FIEHEEE

Digital C-type print

45.5 X 183 ecm







(EREED © EHRE)
Malaysiana: Hari Jadi
T - FEHERE
Digital C-type print

165 X 114 cm

2002




(FE2RATERR - R)
Malaysiana: Tempat Duduk
i - A EERg
Digital C-type print

165 X 114 em

2002
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Il Malaysiana: Member - Member
it - FEEERN

Digital C-type print

165 ¥ 114 ecm

2002
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(B3R TEEEAE ¢+ ERARIND
Malaysiana: Menun Kejayaan
B ~ FEHEHERK
Digital C-type print

165 X 114 cm

2002




(E2RERRS - BRMAHE)
Malaysiana: Bersatn Padu
g - MEHEIEE
Digital C-type print

165 X 114 cm

2002
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Yee |-Lann

1971 Born in Kota Kinabalu, Sabah, Malaysia

1992 BA, Visual Arts from the University of South Australia, Adelaide

1992-now  Also a production designer for feature films, she straddles the South China Sea
spending time between her hometown in Kota Kinabalu and Kuala Lumpur.

Solo Exhibitions

2011 “Yee I-Lann: Fluid World” , MSAC, Taipei, Taiwan
“Yee I-Lann: Fluid World” , The Contemporary Art Centre of South Australia,
Australia

2010 “Boogeyman” , Black Box, MAP, Kuala Lumpur

2008 “Sulu Stories” , Kathmandu Gallery, Bangkok

2007 “Kinabalu”, Greenaway Art Gallery, Adelaide, Australia

2003 “Hortizon” , Valentine Willie Fine Art, Kuala Lumpur

Group Exhibitions

2011  “Inner Voices” , 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa, Japan

2009 “RE_VIEW", National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
“4th Fukuoka Asian Art Triennale 2009 (FT4) Live and Let Live: Creators of
Tomorrow” , Fukuoka Asian Art Museum, Fukuoka
“Magnetic Power: ASEAN-Korea Contemporary Photography & Media Art
Exhibition” , Hanbyukwon Gallery, Seoul
“A New Wave of Responsive Images, Contemporary Malaysian Photography: Tokyo
Month of Photography” , Nikon Ginza Gallety, Tokyo
“Paradise is Flsewhere”, Tfa Gallery: Stuttgart & Berlin
“CUTO09: Figure (New Photography from Southeast Asia)” a touring show to
Valentine Willie Fine Art: Kuala Lumpur & Singapore

2007-08 “The Independence Project”, Galeri Petronas, Kuala Lumpur; Gertrude
Contemporary Art Spaces, Melbourne
“Out of the Mould” , Galeri Petronas, Kuala Lumpur

“New MNature” , Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, Palmerston North, New Zealand
“Thermocline of Art: New Asian Waves” , ZKM Museum of Contemporary Art,
Karlsruhe, Germany

“Selamat Datang Ke Malaysia”, Gallery 4A, Sydney; Valentine Willie Fine Art, Kuala
Lumpur

“Air Asia: Selected Works From The Nooderlicht Photofestival” , Langhans Gallery,
Prague

2006 “Belief: 1st Singapore Biennale 2006” Singapore
“Another Asia: Photographs from South and Southeast Asia” , Noorderlicht
Photofestival, Leewarden, Holland
“Contemporary Commonwealth” , National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
“Common Ground” , Sharjah Art Museum, United Arab Emirates

2005-06 “Art ConneXions” , a touring exhibition by the Goethe-Institute, Valentine Willie
Fine Art, Kuala Lumpur; Art Pavilion, Manila; Australian Center for Photography,
Sydney; RMIT Gallery, Melbourne; Museum Nasional Indonesia, Jakarta; Fine Art
Museum, Hanoi; Ifa Gallery, Stuttgart & Berlin

2004 “Malaysian Art NOW" | National Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur

2003 “Der Rest der Welt", Neuffer Am Park, Pirmasens
“Things We Believe 11", Pruss & Ochs Gallery, Berlin

2000 “Asia in Australia: Beyond Orientalism” , Global Arts Link, Queensland
“L'art dans le monde” , Paris-Musees, Paris

1999 “Beyond the Future: The Third Asia-Pacific Arts Triennial”, Queensland Art
Gallery, Brisbane

Special Projects & Other Activities

2009 “At the Top” Busj Khalifa Observation Deck, Dubai, permanent exhibition: 5-screen
multimedia installation commissioned by gsmprict®  in collaboration with Dain Said

2007 “Malaysiana” installation for “Malaysia Now” at Asia House, London

2002  “Matching Patterns” installation for opening exhibition of Singapore Esplanade
Entertainment Centre, Singapore
“Buy Me” installation at ARCO’ 02 — Asian Party (Global Game) 11, Cutting Edge
Pavilion ARCO" 02, Madrid

2001 “BUY by LabDNA" , The Substation, Singapore

1998  “Spacebar” installation by labDNA, NN Gallery, Kuala Lumpur
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