Art, Globalization and Cultural Displacement

Dictionary deynitions of iculturei clarify the Latin
and French origins of its meaning: ito tilli. To
fcultivatel is to: reyne, improve, train and educate.
To cultivate is to civilise. It is an
artiycial inducement and ultimately
an expression of power as one
force suppresses another.

In  Judeo-Christian mythic terms
culture and civilisation were
introduced as the result of the Fall.
In other words, Adam and Eveis transgressive will
to knowledge destroyed the timeless bliss of their
ignorance and thereby introduced recognition of
difference and the experience of time, pain and
death. The loss of oneness resulted in multiplicity
and oppositional, cross-cultural babbling.

iGlobal arti, or an art which seemingly homogenises
cultural multiplicities into an international look that
translates easily from one country to another,
may suggest the end of babbling, but also
conjures images of a kind of iIMacDonaldis arts,
digestible, consumable art, whose place of origin
and production is difycult to identify other than its
overriding Euro-Americanism. Its level of freshness
may well be guaranteed to be the same anywhere
on the planet and the ingredients may not vary,
whether you buy it in Moscow, Paris, Siem Reap,
Singapore, Mozambique, Shanghai or Melbourne.
However, ultimately one is left with a feeling of
emptiness and dissatisfaction.

LUTZ PRESSER

The suggestion is that somehow a more powerful,
invasive, foreign identity subsumes local cultural
identity. Seen in these terms Global art is perceived

Global art has helped to highlight the
maxim that you donit know what youéve
got till its gone.

as the harbinger of loss or sacriyce of once healthy
cultural difference for multicultural sameness. On
the other hand, perhaps that which has been
identiyed as being culturally local and endangered
may never previously have been identiyed as being
culturally signiycant. In other words, Global art has
helped to highlight the maxim that you donit know
what youive got till its gone. When visiting Vietnam
or Cambodia for example, one is struck by the lack
of recent culturally signiycant artifacts. Itis true that
Angkor Wat still stands as a reminder of a glorious
past, but what of the art and craft and its makers of
the last sixty years? Where are they? It seems war
and its aftermath demonstrate that the yrst thing to
go in the cleansing battle is culture and it is also
the last thing to return. However, other countries
from this region with long-term stability, such as
Singapore, demonstrate that perhaps they never
had any cultural identity in the yrst place. Their
ongoing willingness to reinvent themselves and
regularly eradicate their past and everything that
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came with it indicates an inability to identify what
one is, or what is culturally signiycant and should
be retained.

Corroborating this reading is the habit of young
men and women in Singapore and elsewhere in
the South East Asian region, to wear T-shirts and
sometimes other clothing carrying self-infantilising
motifs. Images of Lolita-like Betty Boop, baby
Disney characters, Garyeld, Calvin and Hobbes
and Tweety, to mention just a few examples, on
people in their late 20s to early 40s looks bizarre.
The syndrome of remaining a baby for as long
as possible may well be a cultural hangover
stemming from some regional attitude to the state
of childhood, but it could also be directly related
to emergence from a recent colonial past. The
colonising (mastersi treatment of the colonised
as ichildreni is well known, however, the impact
of the severing of their relationship in terms of
visual evidence has not been adequately explored.
The T-shirt images of self-infantilisation can be
interpreted as the desire to remain under the
control and guidance of an authority, whether it be
parental, governmental or the colonising big daddy
for as long as possible. These T-shirts suggest real
life and the decision-making that is part and parcel
of being an adult is just too difycult to cope with
and that retreating back to childhood by slipping
on protective clothing promises immunity from
everyday traumas and vicissitudes.

The motifs of the Australian clothing company
Mambo, for example, are in sharp contrast to
the above. Images of diagrammatic dogs farting,
humping human legs, snifyng other dogs or
womenis bottoms, or elaborate pictorial send-
ups of Jesus, the Virgin Mary and God may be
tasteless, but given their popularity with teenagers,

attest that wearing images that are embedded with
a message is meaningful for the wearer.

iWannabeismband iCopy cultureb are in themselves
harmless, as they indicate cultural immaturity and
the fervent desire to belong, but they also indicate
cultural dereliction and displacement. Copy culture
is still culture, but as a form of cultural displacement
is like ¢a pig that bleatsb.

The practice of Viethamese artists painting
knockoffs from Euro-American art history, for
example, may be a way of gaining the tourist
dollar, but the questions raised by the process and
the products these artists produce are interesting
and deserve further analysis. They are questions
which touch on current artistic debate focusing on
high/low art making, the postmodern practice of
appropriation, the lingering inpuence of colonial
and cultural imperialistic imprinting, and the
appropriateness of local versus global imaging.

In the West, copying from the imasters{ has always
been understood to be a legitimate form of acquiring
artistic knowledge and necessary to honing oneis
artistic skill, but these copies are produced from
magazine or catalogue reproductions, not by
perusing the original. Hence, vital indicators such
as true colour, texture, scale, etcetera, are left to
the copyist to interpret. Furthermore, producing
a hand-painted oil copy of what was originally a
mechanically produced silkscreen (I cite copies
of Warholis Marilyn Monroe series) introduces
another level of debate. It could be argued that
these artists have completely missed the point
and misunderstood Western painting. However,
if that is true of the Vietnamese, it is also true of
the Italian Renaissance artists in their reading
of the social role and artistic contribution of their
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ancient Greek and Roman counterparts. In fact,
without that misreading, there would have been
no Renaissance, let alone a reassessment of the
social standing of the artist and craftsman, the
reverberations of which can still be felt in the 21st
century.

If these works are dismissed
or trivialised because they
are based on the abuse of
printed media, then the last
yfty years of contemporary
art in Australia would also
have to be pushed away.
Both examples demonstrate
that out of a half-baked
understanding of a powerful
cultural model a paradigm
shift can be introduced with those who are
participating not necessarily being conscious of
their radicality. The ultimate originality and impact of
that shift on the cultural arena generally is yet to be
determined, meanwhile | suggest such examples
are legitimate ways of working and induce artistic
growth. The Vietnamese example appears to be
unique to Vietnam, as is Australian artistsi use of
magazine reproductions. Other countries may well
have done or do similar things, but the way these
activities have manifested from place to place
becomes a local issue. This is acculturation.

So-called Global art conjures an all-enveloping
grandness where the issues that artists are
grappling with have a iglobali message and speak
to a dglobalé audience beyond the local, regional
and national. The implication is that Global art
contains distillations of truths that do not exist in
any other form and implicit to this, given that the
world has never been as small as it is presently,

So-called Global
enveloping grandness where the issues
that artists are grappling with have a iglobalf
message and speak to a dglobali audience
beyond the local, regional and national.

could never have been previously expressed in
quite the same way. Current catch words such
as: multicultural, cultural exchange, national
and international cultural perspectives, cultural
dialogues, abet in fabricating the illusion of
migration, whether it be of people or ideas. Most
signiycantly these words suggest the eradication of

art conjures an all-

babbling because we are led to believe that which
is communicated is understood. Furthermore, it
is suggested that Global art is not art happening
on the margins of society. It comes from societyis
centre and promises to become the major voice
simply because it is representative of global
thinking. Global art also appears to be a reynement
of International art and not surprisingly, is tainted
with the same commercial spirit. Global art may
have resulted from increased mobility of people
generally, including artists, but the identiycation of
an art movement labeled iglobali smacks of money,
money, money, and not meaningful artwork.

Does Global art promise pre-lapsarian bliss?
Remember that one decoding of the biblical myth
highlightsits patriarchal basisandits marginalisation
and fear of the feminine. The patriarchs turned
Adam into the yrst birthing-male and Eve into a
repection of a repection. Adam and Eveis action
unsettled a steady-state of male bonding between
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Yahweh, his creature Adam, and the angels, which
once activated could not be deactivated. Once
Adam became Adam and Eve and realised that
the division of one into two introduces the potential
of inynite division, there was no going back.

Global art may have

artwork.

Ultimately this is a pubescent boyis vision of male
empowerment, where the fear of the other and
otherness is understood as feminine and inferior.
If this sounds familiar in terms of colonial and
post-colonial studiesf revelation that the dominant
culture always presumes itself to be male and the
colonised as feminine, childlike and inferior, you
are right. Is Global art then another trope leading
not to equality, eradication of inferiorities and
elimination of cultural marginality, but to the latest
re-empowerment of the Western patriarchate?

The earthly Eden was a Garden of delight, a yxed,
geographical point sited in the west, where the
sun sets. Paradise was/is not chaos. Paradise is
unchanging, a place where nothing ever happens.
The Garden needed tending not cultivating. The
Fall introduced not only civilisation and culture
but also change, constant change. Cultureis
perpetual morphing and pux is its most salient
feature, without it, it would not be culture. It would
follow then that Global art leads on the one hand

resulted
increased mobility of people generally,
including artists, but the identiycation of
an art movement labeled iglobali smacks of
money, money, money, and not meaningful

to wholeness, sexlessness, no racial, religious
differentiation, no centredness, no marginalisation,
in short, perfection. On the other hand there would
be nothing left to say, nothing left to cultivate.

Another possible reading
of Global art is that it
is really about cultural
displacement. The voices
clamoring for recognition
are expressing individual
visions of cultural sore points
needing attention. Thereby,
local cultural baggage is
unpacked and scrutinised
in a larger arena. Australian
Aboriginal art for example
was ignored for almost two hundred years of
white rule until, in the late 20th century, Aborigines
were encouraged by their colonisers to move from
painting in sand to painting on canvas. Something
traditional, perhaps something vital was lost, but
simultaneously a gateway was opened which has
led to contemporary Aboriginal painting being
internationally recognised as highly original and
powerful abstraction. Furthermore, it is understood
that the works are embedded with complex layers
of meaning ranging from aerial mapping of speciyc
geographic tribal lands, to sexual, mythical,
dreamtime stories, to political abstractions, to who
knows what. Such mystiycation has not deterred
major museums and private collectors from prizing
and praising these works.

from

In drawing attention to their cultural displacement
Aborigines not only addressed, but also overcame
their artwork being marginalised, romanticised and
demeaned by their colonisers. Racist detractors
may have equated the shift from sand to acrylic
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paint on canvas with a giant leap from the Stone
Age into the 20th century, thereby highlighting
the coloniseris view of where they had placed

indigenous Australians on the evolutionary
scale. Another view compares the Aboriginesf
success to childlike native innocents somehow
puking recognition on an international level, an
accident due to the worldis misreading of people
who cannot even live in a house. However, such
detractors had not taken into account and in fact
could not comprehend, how and why Aboriginal
painting was so readily embraced by the rest of
the world. The content embedded in Aboriginal
art is a cultural heritage thousands of years in the
making, one that has proven its resilience and
ability to withstand more than two hundred years of
suppression by white colonisers, who themselves
are culturally displaced and have found it difycult
to maintain their cultural roots.

It is noteworthy in terms of how nations see
themselves and are seen by others that Australia,
for example, describes itself as a imulticulturalo
and Singapore as a iGlobali nation. On the other
hand, the description (globali seems inappropriate
when thinking of the USA, to whom the appellation
iglobaliseri would seem apt. Tiny Singapore has
generously taken in the world, hopes for cultural
enlightenment and all that it has to offer, while
Australia struggles to ynd a cultural glue to bind its
motley collection of ethnicities.

It follows that the visual art produced by these three
nations repects the above situation. Contemporary
Australian work seems mixed and, except for
Aboriginal abstraction and a loose afyliation with
landscape painting traditions, is without speciyc
identiyable features. Singaporean work similarly
looks outward rather than being self-repexive

and self-searching in order to infuse work with
Singaporeness. Whereas the USA continues to dip
into a rich variety of localised cultural notions that
areinfused into and exported globally with American
products. If the look of Global art is determined by
the dialogue between Euro-Americanism and the
rest of the world | cannot wait to see what Universal
art looks like. Roll on babble-on.
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