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Bridging the gap: Art in Asia 1900–2000 
 

ALISON CARROL reflects on a  
30-year endeavour to bring more 
knowledge of the art of Asia to 
Australian audiences, and vice versa 

 
t was as a young Australia art museum 
curator, holidaying in Sri Lanka in the 
early 1980s, that I first saw the ‘cultural 

triangle’ of that country: Anuradhapura, 
Sigiriya and Polonnaruwa. Besides my 
interest in these marvellous cultural sites 
dating from the 4th century BC, my main 
thought was shock that after six years of 
studying art history in Australia and Italy 
(my main area of focus was 17th century 
Venice where I think I knew every picture 
painted) that I had never ever heard the 
names of these sites before. No in-depth 
study of course, but not even hearing their 
names in passing. Is it better anywhere 
else, either then or even now? 
 
This started a 30-year endeavour to bring 
more knowledge of the art of Asia to 
Australian audiences, and vice versa. My 
experience has always been that we have 
to find an entry point into a new cultural 
area for the audience, and for the 
Asia/Australia/Western nexus I 
concentrated on where the interaction in 
the visual arts had been—mostly the art of 
the last four centuries. 
 
This works even better with contemporary 
art, where the audience already shares the 
period of creation if not the cultural details 
of each piece. I curated an exhibition in 
1985 using the collection of the Art Gallery 
of South Australia, where I worked, called 
East and West, and traced paintings, 
prints, drawings, ceramics and sculpture 
which showed cultural influence from East 
to West and back again. 
 
It was a rich and rewarding exhibition 
(similar to a more recent one at the 
Victoria and Albert Museum in London), 
but in the process I also learnt of the 
paucity of information available on this art, 
especially of the 20

th
 century. (My next 

action, in 1990, was to start a program 
now at the University of Melbourne called 
the Asialink Arts program, which was 
about cultural exchange between  

 
contemporary 
artists and arts 
of Asia and 
Australia, but 
that is another 
story.) 
 
My Asialink 
work involved 
extensive travel 
throughout 
Asia, from 
Pakistan to 

Japan, China to Indonesia (19 countries in 
all) setting up programs, speaking about 
exchange, and generally seeing as much 
art of each place as I could. The art 
historian still lurked beneath. 
 
In these last 20 years many publications 
have appeared on the art of the recent 
past in Asia, especially nationally based 
ones, with Malaysia and Singapore taking 
an early lead, Apinan Poshyananda’s 
history of Thai art a key book, Jim 
Supangkat’s work in Indonesia always 
important as well as that of foreign 
scholars, and many publications from 
Japan, often led by the Japan 
Foundation’s Asia Centre. Gradually 
Korea and Taiwan added their stories, and 
more recently India and, of course, in very 
recent years China. 
 
However I still watched people grapple 
with the larger picture, not sure of how 
each national story tied in with those of 
their neighbours. I also watched how the 
increasing information available on 
contemporary art made this area so much 
more accessible than it had been. 
However, there remained a gulf between 
this new art, and what had made it so, and 
the arts of the traditional Asian past: what 
had happened in those intervening years 
of the 20th century. 
 
The period from around 1900 to 2000, 
besides being little known, especially on a 
broader level, is very important artistically. 
It has suffered however from ‘Asianists’ 
being uncomfortable with its 
international/non-Asian focus, and 
‘international’ art historians Continued page 19>> 
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Art in Asia 1900–2000 
<<From page 18 being 
uncomfortable with the 
Asian side of the 
equation. The latter just 
don’t know enough. I 
watched and waited for 
this gap to be filled. 
John Clark of the 
University of Sydney 
wrote an erudite book 
on the period, but not 

across the whole region, and not intended 
for a general audience. So over the past 
five years I have written a book on the 
subject (noted below) that I hope helps 
overcome the lack of information on the 
period and gives some structure from 
which to start making sense of it all. 
 
There is always an elephant in the room in 
this era. The 20th century is one of 
Western hegemony with Western 
influence at the core of much of the 
change in all aspects of Asian society, 
including art. There is a reaction for 
Westerners of ‘spotting the influence’ from 
the West in Asian art of this period and 
thinking is it ‘just derivative’. This would be 
true if Asian artists did little with what they 
saw in the West but so often they saw, 
adapted and synthesised what they saw 
from outside with local issues and forms, 
and created something new, wonderful 
and pertinent to their own culture.  
 
Western viewers might not know enough 
about the local practice informing each 
work and need to keep open minds on this 
major issue. An instance of the need to 
keep an open mind is Indonesian artist 
Lucia Hartini’s paintings of the 1990s. 
 
To a Western viewer they seem ‘surrealist’ 
and indeed Hartini knew European 
surrealist art, but she extended this 
through her Javanese acceptance of the 
magical being ‘real’ in a way alien to a 
European, and the line between what the 
West sees as separate, for her, melds, to 
give her work extra presence.  
 
And, of course, an issue that still needs 
vigilance in the West is knowledge of the 
importance of Asian art to the 
development of revolutionary Western 
practices over the last few hundred years. 
That Gauguin learnt so much from 
Borobodur (though he thought it was in 
Cambodia) is acknowledged by scholars, 

but still in the hearts of Western viewers 
he is seen as original in a way that for 
Lucia Hartini, at this moment, is still a 
struggle. 
 
Looking at the period of the 20th century 
across the region, these are some of the 
themes that emerge. The first is the 
challenge of the ideas from Europe on 
traditional practice at the turn of the 
century, especially in Japan. The 
conservatives wanted to preserve 
traditional culture and the revolutionaries 
were keen to introduce new ideas. This 
spread to China, and led to the interesting 

Pan Asia movement in 
Calcutta where Japanese 
and Indian arts leaders 
joined to press forward the 
idea of a united ‘Asian’ 
practice. 

 
The strength of new ideas 
reached its apex in the 

1920s and 1930s, especially in Japan, 
China, the Philippines and India, where 
strong schools of artists joined to take 
forward their ideas with great gusto. Tokyo 
was the centre in Japan, Shanghai in 
China, Manila in the Philippines and 
Calcutta in India. Young artists flocked to 
these places to join in the new ideas and 
the energy of the times is palpable in their 
work. 
 
The 1940s were dominated by war: World 
War 2 throughout the whole region, with 
the Japanese dominant, and ongoing 
struggles for supremacy in China between 
the Nationalists and Communists, seeping 
over the border into Vietnam. This 
experience is echoed in the art of the time, 
with various government-supported, and 
privately believed, propaganda works 
encouraged and exhibited. These images 
are often very strong emotionally and also 
wonderful social documents of the time. 
The end of the war encouraged 
independence movements through South 
and Southeast Asia, with artists very 
involved, particularly in the Philippines and 
Indonesia. 
 
This mid-century upheaval in China and 
Vietnam and the rise of propaganda art 
are often ignored by art historians, but the 
work is some of the most memorable of 
the century, and that surely attests to its 
power: imagine the art of recent times 
across the world without Continued page 20>> 

Lucia Hartini. Photo: 
Indonesia Famous 
People. 

Professor John Clark: 
wrote an erudite book. 

http://sydney.edu.au/arts/art_history_film/staff/jclark.shtml
http://indonesiafamous.blogspot.com/2007_02_01_archive.html
http://indonesiafamous.blogspot.com/2007_02_01_archive.html
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Art in Asia 1900–2000 

<<From page 19 the dominant image of Mao 
Zedong looming out. An instance of a very 
different mindset in Japan was the rise of 
exceptional conceptual art in the 1950s 
and 1960s, an isolated movement in the 
region. No other place was more than 
slightly interested in such work, with 
painting remaining dominant elsewhere.  

 
For the only time in the century abstract 
painting took hold in the 1960s, 
encouraged by postwar internationalist 
pressures. This was in contrast to the 
focus on people as the subject for most of 
the rest of the century.  
 
The last theme chronologically was the 
dominance of socially critical paintings and 
installations in the 1990s, across the 
region. 
 
Two other issues should be noted: first, 
that specific centres rose to create periods 
of high creative activity, which then 
subsided—Calcutta at the turn of the 
century as noted above, in Bali in the 
1930s and in Colombo in the 1940s. 
Second, the successful returns, at times of 
crisis, to reappraise and interpret local 
traditions. Underlying the ‘new’ was a 
tradition, known to all the practitioners of 
the region, that was possible to use when 
the need arose. 
 

Alison Carroll was Founding 
Director of Asialink Arts for 20 
years until stepping down from 
the role in June 2010 and is 
the author of The revolutionary 

century: art in Asia 1900–2000 
(Palgrave Macmillan Australia) 
2010.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ANU to host  
AMUNC  
conference  
 
One of the most renowned and prestigious 
model UN conferences for university 

students in the world, 
the Asia–Pacific Model 
United Nations 
Conference, or AMUNC, 
will be held this year in 
Canberra in July. 
 
The conference—from 9 

to 15 July—will bringing together at The 
Australian National University (ANU) over 
600 of the brightest minds from the Asia–
Pacific region and beyond to grapple with 
the intricacies of international law, 
economics, security, human rights and 
culture in a week of intense debate. 
 
It is the first time that AMUNC has been 
held in Canberra. Now in its 17th year, 
AMUNC has developed a reputation as 
one of the premier events in the region for 
aspiring young leaders. The conference 
will simulate 25 bodies of the United 
Nations simulated and cost about 
$200 000 to run. An organising team of 30 
students is volunteering their skills free.  
 
For a week, delegates will be placed in the 
shoes of national leaders, international 
journalists, judges, NGOs and much, 
much more. The simulations will include a 
Security Council, Human Rights Council, 
UNESCO, COP-16 and UN General 
Assemblies 1–4 (Disarmament, 
Economics, Cultural and Decolonisation). 
There will also be an international press 
gallery, NGO program and, for the time 
first ever, an intelligence committee. 
 
The High Court of Australia will also host 
simulations of the UN legal institutions, 
including the International Court of Justice, 
the International Criminal Court, the Sixth 
General Assembly (Legal) and the 
International Law Commission. 
 
Further information is available on then 
conference website.  

 

http://www.alisoncarroll.net/
http://www.asialink.unimelb.edu.au/our_work/arts
http://www.alisoncarroll.net/revolutionary-century
http://www.alisoncarroll.net/revolutionary-century
http://www.amunc.net/

