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Notes to readers

The diverse cultures and wide 
geography represented in this anthology 
necessitate a measured approach to 
the inclusion of original languages. 
Wherever possible, original languages  
have been provided for the names of 
artists and less historically prominent 
figures, artistic movements, groups 
and societies, institutions and key 
terms. Romanisations follow Library of 
Congress recommendations, with some 
adjustments made for the preferred 
spelling of names. Original language 
has not been included for well-known 
political and royal figures, or for the most 
commonly known political movements 
or organisations.
  Non-English bibliographical sources 
have been ordered by surname and are 
accompanied by original languages in 
their traditional orders to assist scholars 
with future research. Given the number 
of languages across the volume, sources 
have been listed after individual essays 
to ensure greater readability. Archival 
sources are included in endnotes, but not 
in bibliographies, and formal interviews 
are noted in endnotes where relevant to 
the scholarship presented.  
  Life dates of figures are provided 
where known.
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1

Phoebe Scott, Yvonne Low, Sarena Abdullah and Stephen H Whiteman

From aestheticism at the Royal Photographic Society of Thailand in the 1950s, to 
the fraught negotiations and accommodations of artists in 1960s Indonesia, to the 
‘cheroot haze’ of Gangaw Village, Myanmar, in the 1980s, the ten essays in this book 
traverse diverse and at times surprising art-historical terrain. Captured prosaically—
and somewhat awkwardly—by the temporal, geographic and conceptual rubric of 
‘modern art of Southeast Asia’, the research collected here interrogates the boundaries 
of its field. Pressuring the concepts underlying ‘modern’, ‘art’, and ‘Southeast Asia’, 
the authors have mined archives for new subjects, and contested existing narratives 
through fresh interpretations and perspectives. Shaped by a range of methodologies, 
interests and objectives, the essays refine and develop existing research in modern art 
and architecture of Southeast Asia, often at the expense of time-worn assumptions 
and ideological binaries that are legacies of the Cold War (c. 1947–91).

This book is the product of a research collaboration organised by the 
University of Sydney’s Power Institute in partnership with the Institut Teknologi 
Bandung and National Gallery Singapore, and supported through the Getty 
Foundation’s Connecting Art Histories initiative.1 The year-long project brought 
together early-career scholars from or active in the region, including Australia,  
with a view to encouraging innovative and interrogative approaches, while building 
a regional network of emerging and senior scholars. Participants were funded to 
undertake archival and collection-based research, a particular methodological 
interest of the project. The chronological scope for the research was defined as  

Aligning New Histories of 
Southeast Asian Art

PP_AA_Book.indb   1 18/4/18   11:01 am



Ambitious Alignments

2

1945 to 1990, corresponding roughly to the beginnings of postwar decolonisation in 
much of Southeast Asia and ending at the opening of the decade widely associated 
with a shift in focus towards the globalised contemporary art world. Thus, the 
period covered by these essays brackets a section of modern history that is strongly 
characterised by struggles for independence and democracy amidst the broader 
geopolitical conflicts and ideological tensions of the Cold War.

As Ang Cheng Guan reminds us, the Cold War played a significant role 
in shaping political developments in Southeast Asia, particularly through the 
prolonged interventions on multiple fronts by foreign bodies and the formation 
of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) by the non-communist 
countries of Southeast Asia.2 Yet recent research has illustrated that this was not a 
simple one-way process of impact and response. Increasingly, previously untapped 
archival sources are revealing that, in the words of historian Albert Lau, ‘the 
region’s indigenous stakeholders were neither ardent fans nor docile pawns of the 
superpowers: they were astute players who saw the Cold War as offering them an 
opportune set of circumstances they could exploit to serve specific national goals’.3 
From a cultural perspective, a similar picture emerges, in which artists, architects, 
curators, institutions and other actors negotiated their work in dialogic, rather than 
polarised, terms.4 While feeling the weight of international ideologies and politics, 
Cold War culture in Southeast Asia was responsive to local concerns, including those, 
as Tony Day has described, ‘that antedated, outlasted, and never became entirely 
aligned with the ideologies of either bloc’.5 

The studies in this volume seek to advance these critiques of reductive 
paradigms around Cold War culture by illuminating the specific practices and 
experiences of actors in individual countries. In some cases this has yielded 
unexpected results, such as complicating or even contesting the perceived impact of 
American patronage on Southeast Asian art. For example, the politically motivated 
promotion of abstract expressionism through organs associated with the United 
States government is an aspect of Cold War culture that has profound implications for 
the study of art history.6 Roger Nelson’s attention to the cultural activity of the United 
States Information Service (USIS) in Cambodia, however, reveals that abstraction was 
rarely promoted there. USIS exhibitions tended towards pictorial representations 
of Cambodian people and local scenery, themes already current among Cambodian 
painters. Despite undertaking a USIS-sponsored sojourn in America, prominent 
Cambodian artist Nhek Dim (1934–1978), the focus of Nelson’s essay, continued to 
paint the same idyllic national landscapes and images of women upon his return. 
Other contexts of postcolonial nationalism reveal similar limitations to the impact of 
American patronage, particularly in Chomchon Fusinpaiboon’s study of Thai architect 
Prince Vodhyakara Varavarn (1900–1981).
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Other writers in the volume take issue with cultural binaries in the  
art histories of individual nations that reflect more or less direct translations of 
Cold War polarities. Wulan Dirgantoro recasts the post-1965 work of artists Abdul 
Djalil (A D) Pirous (b. 1932) and Srihadi Sudarsono (b. 1931) as responses to trauma, 
contesting the reading of the Bandung School’s abstraction in New Order Indonesia 
as depoliticised. Similarly, Eileen Legaspi-Ramirez uses her study of diasporic artist 
Lani Maestro (b. 1957) to look beyond comparative continuities that service the 
dominant narrative of social realism versus abstraction and conceptualism, arguing 
instead for an embedded subjectivity that reveals itself only as a result of an affective 
engagement with particular works. 

From a political perspective, the post–World War II period in Southeast Asia 
not only marks the intersection of decolonisation, nascent nationalism and Cold War 
ideologies, but also the rise of new regional and international relationships. While a 
significant amount of scholarship has been concerned with and organised around issues 
of postcolonialism, including the emergence of neo-colonial structures, the research 
uncovered by this volume’s authors suggests a richness of cultural development and 
exchange within these new intra-regional and international solidarities that offer 
alternatives to existing interpretive lenses. For instance, the 1955 Bandung Asian–
African Conference brought together the leaders of twenty-nine nations, many of them 
former colonial territories, in what is often understood as a ‘foundational moment of 
the early postcolonial era’.7 The aspiration towards non-alignment supported by several 
of the participating countries, including the host, Indonesia, was an attempt to evade 
a potentially neo-colonial dominance by either US or Soviet blocs.8 The art-historical 
impact of this political moment appears questionable, however. Among the essays in 
this volume, only Brigitta Isabella’s mentions the conference, focusing on a related 
exhibition that she addresses as part of a broader discussion of patronage and exchange 
in the arts pursued under Indonesia’s policy of non-alignment. Isabella cautions against 
a reductive understanding of how politicised exchanges impacted the practice, or even 
the political views, of individual artists. She notes the case of the Indonesian painter 
Affandi, who was at one time a political candidate for the Indonesian Communist Party 
(Partai Komunis Indonesia, or PKI) even as his work was seen to be linked to the US 
promotion of abstract expressionism—one of many political dualities that run counter 
to received arguments about Cold War allegiances. 

The post-independence era, in particular the 1950s, also holds a special 
significance as the time when ‘Southeast Asia’ was popularised as a term for the 
region, as both a political designation and a field of academic study.9 The geopolitical 
contours of Southeast Asia have not always been stable, however. The first political 
use of the term, in 1943, included the territory of what is now Sri Lanka and did not 
otherwise match the boundaries of the current ASEAN states.10 That this regional 
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articulation is of such recent vintage, and that it encompasses a geographical space 
of such immense linguistic, religious and political diversity, has led to the view that 
Southeast Asia is, in the words of Amitav Acharya, not a ‘natural region’ but an 
‘imagined and socially constructed community’.11

In the arts, exhibition-making has been a particularly potent force in the 
formation of these regional imaginaries. Regional exhibitions of Southeast Asian art 
emerged as early as the 1950s, and these developments were accelerated and formalised 
after the founding of ASEAN in 1967.12 For the original member states of ASEAN, 
initially reflecting only one facet of the Cold War divide, exhibitions were expressed as 
part of the aspiration ‘towards a moral community, unified by common values’.13 Since 
the 1960s, the ASEAN Committee on Culture and Information (COCI) has facilitated 
a steady stream of regional events, including exhibitions, workshops and publications, 
aiming to conceptualise a shared common ground—that the artists of the region show 
‘diversity’ of expression but ‘unity’ in their intentions.14 This emphasis on shared values 
and commonality reveals the political imaginary at work within this conception of the 
region’s modern art. However, despite the aspirations for a regional culture promoted 
by ASEAN, the linguistic, political and systemic divisions between the different states, 
as well as the overriding urgency of postcolonial nationalism, often resulted in modern 
art worlds that were more nationally divided than they were connected. 

In the 1990s, two landmark exhibitions grappled with these divisions by 
taking a comparative approach to the region’s national art histories: Modernity and 
Beyond at the Singapore Art Museum in 1996, and the Fukuoka Art Museum’s The 
Birth of Modern Art in Southeast Asia in 1997.15 The former was organised thematically, 
the latter on a nation-by-nation basis, but both were premised on the idea of 
meaningful regionality, even in the relative absence of direct connections between 
artists of different nations or a presumption of shared values. In the introduction 
to his catalogue for Modernity and Beyond, T K Sabapathy reflected provocatively 
that ‘art writing by Southeast Asians is developed along turfs circumscribed by 
national boundaries; rarely do writers venture into neighbouring terrain, and when 
they do, they do so furtively, sporadically, and skirt along the surface’.16 That same 
year, Sabapathy’s significant essay ‘Regionalist Perspectives in Southeast Asian Art 
Historiography’ also appeared in the catalogue of the Second Asia Pacific Triennial of 
Contemporary Art.17 In it, he reflected on a previous era where diversity, innovation 
and intra-regional connection in Southeast Asian art were overshadowed by the 
interpretive paradigm of Southeast Asia as an ‘Indianised’ region. Sabapathy 
drew parallels with the situation of modern Southeast Asian art, often similarly 
overshadowed by the vexed question of its debts to Western modernism, appealing 
instead for a sense of regional depth in which Eurocentric concepts of modernism 
would not be regarded as sovereign. 
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Part 1

Art for the Nation
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Roger Nelson

Nhek Dim ញឹក ឌឹម (1934–1978) was the most prominent visual ‘artist’ of the 
Cambodian post-independence period, and a close study of his portrayals of 
landscapes and women in their socio-political context reveals their relationship to 
notions of the ‘modern’ in ‘Cambodia’. Nhek Dim’s biography and many of his works 
have been ably assembled in previous publications,1 and, while largely unknown 
outside Cambodia, his work is canonical in the nation and among its diaspora.  
The purpose of this essay is thus not to provide a comprehensive overview of Nhek 
Dim, but rather to contribute a focused study of his work and his world. Particular 
attention is paid to the artist’s engagement with various ideological discourses of 
modernity in Cambodia, enacted in his representations of women and landscapes, 
and his participation in the cultural activities organised by the United States. In short, 
the artist and the artistic and socio-political contexts in which he worked are taken 
to be mutually illuminating. I will focus on certain historical episodes, as well as 
elements within the paintings, that have been hitherto overlooked or underexplored. 
In considering these events and aesthetic concerns, I emphasise the importance of 
transmedial intersections to our comprehension of Cambodian modern arts, and 
trace shifts in Khmer terminology to consider new conceptions of the figure of the 
artist at that time.

 The lyrics to the song Fragrant flowers along the Sangker River (Ramdual 
Dang Styng Sangkaer), written by author Kong Bunchhoeun គង្គ បុ៊នឈ�ឿន (1939–2016) 
and sung by the popular singer Sinn Sisamouth សីុន សីុសាមុត (1932–1976), are widely 

‘The Work the Nation 
Depends On’: 

Landscapes and Women in 
the Paintings of Nhek Dim
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understood to have been created in dialogue with Nhek Dim. These lines serve as an 
apt introduction to the central concerns in Nhek Dim’s work: 

Oh, artist, don’t bother to paint,
For in this world, there are no good women,
Except for those fragrant flowers along the Sangker River that I adore;
Even after hundreds of months, I still remember.

វចិិតតករឈ�ីយកំុបាច់គូរ�ី    
ឈៅក្ងុឈោកិយតសីល្អគ្មា នឈេ   
មានតតរដួំលដងស្ឹងសតងកែតដលខំុ្លួចឈសហ៍្  
ឈោះរយខួបតខក៏ឈៅចំាចង។

vicitrakar oey kum bac gur ai
nau knung lokiy sri l'a gman te
man tae ramdual dang styng sankae dael khnhum luac sneh
toah ray khuab khae ka' nau cam cang.2

Nhek Dim’s paintings share certain tropes with these lyrics: a love of the Cambodian 
landscape as the locus for nationalist discourses, a melancholic air of nostalgia and 
loss, and a complex and distanced attitude to women, generally tending towards 
objectification. The lyrics may at first appear simplistic in their sentimental 
evocation of the countryside; however, I believe that this longing for the rural 
is deceptively complex, deeply politically imbricated and especially significant 
in understanding Nhek Dim’s work. The ‘fragrant flowers’ that Sinn Sisamouth 
laments may be interpreted as a metaphor for the women of the rural province of 
Battambang through which the Sangker River flows. By the time of the song’s release 
in 1974, such women—like all else that the fertile countryside represents—were as 
a result of civil war largely inaccessible to residents of the capital city, Phnom Penh, 
Nhek Dim included. 

Nhek Dim was born into an affluent agricultural family in Prey Veng 
province in 1934 and his early schooling was reportedly disrupted by Japanese 
military incursion. In 1949 he entered the School of Cambodian Arts (École des arts 
cambodgiens) in Phnom Penh, where he was among the first generation of students 
to be taught techniques of drawing and painting from life, a mode of realism that 
was known as ‘modern painting’ (gamnur samay គំនូរសម័យ, or gamnur moel ghoen 
គំនូរឈមីលឈ�ីញ). Nhek Dim graduated in 1954 and commenced employment for the 
US Embassy in Phnom Penh. In 1957 the United States sponsored the artist for a 
six-month trip to the Philippines to train in printing and publishing techniques.3 In 
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1961, 1962 and 1963 Nhek Dim participated in the annual exhibitions of the United 
States Information Service (USIS) in Phnom Penh, and from 1963 to 1967 he studied 
animation at the US film studios of The Walt Disney Company, in California. Upon his 
return, Nhek Dim opened a gallery and confirmed his position as Cambodia’s ‘most 
famous’ artist.4 His paintings were widely used on record covers, in advertising and in 
diplomatic publications. Nhek Dim continued painting until the forced evacuation of 
Phnom Penh in 1975 and died in 1978 during the Khmer Rouge’s reign.5

The historical moment under consideration here encompasses the years 
following Cambodian national independence in 1953, taking in the Sangkum Reastr 
Niyum សង្គមរាតស្រនិយម (People’s Socialist Community, 1955–70) regime under Prince 
Norodom Sihanouk and the US-backed Khmer Republic military regime (1970–75) 
headed by General Lon Nol. Modern arts flourished during this era, especially 
under Sihanouk, who was a filmmaker and self-proclaimed ‘artist’ in his own right. 
However, almost all modern artistic production was halted with the advent of Pol 
Pot’s Khmer Rouge regime (1975–79), which sought to destroy all cultural artefacts of 
the preceding decades. 

Alongside the political shifts that Nhek Dim experienced, his life 
also parallels a significant moment in the arts in Cambodia, with key cultural 
developments taking place in the years leading up to and following independence. 
Modern Khmer-language novels soared in popularity after first appearing around 
1938; painting and drawing from life, which had been largely forbidden under French 
colonial rule, were introduced at the School of Cambodian Arts following the Japanese 
military occupation in 1945; the first Cambodian film was produced around 1958, with 
hundreds more made over the following decade and a half; and many modern dance 
and theatrical performances were choreographed by combining forms that were 
puran បុរាណ (traditional, classical, ancient) with messages that were topical and new.6 
As elsewhere in mid-twentieth-century Southeast Asia, modern Cambodia boasted a 
vibrant cultural scene combining artistically diverse and cosmopolitan engagements. 
Moreover, there was a fruitful cross-pollination between the visual arts and the 
various performing arts. The importance of these transmedia intersections has to date 
been under-researched. 

In twenty-first-century Cambodia, there is widespread nostalgia for this 
moment, popularly imagined as a ‘golden age’ before the devastation of war. Archives 
of film, music and architecture from the time have been established. Sharing a similar 
impulse, artist and collector (and successful businessperson) Lors Chinda ល័ស ចិន្្រ  
(b. 1966) searched the country in an effort to compile surviving works—and some 
images of lost works—by Nhek Dim.7 In 2001 Chinda reproduced these in a full-colour 
volume, together with a short biography. Copies were donated to the Royal University 
of Fine Arts (formerly the School of Cambodian Arts, renamed in 1965), ensuring 
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that new generations will know Nhek Dim’s work, albeit only in representation, as 
no national institution currently collects or exhibits Cambodian modern art. Already 
heavily mediated during his lifetime with the appearance of his paintings in films and 
advertisements and on record covers, Nhek Dim is still widely known in Cambodia 
through reproductions, and also today as a kind of digital spectre. 

Nhek Dim was undoubtedly the most prominent visual artist of his time, and 
although substantially more of his paintings survive than of his contemporaries, gaps 
and uncertainties remain in this history. During Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge regime, an 
estimated 80 per cent of artists and intellectuals were killed as part of mass violence 
that saw around two million Cambodians perish, approximating one-quarter of the 
nation’s population. The destruction of artworks and archives accompanied the 
devastation of human life.8 Sources on the 1960s were also tightly controlled under 
Sihanouk’s rule over the Sangkum Reastr Niyum.9

This loss of sources poses a particular methodological challenge for research 
on pre-1975 Cambodian arts and culture. It is with this in mind that I consider Nhek 
Dim’s paintings in various local contexts, looking also to contemporaneous sources 
and creations, including songs with which the artist was associated. Perhaps an 
attentiveness to intersections across media, while here born partly of necessity, may 
also prove enriching elsewhere: many histories of the Southeast Asian modern 
privilege intra-regional (rather than transmedial) comparisons, and the sense of 
regionality that emerges, while productive, is necessarily partial. Although the 
transmedial comparison that I argue for is here limited to a single locality, the method 
may also be adopted in transnational and transcultural comparative work—its 
potential reaches beyond the scope of this essay. 

‘Unprecedented Creative Dynamism’: 
On Modern Transmedial Intersections

In 1964 architect Vann Molyvann វណ្ណ មូ៉លីវណ្ណ (1926–2017) wrote of an ‘unprecedented 
creative dynamism in my country after a long period of decline’. He sensed this upon 
his return to Phnom Penh in 1956, after a decade of training in France.10 Essential to 
this ‘creative dynamism’ were the exchange and interplay between the various art 
forms: painters, dancers, filmmakers, musicians, architects and writers overlapped in 
personal, professional and creative contexts. Vann Molyvann embodies a transmedial 
polymathy common in Cambodia and throughout the region at that time. He studied 
both architecture and classical Khmer art history; his government positions ranged 
from state architect to Minister of Culture, responsible for transforming the School of 
Cambodian Arts into the Royal University of Fine Arts in 1965.11 
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