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Introduction
Esplanade – Theatres on the Bay’s Visual Arts programming in 
2022 continues to support artists from Singapore and the region 
by creating space for them to develop their practices and research 
interests through commissions for new work.

This guide is the first of a new series of printed collaterals 
featuring short essays, artist interviews and detailed installation 
views of the various exhibitions. Conceived as a companion to the 
exhibitions, this publication endeavours to extend engagement with 
the exhibitions, lending insight into the works, the artists and their 
creative processes.

At Jendela (Visual Arts Space), Han Sai Por explores 
the importance of microorganisms to natural ecosystems in 
Microorganisms Landscape. This immersive installation reflects 
on man's relationship with nature and the need to protect the rich 
legacies embodied within the tropics. In the Esplanade Tunnel, 
Boedi Widjaja expands upon his preoccupation with the world of the 
Chinese fiction genre, wuxia, through Jin Yong’s novel 《侠客行》 (Xia 
Ke Xing, Ode to Gallantry). Centred on a system of architectonic-
numerical script devised by Widjaja, Kang Ouw 《侠客行》 unfolds 
through banners, videos, sound and drawings that encodes the 
artist’s multicultural imagination. With a practice that intersects 
artmaking and archaeology, d3ar succ3ss0r by Fazleen Karlan at the 
Community Wall excavates debris of our present accumulated in 
stratigraphic layers over time, and posits a speculative examination 
of remnants from today by individuals from the future. 

In each exhibition, the artists present newly commissioned, 
site-specific works, with each delving into long-term research 
interests or engagements with form and medium. We hope you will 
enjoy experiencing the Visual Arts exhibitions around Esplanade and 
the perspectives put forth by the works that critically engage with 
present-day realities.
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Microorganisms Landscape
There are stories hidden within a forest, secrets which unfold to 
those who care to listen. For Han Sai Por, one of Asia’s most prolific 
and celebrated sculptors, the forest has been a lifelong source of 
inspiration. Of particular interest to her is the tropical rainforest 
and how it contributes to Southeast Asia’s distinctive landscape. 
Throughout her decades of practice, she has endeavoured to reveal 
her contemplations on the spirit of the forest and bring it to life 
through her work.

The conversation surrounding environmental degradation 
has gained greater urgency in recent decades. Forests are hosts 
to significant biological diversity ranging from flora and fauna to 
a plethora of microorganisms. With deforestation, the negative 
impact of globalisation and economic development, diverse species 
and populations found in these natural ecosystems have come 
under threat. Han has engaged with the research and conversation 
surrounding the impact of human activity on nature and expresses 
her concern through an approach that is meditative and humanistic 
in tone. Art becomes a channel through which changes in 
perspective or tangible action could be effected. Her abiding interest 
in the forest as subject matter has found varied expressions over the 
years, a nod as well to the constantly evolving conversation around 
the decimation and protection of these ecosystems.

Nature is an equal partner in the writing of Han’s story of 
man’s relationship with our natural environment. In an interview in 
2018, Han shared emphatically that she wanted to “give voice to 
the forest.”1 Her practice is birthed from a deep understanding of 
nature and interest in the constantly evolving dynamic between 
man and nature. She often relates how her experiences of walking in 
forests and experiencing nature continually inform her practice. The 
materials she works with include those formed naturally over time 
like clay and stone, and found materials like tree bark, fallen leaves 
and branches. 

1 Han Sai Por, “On artistic creative process and personal life experiences,” interview 
by Chow Yian Ping, Oral History Project, 20 August 2018, transcribed by Eunice 
Goh, translated by Teo Han Wue and Khim Ong, p. 5.
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This empathy with nature and awareness of its vitality are 
evident in Han’s practice. T.K. Sabapathy observed that “Many of 
us lead lives in which experience of and connections with nature 
are remote... In such circumstances, Sai Por’s disclosure may well 
sound like a voice that is emerging from some other sphere or 
world.”2 In 2011, the exhibition Black Forest at Jendela (Visual Arts 
Space) presented an installation that featured blackened stumps of 
wood nestled in a bed of charcoal. The “blackness” of the work was 
a commentary on man’s mistreatment of the forest, and yet in the 
midst of destruction laid hints of life. In a similar vein, the forest in 
Microorganisms Landscape is not a defeated one.

Microorganisms Landscape was borne out of a curiosity 
with microscopic organisms and the pivotal roles they play in 
various ecosystems. As a testimony to Han’s creative prowess, 
the installation features a prodigious variety of motifs and 
experimentations with new working processes. The main characters 
in the installation is the Microorganism series of sculptures made 

2 Sabapathy, T.K., “Thoughts on Carving Stone,” in Han Sai Por: Modern Sculpture 
(Singapore: Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts, 2013), p. 8.

Detail of Microorganisms Landscape, Han Sai Por, 2022.
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of clay fired at high temperatures to achieve an almost-black 
appearance, and inspired by microbes like fungi and bacteria. Han 
found her usual working processes upended when the coronavirus 
pandemic hit in 2020. With the onset of global travel restrictions, 
she began exploring new ideas and turning to different modes of 
working that were possible at her studio at Goodman Arts Centre. 
She began building sculptures out of clay, exploring abstract forms 
which convey the diversity of microorganisms that exist in nature. 
The sculptures in this installation are symbolic of life that continues 
to thrive in the midst of a decaying forest.

Some sculptures have forms reminiscent of her iconic seed 
and pod sculptures; while others bear resemblances to coral, flowers 
and more. Han pays tribute to microorganisms—and by association 
nonhuman species which are oft-overlooked or ignored—by 
bestowing them with a larger-than-life presence in the exhibition. 
The application of brightly coloured powder pigments on selected 
sculptures is a process that Han explored during her residency at the 
Singapore Tyler Print Institute (STPI) in 2013. The injection of colour 
is a gesture that alludes to the life that is immanent in nature, even 
in the face of death.

At the entrance to the installation is the Flying Leaves series 
(2022) made of pulp and acrylic on canvas. Paper pulp has regularly 
appeared in Han’s recent works and is a material she experimented 
with during her stint at STPI. Here she affixes pulp to canvases and 
moulds it to achieve fluid, abstract forms reminiscent of those found 
in nature. Floating above the sculptures is a blanket of paper pulp 
works reminiscent of falling leaves. The shadows of their dancing 
forms further animate the installation and the space they sit within. 
Surrounding the works are branches, bark and leaves gathered from 
around Singapore which are incorporated in the installation to realise 
Han’s vision of a forest teeming with both life and decay.

Microorganisms Landscape is Han’s latest outing in an 
ongoing endeavour to unveil the enduring spirit and vivifying 
lifeforce of nature through a consistent and distinctive visual 
language. Her work continues to give voice to the stories she has 
uncovered in her observation of these landscapes which continues 
to inspire her.
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Detail of Microorganisms Landscape, Han Sai Por, 2022.

Installation view of Microorganisms Landscape, Han Sai Por, 2022.
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On this page and 
the following pages:
details of 
Microorganisms 
Landscape, 
Han Sai Por, 
2022.
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Reflections by the Artist
Most of my artworks are influenced by the environment I live in, 
especially tropical rainforests that teem with vegetation and wildlife 
and contribute to the distinctive landscape in Southeast Asia. I 
enjoy discovering things in the forest—the vibrant forms, shapes, 
textures and colours are imprinted in my memory and stimulate 
my imagination.

I consider myself to be a logical person. As a sculptor handling 
many outdoor public works, I have to deal with weight, gravity, 
soil and weather conditions. I must ensure my sculptures are able 
to stand safely, taking into consideration logical and practical 
applications when choosing materials and developing the structural 
framework of the sculptures.

I have spent time in scientific research and study to better 
understand how human activities impact the natural environment 
and ecosystems. I try to convey the message of conservation 
through my art. The artistic imagination is important but cannot be 
rational when facing the reality of the situation. This is the visual 
language I try to express in my installation art. I hope to shed some 
light on my feelings towards the natural environment.
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Microorganisms Landscape draws attention to living things 
hidden beneath the shrouded forest ground. The curved dark passage 
is covered with dead leaves, decayed barks and dead branches. There 
is a variety of microorganisms in different shapes nestled within. In 
the dark, the installation takes on a riot of colors, light and shade—
full of the mystery of life. Handmade paper objects floating mid-air 
cut through the silent atmosphere.
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Kang Ouw 《侠客行》
Throughout the multifarious practice of Boedi Widjaja, long-running 
projects frequently intersect through the artist’s constantly evolving, 
layered and astute examinations of language, cultural identity, 
home, diaspora and longing, often informed by his autobiographical 
immigrant experiences. This childhood that witnessed Widjaja’s 
move from his hometown in Solo, Indonesia to Singapore at the age 
of nine continues to inform and shape his understanding of cultural 
hybridity and invention. Moreover, his initial encounter of life in 
Singapore speaking only Bahasa Indonesia and a Javanese dialect 
continues to be one of many contributing factors that have moulded 
his current perspectives on language: as a complicated material, 
which evolves and intertwines with the contours of people, time 
and place.

Examined in the context of his exhibition at the Esplanade 
Tunnel, Widjaja’s indelible connections with language are perhaps 
best explored by zeroing in on the exhibition’s two-part title. A 
transliteration from the Chinese Hokkien dialect into Bahasa 
Indonesia and spelt in Dutch phonology, kang ouw literally means 
“rivers and lakes” or jianghu (江湖) in Mandarin. In wuxia films and 
novels, jianghu refers to an impermanent and imagined space set in 
dynastic China for the wandering swordsmen, with plots frequently 
viewed as running parallel to or tangentially with society. Gaining 

Installation view of Kang Ouw 《侠客行》, Boedi Widjaja, 2022.
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popularity in the 1960s, wuxia films and their fantastical action-
filled scenes with storylines driven by notions of justice circulated 
among overseas Chinese communities. They often produced 
alternative subjectivities of traditional Chinese culture by indulging 
the nostalgia of this diasporic community, fuelling their constructions 
of Chinese identity from the periphery. For Widjaja, the Kang Ouw 
series (2018 – ongoing) draw upon the memory of watching wuxia 
films as an adolescent to connect with his Chinese ethnicity. 
Deliberately choosing to title this series of works Kang Ouw rather 
than its Mandarin Chinese equivalent, he emphasises the significance 
of hybridity, translation and transliteration. In his practice, this 
movement of words and meaning entails creating circuits that run 
between language, script and other visual or aural forms to evoke 
visceral sensations backgrounded on Widjdja’s ever-evolving ways of 
artistic expression.

Proceeding to examine 《侠客行》 (Xia Ke Xing, Ode to 
Gallantry)—the second part of the exhibition title—this shift across 
languages and scripts encroaches into graphical forms, inspired by 
the climactic scene in the titular Chinese wuxia fiction by Jin Yong. 
This pivotal episode sees the novel’s main protagonist decode poems 
inscribed in a labyrinth of caves. Being illiterate, he saw the writings as 
images, responded to their graphical form and inadvertently attained 
mastery in the ultimate martial arts technique that eluded his 
lettered counterparts and predecessors. Evoking the indecipherable 
characters engraved in those caves, observed in two works—Kang 
Ouw, 侠客行 and Kang Ouw, Ninefold (both 2022)—are different 

Kang Ouw, 侠客行, Boedi Widjaja, 2022.
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configurations of an architectonic-numerical script that the artist 
devised. Emblazoned on suspended banners that alter our perception 
of the Tunnel space by enclosing upon the viewer, these cryptic 
pictorial forms encode Chinese characters through the language’s 
telegraphic code system. For example, in Kang Ouw, 侠客行, seven 
blue and red banners line the glass-tiled wall of the Esplanade Tunnel 
and systematically reference the four-digit Chinese telegraphic code 
assigned to the characters “侠”, “客” and “行” (0204, 1356 and 5887, 
respectively). Employing a similar methodology, the six blue and 
white banners on the concrete wall encode the eponymous poem 
by Tang Dynasty poet Li Bai that greatly influenced Jin Yong’s Ode to 
Gallantry. Consistent with Widjaja’s long-term fascination with the 
act of tracing, in these banners of Li Bai’s poem, the artistic gesture 
of transference moves beyond the conventions of the drawn image 
or written word to also includes other modes of transmission that 
adapt a source material in a variety of ways. Further building upon 
this, Widjaja also encoded Li Bai’s 《侠客行》 in the haunting sounds 
and reverberations of the gamelan that envelop the Esplanade 
Tunnel, furthering multisensorial encounters with its primary source.

In addition to the banners, in the exhibition Kang Ouw 《侠客行》, 
scenes and episodes from wuxia films are distilled and reproduced 
into drawings, a single-channel video, and a four-channel algorithmic 
generated video. While the xia (侠, knight-errant figures) are 
dislocated from the lawless and imagined space of the jianghu and 
organised into new forms, Widjaja’s conscious selection of particular 
scenes and episodes are also motivated by the narratives of their 

Kang Ouw, Ninefold, Boedi Widjaja, 2022.
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celluloid antecedents. For instance, the 99 nonidentical drawings in 
Kang Ouw, 残刀 (can dao, broken sword) (2022) and Tanpa Bayangan 
Mu (Shadowless) (2020) depict the titular character in the 1967 
wuxia film One-Armed Swordsman. Losing his arm in a moment 
of violence, the one-armed swordsman later went on to master an 
unorthodox sword technique from a half-torn manual and wielded 
a broken sword inherited from his late father. For Widjaja, repeated 

Detail of Kang Ouw, 残刀, Boedi Widjaja, 2022.

Tanpa Bayangan Mu (Shadowless), Boedi Widjaja, 2020.
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scenes from the film of the one-armed swordsman raising his sole 
arm before he struck represented a physical, transformative gesture 
that embodies the memory of rupture and absence. In Kang Ouw, 
残刀, these complex and layered emotional states are captured in 
the way the work is created and presented. Rendered in delicate red 
strokes on canvas, the stillness of the one-armed swordsman when 
presented linearly is unnerving. However, as the drawings rotate and 
cascade to fill the entire wall space, our attention is shifted from 
his frontal gaze and is recast into a spatial encounter. In 24 of 99 
drawings, the presence of language and translation recurs through 
Widjaja’s tracing of the poem Rivers and lakes/ Tanah dan air/ Land 
and water/ Sungai sejarah handwritten by his father and re-ordered 
in 24 permutations. 

Encircling back to the four-channel channel algorithmic 
generated video Kang Ouw, 江湖水土 (jianghu shuitu, rivers and lakes, 
water and land) (2022), Widjaja assembles and distorts film stills 
of figures, landscapes and texts from the critically acclaimed 1967 
wuxia film Dragon Inn and its 1992 remake New Dragon Gate Inn. 
Dislocated from the jianghu, Widjaja constructs an abstracted space 
in the Esplanade Tunnel for these wandering knight-errant figures 
and the peripheral surroundings that they inhabit. Projected as disk-
like or soft-edged moving vignettes, the figures, landscapes and 
texts selected by Widjaja lie suspended between voids of negative 
space and are further put out of place from their original contexts 
and departing from the source material. Experienced in its totality, 
Kang Ouw 《侠客行》 Widjaja embraces the gaps of the jianghu and the 
spirit of the knight-errant figure to produce this liminal space in the 
Esplanade Tunnel drawn from his own multicultural imagination.

Kang Ouw, 江湖水土, Boedi Widjaja, 2022.
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In Conversation with the Artist
LYNDA TAY (LT) The work at the Esplanade Tunnel draws largely 
upon a scene in the Chinese wuxia novel 《侠客行》 (Xia Ke Xing, Ode 
to Gallantry) by Jin Yong. While this story has since been adapted into 
several wuxia films and television series, your encounter with this 
episode was primarily through Jin Yong’s writing in Mandarin. In my 
search, to date, there is no published translation of the text, except 
for informal translations on the internet. Could you share how you 
came across this episode and elaborate on how your understanding/
translation of this episode in the story could be likened to the 
imaginary line that cuts across the languages that you know, and to a 
larger extent, your diasporic experience?

BOEDI WIDJAJA (BW) My initial impulse to draw reference from the 
story Ode to Gallantry came from an unexpected amnesia. 
Whenever I thought of Ode to Gallantry, I would see a still 
from the titular 1989 TV series starring Tony Leung Chiu-Wai 
and hear a narrator say the title, without knowing where or 
when I saw it. Having not watched the series, I was intrigued 
by the unlocated video memory and went to find out more. 
Similar to your online experience, I was not able to find much 
on Ode to Gallantry at first, but that changed when I started 
Googling in Chinese; the internet transformed dramatically 
into a kaleidoscopic resource. While I had been reluctant to 
read the novel due to my poor command of Chinese, however, 
my encounter with the language and cultural specificity 
that surrounded Ode to Gallantry on the internet changed 
my mind—I knew I had to read the text. In the climactic 
chapter in Jin Yong's Ode to Gallantry, the protagonist (who 
was amnesiac) wandered through crowded underground 
caves that had Li Bai’s poem, which shares the same Chinese 
title as the novel, engraved on the walls. The Tang dynasty 
poet’s ode to the gallantry of swordsmen held the secret to 
a supreme martial arts technique and had attracted many 
to come and study it. In a plot twist, the protagonist, in his 
illiteracy, “misread” the poem and mastered the technique. 
The gap between language and meaning in the story was 
fascinating to me. Not having a mother tongue as a result 
of my childhood migration to Singapore, I see the gap as 
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productive, a liminal space where “misreadings” happen to 
produce unexpected energy.

LT Lining both ends of the Esplanade Tunnel are two series of 
banners, Kang Ouw, 侠客行 and Kang Ouw, Ninefold (both 2022), 
that feature the architectonic-numerical script you developed for 
the exhibition in various configurations. What was the process of 
creating this script?

BW The process was diffused over several months as I did not 
set out to develop a script. I was fascinated by the Ninefold 
Seal Script prevalent during the Song Dynasty (960–1279), 
and its probable connection to the Square Kufic inscribed 
on the architectural monuments of the Mongol-ruled 
Ilkhanid period (1256–1335) in present-day Iran. I started 
to experiment with typographical forms referencing the 
Ninefold Seal Script and the three numeral systems that I 
know—the universal Arabic, my hometown’s hanacaraka 
(Javanese) and traditional Mandarin. For Kang Ouw, 侠客行 
and Kang Ouw, Ninefold, I focused on the Chinese numerals. 
There were several rounds of refinement, and two typefaces 
of dashes and dots emerged, respectively, which I then 
converted into digital fonts.

LT Using Chinese telegraphic code, the 13 banners of Kang 
Ouw, 侠客行 encode the characters “侠”, “客” and “行” and a poem by 
Tang dynasty poet Li Bai of the same title. In conceiving Kang Ouw, 
Ninefold, you adapted the dots and dashes characteristic of Morse 

Detail of Kang Ouw, Ninefold, Boedi Widjaja, 2022.
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code. These strands surface the notion of long-distance that undergird 
many of your works. While the script on the banners is indecipherable 
to the viewer (much like the cave engravings in Jin Yong's Ode to 
Gallantry), there remains this unstable relationship to modes of 
communication. Could you share your thoughts on this relationship 
between distance, communication and language in the context of this 
exploration of self-identity that underpins your practice?

BW The distance that my practice contemplates carries within 
it separation and longing, borne from personal and familial 
experiences. Analogous to my background, I decided that 
my art-making will seek out generative possibilities, and 
sense the networks—historical, cultural, biological and 
cosmological—from this gap.

Since the start of my practice, I have been researching 
language, particularly the hovering between words and 
images, sounds and meanings. This line of exploration cuts 
through several works such as Asemic Lines (2012), a word-
glyphic public transit artwork, where I took inspiration from 
multilingual Singapore to visualise a creole word-image 
form. I am also keen on working with scripts in expanded, 
intermedia frameworks enabled through collaborations. 
For example, geneticist Dr Eric Yap, currently Associate 
Professor at NTU Lee Kong Chian School of Medicine, was a 
key partner for In A Tree+++ (2019-ongoing). The work centres 
around a synthesised hybrid DNA which encoded the parallel 

Detail of Kang Ouw, 江湖水土, Boedi Widjaja, 2022.
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migration stories of my grandfather and mine. As for Path. 
9 ))) ) ) )) (2019), I had the honour of working with Chinese 
orchestra instrumentalist and composer Tong Wei Jie and 
Ng Wei Xuan, a dizi (Chinese flute) specialist to imagine a 
personal geological music score and to extend a surprise live 
performance for an audience across a river.

In Path. 12, River Origin (2021), the gaze extended 
to deep space and deep time. I performed for the camera 
with a muon tracker (muons are extra-terrestrial and 
invisible subatomic particles) in an act of “listening” to the 
cosmos to “recite” a Tang dynasty poem encoded in morse 
code. I see these projects, including Kang Ouw 《侠客行》, as 
explorations into an imaginary diasporic visual-sensory-
language, informed by the intercultural liminality of the 
migrant experience.

LT In Kang Ouw, 江湖水土 (jianghu shuitu, rivers and lakes, water 
and land) (2022) you assembled film stills of figures, landscapes 
and texts extracted from Dragon Inn (1967) and its 1992 remake 
New Dragon Gate Inn through a process of distortion and generated 
through an algorithm. Why did you choose film stills of the three 
aforementioned categories? Could you also elaborate on what 
fascinated you about these two films and your thoughts on the idea 
of the film remake in relation to tracing?

BW Jianghu or kang ouw (in Hokkien) refers to a realm where 
the swordsmen in wuxia stories roam and fight in the 
name of honour. It is a territory marked not by geographical 
lines but within the minds of its actors. Kang Ouw, 江湖水土 
explores the relationship between the invisible mindscape 
of kang ouw with its manifestation in wuxia films—a 
psychological, action-packed cinematic space concerning 
the adventures of itinerant martial arts warriors in ancient 
China. The four-channel generative video contemplates 
language specificity, non-specific geographies and 
transculturality of action and drama in the film genre by 
focusing on texts, landscapes and figures, respectively.

I chose to work with Dragon Inn because it is a classic 
King Hu film, and also, I am a fan of dramas set against the 
backdrop of political contestations. The spatial narratives 
in Dragon Inn and New Dragon Gate Inn (the inn’s interior 
that cuts into vast mountainous landscapes in the former, 
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and the inn’s windows that look out to an endless desert in 
the latter) encapsulates, for me, the dramatic, undulating 
psychological terrains of wuxia. Remaking a film, much 
like tracing, always references the original regardless of 
the degree of faithfulness in adapting the source. In a way, 
the film remake, or the act of tracing, reflects the desire to 
acknowledge the root but not be confined into its frame, 
mirroring how the Chinese diaspora reclaim their specific 
identities even as they look at their imaginary centre from 
outside, and from afar.

LT Returning to Kang Ouw, 江湖水土, the accompanying sound—
acquired from an open source library—is of a 100-year-old gamelan 
originally in the Surakarta Palace and later acquired by the now-
defunct Museum Nusantara in Delft, the Netherlands. The score 
cryptically encodes the eponymous poem by Li Bai through Chinese 
telegraphic code and Morse code and can be heard throughout the 
Esplanade Tunnel. Why did you decide to encode Li Bai’s poem into 
this work?

BW My practice approaches text, image and sound as enmeshed; 
sensorial elements are corporeally absorbed in a specific 
environmental context and refracted through our prismatic 
memories. As I was making the works for the Esplanade 
Tunnel, the decision to translate Li Bai’s poem into sound 
felt inevitable, akin to a somatic reaction. In Jin Yong’s Ode 
to Gallantry, the protagonist Shi Potian was illiterate. While 
other swordsmen were cognitively interpreting the cave wall 
text for martial arts secrets, Shi could only see lines and 

Detail of Kang Ouw, 残刀, Boedi Widjaja, 2022.
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dots. His eyes followed the strokes of the characters, which 
led his body to respond in movement, and directed the 
invisible flow in his meridian lines; Shi decoded the text.

I would also like to add that the crisscrossing cultural 
and contextual resonance in the sound for Kang Ouw, 江湖
水土 is very important for me. The metallophone gamelan 
of my hometown Java; the instrument played and recorded 
in the Netherlands; and the disassembled, disembodied 
gamelan vibrations evoking the bells and chimes that ring in 
the soundscape of wuxia films.

LT Both the flipbook video Tanpa Bayangan Mu (Shadowless) 
(2020) and Kang Ouw, 残刀 (can dao, broken sword) (2022) which 
comprises 99 drawings, feature a One-Armed Swordsman from the 
titular 1967 wuxia film. Looking at these two works alongside each 
other in the exhibition, how do you situate the relationship between 
drawing and moving image works in your practice?

BW In the spirit of copies and echoes, I shall trace to my text in a 
2018 interview with curator Pey Chuan Tan on the occasion 
of my solo presentation Imaginary Homeland: Kang Ouw (一) 
at the experimental platform, I_S_L_A_N_D_S Peninsula:

“Interestingly, the Chinese phrase for video (录影, 
luying) comprises of two words that could mean “copy/
record” and “image/film” respectively. What I did in 
Imaginary Homeland: Kang Ouw (一) was to transpose (and 
transcribe), back-and-forth, my experience of wuxia in video 
and the printed book. In an abstract sense, the entire process 
could be seen as something that hovered between writing 
and filming. The tracing process was a tactile process that 
enabled me to viscerally connect with the flat, cinematic 
space of the stills.

By tracing only the images’ primary contours, the 
intent was to extract the action, movement and space of 
the film stills. In contrast, scanography and photocopy—
flatbed photo techniques that responded to the flatness 
of the page—were used to place the book and the traces 
it contained, back into the floating world of images. While 
its pages were being scanned, the book was also at times 
physically shifted to introduce moments of disrupted space-
time (akin to video edits) before the images were projected 
at a large-scale using photocopy.”
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d3ar succ3ss0r
Drawn to overlooked histories and changing physical landscapes, 
Fazleen Karlan’s pervasive interest in archaeology and its 
methodologies only seems natural. While active as an artist, Fazleen 
is currently a post-excavation technician with the Archaeology 
Unit at the Temasek History Research Centre, ISEAS – Yusof Ishak 
Institute, a journey she began through an internship as a student at 
LASALLE College of the Arts. This marked interest in the historical 
facets of the landscape and how she utilises archaeological language 
and methodologies have been witnessed in works, including 
#sgbycentennial (2019), Hanya Tinggal Kenangan (2021) and 
creation_myth2.0 (2021), and is a mode she continues in her work 
d3ar succ3ss0r at the Esplanade Community Wall.

Unfolding through various materials, including moulded 
fragments, a fabricated archaeological site and post-excavation 
tools, d3ar succ3ss0r sees Fazleen speculating the examination of 
remnants from our present by individuals from the future. Equally 
informed by her first-hand experiences of processing archaeological 
material and her interest in digital cultures, Fazleen’s layered 
observations on the everyday intersect language, the internet, 

Installation view of d3ar succ3ss0r, Fazleen Karlan, 2022.
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environments and material objects evoking the ways the online and 
physical worlds intersect and meld together today. This interest in 
web-based realms is further signalled in the exhibition’s title that 
draws upon leetspeak, a coded spelling system and language used in 
informal communications on the internet.

The presence of the digital is noticed on a series of wall-
mounted earth-toned moulded fragments of varying sizes and 
shapes that bear imprints of everyday objects such as a mobile 
phone, emoticons and other web-based icons that have altered the 
ways we communicate through technology. While the virtual sphere 
is often associated with the immaterial, in choosing to give these 
symbols physical form, Fazleen points to the idea that even though 
digital matter might not always be tangible, they should still be 
considered a form of material.

Seen across from this clay-hued wall piece are a simulated 
archaeological site and post-excavation tools which provides insight 
into the processes of archaeology. For instance, by including bricks in 
the fabricated archaeological site, Fazleen highlights the importance 
of these building blocks in identifying, interpreting and dating 
archaeological sites. Correspondingly, the tools that Fazleen has 
chosen to include shed light on the archaeological process which 

Detail of d3ar succ3ss0r, Fazleen Karlan, 2022.
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she will elaborate on in the ensuing artist interview.
 In archaeology, stratigraphy refers is the process wherein 

layers of soil and debris culminate on top of one another over time. 
These layers are integral to determining periods and succession 
of events through correlation. In Singapore for example, these 
stratigraphic layers are often disrupted by construction processes. 
As urban infrastructures digital culture continue to rapidly develop, 
d3ar succ3ss0r is a reminder for us to think about how current 
human activities will reveal themselves in the layers of the future.

On this page and the following pages: installation view of d3ar succ3ss0r, Fazleen Karlan, 2022.
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In Conversation with the Artist
LYNDA TAY (LT) d3ar succ3ss0r highlights your interest in 
technology and the Internet. Often associated with the digital and 
immaterial, you have chosen to imprint icons on the Internet and 
emoticons, for example, into these fragments (in terms of material 
and colour) making them very physical in form. Could you share why 
you decided to present them in such a manner?

FAZLEEN KARLAN (FK) As a child, I spent a lot of time on the internet; its 
language and culture captivated me. The visual language, 
expressions and culture of the internet are often expressed 
digitally on screen, and I translated it into a tangible object 
because it is communication condensed into an image or 
symbol. For me, these icons and emojis are a synchronised 
representation of a community responding to the demands 
of documenting one facet of the conditions of our time.

Additionally, the most basic method of recording 
an object is to imprint it onto a surface. Ancient writing, I 
believe, is also a very enduring means of leaving a record of 
what happened by scratching on a material. For example, 
if you examine the fragment of the Singapore Stone—a 
sandstone slab dated from the 10th to 14th centuries—you 
will notice that it is inscribed with a script that has not 
been fully deciphered. In some way, I mirrored this process 
of engraving in my artwork by adopting the images and 
symbols that we interact with today. There is a possibility 
that no one will ever be able to decipher them in the future 
because language is constantly evolving. Furthermore, the 
internet has converged with the physical world, and our 
bodily existence is turned into something that has to be 
identified and designated.

LT What was the process of creating these large fragments, and 
how did you decide on the imprints that you chose to include?

FK In the creation of these fragments, a large block was 
initially cast. Subsequently, I would chip off smaller pieces 
from the edges to create their final forms. My choices of 
what to imprint were influenced by my understanding of 
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archaeology as the study of material culture. For instance, 
tools, clothing and furniture are some examples of material 
culture since they are utilised by a community in their daily 
lives and can be traced back to a particular period in time. 
Massive digital developments are drastically altering the way 
we live. It has always been the intention of my artworks to 
pose an open-ended inquiry about what people might find if 
they unearthed the remains of our civilisation a billion years 
from now. They will excavate various unrecognisable objects 
without any clue on their function. Everyday items such as 
these become a tangible echo of our existence, and I am just 
recasting them into artefacts.

LT For this work, you included tools that you and your 
colleagues at the Archaeology Unit at the Temasek History Research 
Centre, ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute use on-site archaeological 
digs and post-excavation. One of the threads that undergird 
d3ar succ3ss0r is that it speculates remnants from our present 
discovered by individuals from the future. Why did you decide to 
include these present-day tools and materials?
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FK These present-day tools provide insight into the process of 
archaeology, which is still primarily manual in Singapore. 
I wanted to highlight the amount of labour necessary for 
archaeological work and point out that it is a long-term 
investment. Popular imagination depicts archaeology as 
a daring endeavour, like a fascinating search for gleaming 
treasures.  I wanted to offer an alternative view of 
archaeology, beyond dusty deserts and display cases. It 
takes time for a new perception to settle in, and my aim in 
presenting tools and materials is to help people associate 
them with the work and getting things done.

LT Building on my previous question, layers of the exhibition 
draw upon your first-hand experience of archaeological 
methodologies, especially regarding excavation practices in 
Singapore. Could you share more on the diagrammatic form, the 
five layers and the crosses marked within each layer? What is the 
significance of bricks? 



26

ESPLANADE COMMUNITY WALL

JAN TO APR 2022FAZLEEN KARLAN

FK In the diagrammatic form, each layer denotes a decade, and 
each cross indicates an excavation conducted during that 
decade. The 1st archaeological dig in Singapore took place 
in 1984. Starting from the bottom layer, which marks the 
1980s, the five layers go up to 2021.

I included bricks because they are integral to 
identifying, assessing, and interpreting archaeological sites 
built in the past. Dating bricks can help surveyors determine 
a site or feature in the field because it tells them how old it 
is. And for example, if the bricks are unique, like firebricks, 
they can also indicate the function of a site.

I would also like to add that excavating the city 
entails unearthing the structures and debris left behind. This 
archaeological site resembles a kitchen with contemporary 
appliances. I intended to create an experience that 
required the audience to crouch to appreciate fully the 
work's subtleties. Simultaneously, I was responding to the 
Community Wall space to assemble the installation.

LT Also, could you elaborate more on “spoil heap salvage” 
(which you included in the work) and how in your experience, 
construction projects impact archaeological excavations 
in Singapore?

On this page and the following page: detail of d3ar succ3ss0r, Fazleen Karlan, 2022.
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FK The term “spoil heap salvage” refers to artefacts discovered 
out of context, meaning that these items were not found 
in their original locations. Artefacts that do not have a 
context cannot be examined or analysed; because the place 
of discovery is critical for archaeologists to determine 
the material's relative timeframe based on stratigraphic 
layers. People who live in cities are accustomed to seeing 
construction all around them. Often, excavations are carried 
out when the land must be developed or rejuvenated, 
revealing archaeology's priority. If one considers all the 
places in Singapore where land undergoes repeated 
development, we have lost so much of what we can 
examine because the ground is continuously changing. To 
strike a better balance between construction and excavation 
would be beneficial. Exposure to local archaeology enables 
us to better understand Singapore's regional connections. 
Furthermore, the significance of comprehending our past 
will allow us to have a deeper perspective of today's world.
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