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researcher believes in the power @

Text and portrait Rebecca Vickers

lola Lenzi
Curator
iolalenzi7 @gmail.com

“A mixture of great formal accomplish-
ment, great visual virtuosity, mixed in with a
very sharp political and social critique, sensi-
tivity to the environment, to people, to social
issues and to context — let's say that | had
never seen art that looked anything like
that,” described Singapore-based curator
lola Lenzi of the arresting blend of artistic
practice she encountered when arriving in
Southeast Asia for the first time back in 1994.
An encounter that proved to be somewhat
of a pivotal turning point in her career,
leading her down an immersion into South-
east Asian art through research, curation
and writing, the results of which recently
took the form of an expansive exhibition,
‘Concept Context Contestation: art and the
collective in Southeast Asia’ at the Bangkok
Art and Culture Centre, and featured the
works of some 40 contemporary Southeast
Asian artists.

“My first curatorial mission was Sutee
Kunavichayanont, who is now considered a
very seminal, ground-breaking Thai artist. |
met Sutee in Bangkok and was extremely
impressed by his work, the mixture of very
lyrical visuals and very meaningful social
commentary.” Lenzi continued to follow Sutee’s
career and when a small gallery opened in
Singapore and wanted to exhibit the Thai
artist, Lenzi's name came up as a potential
curator. "l got this call out of the blue one
day and they said ‘would you like to curate
Sutee Kunavichayanont’s work?’ And | said,
*Sure, that sounds exciting, why not?’ and |
haven't stopped since.”

For Lenzi, working closely with the artists
on what are often newly commissioned
works is in many ways one of most reward-
ing parts of her practice. “All these artists are
alive, it is not like being a curator in Europe
or America where we would be curating dead
artists, these guys are young and fresh and
working directly with an artist on fresh work
is probably one of the most exciting parts of
the job. | am considered a fairly hands-on
curator and you can inject something of your-
self into a commission. Personally | enjoy it a
lot and | always think about the bigger

picture, the show beyond the actual work,
the relationship of one work with another.”
This focus on the larger picture may, on
one hand, have the exhibition itself in mind,
how to piece the puzzle together into a
cohesive whole, but could also be in response
to the other hats Lenzi wears: researcher,
writer, art historian by avocation. “For me,
every exhibition that | do is an exercise in art
history writing. And where we are right now,
in terms of the art history of Southeast Asia,
is at this point a patchwork of scholarship.
We are piecing together bits of writing and
at some point this will all coalesce into a canon,
a meshing, a marriage, of all sorts of things.”
From Lenzi's perspective, this meshing,
patchworking, must be sewn directly from
the works it represents. "I firmly believe that
art history in Southeast Asia needs to be
written from an Asian perspective, before all
else, and | think the artworks speak for
themselves. They may speak to a global
audience, but they are not speaking about a
situation in America, or a situation somewhere
else. They are speaking about home, home
truths and home realities and therefore the
art history has to be addressed in that way.”
Addressed from a local perspective but

not limited to boundaries of home, Lenzi
further attests to the fact that Southeast
Asian artists can, through their practice and
communication with their audience, have a
deliberate impact and influence at an un-
bounded scale. "I am a firm believer that
yes, art can change the world and in some
cases it has contributed to that. These are
very serious conceptual works of art that
have a clear intention; they have a function.
It doesn't mean it is less art, it is art before
all else, but it is not art for the sake of art. It
is not about formal ideas or inventing a new
language for the sake of the language. It is
about actively including the viewer because
this is art with function. It is very keenly
designed to make you think and every extra
thinking person is a potential changer.” At
times of social crisis, how can, or should, art
and the collective leverage this potential?
“Artists deal with new things, with social and
political phenomena in their work. They not
only aim to describe these changes but they
also use their work to further this agenda
to an extent, artists in Southeast Asia, just
like everywhere, are intellectuals - and they
are often at the forefront of progressive
agenda.”
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“Artists in Southeast Asia, just like every-
where, are intellectuals - and they are often
at the forefront of progressive agenda.”
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