
u s u a l  s u s p e c t

59

u s u a l  s u s p e c t

58

readymades and the art world 
eventually warmed up to the idea. 
Conceptual art spread far and 
wide as a mode of expression, and 
readymades became a popular 
material. 

In the Southeast Asian region, 
Redza Piyadasa’s ‘May 13, 1969’ 
is considered to be an important 
milestone in the emergence of 
“non-retinal art”, as Duchamp 
would call it. In the work, a coffin 
painted with the Malaysian flag 
colours stood on top of a squared 
mirror. ‘May 13, 1969’, which could 
perhaps be considered to be the 
Southeast Asian counterpart for 
Duchamp’s ‘Fountain’. 

However, the underlying 
cultural context within the work 
far overshadows its function as 
the advocate for readymades in 
the region. The pivotal artwork 
was prompted by the Sino-Malay 
racial riots that occurred in the 
aftermath of the 1969 Malaysian 
general election. Slightly similar 
to the fate of the original piece by 
Duchamp, Piyadasa’s work was also 
subsequently destroyed. However, 
even the destruction was carried 
out as an artistic interference 
or rather a performance, where 
the artist immolated the work to 
signify the end of the Malaysia 
formed in 1963 and the emergence 
of a new nation from the ashes. 
T.K. Sabapathy wrote that the work 
entails “discerning intersecting 
histories” and in order to 
understand it, one needs to be 
fully aware of the context, thus 
strengthening the importance of 
work’s contextual significance over 
its materiality. 

Piyadasa, also an art historian 
and critic, has produced a number 
of artworks created using found 
objects. In 1974, along with 
another Malaysian artist and 
theorist, Sulaiman Esa, he curated 
‘Towards A Mystical Reality’, an 
art exhibition displaying a range 
of found objects. From ‘a chair 
that many persons had sat on’ to 
‘an empty bird-cage after release 
of bird at 2:46pm, on Monday 10th 
June, 1974’, there was a plethora of 
socially significant readymades. 
The contextual background for the 
works was provided in detail but 
the artists’ names were nowhere 
to be found. While Duchamp’s 
‘Fountain’ was purposely signed 
‘R. Mutt’ in order to establish 
its authenticity as a work of art, 
the absence of the names of the 
initiators of the exhibit clearly 
confirms the purpose of the 
artworks as contextual rather 

than challenging what art can and 
cannot be. 

Another artist who has played 
a pioneering role in introducing 
contemporary art to the region is 
Tang Da Wu. His iconic work, an 
untitled sculpture often called ‘Axe’ 
is a suitable example of found art. 
The artwork, an axe with a plant 
growing out of its wooden handle, 
focuses on social issues and the 
everyday. The juxtaposition of the 
axe that is utilised by man to cut 
down trees and a sapling growing 
from within the structure is a witty 
commentary on life’s destruction 
and regeneration. In this case too, 
the purpose of the work is not to 
discuss the boundaries of art but to 
invoke contemplation. 

There are a number of other 
examples of non-retinal artworks, 
from Mohammad Faizal Fadil’s 
thermos flasks to Donna Ong’s 
glassware cityscapes, that employ 
readymade objects with heavy 
contextual significance. Southeast 
Asian art, in every form, is 

embedded with historical, social, 
political and cultural contexts and 
to differentiate one from the other 
would be depriving the art of its 
real function. 

Therefore, when looking 
at artworks with readymade 
attributes from Southeast Asia 
against Duchamp’s ‘Fountain’, 
there may have been a crossover 
in terms of the technique but in 
Southeast Asian art, readymades 
have gained an entirely different 
position contextually. Perhaps it is 
the Southeast Asian environment 
where the social cannot be 
separated from the cultural, or 
the habitual use of contextual 
information as a means of visual 
seduction by the Southeast Asian 
artists. Either way, one thing is 
for certain: readymades have and 
will continue to function as potent 
works of art. 
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In 1917, as a member of the Society 
of Independent Artists, New York, 
which was then organizing an 
avant-garde exhibition on the 
model of the Parisian Salon des 
Independants, Marcel Duchamp 
submitted an upside-down 
porcelain urinal as his entry. 
Considering the time period, the 
“bathroom appliance”, as the 
media referred to it then, was 
swiftly dismissed and might have 
actually been thrown out in the 
trash. Today, exactly a hundred 
years later, the French-American 
artist, Marcel Duchamp’s 

‘Fountain’ is considered to be the 
most important work of conceptual 
art ever made.

The seminal “readymade” 
completely redefined the point 
beyond which a work of art could 
not go (at the time), both in terms of 
its materiality as well as aesthetic. 
Not only was the involvement of a 
urinal (possibly even a used urinal) 
troublesome, but the fact that the 
creation of the proposed artwork 
incorporated such little artistic 
interference was also equally 
disconcerting. Nonetheless, 
Duchamp continued to “create” 

Readymades from Southeast Asia 
have taken Duchamp’s technique a 
step further by giving it a political  
or social context.  
by Tanya Singh

Facing page: 
‘Fountain’, 
1917, Marcel 
Duchamp.
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