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Many of the works chosen were those that supported a universal,
non-abrasive view of the Korea/America connection

such as Ik Joong Kang's humorous installation of martial arts icon
Bruce Lee made of uncooked grains of rice, while the acerbic bite of works
like Michael Joo's "Headless" installation which juxtaposed stereotypes

of the East (defined by co‘me?nplofive casts of Buddha figures) and

the West (famous cartoon character heads) were underplayed.
"KOREAMERICAKOREA" merely turned the other cheek

o the stark crifiques some works presented during the multicultural era.

So What is the Difference Between Asian Art and Asian American Art, Anywayse

The Thai artist Skowmon Hastanan

posits an intriguing point of departure for this examination.

Hasfanan is a Thai citizen living in New York since 1973.

According to a formalistic definition of Asian American art which would presumably
include only U.S. citizens, Hastanan is not an Asian American arfisf.

Then are her works Asian works?

It might seem so, given her own words as to why she began making art:

“In college, | was feeling homesick

so | began to look to things that were related to that experience.

| was really affected by the history of the Middle Passage

where Africans were forcibly fransported to America as slaves.

And then my work became about the connection between this history

and what | felt was a similar history of Asian women being transported here.”
This connection is manifested in the "Fever" series,

a group of paintings done between 1999 and 2002

depicting Thai airline hostesses packed together like sardines.

The artist transcribes her own version of the slave ship

by depicting the hostesses in vessels of transport - a Boeing jet.

It is clear that Hastanan initially began "Fever" from a disaporic perspective
where she saw herself as homeless, cut off from Thailand.

In this way, "Fever" could be reasonably described as Thai art.
Concurrently, however, Hastanan observes that

the experiences she depicts is hardly limited to women from Asia.

The work confirms theorist Laura Hyun Yi Kang's statement

that “the Asian female working body is

simulianeously erased of historical and material specificities.”
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The “Asian female” includes the Asian American body,

for in the capitalist market of labor, there is no distinction made

befween the two by the buyer, the seller or the middleman.

The females in "Pageant Fever" are smiling duplicates,

based on images printed on postage stamps issued

by the Thai government. It is a wry gesture on the arfist’s part,

insinuating that like the stamp that gets cancelled once it reaches its destination,

the Asian and Asian American female body gets similarly erased

of her individuality as she is circulated in the world of global exchange.

Whether she is Thai, Japanese American, Filipino or Chinese American,

specific identities are effaced in favor

of an Asianness constituted out of Orientalist suppositions.

As Kang points out, this Asianness

in the vernacular of infernational labor, is often characterized by terms like “surplus,”

“abundant” and “cheap,” words that are exacily illustrated in "Pageant Fever'
where the women are many and cheap because they are indeed, “all dlike.”

Hastanan further drives this point of the commodified female body

by rendering them in jeweHike nail polish enamel

and mounting the paintings on backgrounds of lush silk.

The "Fever" series, despite its relevance

to Asian American women, does not refute the fact that it is a work produced
from a diasporic perspective, of a Thai woman wanting to go home.

But is it exclusively a diasporic work®

Without delving too much info biography, it is impossible to assert that she is an Asian arfist
without being aware of the relevance of her work to Asian American art.

Her years in the U.S. and her depiction of this experience indicate that she is,
actually, an Asian American artist while her citizenship and

the conceptual provenance of the work also designates her as an Asian artist.
"Fever" cannot be said fo be an exclusive member of one or the other.

| must stress that this, by no means, should be misread

as a call to conflate the two together lest, as cultural theorist Lisa Lowe warns,
the imagined otherness of Asia is indiscriminately collapsed

onto the mefonymic figure of the Asian American, or as | perceive,

lest Asian American art is seen as an auxiliary fo contemporary Asian art,

a potentially atractive, but potentially ofportunistic strategy.

Yet it is equally misleading to separate the two,

as if one had no connection to the other so the question that is intensifying

by leaps and bounds now is how to discuss the two in parallel without erasing
or exaggerating their specificity, or falling info an exercise of labeling.
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A possible answer might be to examine Asian American art as a loose framework
perforated by multiple aspects, such as the realities of global movement of all kinds,
from the struggles of the emigrant and commodified worker

to the privileged upper tier of the art world where logistics pose litfle hardship.
Race, as it is visible in Asian American art, is not a stand-alone issue and

neither is it a platform that can be interpreted only through a chosen spokesperson.
It is my fervent hope that future explorations of Asian American art

through practice, theory and reception will be fully rooted in reflexivity

that will inoculate practitioners and theorists alike from the debilitating apathy

of a postmodemnist free-for-all as well as a equally deleterious neo-colonial regime.
Asian American art cozes and coalesces tensions together and in the process,
demands the formation of an open zone where artists and their work

can be read with an understanding that no conclusion must ever be derived.

Notes
Thanks to David Ho Yeung Chan for his comments.
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