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List of works
(All measurements in centimetres, width x height x depth)

‘KARAOKE’, 1990-92

7 heat-sealed type “C” photographs mounted on custom wood with slanted wood supports, 101 x 152 x 40 each

21 tables with tablecloths

Wood, lead, hardware, paints, starched fabric, embroidery, silk-screening, 50 (diameter) x 65 cach

Frontispicce (from “Dr Mabuse the Gambler”, Fritz Lang, 1922)
Framed type “C” photograph,164 x 135 x 4

Works in this exhibition may vary according to venue and spatial considerations.
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Kara (empty) oke (orchestra)

A possible way to consider Hiram To’s work is in terms of comparative sociocultural relationships. One such example might
include a look at the associations of high art (and its historical canon) to popular media. Would an irreverent and ironic
subtext emerge, one that posits the artist as textual critic (moralising, complicit, teasing, ambiguous?) of institutionalised

and /or baser cultural productions and processes? Another selective reading might explore the interface of body (nature) and
machine (technology) to review the locus of “person™ in mass culture. Has the individual been subsumed, manipulated or
glorified by the ubiquitous nature and profound influence of cosmopolitan telecommunication networks? Yet another may ask:
In what context(s) does private expression (visual art/artist) situate itself now, and what is the community value (effect) of
such practice? Clearly, Hiram’s work may cause a reader to pose one, none, or all of these questions, the ethos of these being
relative to the reader’s interests, knowledge-base and experience. In the past, writers have exposed Hiram’s work through
some of these topical issues. So, rather than furthering precedential approaches or referring directly to Karaoke itself, T will
offer an alternative mode of thinking about this installation, one that I have found evocative in my own acquaintance with the
artist and his work.

Generally speaking, Karaoke put me in mind of current dissertations in the social sciences by ethnographer James Clifford and
feminist Donna Haraway. These writers work in different fields and offer varied outlooks, but both have provocatively shown
that postmodern strategics of “deconstruction ought to imply more than the exchange of one ideological frame for another”
(Coulter-Smith, 1989:7). Concerned to move through and beyond postmodern theory, they elucidate poetic and political
ways of coming to know and use recently gained perspectives of social difference. A most polemical and meaningful aspect of
their methods is a tenacity to imagine possible world futures with a view to persuade epistemological change. Clifford’s work
surveys “hybrid and subversive forms of cultural representation, forms that prefigure an inventive future” (Clifford, 1988:17).
Haraway seeks “a concept of agency that opens up possibilities for figuring relationality within social worlds where actors fit
oddly, at best, into previous taxa of the human, the natural, or the constructed” (Haraway, 1991:21). When considered in
tandem, their range of view is full of extraordinary, contradictory and destablizing propositions. They fashion scenarios
wherein new world players are inauthentic beings who negotiate flexible social arenas from sites of constant displacement. Yet,
in this transitional moment (when we are looking back in order to move forward), Clifford and Haraway scem to proffer a
liberating and prospective outlook.

Karaoke registers the dislocation of self and lived social relations on an unsettled world stage. It resonates today’s experience
of “perpetual displacement™ explained by James Clifford in The Predicament of Culture as “a form of dwelling and of travel in
a world where the two experiences are less and less distinet”™ (1988:9). Clifford’s study of Western vision and practice in
twentieth-century ethnography, literature and art offers this impression of world culture:

This century has seen a drastic expansion of mobility, including tourism, migrant labor, immigration, urban sprawl.
More and more people “dwell” with the help of mass transit, automobiles, airplanes. In cities on six continents foreign
populations have come to stay—mixing in but often in partial, specific fashions. The “exotic” is uncannily close.
Conversely, there seem no distant places left on the planet where the presence of “modern” products, media and power
cannot be felt. ... One no longer leaves home confident of finding something radically new, another time or space.
Difference is encountered in the adjoining neighbourhood, the familiar turns up at the ends of the earth (pp.13, 14).

By this point in time, postmodern scholars have well scrutinised the inadequacies and limitations of dominant epistemological
traditions that have informed and secured twentieth century Western social and political technologies. These include traditions
of evolution and progress, the appropriation of nature as an economic resource for products of culture, and the construction
of the (Occidental) self from the reflections of the “other”. Counteraction by marginalised groups to overarching patriarchal
and hegemonic discourses has generated new possibilities for varied experiences and distinct ways of living to be represented in
the global arena. Yet even now, when there is much evidence to suggest that people’s assertion and intervention in the
dominant cultural monolith have significantly challenged Western sociopolitical relations, traditional attitudes resist the push
off centre stage. Epistemological change is slow-paced and frustrates. “Oppositional” strategies have effectively shattered the
Western gaze but may lack visionary solutions. To quote Clifford: “It is easier to register the loss of traditional orders of
difference than to perceive the emergence of new ones” (p. 15). Thus, the current face of “the West” reflects a “perpetual
displacement™ and its future manifestation is negotiable: an ambiguous and disorienting project.

The Perfect Body Is No Body

How might an interconnected and diverse cultural future be negotiated? Ours is an unprecedented time, when overlays of
multivocal and multiethnic traditions coexist in fragmentary, often discordant, dialogue. As Clifford explains: “T'wentieth
century identities no longer presuppose continuous cultures or traditions. Everywhere individuals and groups improvise local
performances from (re)collected pasts, drawing on foreign media, symbols, and languages” (p. 14). He suggests that one may
renegotiate new forms of interchange from the standpoint of “participant observation™: “a state of being in culture while
looking at culture” (p. 9). Critical to his proposal is that the participant observer be situated both inside and outside of the
cultural forum. In this dislocated and shifting locale, one can remain “perpetually ‘inauthentic’ caught between cultures,
implicated in others”. For Clifford then: “Identity is conjunctural, not essential” (p. 11)



The notion of participant observation and how it may operate in flexible sites of displacement has been most radically
imagined by Donna Haraway in her seminal feminist essay, “A Manifesto for Cyborgs™ (1985). Haraway points out that
discussions of everyday social relations are persistently expressed in hierarchical dualisms. Her view is that certain dualisms—
such as man/woman, self/other, whole /part, reality /appearance, civilized /primitive, culture /nature, mind/body,

truth /illusion—are problematic because they have well served, and continue to support, Western scientific and political
frameworks of knowledge. She observes that these dualisms “have all been systematic to the logics and practices of domination
of ... [those who are | constituted as others, whose task is to mirror the [Occidental ] self” (p. 219). In her challenge to these
symbiotic metaphors, she simultaneously critiques the mythic construct of “identity” that generates a desire for (unattainable)
completion and holistic experience. Haraway seeks a destablization of this entrenched border culture. Consequently, her vision
does not rely on traditionally prescribed logics of dualism, appropriation, incorporation, and taxonomic identification. Instead,
she proposes that we might regenerate our limited concept of “identity™ to cnable a fuller (and more empowering)
participation in sociopolitical relations, which are by now significantly determined by communication-based scientific and
technological interactions. Thus, Haraway asks us to reinvent our self image through a recognition of the mediated
experiences of a hightech world:

By the late twentieth century, our time, a mythic time, we are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine
and organism; in short, we are cyborgs. The cyborg is our ontology; it gives us our politics. The cyborg is a condensed
image of both imagination and material reality, the two joined centers structuring any possibility of historical
transformation (p. 191).

Haraway’s political (science) fiction centres on a personal and collective sclf-fashioning that can bring about world change.
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Her (utopian) hope for cyborgs rests in their ethereal qualities. Cyborgs are hybrids of machine and organism, and so they are
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gender-neutral, multicthnic, and therefore are without purity of origin (and cultural baggage). A cyborg’s very neutrality,
mobility and technological skill, enables it to readily transgress precedential boundaries. Accepting (rather than resisting) their
partiality of existence, cyborgs can take pleasure in the confusion of borders while interconnecting with a plurality of commu-
nity forums. Cyborgs are quintessentially “inauthentic”: the ultimate participant observers.

I Want to Make My Selves Partially Appear

Karaoke, in its relational fragments, seems emblematic of the confluence of object and subject in a state of perpetual
displacement as articulated by Clifford and Haraway. Its very materiality—mute singers, untranslated braille codes, vacant
lounge tables with only three legs—is destabilized, partially present, misfit. This empty space, inhabited by Chinese performers
who give voice but are not heard by an absent audience, generates a disruptive void. The silent atmosphere and the serial
images of anonymous karaoke singers causes the visitor to be held at a distance: there is no where to sit, no place to get
comfortable, we are not at home. Yet ironically, such disconnection from the site, from its “exotic” characters, its meaning,
makes one greatly conscience of one’s own corporality. And while a lack of bodily presence and clarity of speech may permeate
the overall construct of this empty orchestra, vestiges of familiar knowledges remain to enable access to the cultural play.
Hiram engages directly the borders that mark difference: between cultural groups (the dominant ethnic make-up of the
persons represented, including the presumed audience, are Caucasian and Asian); between conventional zones of creative
production (art and entertainment, cinema and television); between constructions of sclf (does one express oneself best in
reality or appearance? ). Karaoke gives away as much as it withholds.

I would like to suggest that the implied ambivalence of Karaoke shares an affinity with the dislocated sites and inauthentic
cyborgs welcomed by Clifford and Haraway as necessary for the generation of possible cultural futures. Hiram acknowledges
the continuity of acquired cultural codes, but simultancously resists a fixed usage of conventional discourses. He denies
symbiotic constructs as essential and absolute to an understanding of life. Through strategies of silence and a refusal to engage
oppositional metaphors, an empty orchestra is realised. The vacuity of this locale indeed conveys a sense of loss, but as Clifford
and Haraway reason, this does not have to be viewed in terms of deprivation. Rather, a loss may open a space for confusion,
and only in this transitional moment can one come to understand the inadequacies of historical certainty. Karaoke’s Asian
performers occupy displacement, and are kin to the cyborg entity discussed carlier. They draw our attention to the gaps
between cultural traditions and experiences. Their performing attitudes suggest potentialitics for reinventing partial selves from
flexible vantage points—both via human interaction and fusion with simulated technological networks. Cyborg actors,
inauthentic and dislocated, they challenge our desire for holistic authenticity with direct and disorienting questions: What is
the point of understanding yourself through the reflection of someone else? What is the point of secking something outside of
yourself that isn’t there? Perhaps an empty vision, from which to reinvent a series of partial selves capable of shifting with the
moment, is preferable. An insightful Igbo saying (offered by way of James Clifford), aptly expresses the participant observer’s
condition in complex social relations: “You do not stand in one place to watch a masquerade™ (p. 15).

Donna McAlear
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‘KARAOKE’
An installation by Hiram To

8 - 21 September 1992

"What do you think of Expressionism Herr Doktor?"
"Expressionism is just a game, but nowadays in life everything is just a game."

Dr. Mabuse, The Gambler, Fritz Lang, 1922

I had a lot of peculiar near - sighted experiences ... One night I was sitting at the
far end of a bar ... drinking a gin martini, and I noticed this very sexy guy down at
the other end of the bar who seemed to be cruising me. So, you know, I started
smiling suggestively, and doing things with my face that you do to attract people,
but he kept staring in this uncommitted fashion, so this went on, and I had another
drink, and finally I thought, obviously I have to make the first move with this one.
So I screwed up my courage and stood up, and started walking down to his end of
the bar. And, as I got closer ... Don't tell me, I said. When you got there you
realised he was hideously ugly. = Actually, it was worse than that, Libby said.
Because when I got up close to him, he turned out to be a stain on the wall.

Gary Indiana, Horse Crazy , 1989

In Hiram To's installation, the Asian faces, recast from video stills of contestants in a televised new
talent singing quest, are absorbed in their (re)interpretation of popular tunes, self-consciously
mesmerised in a personal enactment; landscapes captured as masques of religious beseechment.

The frivolous pastime of 'karaoke' (contracted from the Japanese phrase 'empty orchestra’),
popularised in bars all around Asia and over the world, is here a serious business. To's
'KARAOKE' is a metaphor for the game of art where the artist is actor, director, producer and
promoter - a talent contestant waiting to be discovered. The artist's identification with the talent
contestant is further referenced in the framing of the photographs with sections of negative images of
his own skin.

Intruding into each of the photographs are captions borrowed from Dr Mabuse, The Gambler, a 1922
Fritz Lang film, wherein the monstrous criminal Dr Mabuse sets out to destroy his victims and their
destinies. In the film's opening sequence, Mabuse shuffles portraits of himself made up in different
guises, deciding on the mask for an occasion. The talent contestants in To's 'KARAOKE!' parallel
the personas within these captured disguises; willing participants in a system where each is invited to
gamble on their possible fate.

The exhibition, like a karaoke bar, contains groups of tables. These are three-legged, lead-footed
tables, their tablecloths imprinted with a braille text quote from "Horse Crazy" and embroidered
(tattooed) with a number, a portrait of refusal, incapable of understanding and communication. The
tables are crippled people, three-legged misfits trapped in temporal bodies, an ensemble of players in
an empty orchestra - karaoke.

Hiram To was born in Hong Kong and educated in Hong Kong and Scotland. He has lived in
Brisbane since 1986 and exhibited widely throughout Australia. 'Karaoke' was first shown at
the Institute of Modern Art in Brisbane, and toured to Ipswich Regional Art Gallery,
Queensland, Australian Centre for Photography, Sydney, the Experimental Art Foundation,
Adelaide, and alternative versions at ARX (Artists' Regional Exchange) 1992 in Perth, Australia
and the University of Hong Kong.



