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Minimalism is commonly associated with names 
such as Robert Morris, Donald Judd and Dan 
Flavin. These New York-based artists changed the 
course of art history in the 1960s by extending 
the modernist notion that art is its own reality, 
while eschewing the emotive gestures of abstract 
expressionist paintings. Minimalism is based on 
the concept that viewers should respond solely to 
the forms that are in front of them, as opposed to 
their referential connotations, and promulgates 
art as an immersive, sensory experience. However, 
these core ideas, requiring careful spatial planning 
and better understood with in-depth historical 
context, were unsuccessfully conveyed in the 
first institutional survey of minimalist art held in 
Southeast Asia, which was also the first exhibition 
of its kind to include artists from the region. 

Organized by the National Gallery Singapore 
in collaboration with ArtScience Museum, 
“Minimalism: Space. Light. Object.” showcased 
150 works by more than 80 artists, spanning the 
1950s to the present day. The National Gallery’s 
presentation began with an important precursor 
to Minimalism: Ad Reinhardt’s Abstract Painting 
(1958) with subtly differentiated hues of black. 
From there, exhibition spaces held iconic  
works such as Morris’s mirrored cuboids,  
Untitled (1965/1971), Judd’s similarly reflective 
Untitled (Six Boxes) (1974) and Anish Kapoor’s 
optical illusion, Void (1989). Some of the displays, 
such as Ai Weiwei’s compressed block of tea 
leaves, Ton of Tea (2006), and Simryn Gill’s images 
of decrepit public housing in Malaysia, My Own 
Private Angkor (2007–09), were spatially layered 
over one another, leaving no room to appreciate 
their self-contained meanings. 

The more impactful instances of minimalist 
art were the few works that adopted the aesthetic 
approaches of the modernist movement, 
while deviating through their references to 
contemporary issues. Among such pieces were 
Sopheap Pich’s commission, Cargo (2018), two 
structures made of bamboo, rattan and metal that 
hung from the ceiling at the National Gallery’s 
City Hall Courtyard, representing a symbol of 
global consumerism and a reminder of human 
trafficking. Mega Death (1999/2016) by Tatsuo 
Miyajima, a room filled with blue LED panels 
counting down in a loop from nine to one, 
exemplified sensorial immersion. The installation 
gestures to the lives lost during the 20th century 
due to war, and the Buddhist cycle of life, death 
and rebirth. 

While the show at the National Gallery placed 
minimalist, Asia-based artists in conversation 
with their international counterparts, ArtScience 
Museum attempted to flesh out the associations 
between Minimalism and Asian spiritual 
philosophies such as Zen Buddhism and the  

I Ching. These philosophies, detailing a 
spiritually awakened way of living as being in the 
present, correlate to Minimalism with its focus 
on structural forms and concentrated viewing 
moments triggered by the work. A strong example 
of how these notions intertwine and can be 
applied to the understanding of minimalist pieces 
was Frederik De Wilde’s Horizontal Depth – This 
Is Not the Place We Go to Die. It’s Where We Are 
Born (2018). De Wilde worked closely with NASA 
scientists to engineer a material considered to 
be the blackest black in the world, and applied 
this to a circular carbon nanotube sculpture, 
which protruded from the wall. Staring into the 
abyss engendered a transfixing and terrifying 
experience, but also anchored the viewer  
to the space and time of their encounter with  
the installation. 

Overall, the exhibition was not as layered 
as it could have been. For example, there was 
a limited exploration of Asian minimalist 
art before the advent of the Western canon, 
with only contemporary references. One such 
acknowledgment of how Asian “minimalist” 
ideas predate those of the West could be found in 
Mona Hatoum’s + and – (1994–2004), a circular 
sculpture inspired by Japanese Zen Gardens, 
which are designed to spark a visitor’s immediate 
presence in the space. By offering a more extensive 
historical continuity, the survey would have 
perhaps shed light on the depth and breadth of 
a multifaceted, metaphysical movement that 
has inspired diverse possibilities for artists and 
viewers alike. 
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*Visit our Digital Library at library.artasiapacific.com for more reviews of 
shows at the National Gallery Singapore.


