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Simryn Gil l ’ s  f i rst  major solo exhibit ion in Southeast Asia br ings together a 

ser ies of works that reveal  di f ferent methodologies,  ways of looking and thinking 

underly ing her art ist ic process. 

Gi l l ’s  pract ice carr ies a poetic att i tude towards the world,  combined with 

phi losophical  ref lect ion and scient i f ic methodology.  Such an approach does 

not s i tuate i tself  within the realm of the interdiscipl inary,  but rather highl ights 

that the complexity of our world can only be unpacked from var ious angles 

and subject iv i t ies.  I t  a lso suggests that to reach the core of things,  to capture 

inwardness from outside we need to accommodate many ways of seeing and being. 

With the energy of a collector, Gil l  gathers and accumulates objects that are 

further organised and classif ied into subjective taxonomies and open-ended 

systems of knowledge. This process of working constitutes the basis of her many 

object instal lations and it  is further extended into the realm of photography. What is 

particular about the three photographic series Standing Sti l l ,  Dalam ,  and May 2006 , 

presented in the show is that they are not records or documents of an exist ing 

environment. Rather, the photographs are conceived as a gathering of objects, 

structures and moments in t ime that are bestowed with a strong material presence. 

They are al l  a result of a durational process, of hours of looking, wandering, 

and collecting. The material ity of the photographic work does not only carry an 

ontological dimension, but it  also derives from the density of the work itself,  which 

amounts to hundreds and hundreds of photographs. “When does one have enough? 

For what … to represent an idea? Does a big group tell  you more or less? Does it  tel l 

you more truthfully?” asks the artist.  This exploration is continued by Like Leaves , 

Gil l ’s new work made for the exhibit ion consisting of hundreds of leaves from a 

stand of  jambu laut  trees, and cut into the square shape of much of her photography 

prompting the question: “Do many leaves show us the whole tree?”.
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Dalam (the term translates as ‘deep’ or ‘ inside’ in Malay) comprises 260 

photographs of l iving rooms taken across Peninsular Malaysia over a three-month 

period. Unfolding in full ,  strong colours, the series offers a gl impse into the most 

public space of the house, but one in which one sti l l  has to seek consent to enter. 

In this sense, Dalam addresses the relation between host and guest,  the conventions 

and boundaries that define the delicate realms of hospital ity and privacy.

These l iving rooms may be perceived as portrayals of their inhabitants, where 

objects and pieces of furniture preserve personal stories, but also convey desires 

and aspirations. The focus on a subjective collection of objects resonates with other 

works by Simryn Gil l ,  such as Garland  (1993-2008) which is a collection of man-

made debris picked up by the artist from the beaches of the Straits of Malacca. 

D A L A M
2 0 0 1

Capturing a large number of abandoned bui ldings across Malaysia,  Standing 

St i l l  can be conceived as an explorat ion of landscape as a pal impsest ,  a layer ing of 

dif ferent histor ical  moments in which older aspirat ions co-exist  with contemporary 

experiences.  Bui lding projects abandoned before complet ion in the wake of the 

f inancial  cr is is  that hit  the Asia-Pacif ic region in the late ‘90s led the art ist  “ to look 

around and see al l  the other layers of previously abandoned bui ldings,  both l ived and 

unl ived,  old and new, which are also present in that landscape, and which perhaps 

we have stopped seeing” (S imryn Gi l l ) .  Structures that could have become shopping 

mal ls ,  apartment towers,  hotels and residential  houses blend in the landscape with 

older derel ict  bui ldings:  architectural  remains of mansions,  shops,  modest kampong 

houses ranging from the recent past to colonial  t imes and the wart ime Japanese 

occupation.  The art ist  continued this explorat ion in Stat ion Hotel  (2006) and  

My own private Angkor  (2007-08). 

The composit ion of each photograph is  always centred,  with a large depth of 

f ie ld that translates into an act of stepping back,  taking distance from the object. 

Abandoned by people,  the bui ldings are embraced by tropical  plants offer ing to 

the whole ser ies a v iv id palette of colours heightened by the intense l ight of the 

tropical  sun. 
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The t i t le of this  exhibit ion,  Hugging the Shore  comes from the t i t le of John 

Updike’s col lect ion of essays and reviews - an al lusion,  according to the author,  to 

the cr i t ic who stays close to the shore and, unl ike the writer of f ict ion or poetry,  does 

not venture far  out to sea.  The metaphor of Hugging the Shore could be conceived 

as a proposit ion for ways of seeing and approaching the world that traverses 

throughout Simryn Gi l l ’s  large photographic works as wel l  as her col lect ions of 

objects,  and here,  her geometr ical ly tr immed leaves.  I t  is  an act of stepping back, 

shift ing our eyes from the fragment to the whole.  An act that al lows us to take 

a longer v iew, apprehend the whole thing and let  ourselves be absorbed into the  

overal l  picture. 

The r igorous display of these photographs and pinned leaves,  be i t  in vert ical  or 

horizontal  columns creates an osci l lat ion between the act of looking and reading. 

Inst igat ing a continuous process of associat ions and permutat ions,  the work is 

close to a writ ing process.  I t  produces a specif ic sensibi l i ty that l ingers with us 

after experiencing Gi l l ’s  work.  A sensibi l i ty towards explor ing the world around us 

in such a way that the act of looking,  reading and creat ing overlap; the banal  turns 

into something extraordinary and t ime becomes mater ial .

Ute Meta Bauer  & Anca Rujoiu  (Curators,  Hugging the Shore )
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Simryn Gil l  was born in Singapore and she l ives in Port  Dickson, Malaysia 

and Sydney,  Austral ia .  She employs a range of media and methods,  including 

photographs,  texts ,  publ icat ions,  col lect ions,  drawings.  Her work has been 

seen in several  solo and group exhibit ions including at the Museum of Modern 

Art ,  New York (2014);  the Austral ian Pavi l ion,  55th Venice Biennale;  Solomon 

R.  Guggenheim Museum, New York (2013);  dOCUMENTA 13,  Kassel  (2012);  12th 

Istanbul Biennale,  (2011);  Austral ian Centre for Photography,  Melbourne (2009); 

Museum of Contemporary Art ,  Sydney (2008),  documenta 12,  Kassel  (2007) .
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The photographic series, May 2006 ,  is best described by Simryn Gil l  as the process 

of “understanding the place as a verb rather than as a noun, which exists in our 

doings: walking, talking, l iving”. This epic body of work consists of 800 photographs 

that traces the artist ’s one-month journey on foot in her neighbourhood of 

Marrickvil le in Sydney where she had l ived for over a decade. Gil l  used 30 rolls of 

a discontinued black-and-white f i lm in the month which the f i lm stock expired. As 

the curator Jessica Morgan pointed out May 2006  “suggest(s) a memento mori to 

both the soon to be redundant f i lm stock and to the neighbourhood in which she 

l ives that was itself undergoing rapid change”. The photographs not only present 

the viewer an archive of the everyday, but propose a new mode of looking at,  and 

engaging with, our surroundings. 
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NTU Centre for Contemporary Art  S ingapore 

Block 43,  Malan Road 
Singapore,  109443

Block 6,  Lock Road #01-09/10 
Singapore,  108934

These free docent-led tours by Fr iends of the Museum 
wil l  uncover Gi l lman Barracks’  r ich history and introduce 
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Every Saturday,  4.00pm–5.30 pm, please register in 
advance at www.gi l lmanbarracks.com/tours.
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+65 6339 6503 
ccaevents@ntu.edu.sg
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gi l lmanbarracks.com/ntu-cca-singapore 
facebook.com/ntu.ccasingapore

Blocks 37 & 38,  Malan Road 
Singapore 109452 & 109441

Simryn Gi l l  Hugging the Shore ,  Publ ished by NTU CCA Singapore,  March 2015 
Design by The Press Room
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The leaves in the exhibit ion are the same as those presented as photographs in 

the artist ’s book, Jambu Sea, Jambu Air  (2013).  Each page of the book is a close-

up of a leaf from a single botanical species, cropped into a square by the lens of 

the camera. Here, the leaves are shown cut into squares and pinned. As opposed 

to being photographs, “they are actually themselves,” as Simryn Gil l  herself puts it , 

“they do not stop time on their surface, but wil l  fade and shrivel,  so that they do 

exactly the opposite of the photos”.  Al l  the leaves come from the same species of 

tree, Syzygium Grandis ,  commonly known as the sea apple or jambu laut  and found 

throughout coastal areas in various parts of Southeast Asia. 

L I K E  L E A V E S 
2 0 1 5

The public programme is conceived as an extension of the exhibit ion itself. 

Comprising a series of conversations and Exhibit ion (de)Tours, the public programme 

brings together different approaches and points of view towards the artist ’s work.

Otherwise stated, al l  programmes take place at NTU CCA Singapore, Block 43  

Malan Road, Gil lman Barracks.

H U G G I N G  T H E  S H O R E
P U B L I C  P R O G R A M M E 

For updates on the publ ic programme, check the NTU CCA Singapore website

and Facebook page.

T H U R S D A Y ,  2  A P R I L  2 0 1 5 * 

7 . 0 0 P M – 8 . 3 0 P M

F R I D A Y ,  1 0  A P R I L  2 0 1 5

7 . 3 0 P M - 9 . 0 0 P M

F R I D A Y ,  2 4  A P R I L  2 0 1 5

7 . 3 0 P M – 9 . 0 0 P M

S A T U R D A Y ,  6  J U N E  2 0 1 5 *

4 . 0 0 P M – 6 . 0 0 P M

*This talk takes place at  School of the Arts Singapore  (SOTA) and is  part  of  the 

Louis Vuitton – SOTA Arts Excel lence Programme. 

Publ ic Talk:  Simryn Gil l  in conversat ion with  
T.K.  Sabapathy ,  Art  Histor ian,  Curator and Crit ic

Publ ic Talk:  Lee Weng Choy ,  Art  Crit ic  in 
conversat ion with Simryn Gil l

Exhibit ion (de)Tour:  Li l ian Chee ,  Writer,  Theorist 
and Designer

Exhibit ion (de)Tour:  Lai  Chee Kien ,  Architect

*This Exhibit ion (de)Tour wi l l  take place off-site. 

T.K.  Sabapathy  is  an art  histor ian,  curator and cr i t ic .  Sabapathy’s areas of research 

include art  and art ists in Southeast Asia.  Sabapathy is  currently a lecturer in the history 

of art  in the Department of Architecture at  the National  University of Singapore.  He is 

also a lecturer in the history of Southeast Asian Art  at  the School of Art ,  Design & Media 

at  the Nanyang Technological  Univers ity,  and a Research Fel low at NTU CCA Singapore.

Lee Weng Choy  is  the president of the Singapore Sect ion of the Internat ional  Associat ion 

of Art  Crit ics;  he was a former art ist ic co-director of The Substat ion from 2000 to 2009. 

He has col laborated with NTU CCA Singapore on var ious projects.  Lee has publ ished 

widely on contemporary art ,  including contr ibut ions to the col lect ions,  Theory in 

Contemporary Art  s ince 1985, and Modern and Contemporary Southeast Asian Art .

Li l ian Chee  is  an Assistant Professor at  the National  University of Singapore.  Her recent 

work includes Asian Cinema and the Use of Space: Interdiscipl inary Perspectives 

(Routledge, 2015) ,  Conserving Domesticity  (ORO, 2012) ,  and the architectural  f i lm 

03-FLATS  (NUS and 13 Litt le Pictures,  2014) .  She is  on the editor ial  boards of The Journal 

of Architecture  and Singapore Architect ,  and is  a ser ies editor for Ashgate . 

Lai  Chee Kien  researches on histor ies of art ,  architecture,  sett lements,  urbanism, and 

landscapes in Southeast Asia.  His publ icat ions include  A Br ief  History of Malayan Art 

(1999),  Building Merdeka: Independence Architecture in Kuala Lumpur,  1957-1966  (2007) 

and Cords to Histor ies  (2013) .  He is  also a registered architect in Singapore.

C O N T R I B U T O R S P L A C E .
L A B O U R . 
C A P I T A L . 

PL ACE.L ABOUR.CAPITAL.  is  NTU CCA Singapore’s overarching year long framework 

that wi l l  intertwine our platforms: exhibit ions,  residencies,  research & education. 

This open-ended research and curatorial  programme wil l  address the complexit ies 

of a world in f lux and the dynamic and inseparable relat ion between the local 

and the global .  The notion of place as a locale often fades into the background 

shadowed by the focus on the ‘ larger picture’ .  How does labour,  routes of migrat ion, 

and f lows of glob al  capital  impact upon smaller scale? Singapore – the world’s  

second largest trading port  and an economic epicentre of Southeast Asia serves 

as point of departure and ‘ locale’  to examine the entanglement between place, 

labour,  and capital .

PL ACE.L ABOUR.CAPITAL.  is  translated spat ial ly  through a new configurat ion of 

the exhibit ion area designed by Fareed Armaly .  From The Exhibit ion Hal l ,  a  new 

space emerges,  a l lowing an interplay of dialogues across NTU CCA Singapore’s 

three platforms – exhibit ions,  residencies,  research & education.  This space is 

div ided into two areas:  The Lab  wi l l  introduce var ious stages of research and  

The Single Screen  wi l l  be dedicated to moving image.

Opened in October 2013, NTU CCA Singapore is a national research centre of Nanyang 

Technological University. Developed with support from the Singapore Economic 

Development Board, NTU CCA Singapore is located in Gillman Barracks alongside a 

cluster of international galleries. Led by Founding Director, Professor Ute Meta Bauer, 

NTU CCA Singapore takes a holistic approach towards art and culture, intertwining its 

three platforms: exhibitions, residencies, research & education. 
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All  works and images courtesy of Jhaveri  Contemporary,  Mumbai;  Tracy Wil l iams Ltd,  
New York;  Utopia Art  Sydney.

The art ist  would l ike to thank Michael  Janssen,  Christopher Hodges,  Bryan Hooper,  
Kuna Rajah Naidu.

Fareed Armaly  is  an art ist ,  curator and author who l ives and works in the United States 

and Germany. Since the late 1980s,  his  art ist ic pract ice expresses a research-driven 

methodology that combines guidel ines from var ious inst i tut ional  roles and f ields of 

enquiry.  Through dif ferent formats,  his  projects spat ial ly  manifest  an interplay between 

pol i t ics of identity,  representat ion and culture.


