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such as the history of Garakutashu, were entirely marginalized. 
 
 
Indian Nationalism and the Making of ‘Modern’ in Sri Lankan Art 
Sanathanan Thamotharampillai (Senior Lecturer in Art History at University of Jaffna, Co-Founder of Sri Lanka 
Archive for Contemporary Art, Architecture, and Design)  
 
The written art history of Sri Lanka maps modernist art practices in Sri Lanka as a consequence of westernization. 
But the material evidence, newspaper accounts and exhibition histories reveal how through ideological and 
aesthetic choices, India and its freedom movement became a counter current to the westernizing threads in Sri 
Lankan culture in general and art practices in particular. Hence, the mechanics of churning out a ‘new art’ from 
British colonial culture after 1920, was largely governed by the influence of Indian intellectualism. Apart from the 
visits by the Indian National congress leaders, exhibitions of works by artists of the Bengal school and Santiniketan 
had electrified the city-based local art practices and opened up debates on ‘new eastern art’ or ‘national art’. In 
this context, Rabindranath Tagore’s visits to Sri Lanka in 1922 and 1934 were crucial. One of the direct impacts 
of this current was the formation of the Ceylon Art Club (1921) and Sri Palee College (1934) in Colombo, and Kala 
Nilayam (1934) in Jaffna. Later, many of the Ceylon Art Club artists joined photographer Lionel Wendt in the 
formation of the country’s most charismatic modernist art collective known as ‘43 group.’ These developments 
formed an alternative to existing urban art derived from the ideals of Victorian academicism. Meanwhile, unlike 
the Bengal school, artist groups in Sri Lanka in this period displayed less insular and more cosmopolitan attitudes. 
This paper attempts to unpack the creative tension that was produced by the Indian Nationalist movement in the 
making of ‘modern’ in Sri Lanka art. 
 
 
Panel 2: The Cold War, Liberation and Modernism  
11:00 - 12:30 (UTC) 

 

Moderator: 
Christian Kravagna (Professor, Academy of Fine Arts Vienna) 
 
 
The Impossible Empire: the Global South, the Cold War, and the Republic of China in the Taiwanese Art 
Collection 
Nobuo Takamori (Curator) 
 
In 1949, when the Kuomintang Party retreated to Taiwan (officially the Republic of China, R.O.C), a former 
Japanese Colony, following the Chinese Civil War, an ‘Impossible Empire’ began ruling over this tropical island. The 
R.O.C., also known as “Free China” during the Cold War, tried to project its political and cultural influences on the 
Global South. From Southeast Asia’s Chinese communities, to R.O.C.’s agricultural missions on the African 
continent, the Taipei government tried to project an image of itself as a “superpower”. In addition, the R.O.C. 
government still maintained a seat as a permanent member of the U.N. until 1971 representing China. This was 
so despite the geo-body of R.O.C. actually being a tropical island relying on and connected with Japanese colonial 
modernization. As part of the practice of this research, the exhibition The Secret South: from Cold War Perspective 
to Global South in Museum Collection was unveiled at the Taipei Fine Arts Museum in July 2020. Nearly 200 
artworks and documents pertaining to the Global South were selected from the collections of several public art 
museums in Taiwan to present the unique role Taiwan/R.O.C. has been playing since the end of the war. The 
exhibits ranged from Ishihara Shisan’s screen painting, which depicts the people on Luzon Island in 1943, together 
with the Kuo Hsue-Hu’s landscape works created with the technique of nihonga in Thailand in the 1950s, to 
sketches by Max Liu, who joined the Vietnam War as an engineer in the 1960s. In addition, the exhibits included 
artworks by Chinese Southeast Asian artists collected under the ‘Overseas Compatriot’ policies. During the Cold 
War, the island nation of R.O.C. upheld the Greater China ideology, and the Taipei Government endeavoured to 
project its influence on Chinese communities globally. Meanwhile, it made strenuous efforts to partake in various 


