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NADIM ABBAS

ONE OF THE most talked-about young conceptual
artists in Hong Kong, the 33-year-old Abbas

is fresh off his showcase in New York at the
Armory Show’s Focus: China section, where
Gallery Exit presented his installation

Zone (1): a sparse and quietly menacing piece
in which a robotic vacuum cleaner, camou-
flaged against the booth’s backdrop, cleaned
an already spotless rug in an endless, futile
mission. The work adds to Abbas’s exploration
of how cold, inhuman technology, quantifiable
domestic space, and urban topographies can
affect and even determine human behavior.
Known for richly atmospheric installations,
Abbas employs recurring themes of the aquatic
(Marine Lover—A Hermatypic Romance from

PORTFOLIO

2011, Tetraphilia from 2013) and the otaku (a
Japanese term referring to especially overeager
anime aficionados), which will manifest in the
artist’s sci fi-themed concept for the Absolut
Art Bar at Art Basel Hong Kong this month.
Outside the art scene, Abbas is known for
playing in a rock band, A Roller Control. While
his music and his art have always developed
separately, he’s working toward fusing the two
strands. Zoe Li spoke with Abbas about
subcultures, JG Ballard, and his own mom.

ZOE LI: When did you realize that art is what
you wanted to do?

NADIM ABBAS: I never realized it. I just got
into it. It was just something that I did. It was

only a decision when I had to go to college. I
had to convince my parents that this is what

I wanted to do. I think my mom was like any
typical Chinese mum. Her reaction was: “Are
you going to eat the wind?” [A slang expression
meaning, roughly, “make no money.”] It’s
funny because my mom was the artistic one,
but she never became an artist in the way
that I wanted to. I guess in her generation it
wasn’t even conceivable. I mean, who could
be an artist back then?

ZL: Did you have doubts early in your career?
NA: I guess I did because I said, “You know, I’ll
be a designer, I'll do graphic design.” That was
my escape clause. I first focused on ceramics,
then I found that too limiting and I applied for
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a sculpture degree. That’s how I ended up in
this sort of spatial situation in a fine art context.
ZL: What were some of the first spatial
experiments you did?

NA: Well, ceramics was the beginning. And
there’s the cliché of “the vessel” combined
with these sorts of half-hashed Zen
philosophies that I was dabbling in at the time.
ZL: That’s very different from your concerns
now—or is there some continuum?

NA: Maybe there is, implicitly. I was really
into that stuff back then. I was a practitioner
of aikido, and quite seriously so.

ZL: Is there any connection between your music
and your art?

NA: It’s hard to say. I went through this crisis
once when I thought, I can’t be doing two things
at the same time. To do both at the same time
means you’re doing both in a halfhearted way.
But the fact is that music is always there, and
always will be—I guess in some ways it rubs off
on what I do as an artist. So I started to think
of them as the same thing. Later this year I'm
doing a lot of things with composer Steve Hui
and choreographer Kanta Kochhar-Lindgren.
We’re waiting for the funding to come through
for a choreographed performance project

at Kwun Tong Pier. It’s a five-day program
inspired by naamyam [a unique Cantonese
folk tradition of storytelling through songs]. In
September Steve and I are also going to Korea
to present a music performance for Tradition
Unrealized, which is a festival related to the
idea of how you take tradition and turn it into
something new or relevant.

Z1: I didn’t know you were into naamyam.
When did you start listening to it?

NA: I used to have this habit: before I went to
bed, I would listen to Chinese opera radio

channels. It puts me to sleep. Some people
think it sounds very spooky. You know why

I think it’s so soothing? The repetitions. The
structure of the music. There are certain
archetypal forms that are repeated. It’s also
pentatonic. I can always guess what’s going

to come up next. It’s cyclical, and then you go
to bed. You should try it.

I was interested in taking this disappearing-
tradition aspect of naamyam, and taking the
notion of a ghostly voice and trying to insert
that into the performance of the piece. I was
thinking of this karaoke sort of thing, not in a
cheesy way. The thing about karaoke is that
you're reading text on-screen, and you’re
following text. Normally, you’re trying to be in
syne, but what if we tried to have everything
out of sync? So then you have a disembodiment
of the voice that’s happening when you’re
looking at the screen. An acousmatic situation.
ZL: Tell me about your aquatic obsession.

NA: I like to float around in amniotic
substances. There’s something preternatural
about water and being inside it. Everything
starts with the visceral. I'm interested in the
balance between the intellect and intuition.

Conceptual art is about trying to pursue the
irrational in the most logical way possible. All
the subcultures and slightly perverse hobbies
that I'm interested in, that I've used in my
work as references, can be talked about in this

"Conceptual art is
about trying fo pursue
the irrational in the most
logical way possible.”

way. And there’s a way in which the city or
the space that we live in is very important in
allowing this to happen. Peoples’ spatial
relationship to the city causes certain things to
happen. Everyone finds a way of inhabiting

a certain kind of space, and there are ways in
which a space influences us that we don’t
realize—and which actually facilitates, and
leads and creates, certain whole cultures.

It is the ways in which the inhuman parts

of our lives—technology, space, cities—
affect the human, socially and psychologically.
ZL: Psychology seems to fascinate you.

NA: I always use that word a lot, don’t I?
Psychological identification. That’s all related
to these very science fiction-y questions like
“What is reality? What is human?” Someone
like Philip K. Dick would be the spokesperson
for the way in which I think about my own
work, I guess, or JG Ballard.

All of Dick’s work is about this question:
What is reality, what is human? And for
Ballard, it’s about how space and technology
transform our psyche, how people adapt to
crisis and disaster. I think otaku culture, and
aquarium hobbies, are themselves versions
of this: reacting to a certain environment. I'm
not interested in asking “Why is this person
like that?” in a psychiatrist sense. I'm
interested in asking “What kind of space allows
that to happen?” wme

Nadim Abbas
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Marine Lover—A Hermatypic Romancs, 2011.
Polyresin coral casts, fiuorescent black lights,
plywood. door frames, mirror,

9% x 3¥a x 59 ft.

Installation view of Affernoon in Utopia, 2012.
Sand, concrete, pigment prints, painted wall text,
red tinted lighting.
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