
From exclusionary immigration policies to
stereotypes perpetuated in popular culture,
anti-Asian racism has a long history in the 
United States. One year after the discovery 
of Covid-19 in China and its subsequent 
global spread and politicization, xenophobic 
aggressions against the population have 
only escalated, with a rise in the assaults 
and murders of Asian American individuals. 
Best! Letters from Asian Americans in the 
arts was conceived and published in this 
context. Co-edited by artist Christopher 
K. Ho and curator Daisy Nam, who asked 
contributors to “Write a letter to anybody,
somebody, or something,” the timely
volume reveals intimate details of the 
practices, daily lives, and struggles of 73 
arts and cultural workers.

Some took the opportunity to express 
their frustrations with being mislabeled.
Professor Pamela M. Lee recounts being 
repeatedly mistaken for curator Miwon 
Kwon, proclaiming, “No, we really don’t 
look alike,” while stressing the diverse 
cultures lumped under the broad category 
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disputed site is, for Soi, an assertion 
of positionality, intrinsically political 
and potentially incomprehensible from 
competing perspectives. Soi’s answer is 
an exploding of monolithic narratives by 
cutting and pasting visual and textual 
material from “criss-crossing viewpoints.” If 
the show was an exercise in this “notational 
methodology,” then the book is a collage 
of a collage, further fracturing the subject 
matter in its juxtapositions of handwritten 
journal entries, silverpoint drawings of olive 
trees, and magnified ornamental and semi-
abstract motifs. 

The shifting, contested landscapes 
translate texturally to the book’s pages, 
which contrast ultra-high-res artwork 
details and pixelated film stills in 
alternately matte and glossy stock. Images 
recur, such as a drawing of the layered 
slopes and settlements where Palestine, 
Lebanon, and Syria meet—a copy of 
the photograph on the next page. Other 
repeating elements are more obviously 
distorted, like the cover’s blue, anamorphic 
depiction of a West Bank village, which 
is excised from its beige linen ground 
elsewhere in the book to leave a white, 
scythe-like abstraction. Soi’s extracted 
images are jigsaw pieces that fit various 
puzzles: one hardly notices that a yellow, 
fan-shaped, floral design that appears to 
mirror a chink in the wall of a Palestinian 
factory is the breast of an abstracted 
Kingfisher in the original painting.

Yet far from eliding the significance 
of context or the toll of territorial strife, 
Anamorphosis is simultaneously sweeping 
and granular, breaking up allusive collages 
with strips of text on the experiences 
of Palestinians the artist encountered. 
Soi never omits the particularities of his 
subjectivity as an outsider, adding personal 
reflections on the historical linkages 
between Sebastia and Punjab, where his 
father was born, and recollections of 
Kolkata educed by the sights and sounds 
of the West Bank. 

Anamorphosis proposes that it is in 
the interstices that we begin to sense the 
realities of a place—say, in the silhouetted 
rubble painted on a tile, or a shot of young 
Arabs at one of the few points they can 
access the sea.   
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A few pages into Praneet Soi’s 
Anamorphosis is a video still of Arab 
youths enjoying the turquoise waters 
beyond the old citadel walls of Akka (Acre), 
at the northern reaches of what is now 
Haifa Bay in Israel. The image is overlaid 
with a cut-out of a man preparing to leap 
off the parapet into the blue below.  

Soi captured these moments while 
traveling across Israel and the Occupied 
Palestinian Territories in the summer of 
2019, in preparation for an exhibition 
commissioned by London’s Mosaic 
Rooms about the conditions of Palestinian 
economic survival. Alongside filmed and 
illustrated vignettes inspired by the trip, 
“Anamorphosis” (2019) featured painted 
papier-mâché tiles (2017) produced 
with craftsmen in Indian-administered 
Kashmir—an inclusion prompted by the 
territory’s bifurcation and loss of autonomy 
as Soi was developing his show. 

Just as an anamorphic projection 
only appears undistorted from a specific 
vantage point, any representation of a 

The year 2000 was a turning point for 
contemporary art in China. Officialdom 
condoned (some even said “legalized”) 
non-traditional formats when the Shanghai 
Art Museum invited Paris-based Hou 
Hanru and Toshio Shimizu from Tokyo to
join in-house curators Li Xu and Zhang 
Qing in organizing the third Shanghai 
Biennale, “Shanghai Spirit,” which featured 
67 international and Chinese artists. 
Concurrently, the savvy promoter Ai 
Weiwei and curator Feng Boyi plotted a 
parallel exhibition, titled “Fuck Off (不合作
方式),” of 48 Chinese artists who in their
minds “[did] not conform to the kitsch of 
the contemporary culture of China” but 
which authorities shut down after one 
week. A second satellite show, “Useful
Life,” was supported by the emerging 
commercial powerhouse ShanghArt and 
propelled the careers of provocateur
Xu Zhen and filmmaker Yang Fudong—
arguably the two artists who have come to
best represent the spirit of Shanghai in the 
subsequent two decades.

The intertwined stories of these 
three exhibitions—the personalities 
involved, the local art-scene conversations,
the cultural zeitgeist in China and in
international contemporary art at large—
are explored in Afterall’s 11th book in its 
Exhibition Histories series, Uncooperative 
Contemporaries: Art Exhibitions in
Shanghai in 2000, whose title riffs on 
“Fuck Off”’s less direct Chinese title,
meaning “An Uncooperative Approach.” 
As artist Liu Ding and curator Carol 
Yinghua Lu write in their reflection, these 
three shows formed a “heteroglossia of 
ideas in the art scene at the beginning 
of the millennium, before they were all 
assimilated into an almighty art industry.” 

Uncooperative Contemporaries lives 
up to its name in its refusal to offer any 
one official history. Jane DeBevoise, 
chair of Asia Art Archive's board of 
directors, situates the trio of exhibitions 
within the cultural anxieties of the 
post-Maoist consumerist society that 
began to flourish in 1990s Shanghai, and 
explores the skepticism among China’s 
cultural figures about engaging with the 
international art world. Scholar Mia Yu 
does much of the art historical heavy-
lifting in writing about the paradoxes of 
the global-local dynamic in the Biennale, 
during a time of globalism and rising 
nationalism in China. Meanwhile, critic 
Lee Weng Choy, who attended the three 
exhibitions (with varying degrees of 
recollection), contributes a meandering 
meta-reflection on the “adjacency” of 
exhibition histories in a decentered but 
still “incommensurable,” pluralistic global 
art world. Throughout are dozens of 
archival images and short recollections 
by organizers and artists, ranging from 
Li Liang, founder of Eastlink Gallery 
where “Fuck Off” was held, to Yang 
Zhichao, on finding a doctor (technically, 
a dentist) to plant grass in his shoulder 
for a performance. While the novelty of 
contemporary art’s existence in China has 
worn off, many of the discursive clashes 
between China and the outside world feel 
relevant again, as do the efforts of figures 
like Hou Hanru and Biennale artist Huang 
Yong Ping who have spent their careers 
since bridging multiple worlds.
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of “Asian American.” Writer and curator 
Aruna D'Souza recalls New York’s Institute 
of Fine Arts telling her that the school 
had admitted her assuming, based on her 
surname, that she is Portuguese. Artist 
Josh Kline shares the challenges that he 
faces as a mixed-race person in a text 
titled after the blunt question he frequently 
receives: “What Are You?”

The authors also address figures who 
are important to them. Critic and curator 
John Yau, paying homage to his childhood 
hero, the late Utah-born painter Matsumi 
Kanemitsu (1922–1992), speculates,
“Perhaps by the [centenary of your birth],
you will not be invisible anymore, nor be 
seen as an ‘exotic’ Asian artist.” Artist 
Patty Chang penned a touching note
apologizing to her late father, citing how,
in an elementary school assignment about 
her heritage, she petulantly blamed him for 
immigrating and “creating a gulf” between 
her and the past. 

Others drew attention to systemic 
discrimination and racial insensitivity.
Architect Philip Poon asks Mike Eckhaus 
and Zoe Latta, founders of fashion brand 
Eckhaus Latta, why they frequently employ
cliché Chinatown imagery, and if they
view immigrants as “comically eccentric,
foreign, and un-American.” In their satirical 
crossword, Passing Comment I, artists 
Yara El-Sherbini and Naeem Mohaiemen 
embed clues that criticize Hollywood’s
yellowface and brownface. Artist Furen Dai 
appropriates the US citizenship welcome 
letter, reading between its congratulatory 
lines to add that, “even though you are
officially an American citizen, when there
comes a conflict of national interest, you 
might still be considered an Other.”

Perhaps it’s curator Christine Y. Kim’s
counsel to her sixth-grade self that best 
encapsulates the strength that Asian 
Americans invoke every day. In it, Kim
outlines three recommendations: do not
let your story be defined by the White
imagination, representation matters, and 
know where you come from. Resonating 
with all who have faced discounting 
stereotypes and discrimination, and 
providing insight for those who haven’t,
Best! is a powerful call for solidarity 
and action. 
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