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BeaTrICE CHAN is Curatorial Assistant of Asian
Art at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. She
has worked on international exhibitions such
as “Treasures from Korea: Arts and Culture
of the Joseon Dynasty 1392-1910” (2014), and
“Emperors’ Treasures: Chinese Art from the
National Palace Museum, Taipei” (2016). Ms
Chan earned her BA in Art History and French
Literature from Smith College, and her MA in
Asian Art History from Boston University.

Anviee Froom (Dr) is Curator of Art of the
Islamic Worlds at the Museum of Fine Arts,
Houston. She is also Senior Lecturer at Rice
University. Formerly Hagop Kevorkian Asso-
ciate Curator of Islamic Art at Brooklyn
Museum, Dr Froom has published books and
articles and lectured at universities around the
world on the topic of Islamic art. She has acted
as a consultant to the Aga Khan Museum,
Toronto, the British Museum, London, and the
Réunion des Musées Nationaux, Paris.

CurisTINE GERVATS is the Director of the Rienzi
Collection and Curator for Decorative Arts at
the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, where she
is responsible for the acquisition, research and
exhibition of pre-1900 decorative arts objects.
She holds a BA in History from Trinity Univer-
sity, a MA in American Studies from George
Washington University, and a M.Phil. with dis-
tinction in the History of Art from the Univer-
sity of Glasgow in Scotland.

Frances MaRrzio has been Curator of the Glas-
sell Collections, Africa, Oceania, the Americas,
and Antiquities at the Museum of Fine Arts,
Houston, since 1993. She has curated numerous
exhibitions from diverse cultures, including the
Glassell Collection of African Gold, which trav-
elled extensively. She has written two books:
Miniature Size, Magical Quality: Nasca Art from the
Glassell Collection and The Glassell Collections of the
Museum of Fine Art, Houston.

ALLISON Pappas is the former Assistant Curator
of Photography at the Museum of Fine Arts,
Houston. She-has worked on many exhibitions,
served as in-house curator of “Roman Vishniac
Rediscovered” (2015), and curated “Infinite
Pause: Photography and Time” (2016). Ms Pappas
holds a BA from Brown University in History
of Art and Architecture and Anthropology with
honours, and a MA from Williams College
in History of Art, focusing on photography.

ALisoN DE LiMa GREENE is the Isabel Brown
Wilson Curator of Modern & Contemporary
Art at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. In
2006, she published Isamu Noguchi: A Sculpture for
Sculpture, profiling the museum’s Cullen Sculp-
ture Garden and its extraordinary collection. A
2010 Fellow at the Center for Curatorial Lead-
ership, Ms Greene also serves as a trustee of
the Association of Art Museum Curators.
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ASIA THROUGH

CONTEMPORARY EYES
Highlights from the Collections of

the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston

ALISON DE LIMA GREENE

Photographs © The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, Thomas R. DuBrock, photographer unless stated otherwise

THE MUSEUM of Fine Arts, Houston opened its first
permanent building in 1924, the year that the institution
made its first acquisition of non-Western art. Over the
decades that followed, the museum matched its city’s ambi-
tion with rapid growth, adding expansive new galleries to
its original structure, including two major additions,
designed by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, that opened in
1958 and 1974 respectively. At the same time, the muse-
um’s exhibition programme became increasingly global in
scope, and both historic and modern collections were built
through the remarkable generosity of successive generations
of collectors and patrons. However, while notable acquisi-
tions of historical works from across Asia reflected the
museum’s commitment to world cultures, Asian contempo-
rary art only began to have a significant presence during
William C. Agee’s tenure as director from 1974 to 1982.
With the visionary support of Alice Pratt Brown and the
Cullen family, Agee commissioned the Japanese-American
artist Isamu Noguchi to create the Lillie and Hugh Roy
Cullen Sculpture Garden, a project that gave the heart of
the museum’s campus a newly international outlook (1).!
Noguchi submitted his first proposal for the Cullen
Sculpture Garden in 1979. Over the next five years, he re-
fined the plans in order to create a “sculpture for sculp-
ture”, where concrete walls, granite pavers, open areas of
grass and native trees offered an intimate setting for works
from the museum’s collection. Synthesising modern aesthet-
ics with historical sources, Noguchi freely drew inspiration
from the great Jantar Mantar Observatories in Delhi and
Jaipur, as well as from the dry landscape (kare-sansur) at
Ryoan-Ji and the stroll garden (kaiyi-shiki-teien) at Katsura
in Kyoto. Noguchi’s use of these sources was not merely
formal; he was also keenly aware of how Zen principles
of contemplation and passage could shape the visitor’s ex-
perience: “I find the changing relationships of the spaces
exactly as I hoped”, he commented. “Walking through the
garden I think there is a kind of conversation going on, a
very quiet conversation between walls and spaces, people
and sculptures. The walls are sculptures as far as I am
concerned. They form a geometry of playfulness.””
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1 Isamu Noguchi, Lillie and Hugh Roy Cullen Sculpture Garden,
1986. The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, museum commission
funded by The Cullen Foundation, The Brown Foundation, Inc.,
Antonette and Isaac Arnold, Jr., Mr and Mrs Theodore N. Law,
Mr and Mrs Meredith J. Long, Mr Douglas B. Marshall, Jr.,
and Mr William James Hill; trees and plantings generously
sponsored by River Oaks Garden Club, Mr and Mrs M.S. Stude,
and The Garden Club of Houston. Image courtesy the Museum
of Fine Arts, Houston Archives

Peter C. Marzio, the museum’s director from 1982 to
2010, oversaw the construction of the Cullen Sculpture
Garden, which opened to the public in 1986. In the de-
cades that followed, the museum’s campus continued to
grow apace. In 2000, the Audrey Jones Beck Building
opened, offering a permanent home to the European and

"The Lillie and Hugh Roy Cullen Sculpture Garden was created
to link the museum’s main gallery building with the newly opened
Alfred C. Glassell, Jr. School of Art, see Alison de Lima Greene, Val-
erie J. Fletcher and Marc Treib, Isamu Noguchi: A Sculpture for Sculpture,
New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006.

?Celeste Marie Adams, “The Sculpture Garden: A Conversation with
Isamu Noguchi”, MFAH Bulletin 9, no. 3, Summer 1986, p. 20.



10 Shahzia Sikander, Uprooted Order Series 3, No. 1,
1995, vegetable colour, watercolour, dried pigment
and tea water on wasli handmade paper, 16.8 x
9.2 cm. The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, gift
of Joseph Havel and Lisa Ludwig, 2003.728.
© Shahzia Sikander. Photograph © The
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston

Pakistan

After completing her studies at the National College of Art
in Lahore, Shahzia Sikander launched her career in the
United States in the mid-1990s with her Uprooted Order
Series, works which radically reconfigured the conventions
of Hindu and Mughal painting. Unlike many artists of her
generation who appropriated historical sources in order to
express distance in space or time, Sikander instills her work
with a fresh immediacy that is at once improvisatory and
highly disciplined. Sikander has declared:

Imagination and intuition inform my process. Art,
at times a solitary practice, is sustained by the desire
to connect and communicate—the pendulum between
conformity and freedom, craft and culture, fragility of
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emotion and tenacity of control... Within the work of
art, the elasticity of the form is its ability to remain
relevant over its various iterations within geographical,
historical, sociopolitical, cultural, gendered and psy-
chological transformations.”

Uprooted Order Series 3, No. 1, 1995, was painted during
Sikander’s two-year tenure in this museum’s Core Residency
Program, and it exemplifies the nuanced referential strate-
gies she established during this breakout period in her
career (10). Committed to being a female and feminis:
voice, she has explained: “Early on in my practice I began
developing a personal vocabulary, an alphabet of sorts, in
which forms could serve as stock figures and no longer had
to hold onto their original meaning.”® Here, three gopis
(devotees of Krishna) dominate the composition. Two are
depicted in a pearly white grisaille without attire or adorn-
ment, while the central gop: is richly clad and more natu-
ralistically rendered. Hovering over this figure is a veiled.
possibly winged silhouette, whose legs taper into roots, as if’
pulled from the ground, an emblem that first appeared in
Sikander’s work in 1993 and which has become one of the
artist’s most enduring signifiers. Echoes of this figure recur
on a smaller scale as well, one breaking from her roots to
dance exuberantly, complicating received ideas about the
meaning of the veil and women’s autonomy.

At the same time, Sikander exercises a strong formal
control, with the central axis of the composition defined by
four stacked circles, while other circles establish a horizon-
tal intersection. Sikander has identified these as chakra.
while acknowledging that they also can be understood as
Modernist tropes.”® Similarly, the two gopis, who frame the
page function much as the traditional ornamental borders
of miniature painting; they focus the viewer’s gaze and
push from the margins to the centre.

Huma Bhabha builds her sculptures and works on paper
through assemblage, collage and photomontage, composi-
tional strategies that she employs with the freedom of a
scavenger and the rigour of an architect. Untitled, 2014, is
one of a series of monumental drawings featured in Al the
World’s Futures, Okwui Enwezor’s global survey for the 2015
Venice Biennale (11). Commenting on this series, Bhabha
noted “The drawings..have a kind of cinematic feel to
me: the underlying photo is usually a place where I've
spent time (Berlin, Karachi, Poughkeepsie) and functions
like an establishment shot. But the actual mark making is
the action.””

Untitled demonstrates Bhabha’s use of the photographic
ground as a scaffold for action. Working over a base-layer
of photomontage, Bhabha transforms the fragmented land-
scape into a colossal, totemic head. A cargo-cult idol for
the internet era, Bhabha’s haunting apparition is fashioned
from web-based image banks—film stills, news media.
advertising—the electronic detritus of our times, shaped
and animated by the artist’s hand. One mask-like eye is
punctured by a collaged image of a marijuana bud, sug-
gesting psychotropic introspection as well as the toxic re-
alities of the global trade in narcotics. “There is never a
particular narrative; that is something you have to make
up for yourself”, Bhabha has observed. “I give you clues,
but my own interests stay in the background. What I love
about the photographs is that they provide so much infor-
mation, and my role is simply to add more.”?
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