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Collectives, Localities, Networks: A Translocal Ethnography of Emerging
Contemporary Art Field(s) in Nepal and Bangladesh is based on the
eponymous doctoral research completed by Marléne Harles, a visual
anthropologist and curator, in 2019. In this book, Harles offers an important
analytical intervention in bridging the siloed fields of anthropology and art
history by paying close attention to a “new translocal art field” that is shaped
through what the author considers “transcultural brokerage” by contemporary
artists from South Asia. Informed by transcultural studies and multi-sited
ethnographic approach, Harles is asking the readers and scholars of global
and contemporary art to (re)turn the Eurocentric gaze that often provincializes
or essentializes artist subjects from the Global South. One of the central
questions that the author asks is: “How do we theorize a situation in which
artists from outside the art world’s confirmed locales proactively claim
their space within not a global, but a multi-scalar contemporaneity” (p. 4)?
To answer this complex question, Harles centers ethnographic encounters
and artistic interludes of artists and artist collectives from Bangladesh and
Nepal to understand when, how, and why differing scales and senses of
“locality” is evoked.
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Divided into seven chapters along with an introduction and conclusion,
the book weaves in twelve interludes—scenes from the (art)field—that often
take the reader to moments when the author encounters and/or interacts with
artists and/or their work. The seven chapters are organized to represent the
multi-scalar approach of the book. The first two chapters deal with “regional,”
“national,” and “urban” scales wherein the author argues that it is through
the artistic and collective “transgressions” and “motilities” that the artists
broker a different vision of locality that is not limited by the boundaries of
nation-state. Chapters Three and Four present the institutional scale—art
educational spaces, national academies, and art foundations—to suggest
that these “fields” (a la Bourdieu) are again challenged and critiqued by
the artists. The author elucidates how artist collectives engage in cultural
brokerage both in tandem and in tension with the institutional scale.

Chapter Five engages with “large-scale perennial events” organized by
artist collectives in Dhaka and Kathmandu as sites through which the local
scale is evoked/engaged with to push the dichotomous understanding of
global/local art world. The last two chapters—Six and Seven—examine the
connections forged through these translocal encounters and networks—that
are sustained through the medium of “workshop” and “hanging out” making
it possible to nurture the transregional networks.

While the book delves into various nebulous networks and nodes of
the artworlds of Dhaka and Kathmandu, I think it would be productive to
limit the scope of this review by focusing on the three key methodological
and conceptual themes that emerge in this book. First, the book pushes the
conversation around the methodological framework of what is understood as
ethnography. Harles terms the approach used in this research as “translocal
ethnography” (p. 270). According to the author, translocal ethnography is
a re-configuration of “multi-sited” approach wherein the sites, scales, and
situations are not located or cannot be imagined through the conventional lens
of conducting ethnographic fieldwork. Harles mentions at the very beginning
of the book: “There were times during my research when it felt like Britto
[an artist collective from Dhaka] barely existed ...” (p. 11). The not-entirely
ephemeral, not-entirely physical, and a deeply affective register where artist
collectives operate from would be quite inaccessible to a researcher as an
outsider without tending to what Harles rightly identifies as mobile and
motile subjects and subjectivities of artists and artist collectives in Dhaka and
Kathmandu. A misconception with ethnographic fieldwork is supposing that
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aresearcher enters and exists a “field”: for Harles, there were multiple points
of entries and departures—not just in terms of travel but also the relationships
(especially friendships) that were being navigated. The field did not present
itself as a cohesive and congealed unit (it never does!). The “translocal” is not
merely about transcending the geo-political boundaries but also attending to
the transient nature of the “field” that Harles was navigating. Responding to
the scholarship on global art history and contemporary art, Harles is making
an important intervention by selecting Bangladesh and Nepal as these nodes
that are often peripheral even within South Asia.

Second is the key thematic focus on “transcultural brokerage.” Harles
argues, “transcultural brokerage helps artists relativize, negotiate, and
rethink knowledge they have gained in their field, and in that process, create
something new” (p. 20). This argument foregrounds the agentive nature of
artist subjects while trying to situate them onto the discursive landscape
of artmaking as well as in the flow of capital. This brokerage, according
to the author, is both manifest and latent in their artistic and collective
practices. Focusing on large-scale perennial events such as Chobi Mela,
an international photography festival in Dhaka and Photo Ktm, a biennial
photography festival in Kathmandu, the author argues that the organizers
of these festivals “aim at democratizing access to cultural production and
at transgressing institutionally prescribed boundaries between mediums,
especially photography and what is still considered fine art in the nationally
circumscribed field” (p. 221). While Harles acknowledges the urban,
middle-class positionalities of these networks and collectives, she situates
the transgression at a discursive scale (or, a third space) to show how notions
of locality, art, and history are being challenged through these artistic
interventions. There is an a priori position-taking when the author states,
“Contemporary art is a transgressive force” (p. 344), making explicit what
is perhaps an undercurrent that steers the course of this book.

The third, while not the last, thematic contribution that Harles makes in
this book is that of “transcultural contemporaneity.” The author considers this
to be an alternative approach to the notion of “global contemporaneity”—a
universalizing and totalizing perspective which suggests that the contemporary
art world is accessible and equitable to all citizens of the world while
undermining the asymmetries and unevenness undergirding the economical
and intimate workings that make it impossible for artists from the Global South
to become part of this world. Harles argues that with the increased mobilities
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and capacities to navigate transcultural nodes and networks, artist collectives
in South Asia are generating a distinct sense of contemporaneity shifting the
flows of cultural production, practices, and relationalities. By focusing on
case studies such as that of Bindu—A Space for Artists, Britto Arts Trust,
Drik, photo.circle, and Sattya, the author is moving away from individual
artists to suggest how artist collectives gain legitimacy and value that is not
circumscribed by the nation-states or undermined by the global scale.
Harles provides rich and vivid descriptions of various works of art and
exhibitions throughout the book which add dimension to her discussions.
This review is unable to capture the vast and amorphous depth of the field
that the author perceptively navigates. While the book makes substantial
contributions to the fields of anthropology, art history, and transcultural
studies, there are a few areas that would have benefited from further
elaboration and engagement. For example, a key element that consistently
haunts the transcultural milieu that the “creative” interlocuters forge is that of
the neoliberal political economy of global art market. While the author does
discuss this in relation to the international art programs and place-making
visual interventions in urban spaces, centering this dynamic throughout the
book would have nuanced and complicated the author’s conceptualizations of
both brokerage and transgression. Another element that underpins the book but
only surfaces sporadically is the asymmetries within the translocal contexts.
Discussions of class, caste, and specifically, gender remain marginal insofar
as the interlocutors are facing a much larger conscription by the national and
global frameworks. Unpacking these intricate nodes where “translocality”
and “transculturality” are to some degree hindered or do not always translate
seamlessly could have been a generative exercise in examining the complex
position-takings and place-makings that the interlocuters are involved in.
Overall, Collectives, Localities, Networks makes insightful and critical
interventions in deepening our understanding of visual culture and artistic
practices in the Global South. While scholars of transculturality and visual
histories would benefit from engaging with this work, I believe artists, artist
collectives, curators, and art writers would find this book illuminating as well.
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