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Folk Costumes, Indo-Pacific Air:

In the months that preceded the global spread of COViD, 
a series of events transformed the atmosphere of the 
Indo-Pacific Region. The bush fire smoke on the East 
coast of Australia, the tear gas used in the Santiago de 
Chile and Hong Kong protests, the Indian Supreme Court 
ruling on Delhi’s pollution failures, and activists covering 
iconic statues with respirators across Johannesburg and 
Pretoria mapped of the political struggles taking place 
in the region’s air, already visible in the proliferation of 
masked faces.  

Folk Costumes, Indo-Pacific Air constructs the prehistory 
of the region’s current masked state. It replicates the 
atmospheric conditions of the end of 2019 and collects 
the architectures for the body they produced. The 
resulting map of the Indo-Pacific region is an exhibition 
of its emerging folk costumes enclosed in a sealed 
environment. The objects on display shows how before 
our global pandemic, masks and respirators defined the 
Indo-Pacific imaginary. The installation interior provides 
visitors with a glimpse of the region’s highly politicised 
air. As they breathe it, the region affects their bodies and, 
once they leave the room, they bring the region with 
them.
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Indo-Pacific region:

The 2013 Australian Defence White Paper “Indo-Pacific 
Strategic Arc” formally shifted the country from the 
Pacific to the Indo-Pacific region. Australia officially 
moved to a region created ex-proposito, expanding from 
the west coast of South America to the Gulf, from South 
East Asia to Africa’s East coast. The new region had been 
theorized in diplomatic circles since the 1950s, yet it was 
the 2000s’ increase of maritime trade and the emergence 
of the BRICS’ economies, China’s regional hegemony 
and the post-2001 geopolitical reorganizations what 
pushed Australia to be the first country to recognize it 
and relocate there.

For the last seven years the region has been under 
construction. The existence of the Indo-Pacific region 
is treated as a de facto reality in trade agreements, 
cultural exchanges and development grants, while its 
actual characterization varies according to the agencies, 
parties or policies involved. It is not a strange condition. 
A cacophony of legal definitions also delineates well-
stabilised regions such as Europe. In fact, this blurry 
contour is not the Indo-Pacific’s most distinctive feature. 
Its instantaneous nature of its provisional outline is. 
The sudden invention of the Indo-Pacific region was 
a twofold operation; both an act of naming and of 
storytelling. But while the geographical limits of the 
region were stated in its name, the narratives that hold 
its geography together are barely in place. They conflate 
deep time stories tracing back its origin to Gondwana, 
the ruins of colonizing empires or the commonalities of 
recent but geographically distant political upheaval. The 
region’s vastness and its brief existence are the probable 
reasons for this indeterminacy. The Indo-Pacific is still 
under construction.
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A model of clouds in the vicinity of a low-pressure system

Air:

The air of the Indo-Pacific is composed of changing 
levels of humidity; increases and decreases in 
air temperature and speed flow; contamination 
from gasses such as CO2 and Nitrogen; explosive 
emissions of tear gas, dust particles and ashes. They 
form clouds; each one with its own chemical and 
physical qualities that define the region’s political 
struggles.



4

17th Biennale Architettura 

Folk Costumes Stamps, Spanish Post, 1967-1971

Folk Costumes:

The folk costumes of the Indo-Pacific region are 
socio-technical constructions. Similarly to the ones 
invented in the wave of Nationalism of the 19th 
Century, they combine responses to environmental 
conditions, cultural and political concerns, and 
available techniques and technologies. They are 
masks, wearable architecture that renders the air of 
the region visible. 

A cloth wrapped collection of coconut ashes soaked 
in soda lime from Chile’s last year protests; a illegal 
mask from Hong Kong that combines medical 
equipment and fashion statements; a commercially 
available gas mask that protects from the pathogens 
released in 2019 New South Wales bush fires; The 
gigantic respirator that covered the face of Chief 
Tshwane statue outside Pretoria City Hall; The 
luxurious mask designed by asthmatic Swedish 
immigrant in India; each respiratory protection 
accompanies and narrates the particularities of local 
conditions. 
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Dimensions and location:

Folk Costumes, Indo-Pacific Air is an interior, a 
generic container prepared to host the differentiated 
local conditions. Both banal and extraordinary, it is 
a collection of an off-the-shelf clear polycarbonate 
boxes prepared to contain a range of exceptional 
atmospheres. Inside, masks sampled from different 
locations along the Indo-Pacific region are on display. 
Gas canisters connected to the boxes containing alter 
its atmospheres. Outside, a monitor displays readings 
of the interior atmospheric conditions identical to the 
ones in Johannesburg, Sydney, Delhi, Hong Kong and 
Santiago de Chile. 

Hans Haacke, Condensation Cube, 1963-65
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Folk Costumes, Indo-Pacifi Air 
installation arrengment
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A - Ted B - Marbel foot C - Antler

E - SpiderD - Chandelier
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Installation Aims:

The aim of Folk Costumes, Indo-Pacific Air is to 
construct a set of missing narratives of the 
Indo-Pacifc through and with an architecture that 
negotiates its air. The establishment of a new global 
region is a rare event. It radically reconfigures 
the shape, limits and relationships of a section 
of the world. It is the definitive design project yet 
designers are rarely involved. Our hypothesis is 
that the case of this region is different. It covers an 
exceptional extension of fragmented territory in 
which architecture’s ubiquity makes an ideal lingua 
franca. Its ability to intersect with social, political, 
economic, technological, ecosystemic, and spatial 
controversies makes architecture the ultimate vehicle 
to navigate and connect commonalities between local 
idiosyncrasies. The wearable architecture of the 
Indo-Pacific maps the region’s stories and histories. 

Alexander von Humboldt, Geographie des Plantes Equinoxiales, 1803
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Book: Essays and photographic evidence

Alongside the installation, a catalogue will document 
the project and discuss the politics of Air in the 
Indo-Pacific region. The publication will include 
essays by Urtzi Grau and Guillermo Fernández-
Abascal, Peter Irga and Fraser Torpy, Lidia Morawska, 
Nerea Calvillo, Zoe Horn, Peter McNeill and 
Brian Oliver. The texts will be accompanied by 
photographic evidence by Matthew Connors and 
Hamish McIntosh. The book frames multiple visions 
of air of the Indo-Pacific region in order to expand 
contemporary understandings of the way we breathe 
together.

Steam Tables and Mollier Diagram, Keenan, Joseph H. 
Published by The American Society for Mechanical Engineers, N Y, 1932
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Curatorial Team:

Urtzi Grau is an architect, director of the Master of 
Architecture and Master of Research at the University 
of Technology Sydney (UTS), and founding partner of 
the office Fake Industries Architectural Agonism.

Guillermo Fernández-Abascal is an architect, lecturer 
at UTS and co-director of GFA2. Based in Sydney, 
Australia and Santander, Spain, his recent work 
destabilises the dichotomy of research vs. buildings 
and includes diagrams, stories, exhibitions, films, 
prototypes, housing, and public buildings across the 
globe.

Folk Costumes, Indo-Pacific Air is a project supported 
by the Alastair Swayn Foundation, the University of 
Technology Sydney (UTS), Acción Cultural
Española (AC/E)
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Background:

Folk Costumes, Indo-Pacific Air builds on the research 
of the Portable Indo-Pacific developed at the Masters 
of Architecture at the University of Technology 
Sydney with Ben Feher, Hana Lee, Thoi Yen Ngo, 
James Stuart, Rachel Wan and Callum Woo and 
exhibited in the 3rd Istanbul Design Biennial “Are we 
Human?” accompanied by sound pieces by Leopold 
Lambert, Miguel Rodriguez-Casellas, Joni Taylor and 
Grupo TOMA. It also borrows from the Indo-Pacific 
Atlas developed for the 2016 Chicago Architecture 
Biennial with Kane Pham, Gonzalo Valiente, Christina 
Deluchi, and Endriana Audisho, accompanied by 
sound pieces by Miguel Rodriguez-Casellas. They are 
part of the research project on the Indo-Pacific Region 
supported by a Graham Foundation Grant and will 
be included in the upcoming volume Indo-Pacific, An 
Instantaneous Region Volumen 1, Stories, Atlases, 
Cartographies and Commons. 

Indo Pacific Atlas, Chicago Biennale, 2016
Image Jack Dunbar
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