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Detail from Marcos Kueh, ‘Smooth Sailing’, (2025)
Courtesy of the artist

25 October 2025 - 11 January 2026
esea contemporary, Manchester
Preview: 24 October 2025, 6-8 PM

esea contemporary is pleased to present Smooth Sailing, — /G /2, the first institutional solo
exhibition by Marcos Kueh - an award-winning artist from Sarawak, Borneo Malaysia, known for
his richly layered textile works. This exhibition marks a pivotal development in Kueh’s practice,
introducing new materials and processes while deepening his ongoing exploration of cross-
cultural histories, diasporic identity, and collective memory.
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Developed during his recent residency with esea contemporary, Smooth Sailing, —Z&/E/E
explores the realities and afterlives of migration in search of a better future. The exhibition’s
title draws from the Chinese phrase —#&/[EJE (yi U shun féng), which literally means ‘may the
wind be smooth along your entire journey.’ It is often used as a parting blessing, conveying
hopes for safety, ease, and favourable conditions ahead - particularly for those embarking on
uncertain paths. Kueh reflects on this phrase through both personal and historical lenses: his
own experiences as a diasporic Chinese Malaysian from Borneo who migrated to Europe and
now lives and works in the Netherlands, and broader histories of the textile industry, labour
movements, and displacement. Anchored in textile and sculptural language, the exhibition
considers how cultural memory and moral frameworks endure - or unravel - across shifting
geographies.

In the main gallery, visitors will encounter Smooth Sailing —#&/[EE - a major new immersive
installation. This large-scale tableau features a ship sail and broken mast run aground
alongside a kinetic sculpture, evoking themes of endurance and migration. Co-commissioned
by esea contemporary, the Centre for Heritage, Arts and Textile (CHAT), Hong Kong SAR, and
Manchester Metropolitan University, with lead support from the Mondriaan Fund and the Henry
Moore Foundation, this ambitious new work draws on research conducted at the People’s
History Museum and the internationally renowned textile collection of The Whitworth in
Manchester.

The exhibition also features a new iteration of Kueh's 7Three Contemporary Prosperities, which
reimagines the traditional Chinese deities Fu &, LU %, Shou & - celestial embodiments of
Fortune, Prosperity, and Longevity - as hyper-contemporary figures: The Brilliant Billionaire, The
Perfect Celebrity, and The Immortal Elder. Presented in the Communal Project Space, this
woven work is updated each time it is shown, reflecting on how ideals of a ‘good life’ are
shaped by shifting societal desires. As these avatars evolve - a millionaire becomes a
billionaire, an influencer becomes a celebrity - the work prompts viewers to consider how
contemporary society interprets and chases these age-old aspirations in an age of digital
spectacle and economic precarity.

"The work came from a desire to reflect on my state of being as a Chinese-passing, non-
European working in textile factories in the Netherlands. During my residency at esea
contemporary, | encountered the writings of Ocean Vuong and was struck by his idea of
‘circumstantial labour’ — how, more often than not, we find ourselves in places and situations
beyond our control.
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The popular ethos of the American dream’ promises opportunity and freedom through hard

work and determination, regardless of background. ‘Smooth Sailing,—Ff&/|E/E’ reflects on the

weight of that dream from the perspective of the stranded and abandoned, whose vesse/

towards upward mobility has long since been wrecked. Deserted by fate, hidden deep within the

factory grounds, the spirit still labours to find meaning amidst the chaos, in order to carry on.”
— Marcos Kueh

It has been so meaningful to accompany Marcos on this journey, from his residency with us in

Manchester through to the making of ‘Smooth Sailing, —B/E/E. Witnessing the way he works

has been a privilege — approaching archival traces and industrial remnants with patient
sensitivity, attuned to the emotions and lived experiences that echo through them. From labour
union certificates to textile fragments now housed in local museum collections, he draws out
the personal within larger histories, opening space for stories that might otherwise remain
silent.”

— Jo-Lene Ong, Curator, esea contemporary

The public programme accompanying the exhibition includes an artist talk presented in
partnership with Asia Triennial Manchester 6 and organised by Manchester Metropolitan
University. Taking place during the Triennial’s opening week on 3™ November 2025, the event
will bring together artistic and curatorial voices around themes of migration, memory, and
materiality.

ENDS

Notes to Editors
Press Contact
For press enquiries, high-resolution images, or interview requests, please contact:

Jenny Stewart, press@eseacontemporary.org

Exhibition Details

Title: Marcos Kueh: Smooth Sailing, —ENE/El

Dates: 25 October 2025 - 11 January 2026

Preview: 24 October 2025, 6-8 PM

Venue: esea contemporary, 13 Thomas Street, Manchester, M4 1EU, United Kingdom
Admission: Free

Artistic Direction: Xiaowen Zhu

Curation: Jo-Lene Ong
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Associate Curator: Julia Jiang
Opening Hours: Tuesday - Saturday, 10 AM - 5 PM | Sunday, 12 - 5 PM | Closed Mondays and
Bank Holidays

Marcos Kueh is an artist from Sarawak, Borneo Malaysia, currently living and working in the
Netherlands. His practice centres on textiles as a medium for storytelling, drawing from
Borneo’s ancestral weaving traditions to explore themes of identity, labour, and globalisation.

Growing up in a post-colonial developing country, Kueh has long been engaged with questions
of identity and how Malaysia is perceived - whether through colonial depictions in museums or
stylised narratives in tourism advertising. His work seeks to reconcile these representations
with his lived experience growing up in Borneo, navigating the pressures of modernity and
globalisation. He uses weaving to encode contemporary legends from everyday life, just as the
ancestors of Borneo did with their dreams and stories before the arrival of written alphabets
from the West.

Kueh holds a Bachelor’s in Graphic and Textile Design from the Royal Academy of Art, The
Hague, completed in 2022. That same year, he was awarded the Ron Mandos Young Blood
Award, and in 2023 he was named Young Designer of the Year by the Dutch Design Awards. His
works are held in the collections of Museum Voorlinden and the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam.
Recent exhibitions include Manifesta 15 in Barcelona; Kunstinstituut Melly in Rotterdam; The
Backroom, Kuala Lumpur; and the National Art Gallery Malaysia in Kuala Lumpur.

esea contemporary is the UK’s only non-profit art centre specialising in presenting and
platforming artists and art practices that identify with and are informed by East and Southeast
Asian (ESEA) cultural backgrounds. Situated in an award-winning building in the heart of
Manchester, home to one of the largest East Asian populations in the UK, esea contemporary
has been a hub for cross-cultural exchange since its inauguration as a community-oriented
visual arts festival in 1986. esea contemporary aims to increase the visibility of contemporary
art practices from the East and Southeast Asian communities and their diasporas. It is a site
for forward-thinking art programmes that, beyond exhibitions, also include commissions,
research, residencies, publishing, and a wide range of vibrant public events. esea contemporary
values creativity, compassion, interconnectedness, and collectivity in implementing its mission.

The Henry Moore Foundation was founded by the sculptor Henry Moore and his family in 1977
to encourage public appreciation of the visual arts. Today the Foundation supports innovative
sculpture projects through its grants programme, devises an imaginative programme of
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exhibitions and research worldwide, and preserves the legacy of Moore himself: one of the
great sculptors of the 20th century, who did so much to bring the art form to a wider audience.

This exhibition is generously supported by the Mondriaan Fund, Henry Moore Foundation,
Galerie Ron Mandos, Manchester Metropolitan University, Centre for Heritage, Arts and Textile
(CHAT), Hong Kong SAR, Arts Council England, and Greater Manchester Combined Authority.

Social Media:
Follow the conversation:
#MarcosKueh #eseacontemporary #ManchesterArt
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