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Foreword

Urban living is like this — you are constantly within a building, shuttling between
confined spaces big and small, up in the sky or below ground level. Lifts and
escalators become sightseeing trains, capturing transitional glimpses of time and
space every time a door opens and closes. And we are turned into time travellers,

traversing time and space.

If art is a carrier, we hope to turn the inadvertent time travellers roaming the city
of Hong Kong into art travellers. The Art Promotion Office has organised many
projects pertaining to this function, such as ‘ArtAlive@Park’, ‘Park Déco’, ‘Artists
in the Neighbourhood Scheme’, ‘ARTivating Public Buildings’, and the currently
running ‘Hi! Houses’. In this ‘#ArtTravellers Series 1: Decoding Exotic Lands’, held
at the Trade and Industry Tower, we will be presenting the works of two young Hong

Kong artists, Eastman Cheng and Ivy Ma.

The Hong Kong poet, Ye Si (né Leung Ping-kwan, 1949-2013), had written about
‘travelling with a bitter melon’. There is a TV programme called ‘Travel with Rivals’.

Shall we travel with art then?

Dr Lesley Lau

| Head of Art Promotion Office
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#ArtTravellers: Decoding Exotic Lands

— A Guide to the Exhibition

Do you have a passion for travel? When your friends go on a trip, are you filled with
longing and green with envy? Hong Kong people top the list in the Asia-Pacific
region for frequency of travel; travel guides are one of the best-sellers at the
annual Hong Kong Book Fair; TV travel programmes and travel bloggers abound;
posts about travelling experiences on social media invariably get ‘likes’... Travel
seems to have become an integral part of Hong Kong life. According to a number of
surveys, the number one reason for the recent craze for travel in Hong Kong is to
chill out and escape from the pressures of everyday life, with experiencing foreign
cultures coming second. In 2015, a credit card company’s survey on consumer
purchasing trends revealed that local travellers value sight-seeing most when
they travel, with shopping and gourmet food tasting coming second.' It goes
without saying that along with the travelling fad is the huge market demand for
overseas shopping. Whether it is a ten-day, eight-country European tour, an in-
depth cultural tour, or a gourmet-themed trip, the Hong Kong travel culture seems
to be inseparable from the word ‘consumption’. Then, apart from spending at each
scenic spot and purchasing touristic experiences during the trip, what else is the

Hong Kong traveller really after?

In order to reflect on the meaning and possibilities of travel, the Art Promotion
Office is organising this three-year exhibition project in the Trade and Industry
Tower. With the travel culture of Hong Kong as premise, artists of different media
are invited to explore the multifaceted nature of travel itself and represent them
in their art anecdotes of vernacular culture and everyday life which may have
escaped the eyes of the average tourist, so as to show viewers alternative angles

to look at travel.
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From tourist gaze to artist gaze

In general, ‘travel’ means taking a trip outside the daily places of residence and
work. The charm of travel is probably the change in space and time, leaving one’s
own familiar setting to enter an exotic space. British sociologist, John Urry (1946 -
2016), made travel a topic of sociological research in the 1990’s, and proposed the
‘tourist gaze’ theory. He believed that people travel abroad with the expectation
of achieving a pleasurable experience through viewing things and scenery that
are totally different from what they are used to. To construct the ‘tourist’s gaze’,
travellers would look out for features which they think distinguish that particular
country they are visiting, and whatever they encounter would be transformed into
signs for consumption. When tourists see two people kissing in Paris, what they
capture in the gaze is ‘timeless romantic Paris’. When a small village in England is
seen, what they gaze upon is the ‘real olde England’.” Indeed, when we travel, our
gaze would be constructed through signs, in one way or another. We look for and
collect exotic visual experiences to form a stereotypical impression of that place.
While we strive to seek unique exotic signs on our trips, two female artists are
gazing at ordinary and prosaic signs, exploring the uniqueness hidden within, and
constructing an exotic landscape or townscape very different from what we have

in mind.

For visual artist Ivy Ma, the purpose of travel is to reflect on one’s existing mindset
and way of life. In her travels in recent years, she invariably included war museums
on her itinerary. She wants to view a chosen piece of painful human history frozen

in the past. She likes in particular to stand before historical photos in museums

'-".’til'
0 4°)

and look for details that would touch her soul. As John Urry remarked, ‘gazing’ is
not only viewing, but a series of actions which involves interpreting, evaluating and
drawing comparisons. And every gaze is restricted by other factors such as cultural
style, personal experience and memory, as well as local images and texts.> Some
believe that a fast track to knowledge about the history of a foreign land is to visit
its museums, and enter its historical sphere by deciphering the artefacts, photos
and literature therein. However, Ma thinks that it is difficult to comprehend those
horrific moments of war and the complexity of its history from a contemporary
angle, and she also does not believe that after so much deciphering, the historical
photos can amply reflect true history. Among the numerous war photos, she likes
to gaze at the unusually calm scenes, and take snapshots of historical signs of
these photos which used not to catch the average eye. The partial landscapes in
her a set of four works in this exhibition are all image exhibits derived from photos
taken from various war museums between 2011 and 2012. She applies geometric
and linear patterns with gold leaf, cement which creates another dimension on
cropped photos, and gradually removes the historical signs in the process to blur
out the marks of time and place. Her purpose is to leave only the most purified
form of a war scene to help the viewers shed their critical mode and enter the
exotic realm. Ma likes long-haul flights: she feels the process of flying is like being
in a purifying vacuum where she is detached from time and space in the world.
This series of works that fuses photography with painting blurs the line between
reality and imagination and the distance between the past and the present. They
are presentations of what she remembers as the vacuum when she visited the war
museums. The quiet scenes verging on the poetic are probably what she describes

as the vacuum in the journey.
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Buying gifts or souvenirs is almost a prescribed part of travel. Tourists find

it inevitable to buy some souvenirs or local produce for gifting or for self-
consumption. Now if you're travelling to Western Europe and can only bring back
one souvenir, what would you choose - a stone from the Berlin Wall, a piece of
Venetian glass, or some other stuff? If you cannot bring back what you want to
have from a trip, would you feel at a loss? For visual artist Eastman Cheng, objects
are signs and carriers of records. Not only do they carry their own unique outlook
and functions, they also record invisible time and social mentality. To her, an object
encapsulates an attitude to life. That is why while travelling, Cheng would ‘gaze’
at local objects to try to feel the traces of local life. She would intentionally avoid
contact with information about her destination before she sets off, guarding the
sense of mystery fiercely and hoping to make personal discoveries during the trip.
Traffic lights, street lamps, zebra crossings, manhole covers..., they are all sources
of her imagination. She likes to re-structure objects or signs seen in various
places and render them into furniture décor for the interior. They consist of soft
sculptures made from all kinds of fabrics and soft materials, reconstructed to fuse
exotic features together. She would, for instance, stitch and embroider patterns
such as the British Crown or African wildlife skin motifs as her impressions of her
travels. Her three series for this exhibition may at first glance appear to be décor
accessories for the balcony, the dining table and the floor lamps, but actually they
are scenic microcosms of China, Europe and Africa. They may look bizarre in form,
but they can bring a knowing smile to many faces. When foreign things are gazed
at, recorded and re-installed, they become pleasant surprises from exotic lands.
Cheng is skilful in re-structuring foreign signs: she has made furniture décor from

images of a square Chinese cement shop and scenic spots etched with characters,

European classical museums and their exquisite collections, and African street
food and lights along the river. These works on the one hand express her feelings
and experience of different countries, and on the other inspire the viewers to
embark on their own journeys after viewing her scenery to make new discoveries

on their own.

The exhibition ‘#ArtTravellers Series 1: Decoding Exotic Lands’ presents two
young female artists’ polaric attitudes towards travel and their respective search
for different impressions in their travels. Some of the exotic signs in their works
are refreshingly relaxed and delightful, while others are serious and focused. No
matter what your attitude is towards your travels, or what you expect to see during
your trips, we hope you would join our artists and begin a journey that is not the

usual kind!

Lo Yan-yan

Curator (Public Art)
Art Promotion Office
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What does travelling mean to you?

Travelling is a spiritual activity. Whether we are in a happy state
or not, we should go to see the world, to get to know different
people, and to understand the way they live and the tracks they

have made in life.
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Do you think there is a difference
between an artist’s travel and that of
the average person? What is an artist’s
travel like?

The average travellers may take along a
travel guide and ply the famous scenic
spots ‘by the book’. Their itineraries
are often dictated by the touristic
experiences of the others. But | only go
where | take an interest, or I'd just go
where my heart leads me. When artists
travel, they should be garnering more
insights into issues and matters that
they feel concerned about. For instance,
if the artists have an eye on textures,
they would focus on the details of
the materials. If they are concerned
about society and history, they would
have observations that touch them
to the core. For me, | am concerned
about the lives of things and people,
so every little detail | garnered in that

land would reverberate in me.
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Memories and feelings that people
have long forgotten are Cheng’s
inspirational archive.

How do your travel experi-
ences change after you be-
came an artist?

When | was studying for my
Master’s degree in Fine Arts
in 2009, | joined an artist-
in-residence programme in
Manchester for three months.
| realised from the stint that
one needs to stay longer and
proceed at a slower pace when
visiting a place. Though | did
not do a lot of sight-seeing, |
felt more at ease staying at
one place for a longer period,
and instead of covering
many places on a short trip,
I’d prefer to spend a month,
or a few weeks, to leisurely

experience that trip in depth.
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Cheng’s emotive reaction to, and
interpretation of, foreign lands are
idiosyncratically her own. Stitching 2013
and embroidering with signs of

exotic lands become her unique

style of creation.

Rl - BREEAA
Embroidery with Acrylic
on Fabric and Canvas
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How does your travel experience inspire your art?

I do mostly three-dimensional art, especially installations that
have to do with space. The installation set-ups often come
from what | see when | stroll around. The appealing thing about

travel is that you can always discover something interesting in

a foreign land, like something as mundane as lampposts and

zebra crossings - they can
be so different from those
in Hong Kong. Everywhere
| go, | can pick up elements
that spark off my creative
instinct. The scenescapes
and impressions from my
travels are inspirations for my
installations and sculptures.
When put together, they form

my furniture décor.

ERIEES Scotland + 2013



26

ECHERBRRYmEITEEERE - LUNEY) | GeirEiE
IR - RS 4IANEE, -

Cheng studies the embedded humanism of objects
and translates them into fantastic, grotesque
forms, and feelings from life are documented by the
palpable objects thus created.
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Swimming Pool
REENES
Mixed-media Installation

2009

Do you make
any special
preparations

before you

SHEMF Manchester + 2010

travel?
If there are no safety concerns, | will not
plan an itinerary. Like going to movies:
if 've seen the trailers to know what is
going to happen, | would lose interest
and don’t want to see the movie anymore.
I would like to preserve a sense of the
unknown and hope for some pleasant

surprises.

(REEE)

Growing

REREN (k- B4R)

Mixed Media (Fabric, Sponge)
2009

What objects would leave a deep
impression on you when you travel?

| like seeing traffic lights in different
countries most. The little green and
red figures are so different: they vary
in size and height; some walk with
good manners and some with wild
gestures. Forinstance, East and West
Germany are set apart by only one

street, but the traffic light designs on
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FE - RKERRIIE R 7 HHEL T LLIEKAH
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Cheng is adept in creating soft sculptures using
different kinds of fabrics. With her stitchery craft,
mountain tops, floating clouds, and streaming
water assemble a dynamic and abstract landscape.
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both sides are totally different. The contrast between old and new buildings is also

interesting. My friends do not share my interest, so | would just watch them quietly.
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Is travel for you a spice of life or a

staple?

When | was a fresh graduate, I'd want

to travel when | had gained some

5SfEage Tunis + 2010 money from work, as if it is a must. But now at this age, | feel
every place is more or less the same because of globalisation,
foreign ways of life are not very different from that of Hong
Kong. For example, Chinese restaurants can be found
everywhere in foreign places, and they make me feel like | am
back in Hong Kong. Travelling somehow becomes insipid to
me. Such in turn dampens my interest in travel. At times it is
easier to discover better subject matters in Hong Kong than
in foreign places, and when that happens, | would ask myself

why | don’t appreciate more of Hong Kong.
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Would you describe travelling as an act of humanistic
involvement or escapism?

When | used to work full-time, | always had this urge
to travel. Even if it was just a short trip of a few days, |
wanted to be away from Hong Kong. You can call that
the escapist in me. But now, travelling has become
such an everyday affair for me, and there are places
that | have visited many times, | am not so eager to get
away. It is like: if something comes along, okay, | would
go. That urge of ‘getting away from it all’ is gone. Now as  Z=/2Fas Tunis + 2010

. for what you

call ‘humanistic involvementl, | don’t think
I can handle that well. If | want to see a
country in depth, | need to go through the
data-collecting process, like knowing more
about the local history and local cultures.
If I am really interested, | would rather try
to learn locally, or find out more after I've
returned from the trip. This is my way of

becoming ‘humanistically involved’. If my

travelling companion has done history

(HEES)

Miniature Landscape

BERE - hEEMER - B8

Plastic Leather, MDF Board, Fabric and Sponge
2008

studies, it would be even better, because

then | can consult him/her along the way.
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Cheng likes to transform the sights
and things she collected from
her travels to reflect the culture
and way of life of a place, and the
viewer may see them as a window
on a cultural landscape, or the
microcosmic world of a community.
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How would you interpret ‘the
semiotics of exoticism’? What
kind of ‘exotic signs’ do you
pick for your direction of
artistic work?

‘Exotic signs’ are directly
related to the local cultures
they belong. Local people
know their own cultures
best, and outsiders do not.
For instance, you would not  Ei#Hr Wales - 2013

know who the country’s leader

is in the ubiquitous photo you see hanging in every house, neither would you know
whether it is there out of people’s true respect or just the result of coercion. When
I' was in North Africa, | often saw at roundabouts a happy long-eared mouse clad
in clothes. | eventually find out that it was a mascot for environmental protection!
These signs often take on a special meaning
when they are put in certain places, and
that interaction depends on the viewer’s
knowledge and experience. In my work,
colour is a distinguishing means - | would
explore the relationship between colour and

a particular country. Besides, | would extract

some things that embed information, such as
icons and patterns that symbolise a particular country. For example, | would use the
Queen’s head and the crown to represent Britain, animal skin patterns to represent
Africa, ‘things Chinese’ to represent China, etc. Alternatively, | would distinguish them
by their language, whether written or spoken. | would like to use my own methods to
interpret these places so that the viewers can go on a new journey or look at those
places from a new perspective. In fact, my furniture décor is a transposition of
outdoor scenery to indoor spaces, like a condensed version. They are my experiences

of those countries, and a journey of discovery for the viewers.
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EULTHREMNARLEE - )R inparticular?

?DLWJWW&%E@? EETEEESFEN 230 I'd like to visit Russia and North Korea —
@ AaetPIR R ARESFAN—  North Korea, perhaps, in particular. | think
| - EHENEER FER - it is a country shrouded in mystery because
of its political stance. | would like to know
more about the people there — how they live, whether they are
happy, and how the economic development there is. Maybe
they would only put their best foot forward, but | do want to

know the real North Korea.
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Shi / 4meE  ZEHE
é By Lee Ho-cheung

What is the meaning of travel?

| don’t have a specific interpretation for the
meaning of travel, but if | will look at Jack
Kerouac’s novel, On the Road, and the movie, Into
the Wild, which was adapted from a real life story,
the protagonists’ roving adventures are examples
of the most romantic and rebellious modes of
travel. These stories make me realise that travel is
not just taking a trip; it is more about ruminating

the values in life and the existing way of life.

BB USR5 A E N EE —E BT ER (B=#81L)

& HETEENHERNS  EHNEREALER

ZRERE -

Ma’s art is a re-presentation of the war and

Numbers Standing Still
IEEsRIEEE / MERRER ISR

Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum, Cambodia

massacre through paring down and elimination. 2012
By erasing the narrative contents of the past,

and history.
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HOE AR AT -

she re-examines the distance between the self -

How do you decide where to go for travel?

I usually don’t have any particular reason for visiting
a place. | prefer to do it the serendipitous way. |
remember the time when | was a fresh graduate
out of university, | followed a map featuring Taiwan
and the Penghu Islands which came with original
soundtracks of Hou Hsiao-Hsien’s movies, and
visited four to five of his shooting locations, such
as Jiufen and Shifen railway stations in Taipei in
Dust in the Wind, and the Fengkuei fishing village in
The Boys from Fengkuei.
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I Prague

Do you think there are special elements in the
travels of artists?

Since choosing Fine Arts as my
field of study, | have come to pay
more attention to what exhibitions
are being held around the world, in
particular modern art exhibitions.
Also, being an artist-
in-residence allows
me to visit different
places and continue
with my creative work
without the onus
of holding exhibitions. | feel freer in
the creative process, and | don’t think
what comes out of that has to be ship-
shape, clearly spelt out, or inspiring.
After every stint, | would stay a little
longer, and travel around the vicinity
to experience local life first hand. |
would just stroll along, with no specific
purpose in mind. | would not look for
the so-called ‘exotic things’ that are
designed to tout tourists’ attention. It has become

my habit not to look out for them.

I Prague
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esEs
Monument Valley
2009

As an artist-traveller, would you set
out to look for something?

In the past five to six years, | visited
war museums quite frequently. They
were not part of the artist-in-residence
projects, but something | deliberately
put into my itinerary
to see for myself. |
didn’t go there for local
culture. | went there to
revisit a piece of history.
Besides, the space of a
place is very important
for my artistic work. |
have a deep impression
of the spaces where | lived during my
travels. For instance, | would remember
how the sun shone into the room. Those
segments are etched in my mind and

enthrall me.
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BERTETEREN - (EREMIRIZAV4CER © Perception of Phenomenal Soundlessness |
During her artist-in-residence commission in Helsinki, Finland, BESHE / REE

Ma laid inside a suitcase in the nude and took selfies capturing Helsinki, Finland

her performance as a record of this journey. 2006
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When you are on an
artist-in-residence
commission, what other things would
you consider as indispensable apart
from your camera?
I went to a small island in Scandinavia
once. | wanted to travel light, so | just
took a roll of paper, some pencils and
some technical pens — those were
all | needed for the whole six weeks.
And another time, it was very cold
in Helsinki. | took my camera and
=& San Francisco trudged through the snow. As it was my first time in a
snow-clad land, its hues and temperature piqued my
imagination. | was strolling freely when | suddenly felt like creating something. But
I had no art material on hand. So | took out a broken suitcase which | was going to
throw away, put it on the snow, put myself inside like | was the material, and took
some selfies. | wanted to feel what it was like to be in that kind of temperature. |
discovered that the batch of photos were apt reminders of a period of depression
which | experienced five to six years ago on returning to Hong Kong from Britain. |
feel that some connecting lines can be created out of different times and different

places when injected with personal experiences.
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SIS/ GE TN BIERIIEEMIRE - EHERE Running Past Flowers
SEEOIREF FASTEEERIRELS - E‘%EK%I@ME%EHE@ {E WEBRA/ BRI S ERE

AHBZREMFERENE Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum,
The images Ma captures focus on minutiae: against the Japan
grand scheme of immigration history, she chooses to 2012

zoom in on the still life images of flowers, plants, and
other small objects. With this shift in focus, she makes
implicit comments on the histories of foreign lands.

While you were looking for

pieces of frozen history
and exotic symbols, are
there any countries whose
museums have moved you
in particular?

When | view other peoples’ histories on location, | do not tag S Hiroshima
them according to the country they belong to. In broader terms,

they are ‘human’ histories or events that happened to ‘humankind’. | am looking
at some of the extreme things some ‘people’ do, so extreme that they are beyond
what we can imagine in our everyday life. And | am curious about ‘extreme’ things. |
would not say which country’s history interests me more. | like to look at the people
in the photos, as if | am encountering people who no longer exist. It is a magical
experience. Although their time frame and mine can never overlap, | somehow feel
there is a link between us. They belong to another world, yet they are very real. Of
course, this kind of ‘communication’ can only exist on the
level of photographic images. Ironically, to put it in more
extreme terms, | tend not to be able to ‘communicate’ with

my contemporaries.
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Ma takes snapshots of the Nanjing Massacre and brings Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall, China

such images back in time by overlying and drawing, 2012

intending to undercover the traces of historical truth.
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How do those photos from war museums influence
your creativity?

| place equal importance on ‘human’ and ‘space’.
After | have deconstructed the symbols in the

images, the parts can be zoomed in for me to enter

IEEHEE(RET « SEERERMREERGIRIR
Visit Robert Smithson Spiral Jetty

images after magnification. At times | would try to 2099

the world within. | enjoy immensely the graininess of

divide them - for example, | would extract the part of
hands and rearrange it. My work constitutes the end product of what | have

selected and treated, the portal through which | can enter that space.

(PRS- RRIBEZERAIH )

Landscape and lllumination

B KR~ EEBE - mMISFIENNA

Gold Leaf, Cement, Acrylic, Charcoal Powder
on Printed Canvas

2016-17
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What do you think will be the viewers’
reaction to your works?

| have not given it much thought really.
What | am doing is to re-create a scenario.
The image itself can be very strong and
emotional. Yet | tend to take things apart
and reduce them drastically to something
extremely pure, or purified. | would use
the photos | took of the war photos to
show the viewers war scenes. When and
where they were taken is of no import.
The approach is to adopt a scene for pure
viewing and invite the viewers to enter

that space and time, subverting normal

cognition processes and the critical faculty in favour of

pure viewing and reflection.

BRAISH - Bk

Photos courtesy: vy Ma
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Eastman Cheng graduated with Master of Fine Arts and Bachelor of Arts from The
Chinese University of Hong Kong in 2009 and 2000 respectively. She was chosen
to participate in the Breathe Residency Programme of Chinese Arts Centre in
Manchester for three months in 2010. Her solo exhibitions have been diversely
distributed in art centres, art galleries and public spaces throughout Hong Kong.
She also took part in group exhibitions of different institutions such as Hong Kong
Museum of Art and Hong Kong International Airport. She has been featured in
publications such as ‘Hong Kong Eye: Hong Kong Contemporary Art’ and ‘Hong
Kong Artists — 20 Portraits’. Cheng’s work has been collected by local collectors
and private foundations. She also won the ‘Sovereign Annual Contemporary Asian

Art Competition’in 2004.
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Ma King-chu, Ivy
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vy Ma is a visual artist specialising in mixed-media works and a lecturer at the
Hong Kong Art School. She attained her Bachelor of Arts in Fine Art from the
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology University, Australia, and the Hong
Kong Art School in 2001. She received a Master Degree in Feminist Theory and
Practice from the Visual Art University of Leeds, UK in 2002. She then lived in
the US and Finland, working on creating art. Since 2002, she has participated in
various artist residency programmes worldwide. She took part in joining different
exhibition project such as ‘Artists in the Neighbourhood Scheme’ organised by the
Art Promotion Office in 2011. Ma was an Asian Cultural Council grantee in 2007. In
2012, Ma won the Young Artist Award category of the Hong Kong Contemporary Art

Award from Hong Kong Museum of Art.
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Jim Wong is a Hong Kong based graphic designer. He cofounded the independent
design studio Good Morning Design that specialises in visual identity, prints and
publication. Jim has been actively participated in various exhibitions, workshops
and sharing. His works have been selected for numerous international design
awards including German Design Award, Tokyo Type Director Club Annual, Taiwan
Golden Pin Design Award, DFA Design for Asia Award, and published in design

magazines and publications internationally.
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