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ABSTRACT 

 

Traditionally regarded as being at the top of the Chinese painting hierarchy and 

intertwined with literati culture, Chinese landscape paintings have been a 

significant source of inspiration for Chinese artists from the past to the present 

day. However, the meanings of landscape painting and its modes of expression 

have moved beyond conventional cultural, social, or artistic habits and 

stereotypical notions of ethnicity or nationality and have been reimagined through 

artists’ individualised references. Today, in the context of the numerous complex 

issues shaping our diverse, global, and rapidly changing world, contemporary 

Chinese artists have responded to and even engaged with social and political 

affairs and raised thought-provoking questions and critiques through their artistic 

practice of landscape. 

 

Believing art is socially inspired and pursuing my concerns about individuals’ 

social conditions under the repressive rules of authoritarian regimes, I have sought 

inspiration from the practice of Chinese landscape painting and this genre of art 

has served as a vehicle for me to explore my concerns. In this research, I have 

demonstrated how the creative practices of Chinese landscape painting can 

indirectly reveal the suppression of society under authoritarianism and possible 

means of resistance against absolute power through the method of ink art by 1) 

recontextualising the eternality of monumental landscape painting within the 

dominance of authoritarian regimes and the forlornness experienced by 

individuals in an authoritarian society; 2) coalescing the idea of sublime nature in 
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British Romanticism with the notion of Chinese landscape painting, thus 

disrupting the traditional representation of ideal landscapes and inner peace by 

evoking catastrophic scenery and anxious emotions in traditional Chinese art; 3) 

reimagining the traditional farewell scroll in Chinese landscape painting in the 

contemporary context of immigration; 4) contextualising the symbols of 

gentlemen in traditional Chinese landscape motifs into the virtue of persistence 

under the enormous oppression of an authoritarian regime by painting them inside 

the grids of ancient Chinese writing papers; 5) blending the abstract quality of 

Chinese characters with the abstract expression of landscape motifs to deliver 

hidden messages and information; 6) re-examining the idea of the conventional 

learning method of landscape painting and calligraphy, that is, repeated and 

schematic copying, in association with the notion of “Newspeak”; 7) reimagining 

the actual scene landscape through surveillance; and 8) expanding the ideas of 

traditional painting media and their display formats through an examination of 

installations and the use of various media, including metal leaves and found 

objects. This thesis partly serves to document the research, production of the 

exhibits, the ideas and concepts embedded in the artworks, as well as the 

curatorial concept behind the exhibition. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Social Narratives of Landscape 

 

“Landscapes” are the symbolic environments created by human acts of 

conferring meaning to nature and the environment, of giving the 

environment definition and form from a particular angle of vision and 

through a special filter of values and beliefs.1 

 

A landscape is not only a physical environment but also a human interpretation 

that confers meaning on a natural scene. Any physical environment has the 

potential to hold multiple meanings because a landscape is a symbolic concept 

interpreted through individuals’ perceptions based on their own background, 

beliefs, and knowledge. In this sense, how people interpret a natural scene reflects 

their socio-cultural identity. Consider Lion Rock, which is a mountain located in 

Hong Kong between Kowloon Tong in Kowloon and Tai Wai in the New 

Territories, so named by a British surveyor because of the shape of a rocky 

outcrop at its summit. Interestingly, during the Qing dynasty, the mountain was 

called “Otter Mountain” and “Tiger’s Head Mountain,” according to the Xin’an 

Xianzhi (Gazetteer of Xin’an County).2 While the British interpreted its shape as 

being the head of a lion, the Chinese described it as being the head of a tiger or 

otter. English people know the lion as the majestic and brave “king of the jungle,” 

which is why its image is frequently depicted in English heraldry as a device on 

 

1. Thomas Greider and Lorraine Garkovich, “Landscapes: The Social Construction of 

Nature and the Environment,” Rural Sociology 59, no. 1 (Spring 1994): 1–24. doi: 10.1111/j.1549-

0831.1994.tb00519.x, 1. 

2. John Mark Carrol, A Concise History of Hong Kong (早期香港史硏究資料選輯) 

(Hong Kong: Joint Publishing, 2018), 15. 
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shields or as supporters. However, lions are not a native species in China. 

Although live lions have been brought to the Chinese Imperial court by foreign 

embassies since at least the Han dynasty (206 BCE–220 AD), they were always 

exotic rarities. However, tigers are indigenous and were commonly seen in 

southern China, even in Hong Kong. This illustrates how landscapes are always 

linked to people’s individual backgrounds as is their interpretation of geographical 

features. 

 

To a certain extent, the name Lion Rock and how local peoples perceive its shape 

reflects a particular socio-cultural group. Over time, Lion Rock’s meanings have 

evolved and expanded but this geographical feature has a persistence that gives it 

a long-term continuity through the local peoples’ social and cultural interactions 

with the mountain. In the 1970s, Lion Rock became an iconic cultural symbol and 

part of the local discourse because of the theme song for a TV series produced by 

Radio Television Hong Kong, titled Below the Lion Rock. The TV series portrays 

the real-life situation of the lower class in Wang Tau Hom Estate, which is a 

public housing estate located below the mountain. In line with the issue of identity 

that was hotly discussed in the 1990s, this image of Lion Rock became the symbol 

of the Hong Kong lower class at that time by highlighting their commonly shared 

values of solidarity and perseverance in work and life. In 2002, the last stanza of 

Below the Lion Rock3 was quoted by the former financial secretary Antony Leung 

 

3. English translation of the last stanza of Below the Lion Rock “When we are together at 

the ends of the skies and seas / we can all conquer our difficulties hand in hand / We as one can 

overcome hardships and strive to write down / the timeless story of our home.” Translation of 

Below the Lion Rock by Toby Mak, Lyrics Translate, accessed August 07, 2022, 

https://lyricstranslate.com/en/%E7%8D%85%E5%AD%90%E5%B1%B1%E4%B8%8B-beneath-

lion-rock.html. 
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Kam Chung to encourage Hong Kong residents to face the economic crisis after 

the collapse of the dot-com bubble. The image of Lion Rock gradually became a 

symbol of perseverance, solidarity, and a call to fight against the financial 

turmoil.4 Until the 2014 Umbrella Movement, the Hong Kong society further 

expanded the socio-political meanings of the image of Lion Rock with its 

aspiration for universal suffrage by installing a massive banner on top of the 

mountain, which declared “I want real universal suffrage.” During the 2019 Anti-

Extradition Law Amendment Bill Movement, banners were again installed on the 

mountain top, which became a space for political demands, such as “No 

Extradition to PR China” and “Fight for Hong Kong.” Not only protesters but also 

the proestablishment camp attempted to dominate the political symbol of the 

mountain. For example, the Chinese flag, the regional flag of the Hong Kong 

Special Administrative Region, and a banner that stated “Stop violence and 

restore order” [止暴制亂，恢復秩序] were used in demonstrations in the exact 

same location during late September 2019. These examples suggest that a 

landscape can have multiple definitions and imply various meanings 

simultaneously because it continually evolves and expands over time based on 

people’s physical and imaginative engagements. People’s interpretation of the 

landscape reflects their social group and cultural identity; therefore, landscape 

itself is subjective. It has numerous connotations simultaneously; therefore, 

meaning construction plays a crucial role in creating the particular meanings of a 

physical environment. 

 

4. Kwok Wai Lai, “‘Lion Rock’: Historical Memory, Visuality, and National Allegory,” (

「獅子山」：歷史記憶、視覺性與國族寓言) The Twenty-First Century, no. 161 (June 2017): 

84–101. 
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1.2 Social Narratives of Chinese Landscape Painting 

 

From the perspective of social history, art is considered to be not autonomous but 

inextricably linked to social factors, such as morality, politics, religion, and 

philosophy. In this sense, landscape painting is an artistic vehicle that conveys 

meanings of specific social contents. These meanings are hidden in not only the 

landscape itself but also the visual languages, styles, and modes of expression, all 

of which intertwine with the painted image of a natural environment to construct 

the artist’s social perception of the landscape. Thus, the motif of landscape 

discussed in this thesis is not only the visual imitation of a natural environment 

but also the social meanings and narratives that the artists conceal in their artistic 

expressions of the landscape. 

 

Parallel to Chinese landscape painting (shanshui, i.e., mountain and stream 

painting), it is also seldom simply a visual reproduction of a natural and physical 

environment but rather the artist’s perception of the immensity of nature, which 

implies an understanding of beings, including both nature, human, and society, 

especially in literati painting.5 While the specific artistic expressions including of 

 

5. Chinese literati painting is a unique art form developed by Chinese literati or scholar-

officials who were more interested in their personal erudition and expression, and it stands in 

opposition to the more formal Chinese court and decorative painting. Those literati, well-versed in 

the classics, poetry, history, and fiction, was also a keen art historian, fully aware of the various 

stylistic ramifications of a distinguished pictorial past. But the past was a highly selective one, 

principally composed of great merit, honoured not only for their artistic and literary 

accomplishments but also for their nobility principle. These intangible qualities of the true 

gentleman were assumed without question to be found in their paintings; the integrity of 

brushwork reflected an equal integrity of character. Chinese literati painting reaches back into the 

Sung Dynasty and even into the Tang, the real base of this new and revolutionary approach to 

painting is to be found in Yuan Dynasty, particularly during its second half when noble 
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a landscape might mirror a particular era, some Chinese literati artists also 

intentionally respond to their own time and society6 through the notion of brush 

and ink7(i.e. bimo 筆墨), which can be considered as an artistic language to 

convey one’s beliefs or even a political statement. Some literati of the Yuan 

dynasty, Zhao Mengfu, for example, demonstrate their opposition to the ruling of 

a foreign conqueror, the Mongols, through the artistic expressions of the 

landscape.8 It was a period in which the leading ethnic group, the Han, was 

largely ignored and faced a conscious policy of discrimination, especially in 

political participation: the literati who entered the government service often 

received only minor appointments, either as teachers in local schools or as low-

level clerks. As a result, many of them withdrew from political service to pursue 

self-cultivation through hermitic living and artistic practices. Aimed to separate 

from the imperial discourse, the literati painter immediately distinguished their art 

from the detailed, colourful, and illusionistic painting by monotone and expressive 

calligraphic brushwork to animate the landscape. Meanwhile, its learned reference 

from the past was another artistic feature of the literati painting. The choice of a 

 

individualists, hostile to foreign Mongol rule, developed personal styles out of admiration of the 

great landscape masters of the Five Dynasty and the early Sung dynasty. For further discussion, 

see Sherman Emery Lee, “The Literati Tradition in Chinese Painting”, The Burlington Magazine 

108, no. 758 (May 1966): 254, https://www.jstor.org/stable/874929. 

6. The word “society” has a range of meanings and definitions. Sociologists have defined 

society based on abstract and concrete approaches, where the abstract definitions of society refer to 

a network of relationships between people or groups, and the concrete definitions refer to a 
collection of people or an organisation of persons. Here, we use the concrete meaning, as stated by 

Anthony Giddens: “A society is a group of people who live in a particular territory, are subject to a 

common system of political authority, and are aware of having a distinct identity from other 

groups around them.” Quoted in Thomas Hylland Eriksen, “What is a society?,” Ethnicities, Vol. 

11, No. 1 (March 2011), 20. Therefore, the discussion of society in this thesis is inseparable from 

its political authority. 

7. The notion of brush and ink is not only a technical term that refers to particular 

mediums of traditional Chinese painting, involving brush, rice paper or silk, and ink medium. Yet, 

an aesthetic level in ancient Chinese painting embeds numerous metaphysical concepts and 

theories. 

8. Maxwell K. Hearn, “Reunification and Revival,” in Possessing the Past: Treasures 

from the National Palace Museum (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1996), 272-277. 
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particular antique style can be linked to the ideals and virtuous personality 

qualities of an earlier painter and calligrapher. In these works, traditional art 

practices deviated from simply producing pictures to serve Imperial narration, and 

acted as a form of self-expression that could even be considered a subtle protest 

against the powerful.9  

 

1.3 Contemporaneity of Ink Art with the Subject of Landscape 

 

In the twenty-first century, the subject of landscape still receives considerable 

attention in ink art10, extending far beyond the conventional interpretations and 

expressions in literati art. Considering the curatorial decisions in recent 

international and local ink exhibitions, landscape is still a crucial subject classified 

into a specific category: for example, it is classified as “New Landscape” in Ink 

Art: Past and Present in Contemporary China (2013)11 and as “Desire 

Landscape” in The Weight of Lightness: Ink art at M+ (2017).12 Meanwhile, 

considering the continuity of landscape exhibitions across time, landscapes remain 

 

9. Maxwell K. Hearn, How to Read Chinese Paintings (New York: Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, 2008), 1. 

10. Ink art is a new artistic category that was invented in the late twentieth century and 

has been described as a contemporary art form derived from guohua (i.e., Chinese painting). Ink 

art not only refers to the artistic category that is solely or saliently produced by Chinese “ink,” but 

also a notion that stretches far beyond this specific medium and is related to the artworks that are 

associated with a set of ink and Chinese aesthetic principles centred on renewal and 

reinterpretation of the past. For further reference, see Ink Art: Past as Present in Contemporary 

China by Maxwell K. Hearn and Wu Hung (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2013). 

10. Ink Art: Past and Present in Contemporary China is an ink art exhibition mounted by 

the Metropolitan Museum of Art that explores how contemporary works from a non-Western 

culture may be displayed in an encyclopaedic art museum. Featuring some seventy works by 

thirty-five artists in various media (including paintings, calligraphy, photographs, woodblock 

prints, video, and sculpture) created during the past thirty years, the exhibition is thematically 

organized in four parts: The Written Word, New Landscapes, Abstraction, and Beyond the Brush. 

11. The Weight of Lightness is an exhibition presented by M+ in Hong Kong, which 

highlights the diverse explorations within ink art since the 1960s and featuring works by more than 

forty artists from across Asia and beyond. The exhibition is comprised of three thematic sections: 

Scripts, Symbols, Strokes, Desire for Landscape and Beyond Material. 
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a potent source of inspiration for Chinese artists, including those in Taiwan and 

Hong Kong, with a considerable number of practitioners currently working in the 

discipline, such as Chen Chun Hao 陳浚豪 (b. 1971), Gu Wenda 谷文達 (b. 

1955), Koon Wai Bong 管偉邦 (b. 1974), Pan Hsin Hua 潘信華 (b. 1966), Peng 

Wei 彭薇 (b. 1974), Wang Tiande 王天德 (b. 1960), Xia Xiaowan 夏小萬 (b. 

1959), Xu Bing 徐冰 (b. 1955), Yang Yongliang 楊泳樑 (b. 1980), and Yao Jui 

Chung 姚瑞中 (b. 1969). 

 

In their search for contemporaneity,13 artists struggle to make this age-old art 

genre pertinent using contemporary art languages, modes of expression, and life 

experiences. Hence, freed from its conventional traditional medium and 

interpretation, the expression of landscapes is diverse today, which opens up all 

possibilities. For example, to make a landscape work explicitly “contemporary,” 

one of the main strategies employed by Chinese artists is to subvert conventional 

artistic genres and mediums to evoke or re-examine the traditional aesthetics and 

culture of landscapes using contemporary means and languages. For example, 

Chen Chun Hao copies ancient paintings using stainless steel mosquito nails on 

 

13. Considering contemporaneity in contemporary Chinese art, Wu Hung states that 

“Contemporaneity therefore does not simply pertain to whatever is created in the here-and-now 

but must be understood as an intentional artistic/theoretical construct, which asserts a particular 

historicity for itself. To achieve this construct, the artist/theorist self-consciously reflects upon the 

conditions and limitations of the present, thereby substantiating the present-a commonsensical 

time/space-with individualized references, languages, and points of view.” Wu then reveals three 

common trends underlying separate attempts in contemporary Chinese art: “subverting painting,” 

“contemporary subjects,” and “contemporaneity as internalisation-an interpretative strategy.” 

Hung Wu, “Contemporaneity in Contemporary Chinese Art,” in The History of Painting in East 

Asia: Essays on Scholarly Method, ed. Naomi Noble Richard and Donald Noble Richard (Taiwan: 

Rock Pub. International, 2008), 588. These strategies are not distinctly independent but could be 

intertwined, offering an overall framework of macro-history and micro-narratives of contemporary 

Chinese art. For further discussion, see Hung Wu, “Contemporaneity in Contemporary Chinese 

Art,” in The History of Painting in East Asia: Essays on Scholarly Method, ed. Naomi Noble 

Richard and Donald Noble Richard (Taiwan: Rock Pub. International, 2008), 587–600. 
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canvas. Peng Wei paints on various objects such as shoes and clothing made of 

silk, and works with installation art. Wang Tiande paints an underlayer and then 

burns the overlayer with 

cigarettes or incense sticks 

instead of using brushes to 

recreate a sense of shape and 

space. Xia Xiaowan employs 

multiple layers of tinted and 

painted glass to reconstruct 

the sense of perspective and layout of landscape paintings during the Song 

dynasty. Xu Bing’s Background Story (Illust. 1) consists of hundreds of LED 

lights, which cast shadows from dried grasses, plastic bags, sticks, rocks, tape, and 

all manner of detritus to create the shapes depicted in master paintings. Yang 

Yongliang recreates landscape paintings using photographic means. 

 

In addition to the subversion of mediums, contemporary subjects are commonly 

demonstrated in landscape paintings, which narrows the gap between the 

schematic images of Chinese landscape motifs and our daily visual experience. 

For example, Koon Wai Bong reinterprets ancient landscapes by fragmenting his 

paintings into multiple smaller panels, which symbolises the window or 

smartphone frames through which contemporary urbanites appreciate nature. A 

Taiwanese artist, Pan Hsin Hua, creates timeless surrealist landscapes inspired by 

his local experience, which interweave depictions of present and ancient images 

of flowers, birds, trees, streams, houses, boats, and people. In combining Western 

literature with Chinese landscape paintings, Peng Wei expresses her intimate 

Illustration 1. Xu Bing, Background Story 1, 2004, Light box and 

natural debris, project in Museum für Asiatische Kunst (Image 

courtesy of Museum für Asiatische Kunst). 
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emotions. As mentioned earlier, Yang Yongliang’s “landscape painting” style 

accuses human civilisation of invading nature by replacing mountains and trees 

with skyscrapers, electricity pylons, pipes, and construction debris through 

multimedia. Finally, by combining comic frames in landscape paintings, Yao Jui 

Chung depicts fragments of everyday scenes. 

 

These examples of various approaches to landscape paintings suggest that the idea 

of landscape in ink art is decentralised based on the artists’ complex and 

individualised experiences. In their quest for contemporaneity, Chinese landscape 

artists, including those in Taiwan and Hong Kong, integrate the contemporary art 

languages of attitudes, values, and standards into their own identity or sense of 

self of complex contextual factors, including introspective visions of the present 

as well as the past. 

 

1.4 Social Consciousness in Ink Art with the Subject of Landscape 

 

Considering the numerous complex issues shaping our diverse, global, and rapidly 

changing world today, contemporary artists are actively responding to and even 

engaging with social and political affairs, and raising thought-provoking questions 

and critiques through their artistic practices. The socio-political activist and art 

historian, Lieven De Cauter observed that 

 

The time of aesthetic subversion is over. The reason is painstakingly 

apparent: we have experienced every possible subversion, ever since 

Duchamp and the neo-avantgardes, to pop and rock culture. There are no 

conventions and canon left to undermine and attack. That may be the 

reason why many recent artists make poetic-political videos, engage 
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immediately with contemporary media culture and strive for social 

relevance.14 

 

As members of a society, artists must inevitably engage with its governance and 

its authoritarian monopoly on the legitimate use of force, which it uses to directly 

enforce rules over every individual within a territory. According to Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau, “society” is comprised of the general will and individual liberty, which 

we choose to surrender to the authority (i.e., the ruler) in exchange for the 

guaranteed equality of civil liberty and the protection of our remaining individual 

rights and maintenance of the social order. Therefore, sovereign power15 rests 

with the people, but oppression easily exists whenever the ruler’s power cannot be 

controlled or acts against the general will of society, such as in an authoritarian 

regime. 

 

Social consciousness refers to the consciousness shared by individuals within a 

society and is linked to the collective self-awareness and experience of a 

collectively shared social identity. According to the sociologist Charles H. 

Cooley, self and society go together as phases of a common whole. Cooley 

suggests that self-concept is not built in solitude but within social settings. 

Therefore, social consciousness or awareness of society is inseparable from self-

consciousness because we can hardly think of ourselves except with reference to a 

social group of some sort nor of the group except with reference to ourselves. At 

 

14. Lieven De Cauter, “Notes on Subversion/Theses on Activism,” in Art and Activism in 

the Age of Globalization, eds. Lieven De Cauter, Ruben De Roo, and Karel Vanhaesebrouck 

(Rotterdam: NAi, 2011), 8-19, 13. 

15. Sovereign power refers to the intermediary or executor of sovereignty. In a 

democratic regime, the whole people constitute a sovereign, and individual citizens are members 

of the sovereign. For further discussion, See Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, 

translated by George Douglas Howard Cole (New York: Prometheus Books, 1988). 
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the widest level, it links to the idea of social conscience, which is the ability to 

take the perspective of and treat others like an extension of oneself and a sense of 

awareness or intention to be concerned with social problems and issues. Marilyn 

Mandala Schlitz observed that 

 

People become more explicitly aware of their interdependence with others 

and their ability to influence and be influenced by them. When worldview 

shifts from a primarily self-centred mode to one in which the self is 

experienced as an integral part of a larger whole, people report becoming 

more compassionate and service-oriented and inspired to act as agents for 

positive change in their immediate communities and beyond. 

 

As noted by Lieven De Cauter, this social conscience is common in the practice of 

contemporary art. Artists are collectively individuals within a society; however, 

they gradually become consciously aware of how their work engages with social 

and political affairs. Their artistic practice is a vehicle to raise thought-provoking 

questions and critiques of social issues. 

 

Parallel to the contemporary practices of landscape painting, some artists 

intentionally respond to various social issues by re-examining the traditional 

aesthetics of Chinese landscape painting to expand the possibilities of its artistic 

expression and the meaning of the landscape. For example, Gu Wenda subverts 

the prioritised arrangement of traditional literati paintings, in which the image 

always dominates and is followed by an inscription, and presents it in the format 

of a poster showing a large written word and thus prevents viewers from 

understanding the context of the calligraphy; it is an introspection into the 

Cultural Revolution. Using a potent punch of large-sized written pseudo-

languages and reorganising the elements of the landscape composition, Gu 
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signifies the meaninglessness of the written word and the futility of human 

endeavour within a communist society, which implicitly challenges traditional 

authority. In the centre of Gu’s Mythos of Lost Dynasties E Series (Illust. 2), a 

gigantic pseudo-seal character dominates four-fifths of the painting. However, the 

landscape motifs are painted in a tiny space at the bottom of the painting, which 

challenges the cultural aesthetics and conventions of Chinese landscape paintings. 

The huge pseudo-seal character dominating the painting simultaneously creates 

doubt about the legitimacy and credibility of languages, even if it is considered a 

real character. However, it is not a script used daily and many people today would 

not understand it. This is similar to the idea of 

“language game,” which was a philosophical 

concept developed by Ludwig Wittgenstein, 

who argued that a word or even a sentence has 

meaning only because of the “rules” of the 

“game” being played in a specific context.16 

Gu considered his image of the landscape to 

symbolise the yoke of cultural convention, 

which can also be questioned alongside the 

dominating character; thus, he rethinks the 

relationship between languages and knowledge 

construction because our daily language use might unintentionally become 

dangerous if controlled or used to mislead. 

 

 

16. Yan Zhou, “The Lost Dynasties – Experiments in Characters and Images,” in Ink 

Alchemy: The Experimental Ink of Gu Wenda, ed. Zhuan Huang (Guangzhou: Lingnan Fine Arts 

Publishing House, 2010), 12–61. 

Illustration 2. Gu Wenda, Mythos of Lost 

Dynasties E Series, 1996–1997, ink on 

paper, 285  177.4 cm, collection of M+ 

Sigg (Image courtesy of M+) 
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In contrast, Yang Yongliang brings traditional landscape paintings into conflict 

with nature. He uses photographic techniques to express his concerns with the 

consequences of cannibalisation of nature by modernisation in the People’s 

Republic of China, which is rapidly adapting and transforming the environment 

into a hyper-urbanscape. The landscapes in Yang’s Phantom Landscape series are 

massive collages of thousands of photographic images cut from pictures of 

Shanghai’s urbanisation projects, which form a visual accusation of human 

civilisation’s invasion of nature. The pictures imitate the typical appearance of 

Chinese landscape paintings sealed with red stamps. Looking closer, the audience 

will discover that the jagged surface of the rocky mountains is actually composed 

of densely stacked concrete buildings and other civil constructions. By replacing 

mountains and trees with skyscrapers, electricity pylons, pipes, and construction 

debris, Yang projects an illusion of a spiritual homeland in the guise of traditional 

landscape paintings and modernises the Chinese painting form. Yang transforms 

the ancient transcendental image of the landscape into a mundanely critical 

landscape. These two examples suggest that landscape images and the traditional 

Chinese expression of landscapes can be transformed or contextualised within 

today’s society. Artists’ interpretation and expression of landscapes are diverse 

based on their own concerns, backgrounds, and experiences. 

 

1.5 Research Focus: The Artistic Expression of Authoritarian Oppression 

through Ink Art with the Subject of Landscape 

 

From a similar perspective, I explore Chinese landscape paintings as responses to 

today’s social conditions through contemporary artistic expressions and means. It 
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is not a new idea that landscape paintings act as artistic vehicles for the literati to 

convey their political convictions, including their political frustrations or social 

dissatisfaction caused by the Imperial regime’s possession of absolute power. 

However, a brief glance at the condition of today’s society shows that 

authoritarian oppression was not extinguished but is present within another 

political system. The Freedom House project’s 2021 Freedom in the World 

assessment observed a sharp acceleration in the global decline of democracy and a 

significant increase in civil unrest and political instability in 2020. By their 

measure, nearly 75 percent of the world’s population lived in a deteriorating 

democratic country. This trend of democratic erosion and rising authoritarianism 

has been underway globally for the past thirty years. In this sense, billions of 

people still suffer under authoritarian governments’ oppressive policies, including 

the immense pressure of surveillance and taboos. In this context, this study 

explores the contemporaneity of Chinese landscape painting; specifically, it 

considers it a practice-led approach that is a response to the oppression of an 

autocratic regime. It builds a sense of civil rights and social consciousness by 

raising questions or revealing hidden issues. 

 

Although the word “painting” is used generally in this thesis, the focus of this 

study goes beyond the traditional art form of ink on paper. However, the label 

“painting” refers to an age-old genre in addition to locating my practice in a 

specific artistic and theoretical construct while simultaneously forging a new 

relationship with the tradition. Nevertheless, the subversion of traditional artistic 

expression is not the ultimate purpose of this research but the result of my life 
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experience and individual perspective on social concerns, which marked the 

direction of my creative practices. 

 

In this thesis, I have demonstrated how the creative practices of Chinese 

landscape painting can indirectly reveal the suppression of society under 

authoritarianism and possible means of resistance against absolute power through 

the method of ink art by 1) recontextualising the eternality of monumental 

landscape painting within the dominance of authoritarian regimes and the 

forlornness experienced by individuals in an authoritarian society; 2) coalescing 

the idea of sublime nature in British Romanticism with the notion of Chinese 

landscape painting, thus disrupting the traditional representation of ideal 

landscapes and inner peace by evoking catastrophic scenery and anxious emotions 

in traditional Chinese art; 3) reimagining the traditional farewell scroll in Chinese 

landscape painting in the contemporary context of immigration; 4) contextualising 

the symbols of gentlemen in traditional Chinese landscape motifs into the virtue 

of persistence under the enormous oppression of an authoritarian regime by 

painting them inside the grids of ancient Chinese writing papers; 5) blending the 

abstract quality of Chinese characters with the abstract expression of landscape 

motifs to deliver hidden messages and information; 6) re-examining the idea of 

the conventional learning method of landscape painting and calligraphy, that is, 

repeated and schematic copying, in association with the notion of “Newspeak”; 7) 

reimagining the actual scene landscape through surveillance; and 8) expanding the 

ideas of traditional painting media and their display formats through an 

examination of installations and the use of various media, including metal leaves 

and found objects. The research outcomes include an art exhibition with a 
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constellation of landscape paintings that address authoritarian society in the 

twenty-first century. This thesis partly serves to document the research, 

production of the exhibits, the ideas and concepts embedded in the artworks, as 

well as the curatorial concept behind the exhibition. 
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Chapter 2. Creative Practices 

 

 

The definition of an authoritarian regime is complex. Generally speaking, it is a 

political system that constrains institutions and groups from political participation 

and ensures subservience to the regime by prohibiting free speech by almost all 

opposition parties and voices. Authoritarian politics are usually characterised by 

repression, intolerance, and “encroachment on the private rights and freedoms of 

citizens.”17 Public obedience is an absolute priority for authoritarian governments 

because they predominantly promulgate orders to ensure social stability and 

control. Authoritarian political systems prohibit almost all the opposition parties 

and attempt to assert total control over the lives of all its citizens. 

 

Under this circumstance, individuals’ power, rights, and freedom are incredibly 

trivial and insignificant compared to the might of the authority. Ordinary people 

are impotent and cannot fight against the authorities; thus, they have no choice but 

to conform. This unnerving traumatic experience is similar to the one you might 

get when you look down from a mountain peak or drift on an endless sea, where 

you may feel incredibly tiny and overwhelmed by the power and majesty of 

nature. 

 

2.1 Monumental Landscape Painting 

 

 

17. Cerutti Furio, Conceptualizing Politics: An Introduction to Political Philosophy 

(London; New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2017), 17. 
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The monumental style of landscape painting in the Northern Song dynasty 

expresses the unsurpassed grandeur and majesty of nature. Coinciding with the 

development of Neo-Confucianism, this monumental landscape painting style is 

central to the conceptual pair of li 理 and qi 氣, which is the essence or pattern 

behind the natural world that keeps the universe balanced and ordered.18 This 

concept applies to both human conduct and the physical world. 

 

Li is usually translated as the principle of nature and the cosmos; that is, the 

principles that underlie all phenomena, constituting the underlying pattern of 

reality. The Neo-Confucian believes that nothing can exist if there is no li. 

Therefore, Northern Song landscape painters did not paint as the human eye sees 

but by observing things in the light of their own principles. For example, the 

complementary opposite forces of yin 陰 and yang 陽, which represents the 

interconnectedness of the world, particularly the natural world, influences the 

essence and aesthetic of Chinese landscape painting. In addition, by not homing in 

on one specific scene or moment in a singular work, landscape artists could 

prolong one moment into eternity. 

 

Conceived of as energy, Qi can be characterised as the vital force occupying space 

and substance from which man and the universe are made, that is, physical 

existence. By modelling monumental mountain-like statues and capturing the 

natural principle, monumental landscape painting is therefore both a vision and 

the visual interpretation of a harmonious and orderly universe. 

 

18. Wen Fong, “Monumental Landscape Painting,” in Possessing the Past: Treasures 

from the National Palace Museum (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1996), 122–130. 
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To create a sense of imposition and majesty, a vast mountain is always dominant 

and placed in the centre of the painting, which highlights the grandeur and eternal 

quality of nature. Mountains are a significant feature of Northern Song landscape 

paintings. In addition to the greater whole, the grand mountain was also 

anthropomorphised as the highest authority in human society, that is, the emperor, 

as Guo Xi 郭熙 (1020–1090) describes, 

 

A great mountain is so stately that it becomes the master of multitudinous 

others arranged about it in order. It becomes the great master of the hills 

and slopes, forests and valleys, far and near, small and large. Its 

appearance is that of an emperor sitting majestically in all his glory, 

accepting the service of and giving audience to his subjects, without sign 

of arrogance or haughtiness.19 

 

Travellers among Streams and Mountains by Fan Kuan 范寬 (960–1030) is a 

well-known and significant example of a monumental landscape painting in the 

Northern Song dynasty. It epitomises the early Northern Song monumental style 

of landscape painting that searches for absolute truth in nature as well as self-

cultivation. The painting is nearly seven feet in height and its hanging scroll 

composition presents universal creation in its totality. A towering central 

mountain dominates two-thirds of the painting, which is a distinctive feature of 

the monumental style of landscape painting. The dramatic heightening of the size 

of the mountain shows the artist’s sense of vastness and space, which 

demonstrates the enormous, eternal void of space overlooking all beings. In his 

use of scale, the diminutive figures who walk on the path are made visually even 

 

19. Xi Guo, An Essay on Landscape Painting, translated by Shio Sakanishi (London: J. 

Murray, 1936), 37. 



 

 20 

smaller compared to the surrounding tall trees and soaring peaks, indicating the 

triviality of human existence in the cosmic scale of nature. 

 

To illustrate the disproportional power between the authoritarian regime and 

society, my painting, Why You Always Be Here and Watch (Illust. 3), is nearly six 

feet tall. I adopted the same hanging scroll 

composition with an imposing central mountain 

as Travellers among Streams and Mountains. 

Similarly, a lofty peak also dominates two-thirds 

of the painting. Looking closely, one sees an 

incredibly small ferry drifting below the vast 

mountain that rises from an endless sea. 

Contrasting sharply with the tiny vessel, the 

mountain in the painting stands with the 

mightiness of a powerful dictator who oversees 

the powerless and insignificant eternally. 

 

Moreover, instead of expressing the cosmic 

vision of an orderly universe like Northern Song 

monumental landscape paintings, I intended to create an oppressive and 

overwhelming atmosphere by eliminating other landscape motifs, such as like 

trees and side mountains, and keeping only the grand hill and the tiny being in 

contrast. 

 

Illustration 3. Shum Kwan Yi, Why 

You Always Be Here and Watch, 

2021, ink, colour, and silver leaf on 

paper, 178  82.5 cm, private 

collection.  
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Oppression through disproportional power has no end; that is, the domination 

could extend for an unlimited period of time because of absolute power without 

practical constitutional limitations. By highlighting this feature of endless despair, 

I neither express the grand eternity of nature nor a single moment of terrible 

disaster but emphasise the passing of time. That is, despite how much time goes 

by, there is nothing new and no hope. 

 

To stress the temporal aspect of the 

painting, I affixed silver leaf to the 

surface of the painting because it will 

oxidise, changing the nature of the 

painting over time.20 To dramatically 

boost the silver’s chemical reaction 

with the atmosphere, I applied a layer 

of sulphur to the metal surface. This made the metal leaf oxidise rapidly, changing 

its colour drastically (Illust. 4) and becoming darker. These uncontrollable 

changes are unpredictable and cannot be stopped completely because the reaction 

continues once the metal is exposed to the air. In other words, the colours and 

oxidised marks keep changing even after the artwork is “finished,” which invites 

viewers to experience the actual evolution of the painting as it darkens over time. 

The irresistible nature of oxidisation and its dimming colour tone demonstrates 

the unpredictable, bleak, and disturbing external world. 

 

20. In traditional Chinese artisanship, metal leaf application, mainly with gold, matured 

during the Tang and Song dynasties. Gold leaf was widely used in Buddhist temple murals and 

palace decoration because of its non-oxidisable precious metal. In the religious context, gold leaf 

symbolizes the Pure Land of Ultimate Bliss, while in palace decoration, it is a tremendous display 

of the opulent wealth of the empire and the pomp and splendour of his majesty. 

Illustration 4. Silver oxidisation, photograph by 

author. 
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In my painting, Why You Always Be Here and Watch (Illust. 3), silver leaf is 

placed behind the gigantic mountain. Based on the solid quality of the central 

mountain and the colour-changing feature of the silver leaf, the image represents 

an eternal ruler overlooking all beings, and despite the passage of time, the tiny 

ferry below the mountain is equally insignificant and simultaneously cannot 

escape from the great authority looming above. In addition, the overwhelming 

visual arrangement crammed with colours and motifs breaks the balance between 

yin and yang and gives no room for the viewers to breathe. 

 

In addition to the 

use of scale, the 

compositional 

arrangement of 

the landscape 

motifs can also 

create an 

unnerving sense of forlorn loss. In the 

painting I Can’t Stay to the End (Illust. 

5), numerous mountains are painted and 

piled up on the sea, forming a complex 

maze of islands and seven hidden fueller 

vessels. A fueller vessel (Illust. 6) is a 

floating petrol station on the sea that 

supplies passing ships with fuel. The way the ship floats indicates the amount of 

Illustration 5. Shum Kwan Yi, I Can’t Stay to the End, 2022, ink, colour, and 

silver leaf on paper, 141  76 cm, private collection. 

Illustration 6. A fueller vessel, photograph by 

author. 
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fuel it is carrying. Therefore, ships may see it from a distance and determine 

whether it has fuel or not because the fueller’s deck slopes more steeply down to 

its stern when it is empty. In my painting, six sloped fuellers are scattered around 

and moored behind the mountains. Only one has a zero-degree dead rise showing 

that it is full of fuel. It is painted up on the top-left corner, which is also the exit of 

a labyrinth. A hint of sunset shines off copper leaf in the same area. As with 

silver, oxidation also inevitably occurs because of the exposure of copper to air. In 

contrast to silver, copper turns green and gloomy instead of darkening. 

 

The viewer standing in front of I Can’t Stay to the End seems lost in the 

continuous labyrinth of the mountains. On the one hand, they are looking for the 

fuel supply; on the other hand, they are looking for the exit to the labyrinth. Like 

the last hope, the sunset afterglow gently lights up the desperate scene; however, 

as time goes by, the copper foil will oxidise and naturally become dull. Thus, the 

viewers can only passively accept the disappearance of hope and stay in the dark 

forever. 

 

2.2 Sublime Landscape Painting 

 

According to Edmund Burke, the “sublime” is a condition of controlled terror 

produced by a confrontation with the overwhelming power of nature. Parallel to a 

confrontation with absolute authority, such a condition is somehow comparable. 

Under the enormous pressure from an authoritarian regime, people’s experiences 

become traumatic; their feelings are distressed, terrified, yet complex. As 

mentioned earlier, the traditional narrative of the Chinese landscape was 
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inseparable from an ideal natural and human world. As claimed by Guo Xi, 

landscape painting is a natural image within which viewers can walk, view, travel, 

and dwell in their imagination to seek inner peace and human–nature unity. 

Without dramatic sceneries, landscape paintings were therefore always described 

in a tranquil and majestic way, such as seeking the external truth of the universe 

and the inner psychological truth of the human mind. In these circumstances, 

Chinese landscape painting is seldom linked with or used to express agitated 

emotions but is used to present cultivated scenes. Hence, disasters, such as roaring 

waves, thunder and lightning, torrential rain, wind gusts, or other topics that 

infringed literati art aesthetics, are rarely depicted. However, the sublime in nature 

and its various changes can also be associated with complex human emotions, as 

in landscape paintings in the British Romanticism style. 

 

British Romantic landscape 

paintings typically have a 

“moody” atmosphere, which 

illustrates the artist’s subjective 

feelings rather than an objective 

record of the observable world. 

By emphasising the 

uncontrollable power, 

unpredictability, and potential for cataclysmic extremes in nature, Romantic 

artists belittled the world of reason and the Industrial Revolution’s newest 

technologies by subjecting it to the far greater might of nature. As an example, J. 

M. W. Turner’s (1775–1851) Snow Storm: Steam-Boat off a Harbour’s Mouth 

Illustration 7. Joseph Mallord William Turner, Snow Storm: 

Steam-Boat off a Harbour’s Mouth, 1842, oil paint on 

canvas, 91.4  121.9 cm, Tate Collection (Image courtesy of 

Tate.) 
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(Illust. 7), which depicts a paddle steamer dipping below a cresting wave as it 

struggles in a snowstorm. This painting demonstrates humankind’s struggle in the 

untamed natural world. In his use of visual languages, Turner’s atmospheric 

scenes often border on abstraction with the loose, raw brushstrokes showing the 

powerful movement of nature. 

 

In his effort to precisely capture the dynamic essence of sovereign nature, Turner 

famously strapped himself to the mast of a ship and asked its owner to sail into a 

storm for four hours before he worked on Snow Storm.21 The primitive experience 

of observing extreme meteorological effects and the supreme power of nature at 

close quarters might have profoundly influenced his conception of landscapes and 

their artistic expression. 

 

In addition to a number of people questioning reason and industrialisation, the 

prevalence of “sublime” art is probably a reflection of the psychological delight 

and consolation it offers by contextualising the audience’s own small stresses and 

anxieties, showing them the magnitude of the “bigger picture.” As Edmund Burke 

(1729–1797), the British philosopher, wrote in 1757, “When danger or pain press 

too nearly, they are incapable of giving any delight, and are simply terrible … but 

at certain distances, and with certain modifications, they may be, and they are, 

delightful.”22 

 

 

21. James Hall, “A Sublime Roller Coaster Ride Through Art History,” Tate Etc., 

September 1, 2009, https://www.tate.org.uk/tate-etc/issue-17-autumn-2009/sublime-roller-coaster-

ride-through-art-history. 

22. Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime 

and Beautiful: With an Introductory Discourse Concerning Taste (London: J.F. Dove, 1827), 34. 
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By capturing the scene of an emergency wrought by the power of nature, this 

sublime landscape painting becomes a spiritual exit from the misery of life. 

 

Although Turner approached terror of his own accord, the anxious suffering under 

an authoritarian government is passive and inevitable. However, the irresistible 

misery of confronting an oppressive system is comparable in terms of the awe, 

terror, and danger to facing uncontrollable natural catastrophes. When standing in 

front of a landscape painting illustrating the scene of an emergency, audiences 

who also suffer from an oppressive system might feel a sense of consensus and 

consolation. 

 

Compared with British landscape painting, moving water or other invisible natural 

powers are seldom depicted independently and the paintings do not demonstrate 

their destructive potential in the Chinese tradition. In Chinese literati art, water is 

usually presented in the context of the complementary forces of yin and yang, in 

which the mountain is a symbol of stability complemented by the fluidity of 

water. Sometimes water is used to indicate space; for example, water in the form 

of a winding stream helps to establish both depth and breadth, while it establishes 

height in the form of a waterfall.23 However, I consider water as neither a 

metaphysical sign nor a vehicle for visual arrangement; indeed, its intangible and 

potent nature expresses unconstrained authority. 

 

 

23. Robert J. Maeda, The “Water” Theme in Chinese Painting (Ascona, Switzerland: 
Artibus Asiae Publishers, 1971). 
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In my painting, I See 

the End of the Story 

(Illust. 8), five vessels 

are shown struggling 

on a stormy seascape, 

which emphasises the 

uncontrollable, 

dynamic force of 

nature. Instead of using expressive brushwork to capture the dynamic shape of the 

waves like Turner, I focus on the line quality and depict the stormy whitecaps 

using the shape of cat claws. By scraping everything into the swirling storm, the 

waves become so strong they seem as if they could destroy the scene. I use a ferry 

window to frame this dramatic scene and to indicate where the viewer’s 

perspective is located. When standing in front of the painting, the audience is 

looking out on the raging sea through the ferry cabin 

window, and they must consider whether they will 

be the next to discover that their hopes are in vain. 

 

Apart from the storm-tossed sea and struggling 

boats depicted in detail, the materials used to 

illustrate the ferry cabin window also indicate the 

hazardous atmosphere. The coarse grain mineral 

colour in the window was applied with heavy glue; 

therefore, the paint will peel off as it dries. In 

addition, the cracks in the window suggest that the 

Illustration 8. Shum Kwan Yi, I See the End of the Story, 2022, ink, 

colour, and silver leaf on paper, 46  67 cm, private collection. 

Illustration 9. Details of I See the 

End of the Story. 
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ferry the viewer is standing in may imminently collapse (Illust. 9). Moreover, the 

silver leaves affixed to the surface of the clouds are coated with sulphur, resulting 

in a violent change in colour, with some areas entirely darkened. Instead of 

distributing the sulphur evenly, I painted the liquid sulphur onto the silver using 

raw brushwork, and the sulphur burned crazy patterns on the surface of the 

painting. 

 

In my painting, What If I Were 

Burnt (Illust. 10), a gigantic 

painted cloud dominates a tiny 

fueller on a rough sea. The 

detailed shifting rhythms of the 

cloud fill two-thirds of this small-

scale painting. Rather than 

demonstrating the movement of 

the cloud or mist by ink wash, as 

in literati art styles, I focus on the dramatic quality of the void using brush and 

line. The fueller’s flashing warning light is reflected on the cloud with a subtle 

touch of yellow light, which creates the illusion of smoke rising out of the boat’s 

burning smokestack. 

 

Illustration 10. Shum Kwan Yi, What If I Were Burnt, 2022, 

ink and colour on paper, 15  15 cm, private collection. 
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In addition, 

the cloud’s 

intangible and 

dynamic force 

narrates the 

unpredictable 

nature of 

authoritarian 

oppression. The voids of the cloud and sea emphasise and overwhelm the quality 

of the solid world, narrating the imbalance of power in the human world. In my 

painting, Nothing Happens (Illust. 11), oxidised silver leaf is used to represent 

enormous clouds, which subdue the stability of the mountains and threaten the 

little pine tree24 placed in the middle of the painting. In the foreground, landscape 

motifs, that is, the trees, rocks, mist, and water, are piled up and painted 

magnificently using a traditional landscape painting style. However, if the viewers 

follow the direction where the wind is blowing the clouds, they may notice that 

the windblown pine trees in the middle ground are all leaning away from the 

storm in their struggle to survive. On the one hand, this painting freezes a 

terrifying moment during a natural catastrophe; on the other hand, it invites its 

viewers to experience the actual evolution of the image through the oxidation of 

the silver leaf. This result creates a paradox; that is, two timelines emerge within 

the image to illuminate the immediate danger and enduring anxiety. 

 

 

24. Pine trees are one of the most common symbols in Chinese landscape painting. As 

pines remain evergreen throughout winter, they represent survival and the preservation of human 

virtue in the face of challenging situations. 

Illustration 11. Shum Kwan Yi, Nothing Happens, 2022, ink, colour, and silver leaf 

on paper, 178  96 cm, private collection. 
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2.3 Farewell Landscape Painting 

 

Migration is a common phenomenon in contemporary society because it provides 

a solution for improving the life of many people who are unsatisfied with their 

current political, social, or economic conditions. Some people may choose to 

leave their country to seek freedom and equality elsewhere because they 

understand that it might be impossible to fight authoritarian leadership or revolt 

against their political situation under an authoritarian state. 

 

The themes of departure and farewell are 

prevalent genres in Chinese literati 

landscape paintings. However, this style of 

landscape painting is relatively private 

because they were generally used as gifts 

for departing friends. The earliest known 

example of a Chinese painting illustrating 

the farewell genre dates from the Southern 

Sung dynasty: Seeing off a High Priest 

Returning Home Beyond the Seas (Illust. 

12). This vertical scroll painting by an 

unknown artist was a gift presented to a 

departing Japanese monk. The painting 

illustrates a leave-taking scene at a port. A group of five small figures 

representing three men, one woman, and a small child stand outside a hut 

watching the departing small sailboat at the left near the centre of the picture. 

Illustration 12. Unidentified artist, Seeing off a 

High Priest Returning Home Beyond the Seas, 

1194, hanging scroll, ink and light colours on 

paper, 63.6 cm  36.3 cm, Tokiwayama Bunko 

collection (Image courtesy of Tokiwayama 

Bunko Foundation) 
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Near the shore, two men stand, bowing and stretching their arms to bid farewell to 

the small sailboat, which has just left the port and is hoisting its sails in 

preparation for its long voyage across the ocean.25 During the Ming Dynasty, the 

horizontal scroll form of landscape paintings became more common for farewell 

pictures because it is more flexible and offers more diversity in presenting the 

layout and inscription of poems. These farewell scrolls were usually gifts created 

for departing friends moving to a new government post. The sentiment behind 

these farewell paintings reflect the reminisces of those left behind or warnings of 

the potential hazards and hardships of the future journey their friends were about 

to undertake or the life awaiting them at their new appointment. In addition, 

farewell paintings developed two horizons: that is, the leave-taking scene at the 

port and on land. 

 

Considering the changes in Hong Kong during the pandemic, regardless of their 

intentions, many of our friends and family have headed their separate ways across 

the globe. They all carry different anxieties about the unknowns at their 

destination. According to immigration data, even during the ongoing restrictions 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic, over 94,000 Hong Kong residents departed the 

city via Hong Kong International Airport in 2022.26 Although it is difficult to 

confirm whether these departures are permanent or temporary, from my own 

experience, a great number of people in my community have already started new 

chapters in their lives in other countries. 

 

25. Miyeko Murase, Farewell Paintings of China: Chinese Gifts to Japanese Visitors 

(Ascona, Switzerland: Artibus Asiae Publishers, 1970), 211–212. 

26. Tommy Walker, “Hong Kong Migration Continues Amid Pandemic, Politics,” Voice 

of America, March 5, 2022, https://www.voanews.com/a/hong-kong-migration-continues-amid-

pandemic-politics/6471647.html. 
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To narrate the mass migration waves departing Hong Kong, I created an image of 

a vast ocean with cargo ships leaving Hong Kong on a horizontal scroll (Illust. 

13). This painting, Wish You All the Best (Illust. 13), shows several painted cargo 

ships sailing across the sea into a coppery mist, which indicates their uncertain 

future and destinations. I imagine people’s possessions carried inside the 

containers on these ships and cannot help but perceive their lost baggage, 

belongings, and living traces left behind in Hong Kong. As the container ships 

fade away over the horizon, they will soon disappear into the distant mist. Like 

traditional farewell paintings with contemporary subjects, that is, the cargo ships, 

this painting is a gift for the people who have left Hong Kong and a reminder for 

us to remember their departure. 

 

Illustration 13. Shum Kwan Yi, Wish You All the Best, 2022, ink, colour, and copper leaf on paper, 20.5  

112.5 cm, private collection. 
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In my painting, See You Later (Illust. 14), two 

Star ferries on a silent and dim harbour 

encounter each other head-on. The well-known 

passenger ferries operated by Star Ferry carry 

passengers across Victoria Harbour between 

Hong Kong Island and Kowloon, which 

obviously represents Hong Kong. During the 

big migration waves, however, this encounter 

between the two Star Ferries may be the first 

and last for some passengers. I named the 

painting See You Later because I would like to 

meet those people again if they were still here 

and hope to meet them again in the future in other places. I painted the tranquil 

sea with minute details using fine brushes to make the Star Ferries appear to be 

sailing in a boundless sea, which creates a perplexing atmosphere. 

 

Landscape painting practices across Chinese art history have rarely demonstrated 

pessimistic social and political realities; those that did incorporate incompatible 

subject materials, such as skeletons, tanks, combat aircraft, or fire, into landscape 

scenery did not transpose the conventional connotations of existing landscape 

motifs. By re-examining monumental landscape paintings from the Song dynasty 

and appropriating the conceits of Romantic and farewell landscape paintings, the 

set of landscape paintings described above reimagines the anxiety of people lost 

amid the dangerous scenery during natural catastrophes, which represents the 

power of authoritarian dictators and narrates their comparable emotions and 

Illustration 14. Shum Kwan Yi, See You 

Later, 2022, ink and colour on paper, 31 

 17.5 cm, private collection. 
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experiences under both scenarios (i.e., natural catastrophes and life under 

authoritarianism). In addition, this group of works aimed to build a sense of civil 

rights in social consciousness by simultaneously revealing the hidden social issues 

in our society and creating a spiritual exit from miserable lives under enormous 

oppression. 

 

2.4 Symbol of Persistence in Chinese Landscape Painting and Suppressing 

Expression 

 

In addition to peoples’ subjective feelings and struggles under authoritarian 

oppression, I would also like to discuss its objective means and measures through 

the artistic practice of landscape painting. 

 

Free speech digs a grave for authoritarianism. The spread of ideas, words, and 

languages is an extremely sensitive issue for powerful authorities because they 

may largely lead to the political awakening of a society and the end of a 

dictatorship. Therefore, the suppression of free speech is always a trademark of 

dictators. Hence, the priority of all authoritarian regimes is to impose restrictions 

on the freedom of speech and expression. A notable example is Hitler’s 

totalitarian rule in Nazi Germany, where the government controlled nearly all 

aspects of life. In their attempts to get all Germans to support the Nazi 

dictatorship and join the Nazi Party, the government tried to control all forms of 

communication through censorship and propaganda, including newspapers, 

magazines, books, art works, theatre, music, movies, and radio. 

 



 

 35 

Before the Nazis came to power in 1933, the German constitution guaranteed the 

freedoms of speech and the press. However, the Nazi regimes abolished these 

civil rights through decrees and laws, and destroyed German democracy. It was 

illegal to criticise the Nazi government at the time. Even telling a joke about 

Hitler was considered treachery. Hence, people living in Nazi Germany could not 

say or write whatever they wanted. Anti-Nazi newspapers were closed down or 

taken over; thus, the government controlled what news appeared in the 

newspapers, on the radio, and in newsreels. Books that the Nazi Party categorised 

as being un-German were banned and burned. The Nazi government even 

censored letters from soldiers to their families during World War II. 

 

A German poet, Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956), confronted the “dark times” during 

the absolute control and suppression of free speech in the Nazi period from the 

beginning of the rule of the Nazi Party and the outbreak of World War II by 

writing poems: 

 

Ah, what an age it is 

When to speak of trees is almost a crime 

For it is a kind of silence about injustice!27 

 

These powerful lines demonstrate Brecht’s experience of the “new normal” in his 

country and his impotence in the face of the humanistic disaster and injustices 

brought by the Nazi Party’s absolute rule. The Nazi Party used intimidation and 

 

27. Bertolt Brecht, “To Posterity,” in Selected Poems / Bertolt Brecht ; Translation and 

Introduction by H.R. Hays (New York: Grove Press, 1959). 
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ideological remoulding to control the German people’s self-expression and 

suppress their critical thinking; hence, people were forced to be consciously silent. 

 

The Chinese artists who experienced the Cultural Revolution also thoroughly 

understood these cardinal principles regarding the power of language and words 

for shaping ideology and sharing knowledge. Instead of illustrating the violence of 

silence, Xu Bing shows 

how free speech can be 

deprived 

unconsciously. Xu’s 

Book from the Sky 

(Illust. 15) is a 

remarkable response to 

state propaganda28 and 

the suppression of 

artistic expression during the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976). The monumental 

installation is filled with four thousand invented pseudo-characters, printed on the 

hand-bound books and long scrolls. More than ten thousand unreadable characters 

are presented in open book pages on the surrounding walls, hung from the ceiling, 

and laid out on the floor. This overwhelming setting and decontextualised 

characters could easily be associated with the inundation of propaganda posters 

and banners that were everywhere during Mao’s regime. To support the apparent 

legitimacy of these false characters, the woodblock typeface printing method from 

 

28. Instead of seeking to promote knowledge or intellectual engagement, propaganda uses 

loaded language and symbols to manipulate other peoples’ beliefs, attitudes, or actions and 

produce emotional rather than rational responses to the presented information. 

Illustration 15. Xu Bing, Book from the Sky, 1987–1991, an installation of 

books and scrolls printed from carved woodblock typefaces with invented 

characters, ink on paper, variable dimensions, installation view at Blanton 

Museum of Art, The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 (Image courtesy 

of Blanton Museum of Art). 
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the Song period was used because it was a standard typeface used in official 

government documents. This typeface emphasises the conflict between the gravity 

of the textual contents and their meaningless. 

 

The List of Graphemes of Commonly Used Chinese Characters records 4,762 

commonly used Chinese characters. Xu Bing generated more than four thousand 

characters that resemble real Chinese characters by recombining them using 

intrinsic logic. The basic building blocks are several fundamental radicals or 

strokes (一, 丨, 丿, ㇏, 乚) from the Chinese writing system. However, each 

character is devoid of any meaning and cannot be interpreted using the same 

standard method and regular logic used to interpret real Chinese characters. 

People who understood Chinese would be totally divorced from their normal daily 

experience when observing these works. 

 

During the Cultural Revolution, culture and language were used to senselessly 

subjugate human cognition, and it was forbidden to communicate independent 

thoughts or any information rejected by the dominant ideology within China’s 

ruling party. Radical and straightforward words and phrases served the political 

purpose of facilitating the control of citizens’ minds and thoughts instead of acting 

as vehicles for expressing individual perspectives and critical thinking. 

Propaganda is an obvious example of using loaded language to produce emotional 

responses instead of rational responses to the presented information or selectively 

presenting facts to encourage a particular synthesis or perception, such as using 

language, signs, and images to incite violence and class war. Having experienced 

the Cultural Revolution, Xu fully understands that it would be dangerous to 
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eliminate or distort the intended meanings of Chinese texts because of his belief 

that written text is the “essence of culture.” 

 

Instead of using characters, texts, or calligraphy, I continue with my painting 

practice and transform landscape motifs into unreadable text to convey meaning. I 

use the degraded symbols and visual languages to represent thoughts, opinions, 

and situations that can no longer be revealed by direct texts or expressed freely. 

Inspired by Brecht’s poem, I turn his words into a painting, An Acrostic Poem 

(Illust. 16), which 

appropriates his verses into 

images of pine trees in an 

attempt to represent his 

experiences in my artwork. 

As mentioned earlier, pine 

trees are a common subject 

in Chinese landscape 

paintings and represent the virtues of self-discipline and fortitude because they 

remain evergreen throughout the winter. Pine trees are perennially evergreen; 

therefore, this motif is still valid in the context of today’s society. However, rather 

than being used as a symbol for “gentlemen,” as in an ancient patriarchal society, 

the pine trees represent the universal virtue of all the individuals who remain 

unbowed facing injustices and dark times. Therefore, in an echo of Brecht’s 

poem, “to speak of trees is almost a crime,” I replace the words with the images of 

pine trees, but also retain the visual format of Brecht’s poem. In addition, the 

pines are painted inside the vertical grids of an ancient Chinese writing paper in 

Illustration 16. Shum Kwan Yi, An Acrostic Poem, 2022, ink and 

colour on paper, 19  28 cm, artist’s collection. 
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an arrangement from left to right and top to bottom just as in the writing pattern 

for Chinese poems, with a margin in the title, verses in the middle, and the 

signature at the end. 

 

In the frame next to the “poem”, which is folded twice, is an envelope dyed with 

Hong Kong soil. The front of the envelope does not have a written address for 

delivery; hence, the receiver of the letter becomes anyone who views this artwork. 

Putting Brecht’s poem inside an unaddressed envelope contextualises the situation 

experienced by Brecht, which is also linked to where I stand. By keeping both the 

“poem” and soiled envelope safe in a wooden treasure box, I create and artwork 

that is a reminder to those who were born after these unspeakable eras that we 

were once consciously forced to be silent. 

 

My painting, A Letter (Illust. 17), conveys a 

similar message. That is, oppositional 

thoughts cannot be entirely expressed through 

direct texts when free speech is suppressed. 

Therefore, I write a letter using the image of 

trees instead of words. The pines are depicted 

delicately and their minute details suggest 

reverence and respect for those who morally 

persevere when surrounded by evil deeds. 

 

This “unreadable” letter cannot be decoded or 

interpreted using the regular logic of texts but 

Illustration 17. Shum Kwan Yi, A Letter, 

2021, ink and colour on paper, 91  54.5 

cm, private collection. 
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can be deciphered using visual languages. On a larger piece of Chinese vertical 

grid drafting paper, every pine struggles to fit within the slits between the red 

lines. This struggle tells their story of survival amid authoritarian restrictions. 

Although the trees are twisted in shape, they thrive without withered leaves, 

manifesting their will to survive. In this set of paintings, all grids and lines were 

painted by hand on a blank sheet of white rice paper instead of printed, which 

suggests self-restricted censorship under the mass surveillance of the authoritarian 

regime. 

 

In my painting, Countdown (Illust. 18), I continue my 

practice of using a pine motif. In Countdown, the pine 

trees are illustrated inside rice grids, which is a system 

designed for practicing Chinese characters. The shape 

of the trees is based on the Chinese character “米,” a square with a 

cross, with the shape of the letter “X” inside (Illust. 19), which helps to 

break down the complex character into smaller manageable sections 

and improve its proportional arrangement. However, every coin has 

two sides. By helping people to learn how to write in the standard style 

for Chinese characters, the structure of the grid lines can restrict the 

learners’ expressions and limit the size of their writing. In comparing 

authoritarian rulers to these practice grids, the red lines suggest the 

presence of society’s prohibitive rules and forbidden territories. There 

are ten rice grids and nine trees in total in this vertical scroll, which 

allows viewers to read from the top to bottom like a panel comic. In the 

beginning, the pine twists and occupies the whole rice grid. As the reader scrolls 

Illustration 

18. Shum 

Kwan Yi, 

Countdown, 

2021, ink 

and colour 

on paper, 85 

 12 cm, 

private 

collection. 

Illustration 19. A 

rice grid. 
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down, however, the pine tree’s ever-shrinking habitat eventually leaves no space 

for its existence. Finally, no red lines or restrictions are needed as nothing 

survives, which demonstrates the insignificance of people’s freedom when it has 

been suppressed gradually over time. 

 

Moreover, I cut this image of pine trees 

in a grid into small individual pieces 

like Post-It sticky notes in a piece called 

Memos (Illust. 20). This work is 

inspired by a campaign that sprang up 

and transformed public spaces, such as 

walkways, sky bridges, underpasses, 

and storefronts, into areas of gathering 

and exchange where ordinary people 

could pause, read, write, and engage 

their peers in conversation. The simple 

and highly adaptable technique of using Post-It sticky notes has physically 

reshaped the urban landscape, and the Post-Its allowed the multitudes of citizens, 

visitors, and tourists to covertly participate in socio-political debates. 

Unfortunately, this interactive urban landscape was a flash in the pan and these 

conversations and comments were removed by the government and then 

abandoned. However, I attempted to keep some records. In Memos, instead of 

using a huge number of Post-It sticky notes, as was done in the campaign, only a 

few Post-it notes are stuck to the exhibition wall, each in isolation with no 

Illustration 20. Shum Kwan Yi, Memos, 2021, ink 

and colour on paper, 8.5  8.5 cm each, artist’s 

collection. 
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interaction with other notes, as if each note is silently yelling about their 

repression. 

 

In addition to the pine motif, my painting, Six Gestures (Illust. 21), shows six 

species of trees growing inside the grid on a piece of jiugongge 九宫格 drafting 

exercise paper. Six Gestures 

is a tribute to the Yuan 

dynasty artist Ni Zan (1301–

1374), whose Six Gentlemen 

is a landscape painting that 

portrays six trees along a 

riverbank, including pine, 

cypress, camphor, phoebe, locust, and elm trees, as a metaphor for the principled 

seclusion of virtuous gentlemen in an era of violent upheaval and foreign 

occupation. For the first time in China’s long history, the foreign Mongolian 

conquerors subjugated China entirely. Moreover, the Mongolian conquest had 

imposed a harsh political reality upon China by passing over many literati and 

Confucian scholars for administrative positions and instead appointing 

Mongolians and Muslims. Under this policy of conscious discrimination, those 

few Chinese who entered government service often received only minor 

appointments, such as local teachers or low-level clerks.29 Thus, the educated 

social elites of the era preferred to live a life of seclusion in the countryside rather 

 

29. Department of Asian Art, “Yuan Dynasty (1271–1368),” in Heilbrunn Timeline of Art 

History (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000), 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/yuan/hd_yuan.htm. 

Illustration 21. Shum Kwan Yi, Six Gestures, 2021, ink and 

colour on paper, 22  45 cm, private collection. 
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than serve as government officials under the Mongol-led Yuan dynasty, which 

had conquered the native Chinese Song dynasty. 

 

The title of the painting, Six Gentlemen, is taken from an inscription by Huang 

Gongwang (1269–1354) describing the relationship between human virtues and 

landscape motifs: 

 

Distant cloudy mountains range across the autumn river; 

Nearby, ancient trees huddle by the sloping shore. 

Six gentlemen stand facing one another, 

Upright, straight, outstanding, unbending.30 

 

In Six Gentlemen, the six trees stand straight and unbending in the vast landscape, 

as if they are literati who easily kept their integrity by abandoning the bustling 

urban society and returning to the countryside to live like social hermits. By 

contextualising the trees within our contemporary situation, Six Gestures 

demonstrates how the trees struggle and twist within the red grid lines like people 

living under the restrictions of an authoritarian regime. 

 

 

30. James C. Y. Watt, The World of Khubilai Khan: Chinese Art in the Yuan Dynasty 

(New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2010), 234–36. 
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2.5 Abstract Expression of Chinese Landscape Motif and Secret Message 

 

In addition to using the motif of trees, I use images of rocks to depict the 

unspeakable taboos within a dictatorship that prohibits all opposing opinions and 

individual freedoms, let alone the ability to march in protest or hold 

demonstrations. During any protest 

marches and demonstrations, the 

authorities commonly use water cannons 

and dye to disperse protesters;31the 

sprayed dye makes it easier to identify 

and arrest rioters later. In my painting, A 

Composition of Stones I (Illust. 22), I 

highlight the dyed pebbles on urban 

roadsides instead of directly using the 

wild landscape to illustrate protest. These 

tiny rocks are painted on an imitation of a 

squared manuscript paper and presented 

as a narrative composition that implies 

the quiet scene after the violence during which protesters are sprayed by water 

cannons and dye. The stones do not repeat in their shape or arrangement but are 

just as they were found scattered on the roadside. The bright blue colour of the 

rocks reflects the mineral blue that is usually used in heavy colours in Chinese 

 

31. For example, the Purple March in South Africa in 1989, demonstrations in Indonesia 

in 1997, and the Thai protests in 2020. 

Illustration 22. Shum Kwan Yi, A Composition of 

Stones I, 2022, ink, colour, and blue dye on paper, 

55  36 cm, private collection. 
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landscape paintings, but refers to the blue dye fired from water cannons by riot 

police. 

 

In a related painting, A Composition of Stones II (Illust. 23), I further develop the 

idea of roadside pebbles being dyed blue into a complete “story” with five 

paragraphs. First, the 

ochre rocks are 

grouped and 

distributed naturally. 

Second, the rocks are 

then scattered and 

dyed with a slice of 

blue, as if being hit 

by the chaos during 

political demonstrations. Third, only one completely blue pebble is left in each 

character box. Fourth, after the authoritarian attacks, the blue pebbles change 

gradually, acquiring a layer of brown paint, which appears to cover all that has 

happened. Finally, all the rocks are covered with fresh brown paint and rearranged 

as though the historical event is being distorted and erased. 

 

 

For laws to be considered just in a democratic regime, they must be clear. Precise 

language helps to ensure that these laws are enforced fairly. Therefore, a society’s 

citizens should have a clear idea about what is and is not against the law of the 

society. In an authoritarian regime, however, unclear and inconsistent laws help to 

Illustration 23. Shum Kwan Yi, A Composition of Stones II, 2022, ink, 

colour, and blue dye on paper, 57  80 cm, private collection. 
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generate fear, which creates a chilling effect that pushes citizens to self-censor 

and voluntarily suppress information intentionally because of their uncertainty. 

Compared with formal censorship, self-censorship is far more admin-friendly to 

the regime because direct surveillance or tracing is absent. Therefore, this strategy 

of repression is commonly used in totalitarian regimes. 

 

My painting, A School (Illust. 24), portrays dozens of trees on the type of school 

drafting exercise paper used to practice Chinese calligraphy. Each tree is distorted 

into various shapes and forms inside the rice grids, which randomly occupy the 

spaces within a square grid. With regards to the exercise paper, no orthodox 

approach is used to link the grids and lines on the writing paper. The trees vary in 

different situations or follow internal norms. 

 

In A School, the trees demonstrate a 

chilling situation in schools where the 

students and teachers are alarmed by the 

government’s vague guidance about the 

discussion of controversial topics. The 

students and teachers are like the trees, 

which risk touching the red lines because 

they lack explicit instructions but can 

never know the hidden rules or the 

“correct answers” until they have been 

told what is wrong. Likewise, we will Illustration 24. Shum Kwan Yi, A School, 2021, 

ink and colour on paper, 92.5  65 cm, private 

collection. 



 

 47 

never be able to follow the laws of an authoritarian regime if they are intentionally 

left undefined and not stated clearly. 

 

Addressing the 

unpredictable and 

inconsistent laws under 

authoritarian regimes, I 

further expand my visual 

representations by 

transforming the 

conventional media of 

“painting” into other modes 

of expression. For example, I hang five red lanterns with “unguessable riddles” on 

the ceiling in the installation, Lantern Riddles (Illust. 25). Lantern riddles are a 

traditional folk entertainment during the Lantern and Mid-Autumn festivals. The 

topics covered by the riddles can range from social issues to everyday trivia. 

Chinese society has a saying: “It is as difficult to kill a tiger as it is to guess a 

lantern puzzle.” Hence, the lantern riddles are also known as the “tiger lanterns” 

because their answers require a large classical knowledge in addition to wisdom 

and wit. 

 

Illustration 25. Shum Kwan Yi, Lantern Riddles, 2022, cotton thread, 

wire, lanterns, ink and colour on paper, set of 5: 70  50  50 cm, 

artist’s collection. 
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Inspired by this traditional Chinese game, the artwork suggests unsolvable riddles 

by imitating the writing structure of riddles and replacing words with various 

brushstrokes and landscape motifs. Hence, the ambiguous symbols on the paper 

lanterns make it impossible for the viewer to decipher the puzzles concealed 

within the symbols. This creates a comparison with individuals’ entanglement 

with inconsistent laws under an authoritarian regime; that is, this is undoubtedly a 

much more formidable task than fighting with a tiger because individuals cannot 

win the game due to the yawning chasm of power between them and the 

authoritarian government. 

 

Under this catastrophic pressure, we have no 

choice but to accept uncertainty if we choose not 

to isolate ourselves from society, as done by the 

Chinese elite during the Mongolian era. However, 

the idea of “lying flat” or tang ping 躺平 may be 

a way out of this political dilemma. Lying flat is a 

lifestyle and social protest movement in China 

that rejects the societal pressures of overwork 

through its adherents’ low desire and indifferent 

attitude toward life. Thus, these protesters are not 

necessarily socially isolated but merely choose to reduce their professional and 

economic ambitions and simplify their goals to be fiscally productive enough to 

cover their own essential needs but prioritising their psychological health over 

economic materialism. In context, pursuing the lying flat protest can also be a 

political response to the fear caused by inconsistent laws: refusing to engage with 

Illustration 26. Shum Kwan Yi, Lying, 

2022, ink and colour on paper, 79  43 

cm, artist’s collection. 
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any social or political topics. Regardless of whether individuals are for or against 

the authoritarian regime, they have no option to be politically engaged with the 

regime under an absolute dictatorship. My painting, Lying (Illust. 26), shows how 

trees grow flat within their confinement, just as people lie flat to confront their 

repressive environment. Instead of using a specific species like pine, the trees in 

Lying are not indicative, but simply representational ideas of “trees,” which could 

be interpreted as representing ordinary individuals in society. The trees lying 

horizontally are painted between the lines of imitation ruled writing paper used for 

writing English. 

 

2.6 Conventional Learning Method of Chinese Landscape Painting and 

Calligraphy and Notion of “Newspeak” 

 

Apart from the apparent suppression of free speech and expression, as mentioned 

earlier, our freedom can also be deprived unconsciously. In his dystopian novel 

Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), George Orwell (1903–1950) predicts that not only 

our actions but our very thoughts will be oppressed by the external forces of 

extreme totalitarian regimes. Orwell modelled the totalitarian government in his 

novel after Stalinist Russia and Nazi Germany. Nineteen Eighty-Four takes place 

in an imagined future in the year 1984 and centres on the consequences of 

totalitarianism, mass surveillance, and repressive regimentation of people and 

their behaviours within society. More broadly, Nineteen Eighty-Four examines 

the roles of truths and facts within politics and the ways in which they can be 

manipulated. 
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One of the major concepts presented in Orwell’s novel is “Newspeak,” which is a 

propagandistic language characterised by euphemisms, circumlocution, and the 

inversion of customary meanings. Newspeak is designed to diminish the range of 

individuals’ thoughts. In addition, several terms from Orwell’s novel have entered 

common usage in real life as people question the linguistics used by totalitarian 

regimes. Generally speaking, Newspeak is a controlled language using simplified 

grammar and a restricted vocabulary designed to limit individuals’ ability to think 

and articulate “subversive” concepts, such as personal identity, self-expression, 

and free will. 

 

According to the hypothesis of linguistic relativity, also known as the Sapir–

Whorf hypothesis, the structure of a language affects its speakers’ worldview or 

cognition. In this sense, thoughts and language are intimately connected, and 

people’s perceptions are relative to their spoken language. To a certain extent, our 

thoughts and ability to think critically can therefore be considered to be controlled 

or limited when we are forced to use distorted languages. For example, if the word 

“freedom” is absent from our vocabulary, we may not be able comprehend this 

concept clearly because our thoughts are based on a language system that does not 

include a concept of freedom. Parallels have been drawn between Newspeak and 

the landscape motifs in Chinese landscape painting because the visual languages 

and modes of expression in landscape paintings can be restricted by its 

conventions, such as its formal carbon copy learning approach. Therefore, the 

age-old visual language of landscape paintings can become uniform and artists in 

the genre tend to ignore any possibilities for further development because of the 

rigidity of their visual language. 
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By coalescing these two concepts, 

my installation, New Languages 

(Illust. 27), replaces language 

with images of stones. The 

installation demonstrates a 

classroom setting including a 

school desk, a chair, and a 

calligraphic exercise copybook, in 

which fifteen methods of drawing 

the rocks are outlined. A set of 

manuscripts “written” using those 

fifteen rock images hang on the 

wall. These manuscripts imitate 

Illustration 27. Shum Kwan Yi, New Language, 2022, ink and colour on paper, book: 19  13 cm (15 

pages); paintings: 80  137, 80  139, 80  137 cm, respectively, artist’s collection. 

Illustration 28. The exercise copybook, details of New 

Language. 

Illustration 29. Close-up of the exercise copybook, details of 

New Language. 
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the calligraphic exercise copybook in jiugongge format used by Hong Kong 

children to learn Chinese characters in primary school (Illusts 28 and, 29). The 

copybook shows the fifteen different rock shapes for copying like Hong Kong 

children copy Chinese characters. These rock shapes appear to be the only known 

characters; therefore, when the audience is asked to write a story during the 

installation, they can only use those limited rock characters to construct their 

narrative. This made the audience realise that there are not enough combinations 

of rocks to create expressions that convey complex concepts and ideas. Hence, the 

story presented in the manuscripts on the wall is extremely tedious, consisting of 

fifteen paragraphs using fifteen repeating images (Illusts 30, 31, and 32) from the 

copybook. On the one hand, when they stand in front of the desk, the audiences 

can seek the connection between the rock images in the copybook and the 

manuscripts on the wall. On the other hand, the audience can confront the 

influences of reduced thinking ability and the boundaries of expression created by 

the reduced vocabulary, simplified grammar, and repetitive indoctrination in both 

Newspeak and Chinese landscape paintings. 

Illustration 30. Painting I, details of New Language. 
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2.7 Actual Scene Landscape Painting and Mass Surveillance 

 

As stated above, the violations of human rights and freedoms under authoritarian 

regimes include fear, brainwashing, imprisonment, surveillance, and spying. 

Surveillance is a way to instil fear in each individual. By monitoring everyone’s 

actions, the authority requires them to behave in a “correct” way according to the 

authority’s instructions, and prevents any resistance and disloyalty, at least in their 

Illustration 31. Painting II, details of New Language. 

Illustration 32. Painting III, details of New Language. 
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behaviour. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, Orwell demonstrates how a surveillance state 

could operate an extreme and omnipresent social monitoring system in a 

dystopian society where citizens act as instructed by the government. Snitches and 

cameras are everywhere; therefore, people have no personal freedom but must 

follow totalitarian rules because of their fear of discovery and subsequent 

punishment. The threat of the “Thought Police,”32 who are also always watching 

through the telescreens, which are never allowed to be turned off, hangs over 

everyone in Nineteen Eighty-Four. Because of their awareness that they are 

constantly being observed, the characters in Nineteen Eighty-Four learn to control 

their expressions and maintain a blank face because they are unsure what words or 

gestures could indicate problematic or subversive thoughts. The Thought Police 

look for the most subtle signs, such as a twitch or eye tick, which they will likely 

use as a sign that someone may be thinking “illegal” thoughts. 

 

In Nineteen Eighty-Four, people have surrendered their personal freedoms and 

right to privacy because of their fears, which have passively allowed 

governmental surveillance to enter every aspect of their lives. In our real world, 

the Chinese government’s ability to surveil society is increasing. According to the 

Chinese Ministry of Public Security, the number of surveillance cameras in 

mainland China is expected to reach 626 million in 2020. These cameras monitor 

 

32. The Thought Police (Thinkpol) are the secret police of the superstate of Oceania. 

They discover and punish thoughtcrime, and search for personal and political thoughts unapproved 

by the Ingsoc regime. Using criminal psychology and omnipresent surveillance by informers, 

telescreens, cameras, and microphones, Thinkpol monitor Oceanian citizens and arrest all those 

who they consider have committed thoughtcrime in challenge to the status quo authority of the 

party and the dictator. See George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four (London: Secker & Warburg, 

1949). 
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the activities of 1.4 billion people.33 Just as Orwell predicted, these extensive 

networks of all-seeing “eyes” observe every second of everyone’s activities as 

they go about their daily business in society. This loss of privacy is introduced by 

the political authority and accepted by the population because of the perceived 

benefits provided by video recording and social networking, such as live-

streaming and YouTube’s creator economy. Hence, people are not only interested 

in the entertainment provided through video, but also film themselves and their 

surroundings to profit from their peers. Therefore, these individuals are more 

willing to open up their private lives to everyone through social media 

applications like TikTok, resulting in a permanent record online. Thus, the 

population has tacitly allowed and even participated in the government’s 

surveillance. People have gradually become obsessed with the convenience of 

these advanced technologies and unconsciously sacrificed their privacy, which we 

used to protect. Instead, people have become habituated and accept constant 

surveillance as an aspect of living in a society. 

 

In his film, Dragonfly Eyes, Xu Bing opens up a dialogue on this issue. The title 

refers to dragonfly compound eyes, which comprise nearly thirty thousand tiny 

little facets that are extremely good at positioning and navigating. They are 

extremely sensitive to movement based on this massive amount of visual 

information, which is similar to the all-seeing eye provided by surveillance 

cameras in the city. Dragonfly Eyes is eighty-one minutes of footage sourced from 

surveillance cameras and live-streaming sites, which blends the concepts of 

 

33. Paul Mozur, “Inside China’s Dystopian Dreams: A.I., Shame and Lots of Cameras,” 

The New York Times, July 8, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/08/business/china-

surveillance-technology.html. 



 

 56 

documentary and fictional movies in a mockumentary style. Rather than repeating 

or fabricating what happened, or interviewing the people involved like a 

documentary, every single frame comes from reality as captured by surveillance 

cameras. However, the narrative techniques for moving images, such as sound 

editing and voice-overs, add a fictional layer to these fragmentary clips. In terms 

of its format, Dragonfly Eyes questions the way mass surveillance is created with 

the approval of every individual. Moreover, its content cover various issues, 

including plastic surgery, Internet celebrity, cyber-bullying, and transsexuality, 

among other social issues in China. 

 

Since 2013, China has linked both its official and private surveillance camera 

networks to a cloud database using GPS positioning. It took Xu five years to make 

Dragonfly Eyes and surveillance technologies were developing continually during 

this period. The technology evolved beyond stationary cameras locked in one 

place to mobile devices, such as car, body, and GoPro cameras. This technological 

development changes our earlier conception of surveillance, which now moves 

with us, drives with us, and is worn on our bodies. These changes expand the 

“cinematic techniques” that Xu uses in Dragonfly Eyes, such as the tracking shots, 

close-up shots, panning shots, and bird’s eye shots that are usually used in movies. 

 

In addition, the choice of footage and people’s reactions when they were told 

about becoming characters in Dragonfly Eyes exemplifies the problem of people 

being surveilled unconsciously. In an interview, Xu commented that 

 

Ninety-nine percent of the footage is uploaded by individuals or private 

companies. The use of surveillance footage has expanded into individual’s 
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hands, and it has gone way beyond what Orwell imagined in Nineteen 

Eighty-Four.34 

 

In a separate interview, he commented, 

Most of them agreed with us to use the footage, on the other hand, their 

interpretations of portrait rights are somehow different from the Western 

or intellectual point-of-views. They are more open to the surveillance 

camera, they hope to get in touch with this world in this way, to share their 

lives with the world outside their own spaces.35 

 

Xu’s work raises several extended questions as the mass surveillance of Chinese 

society continues. What makes the people in Xu’s film unaware or unconcerned 

about their privacy? Has surveillance already become a custom? Have these 

surveilled people never been threatened by the people watching the surveillance 

footage? What is the distance between these video fragments of real life and 

“reality”? While a trade-off between privacy and the advantages of technological 

advancements in surveillance is inevitable, how much private space are we willing 

to give up? 

 

 

34. Bing Xu, “Dragonfly Eyes: What Counts as Art Today?” Radcliffe Institute, 

November 20, 2018, video, 1:24:55, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DVz0W6vaxF4. 

35. Musée Magazine, “Fruits of Surveillance: Xu Bing Interview About ‘Dragonfly 

Eyes,’” Musée Magazine, October 17, 2017, 

https://museemagazine.com/features/2017/10/17/dragonfly-eyes-an-interview-with-xu-bing. 
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In the Chinese tradition, people, such as the literati or official scholars, chose to 

become social hermits when experiencing political frustration and left urban 

society to seek self-enlightenment through isolation in nature and painting 

practices. In today’s society, however, surveillance cameras now cover nearly all 

corners of Earth. When even secluded locations are monitored, there is no way to 

hide from surveillance regardless of whether the government is watching as 

described by Orwell, or whether individuals are watching as described by Xu. 

 

Inspired by Xu’s film, instead of 

using real-life surveillance footage 

to narrate a story of modern urban 

life, in The Uninhabited Islets 

(Illusts 33 and 34) I paint a 

geographic landscape that addresses 

issue of mass surveillance. It consists of a set of nineteen deserted islets in the 

Hong Kong Special Administrative Region painted on silk and displayed in the 

same number of light boxes to imitate the images projected on closed-circuit 

television screens. Unlike rice paper, silk is low in density and woven using 

interlacing strands. Thus, its mesh structure is semi-transparent. When illuminated 

from behind, the silk construction 

appears to be similar to screen pixels. 

Therefore, the islets appear to be 

surveilled and displayed on closed-

circuit televisions that allows the viewer to see all of them at once, just like sitting 

Illustration 33. Shum Kwan Yi, The Uninhabited Islets, 

2022, ink and colour on silk, set of 19: 19  19 cm, 

artist’s collection. 

Illustration 34. Details of The Uninhabited Islets. 
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in a security control room and watching every movement within a certain 

landscape scene. 

 

The depiction of the islets’ pure landscape demonstrates the inconspicuous 

monitoring of surveillance by the viewer before they realise their involvement, 

which implies the ineffable silence and stillness of surveillance. The nineteen 

islets are located all around Hong Kong and include Kau Yi Chau, Bluff Head, 

Green Egg Island, Trio Island, Wang Lang Island, Luk Chau, Tau Chau, Mat 

Chau, Sha Chau, Tai Siu Mo To, Tsz Kan Chau, Lung Shan Pai, Po Keng Teng, 

Magazine Island, Basalt Island, Si Ji Sek, Kwo Chu Island, Tang Lung Chau, and 

Castle Rock. The islets have no supervised public ferry access. The islets are all 

depicted individually to capture their geographical features based on the actual 

scenery. The landscapes are also painted in a traditional manner, which focuses on 

the quality of the brushwork and the balance between yin and yang. This implies 

no illumination and frozen time to prolong a single moment for eternity, which 

also refers to the comprehensive monitoring of surveillance in real life.  
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Chapter 3. Exhibition and Curatorial Idea 

 

3.1 Curatorial Idea 

 

Based on the ideas and the modes of expression used in the selected artworks, this 

exhibition is titled The Unbearable Lightness: A Solo Exhibition of Shum Kwan 

Yi’s Contemporary Chinese Landscape Painting. The exhibition title is inspired 

by the concept of Milan Kundera’s 1984 novel The Unbearable Lightness of 

Being,36 which includes a philosophical discussion of lightness versus heaviness 

in daily life. I further contextualise Kundera’s argument within the rule of 

authoritarianism through this art exhibition, in which the subtitle indicates my 

creative practices in the contemporary expressions of Chinese landscape 

paintings. 

 

In The Unbearable Lightness of Being, the story opens with a discussion of the 

weight and meaning of lives, encompassing passion and philosophy, infidelity and 

ideas, the Prague Spring and modern America, political acts and private desires, 

and the comedy and tragedy of human existence through the lives of four 

individuals. Kundera contrasts Nietzsche’s philosophy of eternal return, or 

heaviness, with Parmenides’s understanding of life as light. Kundera wonders if 

any meaning or weight can be attributed to life if the world is shaped by fortuitous 

events, a world in which everything occurs but once. Therefore, we cannot 

compare two lives by choosing a different path. Without the ability to compare 

 

39. Milan Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of Being. Translated by Michael Henry 

Heim (New York: Harper, 2009). 



 

 61 

lives, Kundera argues, we cannot find meaning. Where meaning should exist, we 

see only unbearable weightlessness. The uncertain existence of substance, and the 

opposition of lightness and heaviness, which is the critical dichotomy of The 

Unbearable Lightness of Being, sets the stage for the entire novel. 

 

This inevitable intertwinement of lightness and heaviness in existence is also 

embodied in our uncontrollable and unpredictable lives under the rule of an 

authoritarian regime. On the one hand, when confronted by absolute power, life 

seems incredibly light because all aspects are controlled and directed by the 

authority through coercion and repression, which does not permit individual 

freedom. We can hardly find meanings and connotations in life. We are not only 

uncertain about how to live but also incapable of changing the situation through 

violence. On the other hand, the harassment from coercive oppression is a heavy 

burden, and knowing the truth but conforming anyway is the heaviest burden. 

 

3.2 Allocation of Artwork  

 

Although the outcomes of this research project are centred on the contemporary 

use of Chinese landscape paintings in response to authoritarianism, its modes of 

expression and the issues discussed are diverse. Thus, it is essential to separate the 

artworks in the curatorial statement for unambiguous communication, which 

could be conducted through selective wording and spatial arrangements. 
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At the exhibition entrance, 

the exhibition title, The 

Unbearable Lightness: A 

Solo Exhibition of Shum 

Kwan Yi’s Contemporary 

Chinese Landscape 

Painting, is marked 

together with a statement, which suggests the direction and concept of the show 

(Illust. 35): “The landscape I create is something more than just a natural scene, 

but also a vehicle to unveil the social condition of every individual.” Furthermore, 

the exhibition spans 

two floors and the 

artworks are divided 

into three sections 

thematically based 

on Chapters 1 to 3 of 

this thesis. 

 

Illustration 35. Exhibition entrance. 

Illustration 36. Exhibition details, I See the End of the Story. 
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The first part of the exhibition presents the imagined landscape paintings, which 

narrate the negative emotions and anxious moments that arise from confrontations 

with the potent power of nature, that is, The Floating Life. In this introductory 

section, the paintings are rather emotional and dim in atmosphere and are 

displayed mainly on the ground floor. The exhibition viewers will first engage 

with the two violent paintings, I See the End of the Story (Illust. 36) and Nothing 

Happens (Illust. 10), which both create a sense of anxiety due to the nature of the 

subjects; they further extend the perception of disasters to the intense pressure 

Illustration 37. Exhibition details, Nothing Happens (left) Why You Always Be Here and Watch (middle), and 

I See the End of the Story (right). 

 

Illustration 38. Exhibition details, I Can't Stay to the End (left) and Wish You All the Best (right). 
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from authoritarianism. These paintings are then 

followed by two large paintings, 

Why You Always Be Here and 

Watch and I Can’t Stay to the 

End in which the images are still, 

yet heavy, like the destructive 

scene the day after a strong 

storm. A horizontal painting, Wish You All the Best, follows to illustrates the 

departure of people after turmoil and the drift into uncertainly (Illusts. 37 and 38). 

In addition, two small paintings, What If I Were Burnt (Illust. 39) and See You 

Later (Illust. 40), are hung in the middle of the staircase with the wall text “We all 

are like a small boat struggling in sudden gusts and drifting in the vast sea” 

located nearby. These texts on the walls of the exhibition hall guide the audience 

to construct the narratives of the imagined landscape, while the paintings hung on 

the staircase wall lead the viewers to the second part of the show. 

 

The second part of the exhibition, The 

Secret Texts, consists of the painted “text” 

using the landscape motifs, which 

demonstrates the inexpressibility of stories 

and ideas under the hypersensitivity of 

totalitarian dictators toward opposing 

Illustration 39. Exhibition 

details, What If I Were Burnt. 

Illustration 40. Exhibition 

details, See You Later. 

Illustration 41.  Exhibition details, Countdown. 
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opinions. When audiences walk up the 

staircase to the first floor, they will first 

see the painting Countdown (Illust. 41) 

with the accompanying wall texts 

stating: “In confronting fears I do not 

express myself in words but by the 

visual languages of tress or stone.” 

Both the text and painting direct the viewer to the second section of the exhibition 

and imply its underlying subtext. A Letter then appears, followed by Schools, 

Lying, Six Gestures, A Composition of Stones I, A Composition of Stones II, and 

Memos, which are placed along two sides of the walls. The work, An Acrostic 

Poem, is put into a treasure box, which is placed in the centre of the second-floor 

area on a plinth. The 

set of five lanterns, 

Lantern Riddles 

(Illusts 42 and 43), 

are hung on the 

ceiling of the 

corridor, which leads 

people to the 

penultimate artwork 

where they play the 

unsolvable riddle game. When audiences lose the game, the text “Like the 

Newspeak, these riddles are the things you can never solve” is written on the wall, 

Illustration 42. Exhibition details, Schools (left), A 

Composition of Stones II (middle), A Letter (right), and 

An Acrostic Poem (on the plinth). 

Illustration 43. Exhibition details, Lantern Riddles, Lying, Memos, Six 

Gestures, and A Composition of Stones I (from left to right). 
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which provides the viewers 

with an answer to the 

unsolvable riddle game. 

Finally, this section is 

concluded with the New 

Language installation (Illust. 

44), which is exhibited in an 

independent space to create a 

classroom setting with a single seat to suggest the ridiculousness of this 

ceremonial and educational exhibition venue but is filled with thousands of 

repeated and unreadable “texts.” In this section, all the paintings are displayed 

using clips and magnets instead of proper frames with glass or acrylic protection. 

Thus, they waver on the walls like regular pieces of paper and letters, in addition 

to the exercise book. 

 

Finally, The Uninhabited Islets presents depictions of the uninhabited islets in 

Hong Kong in the form of closed-circuit television screens using green lightboxes. 

This set of works suggests the problem of mass surveillance in contemporary 

society. Glowing with a 

solid green light similar to 

vintage monitor screens, the 

nineteen lightboxes are 

placed orderly in a darkened 

space (Illusts 33 and 45) to 

enable the viewers to watch 

Illustration 44. Exhibition details, New Language. 

Illustration 45. Exhibition details, The Uninhabited Islets. 
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all the paintings from one perspective, like sitting in front of monitors in a 

darkened control room. The geographic co-ordinates of each islet are indicated 

below each picture, which allows the exhibition audience to discover the locations 

of those painted islets. In addition, the wall text next to the work states: “If these 

islands are all inevitably inspected, what would you expect from your own life?” 

This statement reminds the audience of their trade-off under technological 

advances in surveillance. 

Chapter 4. Conclusion 

 

Landscape has always been an engaging theme in both traditional painting and ink 

art. In the twenty-first century, its modes of expression and interpretation have 

moved far beyond the traditional materials and cultural restraints. Yoshiaki 

Shimizu claimed that the basic instinct of Chinese artists is to be liberated from 

other cultures and move beyond a particular fixed cultural, social, or artistic habit 

or the stereotyped notions of ethnicity or nationality.37 Due to its prominent 

position in contemporary Chinese art, this perspective is also embodied in the 

Chinese landscape painting practices. The conventional expression of landscape 

paintings is now open to all possibilities and has become a source of inspiration. 

Arthur Danto commented on contemporary art in a review of the 2022 Whitney 

Biennial 

 

Art today is pretty largely conceptual. It is not Conceptual Art in the 

narrow sense the tern acquired when it designated one of the last true 

movements of late Modernism, in which the objects were often missing or 

even non-existent, but rather in the sense that being an artist today consists 

 

37. Yoshiaki Shimizu, “Recent and Contemporary Painting Response,” in The History of 

Painting in East Asia: Essays on Scholarly Method (Taiwan: Rock Pub. International, 2008), 618–

619. 
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in having an idea and then using whatever means are necessary to realise 

it. Advanced art schools do not primarily teach skills but serve as institutes 

through which students are given critical support in finding their own way 

to whatever it takes to make their ideas come to something. This has been 

the case since the early 1970s.38 

 

In serving an independent idea based on individualised references, languages, and 

perspectives, the practice of landscape paintings could become fragmented into 

the various modes of traditional to contemporary expressions. Therefore, even if 

the subject, that is, the landscape painting, remains the same or is visually 

identical, hundreds of creative thoughts emerge because of the different 

individualised associations and personal concerns of different eras and places. 

 

In my pursuit of my concerns with the social conditions of individuals under 

authoritarian regimes’ repressive rules, I have search for inspiration in the practice 

of Chinese landscape painting. This art genre serves as a vehicle for me to unveil 

my central idea. Hence, I have demonstrated in this thesis how the creative 

practices of contemporary Chinese landscape painting can indirectly reveal the 

suppression of society under authoritarianism and the possible means of resistance 

against absolute power. I demonstrate the possible contemporary expressions of 

this age-old art form by 1) recontextualising the eternality of monumental 

landscape painting within the dominance of authoritarian regimes and the 

forlornness experienced by individuals in an authoritarian society; 2) coalescing 

the idea of sublime nature in British Romanticism with the notion of Chinese 

landscape painting, thus disrupting the traditional representation of ideal 

 

38. Arthur Danto, “The Whitney Biennial 2002,” The Nation, 274, no. 16 (April 29, 

2002), 32. 
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landscapes and inner peace by evoking catastrophic scenery and anxious emotions 

in traditional Chinese art; 3) reimagining the traditional farewell scroll in Chinese 

landscape painting in the contemporary context of immigration; 4) contextualising 

the symbols of gentlemen in traditional Chinese landscape motifs into the virtue 

of persistence under the enormous oppression of an authoritarian regime by 

painting them inside the grids of ancient Chinese writing papers; 5) blending the 

abstract quality of Chinese characters with the abstract expression of landscape 

motifs to deliver hidden messages and information; 6) re-examining the idea of 

the conventional learning method of landscape painting and calligraphy, that is, 

repeated and schematic copying, in association with the notion of “Newspeak”; 7) 

reimagining the actual scene landscape through surveillance; and 8) expanding the 

ideas of traditional painting media and their display formats through an 

examination of installations and the use of various media, including metal leaves 

and found objects. This thesis partly serves to document the research, production 

of the exhibits, the ideas and concepts embedded in the artworks, as well as the 

curatorial concept behind the exhibition. 

 

Considering the big wave of contemporary art, I agree with Danto that art today is 

conceptual. This review of my practice suggests that Chinese landscape painting 

serves as an opportunity to articulate my thoughts and humanistic concerns about 

society rather than a pursuit of pure aesthetics or metaphysics. Instead of 

subverting aesthetics, the contemporaneity of landscape painting for me is its 

ability to respond to our own spatiotemporal context by criticising and 

questioning the “common sense” present. Hence, the contemporaneity of art is 

instantly reflected in the practice of art. 
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As a contemporary artist, I am inevitably concerned with the social issues while 

being aware of visual experiences from a global perspective. I do not aim to 

challenge the tendencies of the international art world or traditional Chinese art 

practices, but instead I aim to reveal the unjustness of society through my artistic 

practice. In this way, I can increase social consciousness and offer consolations to 

those who have suffered under authoritarianism. By being open to all possible 

expressions of landscape painting, I will continue to work on the same topic in 

future but pursue different articulations and interactions with other media, 

including media arts, installations, performing arts, and media, such as metal 

leaves and mineral pigments. However, the idea of unveiling social injustice and 

my concerns with the social condition of individuals in society remains a 

prerequisite for my artistic creation. 
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Appendix: Exhibition Record 

 

Exhibition Details  

 

Exhibition Title: The Unbearable Lightness: A Solo Exhibition of Shum Kwan 

Yi’s Contemporary Chinese Landscape Painting 

Date: 11-12/4/2022  

Time: 10:00am-6:00pm 

Venue: Koo Ming Kown Gallery, G/F and 1/F, Lee Shau Kee Communication and 

Visual Arts Building, 5 Hereford Road, Kowloon Tong, Hong Kong 

 

Exhibition Statement 

 

As witnesses to the countless distortions and deformation of life throughout 

history, our heavy burden and distressing life have crushed us to the point of 

collapse. We have no choice but to conform to the instructions and arrangements 

of the people in control of our society because the absolute power of their 

authority informs us that any confrontation is futile. We can hardly find places or 

meaning in today’s society. In addition, we seem incapable of changing the status 

quo. This insecure future leaves me floating in uncertainty, but the suffocating, 

coercive oppression forces me back to reality. 

 

Titled The Unbearable Lightness, my exhibition tries to capture the heaviness of 

reality to fight against the lightness of the impotent struggle in my inner mind. 
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This dilemma permeates all three sections of my exhibition: The Floating Life, 

The Secret Texts, and The Uninhabited Islets. 

 

Through a series of distressing and despairing scenes, The Floating Life embodies 

the pessimistic and demoralised attitudes of today’s society. Living in this 

unpredictable, oppressive place, we are like stranded boats in distress. Those who 

stay behind struggle in the turbulent wind and waves, while those who choose to 

flee drift in the boundless sea. Affixed to the wall with silver and copper foils, this 

series of works uses the uncontrollable and irresistible nature of oxidisation to 

symbolise the vicissitudes, bleakness, and disturbing nature of the external world. 

 

Every historical era has its unspeakable taboos and obscure oppressions, 

restricting our ability to fully express our thoughts and emotions without fear. By 

replacing words with landscape symbols, The Secret Texts presents sequences of 

cryptic signs that are undecipherable and meaningless to the viewers, but yet 

convey an impression of inexpressible stories and ideas. 

 

The Uninhabited Islets depicts dozens of deserted islets without supervised public 

ferry access. When even deserted islets are not spared from surveillance, the 

privacy of our living sphere cannot escape the new norm of comprehensive 

surveillance. 
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Figure 1. Exhibition Poster 
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Figure 2. Exhibition Floorplan 

 

G/F                                                                                            1/F  
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Figure 3. Exhibit 1, Shum Kwan Yi, I See the End of the Story, 2022, ink, colour and silver leaf on paper, 46 

 67 cm, private collection. 

 

 
Figure 4. Exhibit 2, Shum Kwan Yi, Nothing Happens, 2022, Ink, colour and silver leaf on paper, 178  96 

cm, private collection. 
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Figure 5. Exhibit 3, Shum Kwan Yi, I Can’t Stay to the End, 2022, ink, colour and silver leaf on paper, 141  

76 cm, private collection. 

 

 
Figure 6. Exhibit 4, Shum Kwan Yi, Wish You All the Best, 2022, ink, colour and copper leaf on paper, 20.5  

112.5 cm, private collection. 
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Figure 7. Exhibit 5, Shum Kwan Yi, Why You Always be Here and Watch, 2021, ink, colour and sliver leaf on 

paper, 178  82.5 cm, private collection. 
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Figure 8. Exhibit 6, Shum Kwan Yi, What If I Were Burnt, 2022, ink and colour on paper, 15  15 cm, private 

collection. 
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Figure 9. Exhibit 7, Shum Kwan Yi, See You Later, 2022, ink and colour on paper, 31  17.5 cm, private 

collection. 
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Figure 10. Exhibit 8, Shum Kwan Yi, A School, 2021, ink and colour on paper, 92.5  65 cm, private 

collection. 
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Figure 11. Exhibit 9, Shum Kwan Yi, Six Gestures, 2021, ink and colour on paper, 22  45 cm, private 

collection. 
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Figure 12. Exhibit 10, Shum Kwan Yi, Countdown, 2021, ink and colour on paper, 85  12 cm, private 

collection. 
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Figure 13. Exhibit 11, Shum Kwan Yi, A Letter, 2021, ink and colour on paper, 91  54.5 cm, private 

collection. 
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Figure 14. Exhibit 12, Shum Kwan Yi, Memo, 2021, ink and colour on paper, 8.5  8.5 cm each, artist’s 

collection. 
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Figure 15. Exhibit 13, Shum Kwan Yi, New Language, 2022, ink and colour on paper, book: 19  13 cm (15 

pages); painting: 80  137, 80  139, 80  137 cm, artist’s collection. 
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Figure 16. Exhibit 14, Shum Kwan Yi, Lying, 2022, ink and colour on paper, 79  43 cm, artist’s collection. 
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Figure 17. Exhibit 15, Shum Kwan Yi, A Composition of Stones II, 2022, ink, colour and blue dye on paper, 

57  80 cm, private collection. 
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Figure 18. Exhibit 16, Shum Kwan Yi, A Composition of Stones I, 2022, Ink, colour and blue dye on paper, 

55  36 cm, private collection. 
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Figure 19. Exhibit 17, Shum Kwan Yi, An Acrostic Poem, 2022, Ink and colour on paper, 19  28 cm, artist’s 

collection. 

 

 
Figure 20. Exhibit 18, XVIII. Shum Kwan Yi, Lantern Riddles, 2022, cotton thread, wire, lantern, ink and 

colour on paper, set of 5: 70  50  50 cm, artist’s collection. 
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Figure 21. Exhibit 19, Shum Kwan Yi, The Uninhabited Islets, 2022, ink and colour on silk, set of 19: 19  

19 cm, artist’s collection. 
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Figure 22. Exhibition leaflet 
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Figure 23. Cover of the exhibition leaflet 
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Figure 24. Exhibition leaflet p.1 

 

 
Figure 25. Exhibition leaflet p.2 
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Figure 26. Exhibition leaflet p.3 

 

 
Figure 27. Exhibition leaflet p.4 
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Figure 28. Exhibition leaflet p.5 

 

 

 
Figure 29. Exhibition leaflet p.6 

 

 
Figure 30. Exhibition leaflet p.7 
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Figure 31. Exhibition leaflet p.8 

 

 
Figure 32. Exhibition leaflet p.9 

 

 

 
Figure 33. Exhibition leaflet p.10 
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Figure 34. Exhibition leaflet p.11 

 

 

 
Figure 35. Exhibition leaflet p.12 
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