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Right: Installation view of Intentness and song

by Samson Young at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art.
Photo: Don Ross.

Courtesy SFMOMA.
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In this complex installation of sculptures, videos
and recorded music, he focuses on the personal
and domestic, displaying ephemeral objects or
their 3D-printed simulacra - such as beloved
books, obsolete electronic gadgets, crystals,
cigarette packs, magazines and keychains

In The Invention of Morel, a 1940 novella by Adolfo Bioy Casares, a
Venezuelan writer sentenced to exile on a deserted island in the
South Pacific hides from a group of tourists who arrive suddenly.
Observing them daily, he becomes fascinated and begins a journal
recording their doings - and starts falling in love with a young
woman named Faustine, who strangely ignores him when he
approaches her. Even stranger, all the intruders repeat their actions
again and again, as if caught in a Groundhog Day time loop. Later,
the narrator discovers that the group’s host, Morel, is a scientist, and
that the visitors are projected recordings of his guests, all of them
granted technological immortality. After the guests have departed,
the writer, having learned to operate Morel's machine, interpolates
his image into the projection, pretending to interact with Faustine.

Eighty-odd years later, such plot lines may be commonplace in
movies - like Woody Allen’s The Purple Rose of Cairo, with its movie
characters stepping off-screen and into the real world - but the idea
of interacting with fictive creations through advanced technology
remains appealing and seductive, especially as reality seems more
and more chaotic and threatening. Intentness and songs, an
installation by Hong Kong multimedia artist Samson Young at the
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, his first American museum
exhibition, reminded me of Casares’ narrator’s search.

Young is a postmodernist conceptual artist in his mid-40s who has
had an extraordinary career. After earning University of Kong Kong
bachelor’s degrees in music, philosophy and gender studies; a
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master’s in philosophy; and a PhD in music composition from
Princeton, he began working with Hong Kong multimedia artists and
expanded his practice to embrace drawing, video and performance.

His sociopolitical work, which touches on racial identity,

migration and border issues, includes Nocturnal Music (2015),

a New York performance in which the artist, clad in military garb,
sat watching video of US war on terror aerial strikes with the sound
muted, adding live foley sound effects to the onscreen pyrotechnics,
both bringing the audience into the violence and distancing them
from it, like the controllers who do their geopolitical jobs from
computers thousands of miles from their victims. In Canon (2016),
based on the 1979 Vietnamese refugee crisis, Young, wearing a police
uniform and standing atop a scissor lift, projected the sounds of
birds’ distress calls to viewers far away with an LRAD (Long Range
Acoustic Device) sound cannon normally used in nonlethal but
painful crowd dispersal. In 2017, Young represented Hong Kong at
the 57th Annual Venice Biennale. His work has won many prestigious
awards and is collected internationally.

For Intentness and songs, he worked with the museum'’s curators
Alison Guh and Karen Cheung and a technical crew of 30 designers,
project managers, fabricators and installers. In this complex
installation of sculptures, videos and recorded music, he focuses on
the personal and domestic, displaying ephemeral objects or their
3D-printed simulacra - such as beloved books, obsolete electronic
gadgets, crystals, cigarette packs, magazines and keychains -
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Installation view of Intentness and song
by Samson Young at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art.
Photo: DeWitt Cheng. Courtesy DeWitt Cheng.
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The themes of memory, love and time receive a
galvanic contemporary upgrade in Young’s songs
of the self, exuberant yet elegiac, fashioned with
the powerful, fun tech available now to digital-

cloud netizens everywhere.

important to the artist or his partner, Tommy, on 3D-printed
panels. These tabletop assemblages - which may remind viewers
of Rauschenberg'’s once-revolutionary “flatbed” notion of
composition, an approach that positions the canvas as a flat
surface where various elements can be arranged, through
techniques like collage and assemblage, without the limitations

of depth or perspective - rest on low rectangular plinths, each
adorned with a 3D-printed hexagonal tower/speaker programmed
to play choral music to Al promps based on real-time video

feeds from the gallery or Young's Hong Kong studio. Three video
monitors present an ever-changing slide-show array of numbers,
photographs, snatches of conversation and graphic images scraped
from the internet or fed into Al by the artist, including his Google
Calendar entries and recorded interviews. The plinth displays, the
videos and the computer-drawn wooden tiles below, with each tile
representing a month and each row of tiles a year, are connected
electronically, with their Al magic concealed. All source material
dates from between 2011, when the artist met his partner, and
2023.

Young has claimed, self-deprecatingly, in an interview, “l am
reasonably lousy at programming and 3D modelling but | have a lot
of fun trying.” Viewers may be ignorant of the meanings of Young's
artefacts - although we are cognisant that the artefacts of any life
can take on significance if considered metaphysically. The themes
of memory, love and time receive a galvanic contemporary upgrade
in Young's songs of the self, exuberant yet elegiac, fashioned with
the powerful, fun tech available now to digital-cloud netizens
everywhere.
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Installation view of Intentness and song

by Samson Young at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art.
Photo: Don Ross.

Courtesy SFMOMA.

Installation view of Intentness and song

by Samson Young at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art.
Photo: DeWitt Cheng.

Courtesy DeWitt Cheng.
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Installation view of Intentness and song

by Samson Young at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art.
Photo: Don Ross.

Courtesy SFMOMA.
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