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Their artwork crosses the boundaries of
conceptual, political and social enquiry.
Significantly, their careers have coincided with
Hong Kong’s recent decades of social unrest and

political changes.

Inside Kiang Malingue gallery’s raw industrial unit in Tin Wan,

near Aberdeen, three rooms have been constructed to house

Kwan Sheung Chi's Not Retrospective exhibition. In the first room,

a conventional gallery space exhibits small mixed-media objects,
photographs and videos dating from 2003. Adjacent, replicating a
darkened interview or interrogation room with table and chairs, four
newly produced videos play on a continuous loop. The third room,
completely bare, larger, fully curtained and formal, has a front-facing
lectern. Hand-made from cardboard, the lectern hangs by wires,
hovering from the ceiling. It is a studio in which one of Kwan's videos
has been made, and a sacrosanct space where official speeches are
delivered.

Each room has an intentional interconnection as well as an
individual ambience relating to its artwork. These holistic details
are a hallmark of the thoughtful Kwan, one of a productive
generation of Hong Kong artists that includes his wife Wong Wai
Yin, who features as an actor in his videos. Their artwork crosses the
boundaries of conceptual, political and social enquiry. Significantly,
their careers have coincided with Hong Kong's recent decades of
social unrest and political changes.

Kwan'’s work in the first part of the show includes witty conceptual
pieces, an example being Correction pen corrected with its own
content (2023/2012), a container covered in layers of its own
correction fluid. More relevant are his repetitive artist performances
of 2003 that link with his new videos. In a series of exhibited school
exercise books, Kwan has repeatedly handwritten “l am Artist” in
English or Chinese, line by line, page by page. He fills these
notebooks as if it were a punishment or he were practising
calligraphy. The repetitive language is also forcing him to be an
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artist: like the conditioning effected by the chanting of a Buddhist
sutra, repeated Christian prayer, advertising and political
propaganda.

Kwan has internalised an early personal hope to be an artist, but
this early work foreshadows his continuing interest in manipulative
power that can change human behaviour, the main focus of his new
videos. To effectively convey his message, he uses hyperbole, parody
and satire, with his entire exhibition having an absurdist theatrical
atmosphere concerning what is and what is not real, a world of
double-speak. That ambience is established early, beginning with
the exhibition title, Not Retrospective. This is immediately seen to be
false; the show's first room is pure retrospective: it's all older work.

The power of stated language and its ability to manipulate is
demonstrated as the audience leaves the first room into the second;
they see a video of the artist writing “I Will Not Make Any Political
Art. | Did Not Make Any Political Art”, a phrase that is repeated in
another video in the second room. Are we seeing a self-criticism
being written, as was often forced during the Cultural Revolution?
Or is stating this phrase, like a slogan or a piece of public relations,
trying to persuade the viewer that this artist is not political?

In Defence of Kwan Sheung Chi (2023) is the most confronting video
in the exhibition. Standing at the actual lectern seen in the third
room, Wong Wai Yin plays the role of a stern female government
official giving a lecture in Mandarin to an (unseen) audience. She
berates critics of the artist, telling us that "...Hong Kong artist Kwan
Sheung-chi's creations represent our country’s artistic standard, and
his efforts and dedication should be respected and appreciated. Any
indiscriminate criticisms and attempts to suppress him are doomed



Kwan Sheung Chi, Installation view of Not retrospective at Kiang Malingue.

Courtesy the artist and Kiang Malingue. Photo: Samson Wong Pak Hang.
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In the video’s supposed defence of Kwan and his art, it
mocks an autocratic government’s insistence on
dictating what is right and what is wrong and
intolerance of opposing opinions, through an artist’s

licence to use exaggeration and satire.

to failure...”, and such doublespeak as, “..These people have taken
the opportunity to create double standards, turning black and white
upside down, slandering and smearing him, and attempting to
deprive him of his freedom of artistic freedom...."

It is a wonderful parody, in the manner of Charlie Chaplin’s famous
monologue imitating a Hitler-like dictator in The Great Dictator
(1940). In the video'’s supposed defence of Kwan and his art, it mocks
an autocratic government's insistence on dictating what is right and
what is wrong and intolerance of opposing opinions, through an
artist’s licence to use exaggeration and satire.

Like all good artists, Kwan digs for a reaction from his audience

and he doubles down in the video Resistance is futile. You will be
assimilated (2023). Using actual dialogue from the Star Trek television
series and movies, Kwan constructs a warning video to humans
projected in stark, large, black and white text and spoken using
voiced Al software: “..Strength is irrelevant. We have analysed your
defensive capabilities as being unable to withstand us. Deathis
irrelevant. We do not accept failure; we do not tolerate resistance.

If you defend yourselves, you will be punished..” Itis a chilling
statement of might over right: iconoclasm in words.

Handover (2023), a title referencing Hong Kong's return to Chinaiin
1997, depicts a piece of ice in the shape of a drinking glass which is
literally passed between three video screens by three pairs of hands:
Kwan, Wong and their son. Their handling of the increasingly shrink-
ing frozen glass reflects the double-meaning of its title, and perhaps
the shrinking of identity and open political space.
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Likewise, the more conceptual Three black pens (2023) shows three
different hands holding pens which are writing, but each merely
blackens the others’ hands. Is it a metaphor for art, writing,
creativity, society and politics - and actions that have consequences?

In the spirit of the exhibition: | believe that Kwan Sheung Chi's
artistic endeavours are calm and creative. He has not turned “black
and white upside down” and “his artistic creations represent our
country’s artistic standard.” Arguments against will not be tolerated!



| Will Not Make Any Political Art. | Did Not Make Any Political Art by Kwan Sheung Chi, Installation view,
video, 9 min 24 sec, 2020. Courtesy the artist and Kiang Malingue. Photo: John Batten.
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stance is futile. You will be assimilated by Kwan Sheung Chi, Installation view, video, 2023.
Courtesy the artist and Kiang Malingue. Photo: John Batten.
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