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For the past two years, artist Ko Sin Tung and curator Tiffany
Leung have been engaged in a dialogue regarding the nature
and significance of an artist's studio space. Like many of her
peers, Ko Sin Tung occupies a studio in an industrial building
in Fo Tan, a district known for its industrial infrastructure
and obsolete factories. For Hong Kong artists, the chronic
condition of exorbitant rent and high-density living means that
maintaining a studio is a precarious matter. Similarly, for Ko,
the impact of urban development and the tension between
private and public domains are persistently questioned in her
works.

In recent years, Ko Sin Tung's practice has become
increasingly site-specific. Inevitably, this has had an impact
on her studio practice: in addition to the Fo Tan studio, which
she has used for over a decade and which also serves
as an archive for materials, the exhibition spaces have
themselves become temporary studios, both practically and
conceptually. In the following conversation, Ko Sin Tung
talks about the history of her studio practice, her personal
collection of industrial and medical materials, and the chaotic,
mesmerising moment unearthed by construction sites.

Tiffany Leung is an independent curator and writer who
currently works at the Tai Kwun Contemporary as Assistant
Curator.
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How long have you had this studio? What is it like to work in
Fo Tan, an area defined by its utilitarian industrial blocks and

It's been more than a decade since | moved in after
graduating from The Chinese University of Hong Kong in
2009. And yes, your description is accurate: Fo Tan is an
industrial area where it is easy to source hardware and
materials—artists favour this area for this reason: it is much
easier to carry our production here. Also, the industrial
buildings in the area are not as dense, the roads not as wide,
so there is an open, soothing view from the window of my
studio, where | am well positioned to observe the on-goings
and changes out there.

The view from your studio's window reminds me of your
earlier works such as As White As You Can (2013-2016)
and Collecting Light (2014), where you painted on cropped,
pixelated photographs captured from windows within
buildings, perhaps similar to the one we are in now. The
representation of windows, whether visually evident or
implicit, is-an important element-in-your-earlier-works. Can
you talk more about this and how this has developed since?

Indeed, the motif of the window made frequent appearances
in the beginning of my career. | sourced many images
of it online and approached the images from strangers’
perspectives, attempting to capture how an individual
emotionally pursues and projects onto objects and living
spaces. | found the window to be a rather special component
within the interior space: it can both expand and change
one's experience and perception. A view from the window is
a view unique to that specific space, which is itself marked
by interiority. For these reasons, | favoured the motif of the
window at the time and made a series of works based on it.
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From dark to light (2019), acrylic, archival inkjet print on
canvas, 130 cm x 111 cm. Image courtesy of the artist and
Kiang Malingue.
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Speaking of earlier works however, it just came to me that
the motif of the window continues in later works by assuming
different forms, such as in Every Unit (2017) or in From dark to
light (2019). What makes the recent window works distinct is
the shooting process: | place myself and the camera outside
of a building, focusing on the structural, architectural frame
of a window.

Making art, | am concerned with conceptual oppositions,
and am often interested in exploring contradictions within
various relationships. A window separates the interior from
the exterior, but also links and blurs the two. It determines the
enclosure of a space. Take my studio window as an example:
it is quite sizeable and is mostly unobstructed, so when | work
inside | don't feel that | am separated from the environment
but instead enveloped by the industrial district. | appreciate
that it somehow has an impact on my practice.
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Do you see your works as a commentary on the urban
development of the city, or of Fo Tan?

Maybe in a way. | am always concerned with my surroundings.
Carrying out activities in this area, | can tangibly feel that |
am in the city. Even though it is an industrial area, it clearly
embodies a history of development and does so as vividly
as any other district—old buildings are torn down, replaced
on the same spot by new, residential ones due to popular
demand. More apartments bring about more convenience in
life and higher density in population. Old shops are replaced
in turn... To an extent, the continued experience of changes
in the environment marks the basis of my practice. It also
makes sudden, abrupt changes particularly noticeable. This
is the milieu in which my work is found.

R AFRFmENERRTHIVER - SE N RBYEFRS ?

thEFIE > SMERIRIE—ERKFARON - EEREHRE
EBERRBCHENTZHR > fFER—EIRE > et
REHMMMEREE HRNERIRE — BENRERS
f% ; AREEARMAEBEN it EBZFRET ; B0
HREEMAE LNEFM R AOBRERIRA ; BRI MK
R FF - FERGERENBEEREE LERRAENE
B EXRMERNEEHBERTEFINEZRE o Fmil



Speaking of buildings that are being demolished and
replaced, many of your works reference transitional stages
of architecture and construction sites. What about them
fascinates you?

| think it is natural that construction sites are considered
visually impressive, fascinating and awe-inspiring. Living in
Hong Kong, we are used to them, but the fact that they are
visually impactful is why | was drawn to construction sites in
the first place. Looking deeper, construction sites also signify
and reflect the city's land policies, urban developments,
economic shifts and other aspects, but | am particularly
interested in the nature of the construction sites themselves:
when a piece of land is under construction, it seems to be an
excess, a site of exception, an enclave or an outland. As raw
and incomplete as this under-construction chaotic situation
is, it is nonetheless tolerated, because it is permitted.

Land never stops changing. It has its own cycles: once the
use of a piece of land is altered, it becomes a transitional
construction site. Compared with the polished, sky-scraping
spectacle that is the final outcome, the construction process
is relatively short-lived; also, this short premise or foundation,
as it destructs and generates, presents multiple facades
that are utterly stark or are impossible to conceal—a series
of disordered images, a collection of matters arbitrarily
integrated with one another—this is why | deem construction
sites more tangible and more real than the completed
buildings, which in turn represent beautiful ideologies. Every
time | encounter a messy, all-over-the-place construction
site, | am reminded of the core of the city upon which the
constructed images are but beautiful shells.

Your solo exhibition "Adaptation” in 2019 clearly references a
kind of in-process construction. As part of the installation, the
gallery space was transformed into an illusory ‘building site’.
Can you tell us more about this sense of ‘unfinishedness’, and
how that echoed your thinking at the time?

"Adaptation" pertains to my personal experience of a time
when the surroundings changed rapidly and significantly.
One must adapt in order to stay connected with the world,
but if you do not want to welcome a certain predicted future,
is it ideal to be left in the state of flux that you are present-
ly caught in? It sounds pessimistic but it was the premise
upon which the exhibition was conceived. Each exhibit
crystallises stagnation and suspends changes: From dark to
light incorporates images of construction sites; the series,
Adaptation (2019), makes sculptures out of tools used in

cement mouldings; Surface (2019) turns gallery walls into
drywalls... All of them suggest an incomplete state.

This experience is comparable to how most people are
reacting to the advancement of Al technologies lately, the
one against which all the news experts are warning. | believe
most people can somehow sense the danger and impact
of it—after all, Hollywood has long been making films about
Al gone rogue—but when the movement is so strong and
so intense that it has become irreversible, we must, even
unwillingly, head towards a world that is potentially worse.
So the question then becomes: how are we going to face the
disappearance of certain tendencies and perceptions.

"Adaptation” (2019), installed at Edouard Malingue Gallery,
Central, Hong Kong. Image courtesy of the artist and Kiang
Malingue.

MEERE) (2019) > RUNEADREEEZR > BhH
REM R EES R o

BRI IR R EERERY) > SFERREmE2E 7TEE
BB IR R B E T i » B EEIREHEFIREE ?

REREBETIMBARBRANREGRELARN > BATESE
ARFBEBEUAE  BEREEIIERRVAEIEN—
BRE - BABRARZE > SHAILGY KA KR S E M

BREMER s HHEE  CEEOEFEBAELE > B
EEREERMNER TBEI ) ASHHFE—ELMEER
REEMRE - R\ N EthimmEsRrfsht s -
EREREENTTE - ERMATTRERER > ER
ERHIRER TR o

THERERAFIEBE > BEethBAHREH ; B LIt
R&EpE > EgHIRBEMSERMBARE - HHEER
BRIRHRR > BEBREREETH > EAEREENTE
RIEBIR K A BB B B R A & — )1 R Bl 2 SR 1 A
RVESR - REKFIEME « BIRESHEY > FLL o LEE
TR AUKEEERBIHRER  HERELERTER
BT HE - SSEZRILAME > EERBBEEE N
mRATE > MABLERZILHRNTRMIAR —ERZRI5E
RRME °

fR1E 2019 FHVEIR NEE R &) hRRFERE —EEE T -
SN ERARBIEA—ERLINERI M » UEAEERN
—EB(7 o AR BREARTTRR » U E RN AIEIEIRE
RURRER ?

B—REEERAYN > HERSFERENECBNREREK
MEARR - —EABEFHNEREFRFTECHEE TR
B8 BRNRILE AP ERFIRREINARK > B8
FRE—(ESEhrBEREEENIER ? BERREE > B8
RESETEEENRE TEREN > SARENFREERERE
ELBE—EBRANEERFLT » 88 (BRI AL
BEIHHER ; CEE) &7 (2019) ER T KERIE
RURBSRHBUREEE ; (RmE) (2019) EEMBEEER
BENAERERE  BEERTE R EERR
By - BMEREMGRE » REOMEBE IS AERNH
ER Al IS BT RIBANGH - HER > KEMHARX
thAERSH SR Al IEREMIRE » ERERAURFEE
EEEHARE MEaERE EHNER - EEEEBEE
REISEZESE  AfRBASEXEER—EEKS
TEZRIHR - PEMBEESETRAIFIEZNAESE—
LBIE « —LERAMEENHRE -



s L meny
tatio\w\" (2019), installed at Edouard Malingue Gallery, Central, Hong
 Image courtesy of the artist and Kiang Maling®

NEEERE  (2019)  BHRESTEELEE
R HBR R B R AR




T’]’T—Eﬁfiwmﬁfwﬂmﬁ_ﬁtﬁ—@ F&
6 ’-Lﬁ% Eﬁ“‘i’%ﬂ'ﬁjm%ﬁﬁtﬂ?ﬁﬁ

ﬁ%ﬁaﬁwwﬁmwﬁ,ﬁﬁAm

Eﬂ%m‘ﬁiﬂl%ﬁmﬁu RE= ) SR
@1‘%%7@?&5?35&""65’]*“@ ? ) BBRE ﬁﬁ"v =
27 ) ﬂf?ﬁ?ﬁ]\?ﬂ‘“ﬁfyfﬁﬂumiﬂﬁiﬂﬂxw tﬁﬁ@ﬁﬂf&_‘
REMES BN > REMEMAESTAER ° p:

Hard Pieces (2020), PVC hoses, aluminium alloy flanges, debris of the space, dimensions variable
Installed at "A'Fair", 65 Hennesy Road, Wan Chai, Hong Kong
Image courtesy of the artist
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How does your studio practice fit within your process, which is often
site-specific, or at least site-sensitive?

Honestly, since my works are indeed concerned with establishing
relationships with specific sites, the studio is a place of execution
and production, a practical space. When it gets to installing artworks
onsite, the same pieces stand out differently. Examining a piece of art
onsite is usually more lucid than doing so in the studio, where there
are noises and interferences.

What does a typical day in the studio look like for you?

It depends on the exact tasks in hand. | am a person who can only
realise an artwork after conceptualising it fully, and as mentioned |
am keen on matching the work with the space, so there are many
occasions where the artworks come into being after an exhibition
opportunity presents itself. | now consider the space an essential
element in my practice, sometimes incorporating materials | find
onsite into the exhibits themselves. We have mentioned Hard Pieces
asanexample.
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Working in the studio on a daily basis, | finish most computer-
related jobs right on the big table. Production or messy
jobs go outside in the corridor. When | am less busy, I'd try
to collect materials | am interested in, waiting for the rare
opportunity to transform these into artworks. An example
is Temporary Storage (2019) shown at Para Site: | stuffed
personal belongings down a handrail tube and recorded the
process. | bought that stainless steel handrail long time ago
and had to keep it in the studio since there was no opportune
moment for it. Only when the inspiration came did | start
working on it.
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You have a habit of scavenging and collecting certain
common objects. Can you explain what they are and what
attracts you to them?

It is not a strictly organised collection; | have been hoarding
medical gloves of various sizes, aluminium picture frames,
steel wools used for washing dishes, plastic bottles,
compression bags and other miscellanea. | guess | wanted
to start collecting or keeping them in the first place because
there was a certain charm about them. It is hard for me to
define it, but it is about something visual and experiential.

| would say these objects share a common quality of what
could be described as ‘surgical coldness’. To me, they evoke
highly sterile environments like operating rooms. Is there a
connection there?

Some objects are medical or surgical in nature; | used a lot
of metal, surgical instruments in the exhibition "Dust and
trivial matters" in 2019, when | was making an allusion to
a surgical space that was appropriate for the approach of
cutting and slicing so many objects in the exhibition. To me,
medical and hygiene products express a prescribed set of
codes—be clean and hygienic. We have all experienced this
kind of unilateral, authoritative order, and it has become more
profound since the pandemic. After the 2019 exhibition, | have
been more deliberate in using found metalware, emphasising
the coldness, sharpness that is even more intense when
grouped together. They can present a calm, indifferent scene,
which | utilise as a kind of illusion, a thin cover-up for the
disquiet underneath.

In recent years, | have been particularly interested in
collecting objects that are milky. Milky is not a colour, but a
state of translucency, a state that almost appears white, glue-
like, slimy and chaotic. | find that mesmerising. | like it a lot. In
terms of the plastic products that | am drawn to, they come
with a softness that is absent in metals. Both materials are
commonly used in manufactured products, so in my practice
| tend to consider connections and associations from the
perspective of their own functions and significations.
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"Dust and trivial matters" (2019'1 ;‘ stalled at The Bunker, Be‘ljing
' esy of the artist and The Bunker
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Photography plays a recurring and varied role in your
practice. It is used as a research methodology to collect
imagery and ideas from everyday life, and sometimes
appears as a deconstructed medium in your works.

Yes, photography or snapshots are useful, because they allow
me to immediately capture certain moments and scenes.
| take many pictures of things arbitrarily grouped together
on the streets; these combinations are unexpected, largely
expanding the functionality of the individual objects. They
are random and fun. Some other pictures are about different
moments and this relationship is rather hard to explain. These
fleeting moments before my eyes suddenly capture me, and
| have to react on the spot by taking pictures of them so that
| can revisit them again and more closely. Sometimes the
pictures inspire new creations, so taking photos on a daily
basis is like building an archive.

When it comes to images that directly appear in artworks,
such as those in the From dark to light series, a number
of them came from shoots | did on construction sites like |
mentioned before. The temporary concrete abyss that was
built and demolished during the construction process was
an image that interested me. By photographing and then
cropping, | intentionally made the image more abstract. The
painted elements that came in later projected my imagination
of the cavity onto the surface of the artwork. Although there
are images in the artworks, | don't want them to be too
realistic. | only want to show textures on a wall, a closeup of
the surface of a pavement, and so on.

What have you been working on lately?

Recently, | have been meaning to explore dimensionality,
because more than ever | feel and appreciate the physicality
of things. But it is a challenge. Generally speaking, | want to
continue developing my grasp of materials and materiality.

Also, | have realised that | tend to use bitty, lightweight
materials, so | am also interested in join-ing the two
tendencies. For a group show last year, | made the installation
Filtration (2022) by collecting dust and dirt on-site. The
exhibition space was paved with terrazzo, patterns and
marks on which it was difficult to clearly examine the floor, so
| collected with adhesive stickers negligible things like dust,
dirt, and hair before mounting them on a white wall for the
audience to see. The act was about revealing nastiness, and
the wall appeared mouldy from a distance.
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By only working with existing materials found on-site and
by making subtle interventions, you seem to have moved
towards a more nuanced approach in considering materials
and architectural space?

| don't direct or limit myself too rigorously. Many of the works
were made on an impromptu basis. | do have to think about
the conditions and specifics of an exhibition space, and ideas
suddenly proliferate in the process.

On this note, what’s next for you? Is there a particular kind of
site or process you are interested in exploring?

| am going to have a small-scale exhibition in August titled
“Open Shell”. In the long run, | think | am becoming more
willing to be led by feelings and impulsions in the selection or
decision-making process.

| don't think too much about exploring this or that space. To
put it differently: | deem the confrontation with every new
space a unique experience. As such, | am attentive to how
other artists handle and refresh exhibition spaces, how they
offer a new and enriched viewing experience of the same yet
different locale—this refreshment is also what | aim for when
dealing with exhibitions.
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Ko Sin Tung
Born 1987 in Hong Kong

Currently works and lives in Hong Kong

In recent years, Ko Sin Tung has been
creating project-based, site-specific
artworks and exhibitions in series,
systematically dealing with social,
architectural and quotidian themes.
From a post-conceptual, post-minimal
and seemingly detached perspective,
Ko represents via installation, sculpture,
painting, photography and video the
process and means through which the
contemporary society disciplines human
bodies, critiquing the veiled, concealed
and manipulated conditions of reality.
Emphasising the internal dynamics in
dichotomies — construction-destruction,
development-ruination, exteriority-
interiority — Ko’s artistic practice
balances borderline imagery that appears
ambiguous, and political discourses that
are lucid and polemical.

In her early practice, Ko Sin Tung
investigates the impact of things through
a myriad of mediums and materials,
the psychological influences private
objects continuously project, and the
non-utilitarian functions they have been
personally channelled to fulfil. She
observes the city’s inhabitants and their
close-quarters, slowly questioning the
ways in which their personal objects
reflect life, revealing the existentialist
abyss between the real and the
simulacrum opened by bad images. Be it
the blurry images of kitschy, ornamented
vessels in Modern Home Collection series
(2013-2015); the conceptual inscriptions
of her textual works like P-E-R-M-A-N-
E-N-T (2014) and (2015); the political
movement proposed by an array of works
in the holistic exhibition “underground
construction: failed” including 24 Tubes
(2015); and even the reoccurring motif of
the window that represents the threshold
between the public and the private, as
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well as the enigmatic aura captured and
reflected therein — all are telling of Ko’s
early interests.

In 2019, Ko Sin Tung produced two
exhibitions: “Dust and trivial matters” at
The Bunker, Beijing, and “Adaptation”
at Edouard Malingue Gallery, Hong
Kong. The two exhibitions demonstrate
the artist’s ambition in integrating
heterogeneous elements and critiquing
spaces, testifying comprehensively to the
ongoing evolution of themes, forms and
methods in her practice. “Dust and trivial
matters” demarcates with transparent
walls the former underground shelter
that is already claustrophobic in the first
place, severely separating the audience
from the exhibits: video works, surgical
instruments, cleaning equipment and
readymade objects cut and sliced. Leaving
indirect statements and euphemisms
behind, Ko, in a fierce and acute fashion,
represents her unique vision: the early
window motif is here transformed into an
environment that envelops and rejects
the audience. The creative observer’s
detachment is animated along with the
presence of the audience; the surgical
cleanliness — and it would further develop
in projects to follow as an increasingly
significant formal element — fights brutally
and silently with the unremovable, natural
filthiness in a context that is inherently
confining. Carefully mapped, “Dust and
trivial matters” through barring, slicing,
shredding and discharging exercises
reveals in consecutive scenarios a species
of hidden violence.

For “Adaptation”, Ko Sin Tung also largely
modifies the exhibition space, and works
substantially on and with walls purposely
built and smeared. Her long-term interest
in the construction process — that is, the
destruction process — fully manifests
here: instead of filling the exhibition
space with artworks, Ko builds the space
and even inserts pieces into the walls,
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effectively re-staging the construction
process. Speaking of her fascination with
construction sites, Ko points out that the
process of de-construction excavates a
subtle dimension of reality, “as if this is the
true face of the city.” Combining painting
and photography, From dark to light
(2019) in “Adaptation” further unfolds the
window motif and is therefore constituted
as a kind of meta-painting in this specific
context. The uncanny A Blu-tack photo
(2019) makes concise remarks on Ko’s
oeuvre to date: maintaining a long-term,
resilient relationship with her immediate
reality, emphasising the subtle dialectics of
vision-spectacle and touch-body, astutely
observing the transience of things as she
closely examines her own unconscious
gestures. Since 2020, Ko has started
to consider the influences of the global
pandemic and regional political events on
individual experiences, and continues to
investigate the social, political and cultural
as interruptions, obstacles, dangers and
traps.

Ko Sin Tung graduated from the
Department of Fine Arts at The Chinese
University of Hong Kong in 2009, and
currently works and lives in Hong Kong.
Her works have been exhibited locally and
internationally, including at the National
Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts, Taichung
City (2021), The Bunker, Beijing (2019), Tai
Kwun Contemporary, Hong Kong (2018)
and Centre for Chinese Contemporary
Art, Manchester (2017), amongst other
locations. She was awarded the Special
Jury Prize of Huayu Youth Award (2016),
Pure Art Foundation Grant (2013-
2014) and Project Grant (Emerging
Artists Scheme) from the Hong Kong
Arts Development Council (2014). She
will pursue her MFA in Germany, at the
Hochschule fir bildende Kiinste Hamburg,
beginning October of 2023.
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